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    “Let’s be clear: the work of science has nothing whatever to do with consensus. Consensus is the business of politics. Science, on the contrary, requires only one investigator who happens to be right, which means that he or she has results that are verifiable by reference to the real world. In science consensus is irrelevant. What is relevant is reproducible results. The greatest scientists in history are great precisely because they broke with the consensus.” 
 
    —Michael Crichton. 
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    Dr. Allison Keane entered the modest home she was renting and collapsed onto a comfortable beige sofa. She had just returned from treating herself to a rare breakfast out and her taste buds were positively humming. She took a deep, cleansing breath, closed her eyes, and let herself drift through the cavernous darkness, alone with her thoughts.   
 
    Could it be that she might finally be getting back on track? 
 
    She was afraid to even think it, to allow herself to believe it for a moment. In a more innocent time, she would have been giddy, literally dancing in celebration and fantasizing about a glorious and consequential future.  
 
    But this was not a more innocent time. This was long after she had had her dreams torn from her as cruelly as a bully might yank the legs from a spider. Long after she had been confronted by pure evil, and had lost.  
 
    Lost her dreams. Lost her belief in justice. And lost her way. 
 
    But for the past three years she had begun to claw back. To inch her way out of the pit of Hell. And the step she had just taken was far greater than just an inch. It was an exhilarating explosion that could launch her from the depths of despair to towering new heights. 
 
    As jaded as Allie Keane had become, even she had to admit that her life was finally looking up.  
 
    If one could call what she had a life. She spent every waking hour she wasn’t eating or exercising pursuing her passion. And while she considered herself lucky to be able to do so, there was such a thing as balance, which was something she had woefully neglected.  
 
    But she vowed that this would begin to change starting now. No time like the present.  
 
    Three mornings earlier, she had finally gone public with the results of her last two years of work, a pre-publication of a theory that she was convinced was groundbreaking, and would finally garner the respect and acclaim that had been stolen from her.   
 
    She had only published the big-picture version of the theory, and only in an online physics forum, but the more formal, thorough version wouldn’t be far behind. First, she wanted to test the waters, get an initial reaction. This way, she could better address the vicious critiques and dismissals she knew would be par for the course from scores of smug, entrenched physics luminaries, who might be brilliant, but who were often trapped by group-think and fearful of venturing wildly beyond accepted physics dogma.  
 
    Every truly revolutionary advance was met with harsh resistance when first introduced, and she expected her ideas to be treated more brutally than most. As the German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer had famously expressed, “All truth passes through three stages. First, it is ridiculed. Second, it is violently opposed. Third, it is accepted as being self-evident.”  
 
    Of all the quotes she had ever read, this was her favorite. Followed by one from the great pioneer of quantum physics, Niels Bohr, who had said, “We all agree that your theory is crazy. The question that divides us is whether it is crazy enough.”  
 
    Online comments regarding her revolutionary ideas were already flying in. The last time she checked, right before retiring the night before, she had found dozens of savage, biting critiques. But also two responses from world-renowned physicists who had issued guarded praise of her ideas. Shocked praise, really, which almost seemed pried from them against their will, but praise nonetheless.  
 
    She could only imagine their dismay as they read her work, expecting glaring, amateur-hour errors and relishing the chance to poke holes in her ideas, math, and conclusions large enough to swallow continents. Relishing the chance to put the lowly Associate Professor of Quantum Physics, just recently promoted from the even lowlier rank of postdoctoral fellow, back in her place. An associate professor at the University of South Dakota no less—an institution that few of the elite physicists at MIT, Stanford, Princeton, or Cambridge could even find on a map. 
 
    But instead, these two giants had grudgingly admitted that her work was original, groundbreaking, and in some ways, breathtaking. She had to give them credit for this admission, which she wasn’t sure would be forthcoming, and which couldn’t have been easy while commenting on the work of a physics peasant. It was as if Luciano Pavarotti found himself upstaged by a tenor he had stumbled upon singing opera to a herd of cows in a pasture.  
 
    Allie hadn’t always been considered a physics peasant. In fact, many years earlier, she had been thought to be quickly moving toward physics royalty. She had been a child prodigy beyond compare, but with a personality that didn’t draw attention to this fact. Many she encountered had marveled that she came across as a fun-loving and well-adjusted “normal” kid.  She had frequently been compared to a character on a show called Young Sheldon, a little blonde girl named Paige Swanson. 
 
    The show centered on a pre-teen genius named Sheldon Cooper, who was portrayed as being stereotypically quirky and socially inept. But Paige Swanson was a character who broke this mold. As brilliant as Sheldon, but personable, extroverted, and anything but robotic. Allie had been told she resembled this character, not only with respect to her personality and genius, but her appearance as well, although Allie’s hair was light brown instead of blonde, and her eyes were green rather than blue.  
 
    At the age of fifteen, an only child, Allie and her parents had moved from South Dakota to Acton, Massachusetts, so she could live at home and attend MIT. She graduated three years later at the top of her class, and then continued on at the same revered institution, working toward her Ph.D. in quantum physics.  
 
    But as she approached her twenty-second birthday, just as she was putting the finishing touches on her Ph.D. thesis, her life took a tragic turn. In the blink of an eye she was swatted from her towering pedestal and impaled on jagged rocks below. Her beloved parents were hit in their car by a drunk driver on the interstate, killing her father instantly and leaving her mother barely alive. 
 
    Her mother, Mary Keane, did manage to hang on by a thread for six months, through dozens of surgeries, which did little but provide false hope and prolong Allie’s agony. During this nightmarish stretch, Allie’s emotions were laid bare, as despair and heartbreak suffocated her normally upbeat spirit, and stress shredded her gut as surely as if she had eaten a bucket of broken glass. It was the most horrible six months of her life.  
 
    But this was only the beginning. 
 
    After taking off two additional months to mourn the loss of her parents and get her head on straight, Allie returned to MIT to finish her doctorate, only to discover that her advisor, Abraham Sena, whom she had admired, had stolen her thesis while she was gone, publishing it as if it were his own work.  
 
    Instead of losing herself in her work to help recover from the tragic loss of her parents, Sena had seen to it that Allie was pushed even further under the murky seas. And held down. Because robbing her of the fruits of her labor and genius wasn’t cruel and horrific enough. Sena needed to twist the knife, to insulate himself from Allie’s certain fury, accusations, and attempts to prove his theft.  
 
    So he had framed her. Obliterated her reputation and credibility.  
 
    Esteemed Professor Abraham Sena had managed to perform a hacking magic trick, erasing all traces of her work from her computer and even from her account in the cloud, and adding overwhelming evidence that she had been the one planning to plagiarize him.  
 
    Sena’s defamation of her had been genius, his manipulation of hearts and minds an evil masterpiece. And he had the reputation, the legitimacy, that she did not. He even had the gall to pretend to be sympathetic to her for having carried out the crime for which he had framed her, insisting only that she be thrown out of MIT in disgrace, but pleading that this should be her only punishment. It was tragic, he had said, that this poor girl had entered a stressful graduate program too young, got in over her head, and had flamed out.  
 
    And given the even more tragic loss of her parents recently, she should be pitied rather than loathed.  
 
    It was all too much for what was left of Allie Keane, and she came very close to a nervous breakdown. She spiraled down into the depths of Hell, finding drugs, and sex, and alcohol—and always despair.  
 
    But, somehow, after a number of lost years—little more than a drug-addled blur in her memory—she had slowly, painfully, turned things around. She had sobered up, and had begun to put her life back on track. And while it had taken time, she was still only twenty-eight, and there now seemed nowhere to go but up. 
 
    She frowned deeply, her eyes still closed in contemplation.  
 
    Nowhere to go but up, she repeated in her mind. Sure. She wasn’t about to fall for that again. After all, she had thought this once before, six years earlier.  
 
    So now, despite the unexpectedly positive reactions her work had earned, she found herself more wary than hopeful. She had become so traumatized by the loss of her parents, and the theft of her work, that she now cowered in fear after being handed a beautifully gift-wrapped present, sure that it was only a matter of time before the box would blow up in her face.  
 
    She shuddered as she imagined eagerly pulling open a red-satin bow on a magnificent gift, only to have the package explode, vaporizing her entire head in an instant.  
 
    A loud rap at the door interrupted Allie’s reverie, just as she was envisioning this grisly scene, and she almost jumped out of her skin. Her eyes shot open and she bolted off the couch, an anxious expression now firmly frozen on her face.  
 
    Who could it be? She wasn’t expecting any deliveries, and it was still only nine in the morning. And she hadn’t had a single visitor in over a year. 
 
    Her phone was off, resting on an end table in her bedroom, so her door cam was no help. She would just have to learn the identity of her visitor the old-fashioned way, by actually opening her door, as barbaric as this method now seemed.  
 
    Given when the knock had occurred in her stream of thinking, she couldn’t help but imagine that it portended something truly horrible. Part of her wanted to pretend not to be home, ignore it. But she knew to fight this instinct. Just because her world had been gutted before, at the most optimistic point in her life, didn’t mean it would happen again. 
 
    But it also didn’t mean that it wouldn’t. 
 
    Dr. Allison Keane took a deep breath, braced herself, and reached for the doorknob.   
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    Allie swung open her front door to reveal a slim woman wearing too much makeup and too much jewelry.  
 
    “Kathy?” she said in shock as the visitor came into view.  
 
    Her neighbor, Kathy Angus, was the last person she expected to find standing there. Allie had only seen this woman a handful of times since their initial introduction two years earlier. Not entirely surprising, since Allie had made it a point to keep to herself, and typically left early for the university and returned late. “Is everything okay?” she added warily. 
 
    “Hello, uh . . . Allie,” said her visitor, as though having to dredge up this name from the depths of her memory. “Sorry to bother you so early.” 
 
    “Not at all,” replied Allie, still wary, making no move to invite her neighbor inside. “Actually, I’ve been up for hours. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Did you just post some kind of . . . physics paper online?” 
 
    Allie’s mouth fell open. Her neighbor worked as a hairdresser. If Allie had made a list a thousand pages long of possible questions Kathy might ask, this wouldn’t have been on it. She tilted her head in dismay. “How do you know that?” she said. “Only a few thousand people in the world should know—at most. And they’re all frequent visitors to the Cambridge Quantum Physics Forum.” 
 
    Kathy shrugged. “Well . . . here’s the thing, one of the people who know about it just called me on my cell about ten minutes ago, asking about you. A guy. Deep voice. Called himself John. Said he had read your work but was having trouble contacting you. Suspected your phone wasn’t on.” 
 
    Allie shook her head, barely able to believe what she was hearing. “So why did he call you?”  
 
    “Yeah, no kidding. I asked him the same thing. Turns out he wants to offer you a job. I told him that this was great and all, but it still didn’t answer why he was bothering me. You were bound to turn your phone back on at some point today.”  
 
    Kathy frowned. “Speaking of which,” she continued, “since you’re awake and dressed, why isn’t your phone on?”  
 
    She asked the question as if it was one of the deepest mysteries of the cosmos. As if the idea of not having a phone on and by one’s side every waking instant was inconceivable. 
 
    The answer was simple. Allie’s job required very deep, very sustained thinking. And cell phones were the ultimate distraction, carefully designed and evolved to become as addictive as possible. She had been sucked into the satanic device’s irresistible black-hole pull completely just after she had emerged from what she called her dark years, having traded one set of addictions for another. But she had finally managed to beat this back also, to the point of maintaining an almost monk-like phone celibacy. Prior to this, even having the cursed device in the same room with her resulted in her checking it every five minutes, a drug addict willing to kill, if necessary, for a desperately needed hit, each time destroying her train of thought and forward momentum.  
 
    And maintaining a laser-focused train of thought was everything for a theoretical physicist. Yes, she read literature and conducted other research, but radical breakthroughs were most likely to come about through thought experiments and insane leaps of imagination. Which meant hours at a time of lying on the couch in her office with her eyes closed, looking to be asleep, and trying to force her tortured brain to forge unique connections between unrelated physics knowledge and theories that she had crammed inside. Only stopping each day when her mind screamed for mercy. Then rinse and repeat, day after day, year after year.  
 
    Most of the time this exercise was pure, unadulterated torture. Flailing blindly in the abyss of her own thoughts, almost panicking as she went around and around in circles, unable to force a connection, drowning with no sign of a single buoy to grasp onto.  
 
    Her job description sounded like heaven to outsiders, being paid to lie around and be creative. Generate ideas.  
 
    If only truly revolutionary ideas didn’t require such agony to achieve, the mental equivalent of pushing the biggest of newborn babies through the tiniest of pelvises. 
 
    When Allie was flailing around in her own tortured skull, she’d seize on any excuse to come up for air, and a cell phone was far too tempting. If she wanted to attack the mysteries of the universe, her phone needed to be off and out of reach—for days at a time. It was as simple as that.  
 
    Not that her neighbor would have interest in any of this, or that Allie wanted to take the time to explain it. “My phone’s in the other room charging,” she lied instead. “The battery died while I was sleeping.”  
 
    She leaned forward intently. “But let’s get back to the conversation you had with this John. When you asked him why he was bugging you about me, what did he say?”  
 
    “Just that he’d like to offer you a job, and didn’t want to waste even a minute. Said he wanted me to stop by and ask you to turn on your phone.” 
 
    “You do know how crazy that sounds, right?” 
 
    “Tell me about it. I thought it was some sort of prank call. Or a scam. Or a guy who might be some kind of demented killer. I mean, it’s creepy how he knows I live next door to you, and also my phone number. How did he manage that?”  
 
    Allie arched an eyebrow. “Well, there are probably ways. By checking county records of home purchases and so on. But it would take some work.” She paused. “Not that you aren’t right to be concerned about his motives. But you’re here, so you must have decided he was legit. Why?”  
 
    “When I hesitated to do what he asked, he had me check my bank account. When I did, I saw that five grand had just been wired in. Five grand! He said he’d deposit five more if I’d stop by and ask you to turn on your phone.” 
 
    “Ten thousand dollars? To stop by a neighbor’s house for a few minutes? Just like that?” 
 
    Kathy nodded. “Just like that.” 
 
    “And that didn’t make you even more suspicious?” 
 
    “It did. But it also made me a lot wealthier. So I figured, what the hell?” 
 
    Allie considered. He could have probably gotten Kathy to do this for free, but if not, for a few hundred dollars at most. Wiring this much money into Kathy’s account, when she hadn’t even given him routing numbers, was his way of showing off. His way of getting Allie’s attention.  
 
    And it had worked like a charm. He definitely had her attention. And then some.  
 
    “How did he get the information he needed to wire you the money?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. But my bank told me that it’s much easier to put money into someone’s account than take it out. Which is, you know . . . comforting. But the bottom line is that this guy must be loaded, and he’s got some serious interest in talking to you.”  
 
    Kathy raised her eyebrows, extending eyelids that were painted a dark shade of blue. “So if I were you,” she added, “I’d turn on my damn phone.”  
 
    She shrugged innocently. “You know . . . just saying.” 
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    Commander Zachary Reed, dressed in civilian clothing, looked up from his tablet computer to briefly admire his luxurious surroundings once again, still finding them hard to believe. He was used to being crammed inside the dark belly of a transport plane, flying with lights off and under the radar, waiting to parachute into hostile territory to conduct deadly incursions.  
 
    And now? Now he was the sole passenger inside the latest Gulfstream luxury jet, with a fully stocked bar and refrigerator, sitting in a chair and a cabin so spacious, so comfortable, so decadent, that the finest first-class compartment of any commercial airline seemed like a cattle car by comparison. 
 
    He allowed himself a brief, satisfied sigh before shifting his eyes back to the tablet, where he had been absorbing the latest developments in genetic engineering made possible by the miracle of Crisper/CAS9 genetic engineering technology. 
 
    He had a lot of catching up to do.   
 
    Technological innovation was erupting across the world far faster than at any time in history, as scientists with fertile imaginations stood on the shoulders of giants and had access to an array of exponentially evolving scientific building blocks.  
 
    And Zachary Reed was expected to get up to speed on much of it—at least at a workable layman’s level—in record time. He had been assigned to an off-the-books black ops group called Tech Ops for two weeks now, and had never crammed more.  
 
    Tech Ops military personnel often dressed and operated as civilians, both inside and outside of the country, with elaborate false identities and lavish bank accounts that legitimized them. This helped them spy on emerging game-changing technologies, influence scientists, commit espionage, or carry out counter-espionage operations as required. As a field operative within this black-ops organization, Commander Zach Reed had been given the broadest of latitude to do anything necessary to complete his missions. Anything.  
 
    And this type of wide latitude had been given for good reason. Because the stakes behind what Tech Ops was chartered to do were exceedingly high. Reed had just left SEAL Team Six, where he had been a special operator, a commando, so he knew something about high-stakes missions.  
 
    But in the big picture, the work he would do for Tech Ops would have a much greater impact on world affairs, on the future of humanity, than that of his all-too-famous former unit. Leaving the SEALs after almost seven years hadn’t been easy, but he had finally decided that he had seen too many horrors, too many atrocities, and had been forced to kill too many people.  
 
    Besides, Reed wanted to avoid leaving the unit the way many of his comrades had—zipped up inside a body bag.  
 
    So at the age of thirty-three, after seeing more bloodshed than most soldiers would in five lifetimes, it had been time to move on. Not that he hadn’t loved his old job. He and his team had saved more lives than anyone would ever know, from more horrific plots than anyone could ever know, lest the population of the country be turned into a nation of insomniacs, never to sleep soundly again. He loved the skills, athleticism, and almost superhuman physical conditioning required—not to mention the vital nature of his missions and the adrenaline rush that came with the job, which made free climbing sheer cliff walls seem almost boring by comparison.  
 
    SEAL Team Six was possibly the most elite unit of any in the world. And while this nickname for the Naval Special Warfare Development Group confused many into believing that it was a single, twelve-member A-team, the reality was that the group was almost four hundred operators strong.  
 
    Even so, Commander Zachary Reed had been considered one of the best. He had been told that if SEAL Team Six did consist of a single twelve-man A-team, he would have been on it.  
 
    But despite leaving his sterling reputation and brothers-in-arms behind, he was already convinced that the powers that be had put him in the right place. Since Tech Ops was a black program, he hadn’t even known it existed, but was told that both human experts and AI algorithms had examined his profile and agreed that this was his best destiny. He loved science and science fiction and was exceptionally adept with technology. And, apparently, he had scored as one of the brightest of the SEALS—which was quite the compliment given that raw intelligence was just as critical a criteria for choosing recruits in this elite group as was bravery and extraordinary combat abilities.  
 
    So here he was. Assigned to a large, powerful organization that wasn’t acknowledged to exist, run by a woman named Colonel Sarah Hubbard. An organization that had only come into existence a handful of years earlier, but had grown at breakneck speed, both in size and importance.  
 
    Although rarely brought up in polite society, the world was in the midst of a new kind of cold war. A war for technology supremacy.  
 
    For millennia, countries with the biggest or most effective armies reigned supreme. Size, might, and economic capacity led to dominance.  
 
    World order was determined by fourth-grade playground rules. The biggest bully won. Period. Brawn over brains, without exception. 
 
    But in modern times this was no longer—necessarily—true. Vast national resources and a Manhattan Project were no longer required to dramatically change the global power structure. Large, rich countries were more likely to dominate technology than small, poor ones, to be sure, but there was no telling when a small country, or even a group of individuals, could develop something that would change the balance of world power overnight.   
 
    It was now a world in which a high school student could use the immense power of CRISPR/Cas9 genetic engineering techniques to launch a global pandemic, or hold the world hostage with such a threat. When private companies could get to space at many times the efficiency and at a fraction of the cost of all world governments combined. When advances in AI, the internet, spyware, and ultra-high-powered lasers could trump massive traditional armies, millions strong.  
 
    So a cold war had arisen. A war to stay ahead in the tech race on the one hand, and to sabotage and monitor the tech of other nations on the other. And the stakes were truly unfathomable.  
 
    Every nation was in the game, more or less. And not just the usual suspects, such as Russia, Israel, North Korea, India, and Iran, but scores of others, some allies, some not, but all worth watching.  
 
    Still, there could be no doubt that the two heavyweight contenders in this battle for supremacy were the US and China, even if the US was the last country on Earth to recognize this truth. 
 
    Just as had been the case with respect to bin-Laden and Isis, China had caught America asleep at the wheel. Fat and overconfident. A hare so dominant that it actively helped the tortoise catch up, not knowing the tortoise would repay this kindness by kneecapping the hare and bursting into the lead.  
 
    The Chinese people were, by all accounts, a wonderful group—generous and peace-loving—but their government had become totalitarian. While America slept, Xi’s China grew ever more militant, with the Chinese Communist Party making it clear to anyone who wanted to take notice that it considered the US its enemy, even going so far as to publicly declare a “people’s war” on America.  
 
    And still, the vast majority of leaders and citizens in the US remained in blissful ignorance, unaware that anything was happening between the two superpowers other than the occasional rhetorical or trade war.   
 
    Finally, at long last, the battle was formally joined when the head of American Black Ops, General Eric Orlando, read a very short book in 2020, written by a man named Gordon Chang, entitled The Great U.S.—China Tech War. This short treatise had laid out the situation in stark, unmistakable terms. “America needs to prevent the world’s most dangerous regime from dominating the world’s most powerful technologies,” Chang had written. “And we need to be prepared to take drastic, emergency-like measures to prevent Chinese success.” 
 
    Perhaps one sentence summed it up best, “The United States and China are locked in a cold tech war, and the winner will end up dominating the twenty-first century.” 
 
    So “Tech Ops” was born. To keep watch on technology developments around the world, and especially the activities of the communist Chinese, a government that for many years had bribed businesses, scientists, and politicians, stolen intellectual property, perfected a public relations campaign to whitewash the truth and burnish its image that the most duplicitous Hollywood publicist would envy, and had committed whatever ruthless unlawful acts were necessary to gain the upper hand. 
 
    And in many areas China had raced ahead of the world, most recently when it came to critical 5G wireless internet technology and AI.  
 
    But Tech Ops was founded not just to keep watch, but to actively enter the game—at long last. To do what it took to fend off the threat from China and every other country in the world. To fight fire with fire.    
 
    Reed looked up again from his reading as the tiny smart comms embedded deep within his ears sprang to life, delivering the pleasant feminine voice of his personal AI assistant. The AI, which he had named Eve since it was truly the first of its kind, resided not within Eden, but within the world’s most impressive supercomputer at NSA headquarters hundreds of miles away, enabling it to freely draw on all of the NSA’s data and capabilities. It was the most advanced AI, by far, ever developed, and only a few hundred operatives had authorized access.  
 
    “Commander,” it said, “I’m receiving a video call from Colonel Hubbard. Do you want it displayed on your contact lenses or tablet computer?”  
 
    “Lenses,” he replied immediately, and seemingly before he finished the word his commanding officer’s face was projected onto his smart contacts in such a way as to make it appear three-dimensional, about half life-sized, and floating about three feet in front of his eyes.  
 
    “Commander Reed,” said the holographic image without preamble, “it seems we have a bit of a . . . situation. We need you to abort your current mission and take on one of more urgency. A new flight plan has been filed. Your pilot is being ordered to proceed at best speed to a new destination, even as we speak.”   
 
    The jet suddenly banked sharply to the north, right on cue, exerting enough force on its sole passenger to underscore the sense of urgency. 
 
    “Roger that, Colonel,” said Reed. “Where am I headed?” 
 
    “Vermillion, South Dakota.” 
 
    Reed raised his eyebrows. He wasn’t even aware that this was an actual place. “Please repeat,” he requested. “I thought you said Vermillion, South Dakota.” 
 
    “I know,” said Hubbard, shaking her head. “I was just as surprised as you are, Commander. Turns out a twenty-eight-year-old scientist there made what looks to be a breakthrough in qubit design. Dr. Allison ‘Allie’ Keane.” 
 
    The commander nodded. He might be new, but he had understood the importance of such a discovery even before joining Tech Ops. A qubit, short for quantum bit, was the fundamental building block needed to construct a quantum computer. 
 
    At twenty-eight, this Dr. Keane was awfully young, although Reed had to remind himself that he was only five years older. After an extended stint with SEAL Team Six, he sometimes felt like a senior citizen.  
 
    He checked his location, noting that he was over Nebraska, which bordered South Dakota. He had been traveling to a tech conference in New York from his home base in California, so the timing of Hubbard’s call, when he was at his closest to Vermillion, had not been accidental. 
 
    “This could be a huge deal,” continued the colonel. “Because after Dr. Keane made this breakthrough, she posted it on a wide-open online physics forum,” she added disapprovingly. 
 
    “Well that . . . sucks,” noted Reed.  
 
    “Yeah. Even worse, we’re running very late on this one. Since you’re my closest asset, I need you to protect this woman and recruit her if possible. Too late to put this genie back in the bottle, unfortunately. You’ll be landing at Sioux Falls Regional Airport, about sixty miles from Vermillion. I have your flight time at approximately forty minutes. A heavily armored van is already en route, loaded to the gills with weaponry, drones, two portable, shoulder-fired rocket launchers, and so on—just in case—and capable of driverless operation. I’ll send the specs on it and the weaponry we’ll have loaded inside. It’s fairly large, all electric, with the engine and other vital organs protected within a carbyne shell, straps below for stealth incursions, and an extendable triangular ram, made of the same ultra-hard steel as an excavator bucket.” 
 
    “Impressive,” said Reed. “Thanks.” 
 
    “I’ve also scrambled six plain-clothed commandos out of Fort Carson,” added the colonel, referring to an army base in nearby Colorado that was home to the 10th Special Forces Group. “They’re in the air with a faster ride than you have, so they should land in about twenty-five minutes. They’re yours to command as needed. Both the van and men should be on the ground in Sioux Falls when you arrive.”    
 
    “Roger that,” said the commander. “So who is Dr. Keane? And what’s she doing in Vermillion, South Dakota? Last I checked, Silicon Valley didn’t extend quite that far.” 
 
    The colonel smiled. “Yeah, that’s an understatement. She’s an associate professor at the University of South Dakota. Which is one of the reasons she flew under our radar. Not just under, but not even in the same universe as our radar. Which could turn out to be a big problem. You’ve only been on one assignment, Commander, but given your impeccable record with the SEALS, I’m counting on you to make this work.” 
 
    “I won’t let you down, Colonel.” 
 
    “Well, we may have let you down, Commander. This is as tardy as we’ve been with something of this potential magnitude. It’s likely most interested parties also failed to keep tabs on this Dr. Keane, but not all. And everyone will be waking up soon, if they haven’t already. So we’re likely already late to the show, which could be very bad.” 
 
    Reed frowned. Science used to be done out in the open, in a collegial atmosphere, more or less. But the money that could be made from new tech, and the tech wars being waged throughout the world, had changed that dramatically. For certain key areas of science, sharing breakthroughs publicly the moment they were made was a thing of the past.  
 
    Powerful players, both governments and individuals, took care to identify promising scientists and approaches, and to forge lucrative agreements to see any breakthrough work first before it was made public. Or forged other arrangements, including funding the research for a guaranteed license to any results, with preset financial terms for such acquisitions.  
 
    Key scientific discoveries were now driven underground, hoarded, covered by ironclad NDAs. This wasn’t how science was supposed to work, but in modern times technology had repeatedly shown an ability to remake the entire world in the blink of an eye, so it had become the new reality.  
 
    Whether the world would be controlled by dictatorship or democracy could well come down to a single scientist. The recruitment and control of individual geniuses had become far more important than it had been at any time in human history.  
 
    If a lucrative deal couldn’t be signed with a key prospect, Tech Ops would at least see to it that the prospect was monitored, at minimum, for any signs of a breakthrough, and to make sure that any American scientist was prohibited from working with China or other nations.  
 
    “Just how earthshattering is this discovery?” asked Reed. 
 
    “Very,” said the colonel simply. “And by posting it so publicly, she basically unleashed a ball of bread into the ocean.”  
 
    “I’m not sure I follow.” 
 
    “My version of chumming the water, Commander. Or for those who like more violent metaphors, throwing a bloody hunk of meat into a shark-infested ocean, or a piranha-infested river. I think of bread because I have personal experience with it. When I was fourteen, my parents and I went on a touristy snorkeling outing while vacationing in Hawaii, and the boat we were on offered loaves of bread and fixings for passengers to make sandwiches. I came up with the epically bad idea to use the bread to entice fish to come into view. I wet an entire loaf and wadded it up into a giant ball. Then I swam away from the boat, dived down about ten feet, and proceeded to obliterate the ball into thousands of tiny bread particles.”   
 
    “I take it that this worked better than you expected.” 
 
    The colonel laughed. “Just a little bit,” she replied. “Within seconds I’m pretty sure every last sea creature in the entire Pacific was surrounding me and the ball. I suspect there were at least a billion of them, but I didn’t stop to count. I was too busy panicking and swimming away like my life depended on it. The bread almost certainly didn’t attract any carnivores, but I’ve never been so terrified.” 
 
    “So you’re saying Dr. Keane had better be a good swimmer.” 
 
    “Yes. And you had better be a good lifeguard, Commander. Because God knows how many fish are already on the way.”  
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    Reed sighed, wishing he had had a few more months to study up and gain his footing within Tech Ops before becoming the point man on a mission of this potential importance.  
 
    He looked deep into the eyes of the holographic face floating in front of him. The colonel looked anxious, as if willing the Gulfstream to go faster than its top speed. “Let me give you a quick backgrounder on Dr. Keane before I sign off,” she said. “You’ll find a much more extensive briefing in your inbox.” 
 
     “Understood.” 
 
    “Dr. Keane published her theory on Monday,” continued the colonel with a scowl. “Three entire mornings ago. No one in our organization even got around to reading it until last night. That’s how off the radar she was. Our watch-lists are quite extensive, but not only wasn’t she on the primary list, she wasn’t on the secondary or tertiary lists either.” 
 
    “So basically, you thought the bag boy at Ralph’s had a better chance of coming up with a game-changing tech breakthrough than her?” 
 
    Hubbard couldn’t help but smile. “Thanks for not rubbing it in,” she said wryly. “But you’re not wrong. After one of our lower-ranked scientists read the work last night, she immediately kicked it up to our chief quantum scientist for review, urgent priority. He spent hours on it, convinced that Keane’s work could well be revolutionary, and our people spent the rest of the night getting a handle on her. We really dropped the ball on this woman. I dropped the ball,” she amended emphatically, and Reed was impressed with her instinct to take personal responsibility.  
 
    “How could you have known?” he said. “Sounds like she came entirely out of left field.”   
 
    Hubbard sighed. “Not as much as you might think. Which brings me back to her background. She was a physics savant before she was old enough to ride a bike. Unlimited promise. About to get her Ph.D. in quantum physics from MIT when she was caught stealing work from her professor and kicked out. She claimed he had stolen the work from her, but the evidence against her was overwhelming.” 
 
    “But now we know she was framed,” said Reed. 
 
    “Very good, Commander. We can’t know that for certain, but the fact she produced this kind of groundbreaking work at the University of South Dakota, good old USD, without anyone at MIT to steal from, suggests this is the case. After she left MIT she basically had a nervous breakdown. Fell off the edge of the world. Lived on the streets. It’s a wonder she survived.” 
 
    “How did she turn things around?” 
 
    “Sheer force of will. Got clean, and formed a plan. She grew up in South Dakota, so she returned there and applied to USD’s physics grad program. She was interviewed by several professors, who realized that her quantum physics IQ was off the charts. Even after coming off a multi-year bender that was bound to have destroyed countless brain cells. She normally would have been a superstar at a prestigious university or high-tech company, but she was too tainted for anyone to touch.”  
 
    “But USD was willing to take a gamble where others wouldn’t. Because if she panned out, this was their only chance, ever, to get someone of her caliber.” 
 
    Hubbard nodded, looking as if she was favorably impressed with her new recruit. “Exactly right, Commander. And Dr. Keane was as dazzling as they had hoped. She finished her Ph.D. from scratch in less than a year, and then stayed on as a post-doc. She was promoted to associate professor just a few months ago, less than two years after enrolling. Her rise was meteoric.” 
 
    “But you and the world had lost track of her during her skid row days,” said Reed. 
 
    Hubbard nodded miserably. “Which is understandable,” she said. “But we failed to reacquire her when we should have.” 
 
    “Was USD off your radar?” 
 
    “Not entirely. We focus the lion’s share of our attention on the most prestigious companies and universities, but we do also keep one eye trained on universities like USD. But only on their scientific stars. And Allie Keane was only a newly minted associate professor. So, like you said, she might as well have been bagging groceries. Still, we missed a critical data point. Apparently, her new Ph.D. thesis was pretty groundbreaking also, but so deeply mathematical and abstract we missed its significance. The problem is, I’d be shocked if it didn’t attract the notice of a few of our global competitors, who’ve probably been keeping track of her ever since.” 
 
    Reed nodded slowly, taking it all in. “It’s surprising to me that she’s come up with such major advances at a place like USD,” he said. “Regardless of how brilliant she is. I mean, she’s had no camaraderie with the top minds in the field. I was always under the impression that geniuses collected at prestigious institutions so they could interact with other geniuses. To stimulate their thinking and spur them on to greatness. Since she’s in a genius vacuum, you’d have to think it unlikely she’d make this kind of breakthrough.” 
 
    Hubbard paused in thought. After several long seconds she winced noticeably, as if something wholly unpleasant had popped into her mind. “That’s true, Commander Reed. At least the vast majority of the time.”  
 
    She blew out a long breath and began to look vaguely ill. “The problem is,” she continued, “the two exceptions to this rule that spring to mind are truly legendary. Something I never really thought about until you just raised this point.”  
 
    Hubbard’s expression soured further. “Which means overlooking Dr. Keane is even more egregious than I realized. Mingling with the greatest minds in a field can lead to breathtaking advances. Absolutely. But I just realized that to dramatically upend an entire field, take a quantum leap forward, a true genius may actually benefit from standing alone. Scientists cut off from exalted institutions are freer to think outside the box. They aren’t shackled by conventional thinking, and don’t need to fear being ridiculed by respected peers for having ideas that seem totally wild.”  
 
    “So who are these rare exceptions?” asked Reed.  
 
     “Only the two men responsible for the most important physics revolutions of the past three or four centuries,” she replied miserably. “Isaac Newton and Albert Einstein.” 
 
    She paused to let these names sink in. “In 1665,” she continued, “young Isaac Newton was a student at Cambridge when the Great Plague hit London, wiping out a quarter of the population in only two years. They didn’t understand infectious disease back then, but they knew quarantines worked, so all students at Cambridge were sent home.  
 
    “Without any professors to guide him, Newton invented calculus, experimented with prisms in his bedroom, thus creating the field of optics, and discovered the laws of gravity and motion. Miracles all. Work that set the course that physics would follow for centuries. Had he stayed at Cambridge, it’s hard to imagine him coming up with any of these monumental breakthroughs.” 
 
    “So maybe that was my problem in school,” said Reed wryly. “The presence of those damn professors trying to guide me. I had a feeling.”  
 
    Hubbard laughed. “Fast-forward to Einstein,” she continued. “Because he was a German Jew at the wrong time and place in history, he couldn’t get a job in academia. He finally found employment as a patent clerk. A patent clerk makes an associate professor at USD look like a Nobel-prize winner from Princeton. I mean, this job was embarrassingly modest. Einstein would have been the last scientist on Earth to attract the attention of something like Tech Ops. 
 
    “But at the age of twenty-six,” she continued, “as a leper all alone on an obscure island, Einstein published four papers that formed the basis of much of modern physics, shattering previous conceptions of space, time, mass, and energy, and making founding contributions to both pillars of modern physics, relativity and quantum physics. Again, there is zero chance he would have made these advances had he been in academia at the time.”   
 
    “Fascinating,” said Reed. “But I was trying to cheer you up about this, not make it worse.”  
 
    “You did something a lot better than cheering me up, Commander. You got me to expand my thinking. To realize we’ve failed to account for perhaps the most important cohort of all. A mistake I plan to correct immediately.”  
 
    “Do you think this Allie Keane might be another Newton or Einstein?” 
 
    “Unlikely, because, you know . . . who is? But maybe not too far off. It’s too early to tell. The work she just put out there is impressive. Truly staggering in originality. Biology-inspired qubit technology. Resulting in qubits that can operate at room temperature! What she posted online is more of an elaborate summary, but her work led to a series of testable predictions, several of which she confirmed already. Another key prediction requires an experiment too complex and expensive for her to carry out, but if this prediction is confirmed—which we’re now in the process of trying to do—there can be no doubt she’s on to something big.”   
 
    Reed considered. Efforts to produce the ultimate quantum computer weren’t going well. There were sexy-sounding advances and milestones that made constant headlines, but the hidden truth was that humanity remained ten to twenty years away. “So if her work does pan out,” he said, “do you think we can get to an ultimate quantum computer in less than a year?” 
 
    “No. There’s a catch. Even assuming she’s able to properly fill in the many gaps she purposely left in the paper she posted. Some have theorized that various life-forms on Earth, including all plants, are able to harness quantum effects at room temperature, and in messy cellular environments. She’s extended this work, come up with a breathtaking theory to describe how this is possible, and claims to have identified the structure of a theoretical organic molecule with just the properties we need. She used a sophisticated computer program of her own design to derive the precise composition of the complex, long-chain biomolecule needed. One able to forge a perfect pairing with inorganic components to create the ideal qubit.”  
 
    “And has she disclosed the molecular formula for this . . . perfect quantum biomolecule?” 
 
    “Fortunately not,” said Hubbard. “But she did clarify that after considerable research into state-of-the-art chemistry capabilities, she’s convinced that the needed molecule can’t be synthesized. She expects that human ingenuity will eventually discover how, but this could take five to ten years. A considerable improvement over our best estimates for the kind of quantum computer everyone is gunning for, but not immediate. Still, most elite physicists didn’t think room-temperature qubits were even possible. So the importance of this work can’t be overstated.” 
 
    “How is it that there’s an organic molecule chemists can’t synthesize?” asked Reed. “Haven’t scientists constructed strands of DNA tens of thousands of nucleotides long?” 
 
    Hubbard nodded. “They have. But DNA consists of common units that just get repeated over and over. Not so with this one. And there are endless examples of compounds that nature can make—meaning bacteria and higher life—that humans can’t.” 
 
    She tilted her head in thought. “Still, even if we can’t now, there is no doubt we’ll be able to eventually. Many decades ago a highly effective anti-cancer drug named Taxol was discovered. Unfortunately, it could only be obtained from the bark of the Pacific Yew tree. And harvesting it killed the tree. But after more than twenty years of effort, and hundreds of millions of dollars invested, chemists finally found a synthetic route that enabled the drug to be synthesized without need of the tree.” 
 
    Reed frowned. “Yeah, but I’m guessing it would have been even more difficult if they had no idea what they were trying to synthesize.” 
 
    “Very true, Commander. Which is where you come in. I need you to do whatever it takes to get Dr. Keane to disclose the gaps in her paper to us. And the precise structure of her golden molecule. But only to us.” 
 
    She sighed loudly, a grim expression now replacing the smile she had worn seconds earlier. “So if you think a totalitarian global power is going to get it from her first . . .” She paused, not wanting to continue. “Well . . . you may have to do the unthinkable.” 
 
    Reed swallowed hard. This had just become a little too real. He knew the dangers of a tyrant getting the ultimate quantum computer, and the arguments about sacrifices that might be necessary for the greater good. But he also wasn’t capable of sacrificing an innocent woman—a singular genius to boot, who had already suffered cruel blows she hadn’t deserved—no matter what the stakes. He’d rather die, himself, than have that on his conscience.  
 
    “Understood,” he said finally, choosing this word carefully. He did understand. He just wasn’t prepared to obey.  
 
    Reed wanted to ask more questions, but he had a lengthy briefing document in his inbox, and time was fleeting. “Can I assume we’re now monitoring Allie Keane with satellites and street cams?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, and you have voice authority to tie into any footage you want.” 
 
    Reed nodded. “Where is she now?” 
 
    “At her home. Alone. With her cell phone off. When we first began surveillance, she was out to an early breakfast. Also alone. Interestingly, she didn’t bring her phone with her.”  
 
    “On purpose?” said Reed in disbelief. 
 
    “Seems that way.” 
 
    “Wow,” he said with a grin. “She’s even more extraordinary than I thought.”  
 
    The colonel laughed, and then studied Reed for several long seconds. “It’s good that you were the operative closest to South Dakota, Commander. I think you’re just the right man for this job. Exceedingly competent. But also attractive and charming.” 
 
    She allowed herself the hint of a smile. “And no, Commander, I’m not coming on to you. But we do deal with people. And while we don’t hire based on looks, being attractive tends to be a plus in human interactions. You also have that SEAL Team Six self-confidence and aura that I should think will give you an added dimension of charisma. So please consider using charm as a weapon before you consider using any of the goodies we’ll have loaded inside your van.” 
 
    “I appreciate the tip,” said Reed with a wry smile. “When I was with the SEALs, breaching terrorist strongholds and the like, my commanding officer never once suggested that I use charm as a weapon.”  
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” said the colonel in amusement. “But if you were breaching a stronghold held by a twenty-eight-year-old scientist named Allie Keane, I suspect he might have.”  
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    Dr. Allison Keane walked to her bedroom to retrieve her phone in a trance. If what her neighbor reported was true, that someone wealthy and connected was so eager to offer her a position that he couldn’t wait even a few hours to get in touch with her, this was an amazing development. But she was no longer a trusting soul. Abraham Sena had robbed her of her work, yes, but also of her innocence. 
 
    Because monsters under the bed did exist, after all. Psychopaths like Sena.  
 
    After she had come out of her downward spiral, she had studied up on this condition, and was amazed by what she found. Fully one percent of the population fell into this category, and many were brilliant and high functioning, becoming extraordinarily successful scientists, politicians, and CEOs, mostly because they were utterly ruthless and predatory, had no conscience, and didn’t feel guilt or shame.  
 
    Psychopaths were found in all walks of life, and if you were unlucky enough to cross one’s path, and to possess something he or she prized, you were well and truly screwed. They were raging, unfeeling hurricanes who inevitably left a path of human destruction and ruined lives in their wakes.  
 
    Even though Allie hadn’t been broken beyond repair, trust had been a lasting casualty. She lifted her phone anxiously, as if half expecting it to transform into a venomous snake.  
 
    How could her work be gaining a foothold so quickly? She hadn’t expected for this to happen for many months or years—and maybe never.  
 
    The phone glowed to life in her hand and indicated she had missed thirty-two calls, many of them repeats from the same numbers, and had received eight voice messages. Her eyes widened in dismay. She rarely got more than a few calls a week, and most of these were from solicitors.  
 
    She jumped as the phone rang, just a moment after it had powered up. She glanced at the screen, which indicated that the caller was unknown.  
 
    “Hello?” said Allie tentatively.  
 
    “Dr. Keane!” replied a deep male voice at the other end. “It’s great to talk to you at last. Your neighbor just confirmed that she had passed along my request, so I expected you to turn on your phone.”  
 
    “So you’re John?”   
 
    “Yes, John Conway. I’m the CEO of a company named Eureka Technologies. Perhaps you’ve heard of it.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “No matter. As I’m sure your neighbor told you, we’ve read your recent post, and we’re very excited about your work. We’d like to take a license to it, and hire you on to help turn your theory into reality.” 
 
    “I’m flattered,” said Allie, not sure what else to say.  
 
    “Good,” said Conway. “Get ready to be even more flattered. We’d like you to lead a team. One loaded with the best talent and equipment money can buy. And we’re willing to offer you ten million dollars for the license, and two million a year for your services.”  
 
    Allie couldn’t help but cough out loud, as cliché as that seemed. She steadied herself against her dresser as the room seemed to spin around her. Several responses flashed through her mind. “That’s very generous,” was one, and “What aspect of my work are you most excited about?” was another. 
 
    “What’s the catch?” she heard herself say out loud instead.  
 
    “Only one,” said Conway smoothly, ignoring her cynical tone. “The offer is time sensitive. I have a driver on his way to you now. He should arrive any minute. If you accept my offer, he’ll take you to the airport and our private jet. We’ll fly you to our headquarters in Tucson, Arizona, so we can meet and I can give you a tour. After that we’d ask you to review and sign a contract. As a show of good faith, even before you leave, I can have two million wired into your account. This will be yours to keep, even if you back out.” He paused. “But after our meeting and tour, I really don’t see that happening.” 
 
    Allie struggled to digest what she was hearing. Could any of this be real? “Let me guess,” she said finally, “you don’t need my routing numbers to deposit the two million, do you?” 
 
    “Not so much,” replied Conway with amusement in his tone. “But rest assured, we can’t pull it back out once it’s in.” 
 
    “What am I missing . . . John?” she said. “I believe my theory is groundbreaking, but what you’ve seen is incomplete. I have the key missing pieces in my head. But even if I had published a complete version, it’s not fully verified. I might have gotten something wrong. It’s true that my initial predictions seem to have panned out, but there’s one crucial experiment that needs to be done. If my theory accurately predicts the outcome, that would be a different story. Until then, my ideas could end up being worthless.” 
 
    “That’s admirably honest of you, Dr. Keane.” 
 
    “I didn’t bring it up to be honest. I brought it up to be skeptical. This seems fishy to me. I just don’t buy that anyone could be as interested as you seem to be at this point.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re missing a key data point, Dr. Keane. It turns out that we have completed the experiment that you’re speaking of. Just this morning. And the results do match your prediction precisely. Congratulations.”  
 
    Allie’s breath caught in her throat. “Impossible,” she said. “It would be exceedingly expensive to carry out, and require specially made equipment and significant expertise to run. I can’t imagine it taking less than seventy-two hours to complete, no matter what.” 
 
    “We did it in sixty-seven. I’ll pass along your compliments to the team. We began very soon after you posted your theory and predictions.” 
 
    Allie found herself momentarily speechless. This kept getting more and more surreal. 
 
    “I’d need to see and confirm the experiment and results for myself,” she said, excited beyond words that what John was saying might be true, but forcing herself to stay calm. “But even if you’re right, even if my theory is proven, that’s not the whole story. I’m sure you saw where I mentioned that the organic molecule critical for room-temperature quantum computing can’t be synthesized.” 
 
    “I did,” said Conway. “But what you’ve done was thought to be impossible. Literally impossible. Finding a way to build this molecule of yours, on the other hand, is just a matter of time, effort, and resources. We will solve it.” There was a long pause. “I don’t suppose you want to give me a hint as to its structure.” 
 
    Allie smiled. “Not at the moment, no,” she said. “Not that I could, anyway, at least not verbally. It’s quite long and complex.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Conway. “But have I convinced you that my interest is genuine?” 
 
    “You have,” said Allie. 
 
    “Does that mean you’re in?” 
 
    There was a long silence. “I do have one additional question,” she said. “Why the urgency?” 
 
    “Carpe diem, Dr. Keane,” replied Conway immediately, clearly having expected the question. “Seize the day. It’s my business philosophy and it’s served me well. We’ve already sunk a considerable sum into verifying your theory, so you can tell that we’re quite enthusiastic about it. And when I see something I want, I’m willing to pay a premium to get it.” 
 
    “I’m grateful for your confirmation of the results,” said Allie. “I am. And when I see them for myself, I’ll be nothing short of euphoric. But while we’ve been talking, I took the liberty of glancing at the transcripts of three of the voicemails I discovered when I turned on my phone. All three are extremely interested in gaining access to the missing pieces of my work, and taking a license—like you. Two of the three implied I could name my own price. I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but too much is happening, too fast, for me to make such an important commitment. And I worry that I’m being rushed so I don’t get the chance to speak with other interested parties.” 
 
    “I can’t deny that’s a small part of the urgency,” admitted the caller. “Why risk losing out if I don’t have to? And I do understand how you feel. But remember, I’m offering two million dollars right now if you’ll just give me the chance to make the first pitch. Again, if you decide to pass on my offer, you keep the money. You have to admit, that’s a lot of money. More than many people make in a lifetime.” 
 
    Allie considered. It was tempting—very tempting—but it seemed too good to be true, and she was a woman who had developed serious trust issues. “I’m grateful for the offer,” she said. “I really am. But I can’t take your money. Not that way. I’d feel too guilty if I backed out. So I would love to speak with you, but this is too important to rush. I hope that you’ll understand. Perhaps you could send over your proposal. I’ll take a look, and after I’ve spoken with other parties, and done some serious thinking, we can schedule a meeting.” 
 
    Allie paused. “And there are factors at play here other than money,” she continued. “Will all interested parties require me to relocate? Would anyone consider letting me maintain my post here and just consult? What are the expectations? I’ll have dozens of questions. It’s just all so . . . overwhelming. But just because I’m not ready now doesn’t mean I’m not very interested in learning more about your company and offer.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Conway graciously. “If you want to do this at a more measured pace, that’s what we’ll do. I’ll send you additional materials. And you have my number on your phone. Call anytime, day or night. And let me know when you’re ready to schedule a meeting.” 
 
    “I will. Thanks so much for your understanding. And believe me, given that you’ve completed the key experiment that proves my work, you and your company will be very hard to beat.” 
 
    A few short minutes later Allie ended the call and closed her eyes.  
 
    Had that really happened?  
 
    She glanced at the still unread and unlistened-to messages on her phone.  
 
    Was it still happening?  
 
    And had she handled the situation correctly? Half of her still feared that John Conway’s offer was too good to be true, that it would turn out to be a mirage. The other half feared that she had made a huge error not jumping at such a life-changing amount of money, and that some flaw in her theory was about to be discovered, so she’d never get this chance again. 
 
    But what troubled her most was what she’d be giving up if she did go forward. With any interested party. Because it was clear that no one would pay this kind of money to put her full theory in the public domain. No, they’d want to keep the aspects she had yet to reveal strictly confidential. She imagined Albert Einstein selling out, agreeing to never publish his General Theory of Relativity in exchange for a bulging bank account, and couldn’t help but shudder.  
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted for the second time that morning by yet another firm rap on the door. She hit the icon on her phone that would call up the door cam footage to see who it was. A tall man stood on her welcome mat, his hair short and raven-black, wearing slacks and a blue blazer. Behind him in the shot, parked on her driveway, was the longest limo she had ever seen.  
 
    “Dr. Keane,” he said into her doorbell mic, “John Conway sent me to pick you up and take you to the airport. He has a private jet ready to take you to Tucson.” 
 
    Allie shook her head. Apparently, had she agreed to go, Conway hadn’t planned on giving her any time to pack.  
 
    She threw open the door. “Hi,” she said. “I guess Mr. Conway forgot to contact you after our call. It turns out that I won’t be going to Tucson, after all. Not yet. We’ve decided to slow things down. Sorry for the wasted trip.” 
 
    The raven-haired driver shrugged. “No need to apologize,” he said agreeably. “Actually, he did contact me. And my trip won’t be wasted at all.”  
 
    Saying this, the man lifted his right hand from where it had dangled near his waist to reveal a gun, which was pointed squarely at Allie’s chest.  
 
    Before she could even gasp, the man squeezed down on the trigger, his calm, pleasant expression never wavering.  
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    Commander Zachary Reed glanced at the satellite feed displayed on the periphery of his contact lenses, which continued to show an aerial view of Allie Keane’s home.  
 
    All continued to be quiet, a very good sign.   
 
    The Gulfstream was making record time, and he would land in Sioux Falls in only minutes. 
 
    The scientist in question was still at home, still alone, and her phone was still switched off. Perhaps other parties had been just as derelict in keeping an eye out for Allie Keane as Tech Ops had been.  
 
    “Dr. Keane’s phone is now on,” reported his AI, its pleasant feminine voice coming in with crystal clarity through his comms.  
 
    “Place a call to her now,” he ordered out loud.  
 
    He was also able to communicate with Eve privately, subvocally, an ability he had perfected after many long hours of practice, as minuscule sensors implanted in his throat and mouth transmitted otherwise unnoticeable vibrations and muscle movements to the AI, who could translate these into words with perfect accuracy.  
 
    “I’m unable to get through to her,” reported Eve. “She took another call almost the moment her phone came on.” 
 
    “From whom?” 
 
    “I’m unable to get an ID on the caller.” 
 
    Reed frowned. “Break in and let me hear it.” 
 
    “I can’t. I’m somehow being blocked from breaking in. Or listening in.” 
 
    “Blocked how?” demanded Reed in alarm.  
 
    “Unclear. I’ve never encountered anything like it. I’ve already tried dozens of workarounds, without success.” 
 
    “You have access to all surveillance data on Dr. Keane from before I got involved. Are we certain that she’s alone?” 
 
    “Affirmative. Which makes it likely that her phone is being altered remotely. I believe the caller must have managed to transmit a computer virus that reprogrammed her phone to make it secure, even from me.” 
 
    Reed cursed to himself. Whoever was behind this was supremely sophisticated, and saw Allie Keane as important enough to warrant breaking out their most cutting-edge tech. “Can you narrow the origin of the call down at all? Even if only to a continent or broad geographic region?” 
 
    “Negative,” replied Eve.  
 
    The commander fumed, playing this unexpected sequence through his mind once again. “Call her the second she’s off the phone,” he ordered his AI. 
 
    He had hoped that this mission wouldn’t be as challenging as the colonel feared, but that hope had now been dashed. And when he paid a house call on the good doctor, he hadn’t wanted to bring along the team of commandos Hubbard had provided, but Eve’s unprecedented inability to crack a simple call had given him no other choice.  
 
    “Dr. Keane’s call has now ended,” said Eve, “but I still can’t get through. Either she turned her phone off again, or the caller’s virus disabled it from receiving any additional calls.” 
 
    Reed found himself cursing yet again. 
 
    He didn’t want to jump to conclusions, because tech advances could come from anywhere, but this had the earmarks of a technology China would develop. Not that Allie Keane would have any inkling they were involved. As tensions between America and the communist government of the most populous country in the world had intensified over recent years, the American public had begun to awaken to the threat this adversary represented. So China had begun to approach star scientists in the US much more covertly than before, hiding behind well paid Westerners and shell corporations. And when sabotage or force was needed, they paid small fortunes to ex-combat veterans turned mercenaries, a thriving group that collected in private armies called Private Military Contractors, and whose numbers were now in the tens of thousands worldwide.  
 
    Reed heard the telltale sound of the Gulfstream’s wheels locking into place as the pilot prepared for landing. “Eve,” he said to his AI, “the armored van and the commandos Colonel Hubbard scrambled from Fort Carson should be on the ground already. Please confirm.”  
 
    “Confirmed,” replied Eve simply. 
 
    “Who are these commandos? Who leads them?” 
 
    “The six commandos were pulled from a Green Beret A-team. They are led by Lieutenant Denny Quinlan.” 
 
    “Put in a call to the lieutenant.” 
 
    Seconds later he was connected to Quinlan, and both made hasty introductions.  
 
    “Can I assume that Colonel Hubbard briefed you on this mission?” said Reed.  
 
    “She did,” replied the lieutenant. “But she didn’t say much. She told me there’s a woman, Dr. Keane, who made a scientific breakthrough, which she didn’t describe. And that there may be hostile parties pulling out all the stops to get it for themselves. She told me that you’re in command, and that we’re backup, an insurance policy, in the off chance we’re needed.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “Just that if we are needed, our role will be to protect you and this civilian scientist. While doing our best not to attract any public attention.”  
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant. I’m landing now. And it looks more likely that I’ll need you than I originally thought. So bring your men in the armored van and meet me on the runway. We’ll be leaving for Dr. Keane’s home immediately.” 
 
    The commander ended the connection as the plane touched down gently on the runway and rolled to a halt.  
 
    “Alert me if there is any change to Dr. Keane’s status,” he ordered his AI. This should go without saying, but he wanted to be certain. “I want to know if she leaves, if someone arrives, if her phone begins working again. Anything and everything.” 
 
    “Understood,” replied Eve in his ear. 
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    The armored van that Hubbard had provided handled like a tank—which wasn’t far from its actual status—while being a perfect replica of the large Amazon delivery vans that seemed to swarm every neighborhood in America. But this one wasn’t filled wall to wall with boxes containing books, electronics, and other consumer goods. This one contained plain-clothed commandos and rucksacks crammed with military equipment, and an additional stash of weaponry, drones, and electronic gadgetry that an armory at a mid-sized military base would envy. And at the touch of a button, if necessary, Reed could turn all windows reflective, hiding every inch of inside space from view.  
 
    Reed took the wheel, while Lieutenant Quinlan sat in the passenger seat. The five remaining members of Quinlan’s team were housed in the windowless cargo section. All seven wore advanced body armor under their shirts, made of carbyne, which scientists now considered the ultimate wonder material, possessing properties even more miraculous than graphene.    
 
    Reed had closed the partition between the front seat and the cargo compartment, so the five Green Berets in the back couldn’t be seen. The men appeared to be fully civilian, and the extensive weaponry and other military equipment they were minding was all stored out of sight in rucks or built-in compartments. Still, even this many civilians in the back of an Amazon delivery truck would raise eyebrows.  
 
    Reed found the current situation a bit of a role reversal for him. How often had he sat in the back of a windowless compartment with his fellow SEALs—in the belly of a cargo plane rather than a van—while the pilot and co-pilot navigated him to a possible war zone?  
 
    Too often.  
 
    Still, even given Eve’s inability to reach Dr. Keane, Reed didn’t expect his cargo of experienced special forces soldiers to see any action.  
 
    The six Green Berets each carried a military issued cell phone, which mimicked a civilian model but with increased durability and functionality. Smart contacts were issued only to a select few, and as elite as the men Reed now commanded were, they didn’t rate this recent technological marvel, which was still prohibitively expensive. Perfected in black laboratories, the clear lenses wouldn’t be introduced for civilian use for several years.    
 
    Reed’s contacts contained a nearly microscopic onboard computer and an invisible antenna, and were Wi-Fi enabled, allowing Eve to send photos, videos, schematics, and tactical displays to the lenses, which the commander could read hands free without anyone knowing. He could also zoom in on distant objects and put the lenses in night-vision mode, controlling these functions using a pattern of blinks, or by using his ever-present AI companion.   
 
    The commander quickly described the contacts to his passengers, and let them know that he had access to a sophisticated AI and to all NSA supercomputers and data. Finally, he explained that any back-and-forth he had with Eve would be sent to their comms, and that any data Eve sent to his lenses would also be sent to their phones. 
 
    While he was briefing the men, Reed continued to race toward his destination at a speed that was just short of reckless. 
 
     “I have a change of status to report, Commander,” said Eve a few minutes after he had finished, words that were also heard by six other pairs of ears in the van. “Sending relevant satellite feed to you and your team now.” 
 
    Before the AI even finished the sentence, a video feed appeared on Reed’s lenses, showing a hyperextended black limo pulling into Dr. Keane’s driveway, its windows so tinted it was impossible to tell if anyone was in its stretched backside.  
 
    The driver exited the vehicle and took a few steps toward the front door. Unsurprisingly, the man carried himself with athletic self-assurance, the human equivalent of a panther, perfectly tuned for action, and although relaxed, was clearly primed to uncoil with lethal effect whenever necessary. Although subtle, to Reed’s trained eye, this was a man who was in supreme condition and who had seen plenty of combat. A worst-case scenario. 
 
    The commander pressed his foot harder on the gas pedal without having made a conscious decision to do so, now accelerating to a speed that was undoubtedly not safe.  
 
    Within seconds the full scene in Allie Keane’s driveway played out before their eyes—in Reed’s case, literally before his eyes. The limo driver spoke into a microphone. Allie Keane opened the door. They exchanged a few words. And then, without warning, her visitor drew a gun and shot her in the gut at point-blank range.  
 
    Reed panicked for just an instant before he recognized the weapon as one that could only fire tranquilizer darts. 
 
    Sure enough, a moment later, the lithe physicist’s knees began to buckle, and her visitor caught her with effortless ease, carrying her to the passenger’s side of the limo and carefully strapping her in.  
 
    “Eve, don’t lose sight of that limo no matter what!” snapped Reed. “Follow with the satellite, and supplement with footage from street cams whenever available.” 
 
    “Understood,” said the AI into the comms of the entire group.  
 
    “Try to extrapolate its most probable routes,” continued Reed. “Calculate intercepts and possible destinations. Trace the origins of the limo, and run the driver through all facial recognition databases.”  
 
    “Acknowledged,” replied the AI. “Sending map of fastest possible current intercept to your lenses and your team’s phones now. This will be continuously recalculated and updated, depending on the limo’s movements.” 
 
    Reed swerved in front of traffic to take a sharp right, accompanied by several angry honks, as the limo had begun to head east away from Allie Keane’s home.  
 
    “Facial recognition inconclusive,” reported the AI. “The target never looked up, so the satellite wasn’t able to get a proper read,” it went on to explain. 
 
    “What about her doorbell cam?” 
 
    “After Dr. Keane opened the door, its memory was wiped and it stopped working. Her visitor must have remotely knocked it out somehow.” 
 
    “Access street cam footage then!” barked Reed impatiently.    
 
    “Not possible. Even though the limo’s windshield is not tinted, it is actively sending out an infrared strobe, invisible to humans, which is interfering with any camera trying to image the driver or front passenger.” 
 
    “Goddammit!” fumed the commander. Whoever they were up against hadn’t missed a trick. 
 
    “I tried to trace the origin of the vehicle,” continued the female voice pleasantly, ignoring Reed’s outburst as only an inhuman AI could, “but the license plates are fake. I’m working on running down the origin of all models of this limousine known to be within one day’s drive of Vermillion and accessing ownership or rental records. But given the fake license plate, I suspect false names were given also, leaving no way to learn more.” 
 
    “Assume Chinese ownership and dig deeper,” said Reed. “Explore limo companies for hidden connections to China. Look over checking accounts for payments linked to Chinese nationals. And so on. Be creative. But only get back to me on this if you find anything interesting.” 
 
    “Working,” said the AI, to indicate that it was on the job, but that this took enough digging to preclude coming to a quick conclusion.  
 
    “Why not alert the police in the direction our mystery driver is traveling?” said Quinlan from beside him. “Get them to lay out an ambush. Even if they can’t stop him, just delaying him would be a big help.” 
 
    Reed considered. “I like the general idea,” he said, “but not the ambush. Alerting the cops and having them stay out of sight in front of him makes sense. We can have squad cars ready to act if we become desperate. But we’d have to be pretty desperate. I’d only authorize them to confront the limo as a last possible resort.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Quinlan. “Are you worried the driver isn’t alone?”  
 
    “Very,” replied the commander. “He could have an entire army hidden in the back of his vehicle. Why not?” he added, allowing a smile to flicker across his face. “I do.”  
 
    Reed shook his head. “But even if we knew he was alone, it would still be too much of a risk. This driver is a pro. If there was a SWAT unit within range, maybe. But even hardened cops in Chicago would be out of their league against him. And here we’re talking about South Dakota cops whose territory is about as dangerous as Disney World. And the limo’s on civilian roads. The cops would end up dead, along with innocent bystanders.” 
 
    The lieutenant frowned. “You’re right, of course. I was forgetting the disparity in skill. And if the cops did fail, Dr. Keane could get hit in the crossfire. And the driver would be alerted that he’s being followed.”  
 
    Reed nodded. He was sure the driver was enough of a pro to assume he was being followed, but it was still better not to provide proof. He was about to order his AI to pull the strings needed to give the limo an out-of-sight police escort, but delayed this action as the satellite feed showed the target vehicle accelerating up an onramp onto I-29 South. 
 
    “Eve, what’s the next city the I-29 passes through?” he asked instead. 
 
    “Sioux City, Iowa. The vehicle has now increased speed to ninety miles per hour. It also just released four small quadcopter drones out of a back window. Zooming in on that footage now.” 
 
    Reed stared at the 3D video replay hovering in front of him. The window in question slid down about a foot, just enough for four sleek drones to sneak through and quickly dart off to the south, easily outpacing the speeding car. Impressive.  
 
    “What’s the airspeed of those drones?” he asked. 
 
    “Approximately one hundred ten MPH.”  
 
    “The driver is scouting ahead,” said Quinlan. “Smart. So readying cops in front of him is out.” 
 
    Reed frowned deeply. Their adversary seemed to always be a move or two ahead of them. China had begun to hire a smarter breed of mercenary, which was a bad sign. “Eve, if you assume Sioux City is his destination, what’s his ETA?” 
 
    “At current speed, a little over thirty minutes.” 
 
    “And ours?” 
 
    “At maximum speed, a little under forty-five.” 
 
    All seven men in the van rechecked their equipment, preparing for a possible war, while Reed took the opportunity to provide a quick situation report to his commanding officer. Colonel Hubbard didn’t look happy, but she reiterated that she had complete confidence in him and his team, and left him to his job.  
 
    He had confidence in himself also. But this time he was more worried than usual. 
 
    He was playing from behind. His quarry had a hostage, a plan, and had shown impressive competence and tech, performing remote tricks with a phone that had stymied even Eve.  
 
    And he had a nagging feeling that what he was seeing was only the tip of the iceberg. 
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    Reed and his team of commandos continued following the limo as it raced down the I-29 freeway, breaking speed limits themselves, which was rare for an Amazon delivery vehicle to be doing.  
 
    Less than a half hour later the satellite feed showed the limo taking an off ramp and making its way slowly through downtown Sioux City, the driver now taking great care not to speed or otherwise attract attention—beyond the attention he naturally attracted driving a stretch limo of spectacular proportions.  
 
    Reed was still ten minutes behind the limo when it arrived at an underground parking garage below a twelve-story high-rise, apparently the city’s principal office building, with an unobstructed view of the nearby Missouri River. 
 
    The feed on Reed’s lenses and his teams’ phones disappeared as the limo entered the structure. “Eve, show us the limo from the garage feeds,” he ordered in frustration, as this was something the AI should have been sophisticated enough to do on its own.  
 
    “I can’t. The garage and building have a number of cameras, but the limo seems to have found a dead zone in the coverage.” 
 
    “Of course it did,” mumbled Reed in frustration. Their adversary must have scouted this location in advance. But why? Why bring the physicist here? Why take the girl to an office building in Sioux City, Iowa? It made no sense.  
 
    Reed tried to look on the bright side—their quarry had gone to ground, giving them a chance to catch up. The problem was that he didn’t believe in gift horses.  
 
    This was too easy, and his opponent was too good. He was missing something. 
 
    Reed checked the time. They were still six minutes out. 
 
    “I just picked up what I believe to be Dr. Keane and her assailant,” announced the AI. “They’re heading toward the south elevator,” it added as the camera feed appeared on Reed’s lenses and the teams’ phones.  
 
    The physicist was being escorted by a man who appeared to be the limo driver, based on his clothing and non-facial physical characteristics. And it also appeared that she was being pushed forward at gunpoint, judging from the location of the man’s right hand, which was hidden behind her back. Both were studiously looking down, so the camera couldn’t see their faces, which is why Eve hadn’t been certain of the identification.  
 
    Allie Keane was still a hostage, but Reed was heartened to see her walking under her own power. The tranquilizer dart that had hit her must have carried a short-acting payload. They stopped before the elevator and the man reached out and pressed the button. 
 
    Moments later the lift arrived and the doors slid open. Just before entering, the slender, green-eyed scientist threw her head back for just a moment and sneezed, the movement a blur of motion, and then continued onto the elevator with her head down.   
 
    “Eve, did you get a shot of her face?” he asked. 
 
    “Affirmative. Facial recognition confirms that she is, indeed, Allison Keane.” 
 
    It might have been a real sneeze, but Reed doubted it. She had been clever enough to get her face on camera, after all, despite the driver’s obvious insistence that she keep her head down. Reed already knew she was a genius. But in his travels, being a genius didn’t make one savvy or street-smart—often, just the opposite. 
 
    The two figures rode the elevator up to the first floor and exited into the building, but as soon as they turned into a nearby corridor, the cameras lost them entirely.  
 
    “Eve, access the floor plan of this building,” ordered Reed immediately.  
 
    Several long seconds ticked by, as even the most impressive AI ever constructed needed time to find, access, and analyze the floor plan of a random building in a random town. 
 
    “They’re presently moving through a corridor with about a forty-foot gap in the video coverage,” reported Eve finally. “So they should reappear any moment.” 
 
    Reed counted to fifteen, becoming more agitated each second their quarry failed to reappear on camera.  
 
    “What were they near when we lost the feed?” he barked. “What’s in the stretch of corridor between where we lost them and the next camera?” 
 
    “Four small offices and a family restroom.”   
 
    Lieutenant Quinlan’s eyes widened. “Does the bathroom have a widow to the outside?” he asked urgently.  
 
    “Affirmative.”  
 
    “Shit!” barked Reed, his mind racing. He had never been outplayed to this extent before, and he didn’t like it. “If they do leave via the window, is there a street nearby?” 
 
    “Yes, about ten yards away. Palmer Avenue.”  
 
    “Give me a satellite feed of the area outside the bathroom window and of the street nearby. Look for our targets, who will likely be moving toward a parked car, or one just arriving.” 
 
    Seconds later the backs of two familiar heads could be seen entering the backseat of a silver Mercedes sedan, which had pulled over to them abruptly as they reached Palmer Avenue, and then quickly sped off the second the door closed.  
 
    Reed was now just a few minutes away from the parking garage and he pressed down hard on the accelerator, causing the heavy armored van to jerk ahead with all the grace and responsiveness of a cement truck. He had recently been going the speed limit, thinking his quarry would remain in the office building at least long enough for them to arrive, but he had been wrong.  
 
    He spied the office building and its underground garage only a minute later and prepared to speed by in the direction the Mercedes had taken, when some instinct caused him to slam on the brakes before quickly pulling over into a curbside parking spot. The men in back were tossed like salad, and Reed and Quinlan were slammed into their now-rigid seat belts with considerable force. 
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Quinlan. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” replied the commander. “But this feels wrong.”  
 
    Reed had long since learned to trust his instincts, especially in desperate circumstances, as his subconscious had a way of analyzing information and reaching the proper conclusions many times faster than his conscious mind, which usually caught up only after the fact. 
 
    “Wrong, how? You think the Mercedes is a diversion?”  
 
    “Maybe,” he said slowly, examining the entire situation now with his conscious mind, hoping to identify the source of his inspiration. “I’m wondering if the driver and Dr. Keane even entered the elevator in the first place. The best magic tricks are executed before the audience even knows they’ve begun. So I’m not moving until we think this through. He’s been outsmarting us too easily. It’s time for us to up our chess game.” 
 
    “He’d need a body double in the back of the limo,” mused the lieutenant, thinking out loud. “One dressed exactly like him. And a girl with a trim, athletic body and green eyes to mimic Dr. Keane’s. And then what? A mask good enough to fool our best facial-recognition software?” 
 
    “Why not? Anyone with a 3D printer can make a latex mask that’s all but perfect. And this would explain why she only flashed her face for a moment. Long enough to fool our algorithms, but not long enough for us to find any flaws in her disguise.” 
 
    “Are you saying he not only sent in decoys,” said Quinlan, “but expected us to realize they exited through a bathroom window? That he was counting on it?”  
 
    “I am. He’s sophisticated enough to have prevented the garage cam from seeing Dr. Keane’s face no matter what, sneeze or no sneeze.” 
 
    “So you think he wanted us to see her?”  
 
    “I do,” said Reed. “And jump to the conclusions we did. And even if we didn’t track them leaving through the window, he’d still win. We’d still think they were inside. We’d be sitting tight and waiting for them to return to the limo. Or we’d eventually go in after them. If we were smart enough to discover they left the building, on the other hand, that Mercedes would just lead us on a wild goose chase. Either way, while we’re focused on the decoys, the real driver could leave in another car. One he stashed there earlier. He could drive right by us and we’d never even think to look.”  
 
    Reed shook his head. “Pretty damned clever,” he added, unable to keep admiration from his tone.  
 
    “Seems like a lot of effort to go to, especially if you aren’t sure you’re being followed.” 
 
    “He’s as close to sure as he can be,” replied Reed. “In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if we aren’t the only ones following. The key players were all caught off guard by Dr. Keane’s discovery. The group behind this must have expected severe competition from any number of powerful parties. So they came armed for bear. Ready to do whatever it took to get their prize. Which, in addition to a show of force and advanced tech, included clever sleight of hand.” 
 
    “So they were expecting a battle.”  
 
    “Yes. And they decided that the spoils would go the boldest player, whoever was willing to flex the most muscle on US soil. You don’t reach in and remove the queen from the beehive without expecting the bees to mount a challenge.” 
 
    As Reed spoke, one of the feeds on his lenses showed the Mercedes entering the onramp to I-29 south once again, which Eve displayed along with the next major city the highway would dissect, Omaha, Nebraska, eighty miles distant.   
 
    Reed considered going after it once again, but the more he thought about it, the more convinced he became that the escape from the bathroom into the luxury sedan had been nothing more than performance art. 
 
    “Eve, access the cams at the parking garage’s exit,” he said. “I want footage of every car and every driver that left after the limo entered.” 
 
    Only five cars had exited in the specified interval, with three being driven by men, and two women. 
 
    “Follow all five cars on street cams,” Reed ordered his AI. “Get license plate numbers as soon as you can, and trace their ownership. Cross-reference against the appearance of the drivers.” 
 
    Less than a minute later, the requested exercise was complete. “All cars check out except for the white Tesla,” reported Eve. “It’s registered to a man named Mort Goodman, who lives in a part of town called Morningside. The picture on his license does match the appearance of the man leaving the garage. But digging deeper, a further search reveals no other indication that an Iowan named Mort Goodman even exists. If he does, he has zero online presence other than his registration and license.” 
 
    “Well done,” said Reed appreciatively. “Continue to track the Mercedes, just in case. But the Tesla will be our primary focus until further notice. Send us a video feed and directions for an intercept. You know the drill.” 
 
    “Understood,” said the unflappable female voice of his NSA-powered assistant. 
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    The white Tesla drove on for almost forty minutes before arriving at an isolated factory, whose windows were boarded up with plywood. The building and grounds had been carved into the southernmost edge of a thick, old-growth forest, and the factory was straddled on its east and west sides by thick woods. A concrete parking lot served the facility, but the builders had taken the unusual step of placing it behind the factory.  
 
    In the front, rather than a cold sea of concrete and parked cars, dozens of massive trees had been left standing, with a lawn of grass between them, beautifying all vehicle approaches to the facility considerably. Either the owners were able to buy this land on the leading edge of a woods for very little money, or they believed that they would attract and retain workers better if their factory was nestled in tranquility. 
 
    Either way, given that the factory was boarded up, their business hadn’t gone as planned. 
 
    The vehicle containing Allie Keane drove carefully through the massive steel door entrance to the factory’s warehouse on the west side and continued deeper into the building, putting it out of range of surveillance, while the door slowly lowered itself back to the ground behind it.  
 
    Reed frowned as the Tesla disappeared from his lenses. They were still seven minutes behind it. He had made every effort to gain ground on his quarry but had only fallen farther behind. He could ignore speed limits. What he couldn’t ignore was the inevitable outcome of an exceedingly heavy van trying to chase down a high-end Tesla. It was a laughably unfair contest. 
 
    Still, he decided it didn’t matter. Dr. Keane was inside the factory, and it was hard to imagine that she wouldn’t remain there for at least seven minutes. And if anyone did leave, Reed would know about it immediately. 
 
    He ordered Eve to activate and control the van’s self-driving feature and race to the factory, while he studied an aerial view of the site that hovered before his eyes. The structure was rectangular, about fifteen feet in height, with the approximate area of a football field. 
 
    Eve identified it as having been built by a company called the Sioux City Bakery.  
 
    “Why build it here?” he asked the AI. 
 
    “According to company documents that I’ve accessed, there are numerous wheat farms within a fifty-mile radius of the factory. The company’s founders thought they could save money by locating very near their principal ingredient. And could also produce a product fresher than that of the competition, focusing on whole wheat bread and flour tortillas.” 
 
    “How long ago did they fold up the tents?” asked Quinlan.   
 
    “It’s been almost a year.”  
 
    “Did they use the Sioux City Bakery label on all of their products?” asked Reed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The commander rolled his eyes. “No wonder they went out of business,” he said in amusement. “I mean, Sioux City tortillas? The name doesn’t exactly scream authentic Mexican, does it? They may have used the freshest ingredients, but their marketing sucked.”  
 
    The lieutenant grinned. “So you aren’t just good at soldiering,” he said in amusement, “but marketing also. A double threat. After the war, we should think about going into the shrimping business together.” 
 
    Reed laughed, but only for a moment, before questioning Eve further. According to the AI, the factory building had been for sale, and had been purchased just the day before by a man who had wired in the asking price of nine hundred thousand dollars, and who had turned out to be untraceable. No surprise there. 
 
    The price seemed low, but Eve explained that all factory equipment and anything else useful inside had been stripped out and sold months before, leaving an empty husk. 
 
    Lieutenant Quinlan turned to Reed. “Which raises another question,” he said. “You’ve convinced me that the CCP is behind this. But why would they bother to buy the factory? It’s boarded up. If they only needed it for a few hours, they could have just taken possession. Suggests they have long-term plans here.”   
 
    “You could be right,” said the commander. “On the other hand, the sellers must have had cameras monitoring the site. Which I’m sure the new buyers removed immediately. Long-term use or short, why take any risk? Just buy it and kill any surveillance. Get the right keys, remotes, and alarm codes. For the CCP, nine hundred grand is pocket change.” 
 
    “But why here?” asked Quinlan. 
 
    “Great question,” said Reed. If the office building had made no sense, taking Dr. Keane to an abandoned factory thirty miles out of Sioux City, Iowa, made even less. Unless they were setting up equipment and quarters here for the physicist’s use, a guest pressed into service against her will, certain their misdirection had removed them from anyone’s radar.  
 
    The purchaser of the facility in question had used an untraceable identity, but he could have made other mistakes. “Eve, did the man who bought the warehouse make any other purchases in the past few days? Focus your search on Sioux City and vicinity and then gradually expand the search outward from there.” 
 
    “Accessing sales records now,” replied Eve.  
 
    There was a long pause, as this was a difficult task, even for a next-generation AI with all the resources of the NSA at its disposal. “I found another purchase by the same person,” reported Eve finally. “Made forty miles from the center of Sioux City. A Robbins Urban TBM 250. Purchased two days ago and delivered to this site late last night.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A Robbins Urban TBM 250. TBM stands for Tunnel Boring Machine. This model is built to be used near streets and urban environments, so is more gentle on its surroundings. Fully automated and robotized, so it can be used by a relatively inexperienced operator, even though a license is technically required.” 
 
    Reed’s eyes widened. Bingo! These type of machines had become all the rage after Elon Musk had founded a tunneling company in 2016, and new models from his company and others around the world were now setting speed and efficiency records nearly every month. “How fast does this one tunnel?” he asked. 
 
    “That depends on the type and quantity of rock in the soil. But, on average, about forty yards an hour.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” said Quinlan. “One last ruse. If there was a Nobel Prize for creativity in losing a tail, this group would get it.” 
 
    “It’s brilliant,” said Reed in admiration. “And again, it makes me believe they expected their abduction to land them on the radar of multiple players, and are making sure they can shake them all.”  
 
    If Allie Keane was being followed by multiple groups, most would bite on one of the two parking garage ruses. But just in case a party miraculously saw through both, and found the Tesla, they planned yet another ruse. Once the physicist was driven inside the factory, satellite footage would indicate that she remained there. Anyone tailing would either stop and patiently plan an attack on the structure, or wait for an extended period for their quarry to exit. Either way, they’d be sitting on their thumbs long after Dr. Keane had been escorted through a tunnel to whatever final destination they had in mind, now completely in the clear.  
 
    And it would have worked if not for Eve. 
 
    “Let’s get our asses inside that factory and find out where this tunnel leads,” said the lieutenant. 
 
    Reed shook his head. “No. I have a sense of how they think now, and this would be a mistake. They expected anyone who tracked them this far to eventually breach the factory. Since they aren’t inside, I’ll bet they booby-trapped the crap out of the place to wipe out any guests.”   
 
    “But why? They’d be long gone. They’d have already won by then.”  
 
     “Because the CCP has shown a willingness to do anything to get this scientist. And they don’t play by Queensberry rules. They play for keeps.” 
 
    Quinlan swallowed hard. “Good point.” 
 
    “When we arrive on site, we’ll send in some recon drones. They can find the tunnel and traverse enough of it to give us its direction.” 
 
    “Why not have a drone go all the way to its exit?” 
 
    “We can try, but I suspect we’ll lose contact as it flies deeper into the tunnel. But once we learn on which side of the woods the exit lies, we can send out our Bloodhound drone aboveground to find Dr. Keane.”   
 
    The lieutenant nodded. “You know, Commander, you aren’t half bad at this job,” he said with the hint of a smile, subscribing to the philosophy among many soldiers that compliments had to be delivered in insult’s clothing. “I know you were with SEAL Team Six. But if you were just thirty percent more talented, I think you might have had a chance of becoming a Green Beret.” 
 
    Reed grinned. “Dare to dream,” he said in amusement. “But pissing contests aside,” he added, “you do have to admit SEAL Team Six has the better name. Infinitely more bad ass, right? Green Beret? Really? I get that your little hats are the distinguishing part of your uniform. But did they really have to name the entire unit after them? I mean, was the name Pink Unicorns already taken?” he finished, bursting into laughter at his own joke.  
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    At Reed’s order, the large van rolled to a stop as the now defunct bread and tortilla factory came into view about sixty yards distant. He had Eve park it sideways to the facility to provide a privacy shield so they could plan and prepare behind it. The road to the facility, before it worked its way around to the parking area in back, dissected the spectacular grounds into two halves, with an almost equal number of massive trees on either side. The lawn that covered the rest of the grounds was mostly overgrown, almost three feet in height, indicating that the sellers had let the proper maintenance schedule slide as time had worn on.   
 
    The five commandos in the back quickly exited the cargo section and joined Reed and the lieutenant behind the van. Reed sent six microdrones flying off toward the facility to find the expected tunnel while he and his team all donned bulky belts and tactical commando vests, teeming with pouches, pockets, and endless compartments for ammunition, first aid, knives, handguns, machine pistols, electronics, and so on.  
 
    Meanwhile, Reed readied his only Bloodhound drone, a specialized model designed for recon, detecting enemy snipers, and locating hostiles in hiding or attempting a stealth approach. The tiny drone carried a camera feed, which could be accessed remotely, but no weaponry, and its minuscule AI brain lacked the versatility and intelligence of most such systems.  
 
    Still, it was optimized for the hunt, and truly excelled at the task of finding and tracking human beings who didn’t want to be found. It was equipped with mics that could detect and amplify the slightest sounds thousands-fold, and sensors that could detect organic molecules responsible for scent almost as well as a dog’s nose, which is how the Bloodhound drone had earned its nickname.  
 
    Reed was acutely aware that time was of the essence. Still, without a second Bloodhound drone, it was prudent to wait to learn if the tunnel led to the west or east woods before his lone specimen was deployed to hunt for Allie Keane.  
 
    He had learned from Eve that the woods extended over four miles to the west, and five to the east. Hard to imagine the scientist’s captors planned to march her all the way through. Which meant they would almost certainly exfiltrate the physicist from above. If they were able to drill a tunnel, they were able to carve a clearing in the heart of the woods where a helicopter could land.  
 
    The commander ordered the AI to have satellites look for new clearings on both sides of the woods, and any air traffic in the vicinity.  
 
    The moment the direction of the tunnel was known and the Bloodhound drone was deployed, Reed and his team would make their way to the tree line on the proper side, ready to quickly arrive at whatever coordinates the Bloodhound drone provided. With any luck they wouldn’t be too far behind the woman they had come to protect, but every second mattered.  
 
    While the team finished loading up their belts and vests, Reed opened a storage compartment in the van and passed out grenades, proximity drone jammers, and MK-52 assault rifles. The MK-52 was the latest model of handheld submachine gun favored by the SEALs and Green Berets alike, possessing a sixty-round magazine, and capable of firing single shots or short bursts.  
 
    He removed two four-foot-long shoulder-mounted rocket launchers from a recessed compartment and inspected them carefully. While their destructive potential was awesome, he decided to leave them in the back of the van. They were too bulky to bring along, and had almost no value in a forest environment.  
 
    “One of the microdrones has found and entered the tunnel,” reported Eve, and then transmitted the feed of this discovery to Reed’s lenses. A circular entrance had been cut cleanly through the concrete floor of the factory, and the tunnel snaked down at a steep, thirty-degree angle. Wide enough to be comfortably traversed, but only in single file. 
 
    “The tunnel takes a quick turn and then heads due east,” the AI added a moment later. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said unnecessarily to the AI. “Launch the Bloodhou—” 
 
    Reed stopped in mid-sentence as a faint scream broke out in the distance. A woman, begging for help. And it was coming from the east, the exact direction Reed was about to travel with his team.  
 
    The scream started relatively weakly, and seemed to fade before it had even played itself out. It conveyed a sense of horror and urgency, but its volume and vigor were lacking.  
 
    It was the scream of the dying. The scream of a woman on her last legs. 
 
    All eyes frantically swiveled to find the origin of the wail, which quickly became clear. Two figures could now be seen off in the distance, both down, having apparently just exited the woods to the east. Reed zoomed in on the scene with his contacts, while his men brought binoculars to their eyes with practiced efficiency. 
 
    The man who had been driving the limo was on his back on the grass, his chest covered in bright-red blood from what appeared to be multiple gunshot wounds, center mass. And Allie Keane, the woman who had issued the fading scream, was also on her back nearby, bleeding out before their eyes. A combat knife had been plunged into her gut and was still embedded there. 
 
    A silenced semi-automatic pistol could be seen just a few inches from the open fingers of her right hand, which she had no doubt used to shoot her captor before he had managed to stab her. 
 
    All six Green Berets rushed toward the fallen scientist at once, a woman they had been ordered to protect at all costs, desperate to reach her before she finished bleeding out.  
 
    They sprinted forward, much too close together, abandoning the cover of trees in their race to get to her in time to administer lifesaving first-aid—if this was still even possible.  
 
    Reed started forward also, but stopped abruptly as his gut cried foul, once again reaching a conclusion faster than his panicked intellect ever could.   
 
    Only after his instincts had stopped him did he begin to piece together why.  
 
    This was another sucker play. He didn’t know how, but it had to be. There was no way this petite civilian had gotten the drop on a seasoned warrior. No chance she had snatched his gun and used it on him, even if he was caught in a bear trap at the time. She had reportedly never even used a gun before. It was as impossible as a tennis beginner beating Rafael Nadal.  
 
    All of this flashed through Reed’s mind in an instant of insight 
 
    He planted the red dot of his handgun’s laser sight on the deceased limo driver’s forehead and fired three times in quick succession, again without knowing why, obeying a directive from his inner mind.  
 
    Nothing happened. The driver’s head didn’t move a single inch. It didn’t explode like a dropped pumpkin, expelling brain matter onto the leaves that marked the edge of the woods behind it. No extra holes appeared in the man’s skull.  
 
    Impossible. 
 
    Reed gasped as his conscious mind finally realized what his subconscious had known from the start.  
 
    This scene was nothing more than an elaborate holographic projection. A spectacular new technology the Chinese had just developed, which he had been briefed on during his first day on the job. He had failed to factor in this recent intel and reach the proper conclusions, but his subconscious had not.  
 
    “Down, down, down!” he ordered his team as the truth finally penetrated. “Keane is a holographic lure! Hit the ground! Now! Now! Now!” he screamed, his voice blasting through their comms. 
 
    All six men dived to the overgrown grass, and the moment they did all hell broke loose. Fire from numerous automatic weapons pierced the air where their bodies had just been, bringing the deafening cacophony of high-caliber rounds, all coming from just behind the tree line in the direction they had been recklessly charging.  
 
    Reed had made sure they armed themselves as if they’d be facing a veritable army, but he hadn’t believed one was really out there, even knowing Keane’s importance to the CCP. One could talk about pulling out all the stops, insurance policies, and snatching a queen from a hive, but this was a next-level display of preparedness. Truly off the charts.  
 
    Fortunately, the enemy had been waiting for Reed’s team to sprint even closer, making themselves fish in a barrel, and had held their fire too long. But now the Green Berets were alert and hidden in the tall grass, difficult to kill.  
 
    Reed raced the short distance back to the van the moment his team hit the deck, ignoring the now continuous automatic fire behind him, so dense and jarring it sounded like a battle raging between warlords in a third-world hellhole.  
 
    He reached the back of the van and lifted the heavy rocket launcher to his shoulder, firing blindly into the tree line where he calculated the greatest density of hostiles had congregated. The rocket streaked straight ahead at jaw-dropping speed, and seconds later an explosion rocked the grounds as the missile slammed into the trunk of a tree growing near the edge of the woods. Tree limbs, human body parts, smoke, and fire burst into the air as a fireball erupted, leaving a section of scorched, barren forest twenty feet in diameter. 
 
    Reed raised the second launcher to his shoulder, noting approvingly that his team had had the presence of mind to rise up off the grass as the aftermath of the explosion raged on, and were now sprinting for cover behind widely separated trees.  
 
    Reed fired a second missile just to the north of his first one and was rewarded by the same devastating explosion and fireball, which obliterated several additional hostiles and gave the rest something very serious to think about. 
 
    “Eve, send the Bloodhound drone due east,” he yelled, finally completing the sentence he had been about to utter before hearing a woman’s scream. But instead of ordering the drone to find Dr. Keane, he now had other needs. “Have it map out the number and position of all hostiles protecting the woods. I want a tactical display on my lenses ASAP.”  
 
    The tiny drone emerged from the back of the van and sped off toward the east, while Reed used his contacts to zoom in on the few bodies that had been disgorged from the woods after his two missile strikes. There were pieces of five men in total, and two of the faces still intact were Chinese, a confirmation that the CCP was behind this.  
 
    More submachine blasts rang out through the grounds, but now the battle had been joined by the Green Berets, who were now in position to return fire. Based on the dispersion of the incoming, the enemy had spread out, having learned the hard way not to congregate and invite additional missiles. 
 
    “Eve, can you locate the holographic projector based on its EM signature?” said Reed.  
 
    “I can’t,” replied his AI companion. “But I can divert the Bloodhound drone to where you saw the images being projected. It’s only seconds away. I can take over its camera while it does a quick flyover. I estimate I can locate the projector with only a fifteen- to thirty-second delay to the drone’s original mission.” 
 
    “Do it!” said Reed immediately.    
 
    Less than ten seconds later an image of the projector floated in front of the commander’s eyes, and Eve informed him that the Bloodhound drone was now resuming its mission to identify and map all enemy forces.  
 
    The holographic projector was on a tripod just in front of the tree line, ten feet from where the impaled image of the physicist had appeared. It was black, with a main body the size of a basketball, and six projectors on the end of rods attached to it, each capable of precise positioning, so that the six projectors in combination could assume an almost unlimited number of possible configurations.  
 
    “Do you recognize the model?”  
 
    “Yes. It’s brand-new tech, but US operatives were able to smuggle one out of China last month.” 
 
    “Do you know how it works?” 
 
    “Affirmative. Not only that, but we found a backdoor way in. Meaning that I can program it to display scenes of your choosing.” 
 
    “Outstanding!” said the commander.  
 
    “There is a catch. To gain access, I’ll need someone to hit a reboot button on the device itself.”  
 
     “Understood,” said Reed. “Lieutenant Quinlan,” he said, changing gears. “Give me a status report. How are you and your men?” He had wanted to check in with them the moment they had taken cover over a minute earlier but had been too busy to do so.  
 
    “We’re all alive and well,” replied the lieutenant as the battle raged on around him, just slightly louder than it was where Reed was standing, thirty yards more distant from the action. “Thanks to your warning. A few injuries, but we’re all in fighting shape.”  
 
    “Good. Keep returning fire. I know you heard my exchange with Eve. The Bloodhound feed just came in, and it looks like there are still fourteen entrenched soldiers, even after the five or six I took out. They’re now widely spread out. Meaning there’s no way our team can make it past them.” 
 
    Reed paused. “But I’m betting that I can.”  
 
    He went on to describe what he had in mind. “We’re playing capture the flag,” he continued, “and Allie Keane is the flag. The more you and your men can distract the enemy, the more likely I can slip behind their lines undetected. But don’t take any risks. You can’t create a diversion if you’re dead. So if one of you tries to be a hero, I’ll kill you myself.”  
 
    “You aren’t going soft on us, are you, Commander?” said Quinlan, who punctuated the question by firing several rounds from his perch behind a tree. “You SEALs do have that reputation, you know.” 
 
    Reed grinned, despite himself. “Just keep your heads on a swivel,” he said grimly. “And stay alive.”  
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    The moment Reed ended his communication with his team, he had Eve send the Bloodhound drone on its original mission to find Allie Keane, and then removed his combat vest and shirt, so that he was wearing nothing but a white undershirt above the waist. He inserted a handgun into a holster on his hip, then another into a holster on his upper ankle, and slung his MK-52 assault rifle firmly around his back, all with great urgency. He slid under the van and quickly worked his feet and arms through straps affixed to the vehicle, pressing himself tightly against its raised undercarriage so that he’d be protected by a hidden carbyne cage. He’d be safer inside the vehicle, but the enemy would be watching, and he wanted to drop to the ground and roll away, unobserved. 
 
    “Satellite coverage of the area is showing the launch of weaponized drones,” said Eve before he could give the order to move out. “Approximately hummingbird sized, of a type thought to contain octa-nitro-cubane payloads,” added the AI, referencing the most potent non-nuclear explosive known to mankind. “Estimate eighteen seconds until first explosion.” 
 
    “Shit!” shouted the commander, his mind racing. “Blanket the area with spoofed GPS input. Make the drones think they’re suddenly twenty miles away from their targets.” 
 
    “This will affect our drones also.” 
 
    “Now!” screamed Reed. “Now, now, now!” 
 
     “Done,” said the AI calmly. “The enemy drones are now flying off to the north, trying to get back to what they believe to be their target coordinates.” 
 
    Reed blew out a long, relieved breath. That was too close. Weaponized drones were enormously effective, which is why the US military had paid so much attention to finding immediate countermeasures when they were detected. Once again, if not for Eve, they’d all be dead. 
 
    “As I warned,” said Eve, “the Bloodhound drone is also receiving false GPS coordinates that are adversely affecting its navigation.”  
 
    “Can’t you take control of it and set it straight?” 
 
    “Affirmative. Assuming full control of navigation now.”  
 
    “How hard was that?” Reed mumbled to himself, rolling his eyes. The AI could be breathtakingly brilliant, but also maddeningly stupid. “Extend the van’s battering ram now.” 
 
    “Extending ram,” confirmed Eve as a hydraulic system issued an unmistakable whir for several seconds. 
 
    “Now take us to the holographic projector at best possible speed.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Eve. The vehicle lurched forward as Reed glued himself to its undercarriage.  
 
    The van gained speed and quickly passed the Green Berets’ positions, something that attracted the immediate attention of the enemy. Reed had been largely ignored by the mercenary force as they focused on the men who were firing on them, but this was true no longer. The enemy now attacked the fake Amazon van with a vengeance, unleashing a barrage of gunfire and grenades that was truly biblical in proportion. 
 
    Reed hung on for his life as the vehicle was pummeled by so much incoming that the ground around it shook like an earthquake. Only the van’s tank-like weight kept it upright, and its outer Amazon coating was quickly shredded as incoming fire skinned the vehicle alive, revealing the carbyne-reinforced structure underneath. It was like a Terminator whose face had been torn off to reveal the gleaming, indestructible skeleton within. 
 
    “Now!” shouted Reed, and right on cue his team stepped up their rate of fire and also began tossing grenades at enemy positions for the first time. They weren’t able to get them close enough to take out any enemy combatants, but since the purpose of this exercise was to distract the mercs from the van, that didn’t matter. The goal was simply shock and awe, and exploding grenades provided plenty of both. 
 
    The van reached its destination at the edge of the woods, and Reed dropped to the ground and rolled to the holographic projector three feet away. He quickly found the reset button just below the main body, as Eve had indicated, and pressed it frantically.  
 
    He remained down, hidden by the tall grass, for several agonizing seconds while the projector reset, leaving a back door open that Eve could exploit.  
 
    “Implementing Operation Christine now,” said the AI.  
 
    Reed’s eyes widened in awe as five holographic vans, identical in appearance to the smoking skeleton the real van had become, popped into existence out of thin air, spread out randomly near the real one. All six then appeared to race toward various hostile positions, with one of them doing so in reality. 
 
    Reed waited several seconds until the Green Berets, the AI-controlled van, and the holograms were creating maximum havoc, then rolled the short remaining distance to the woods. As soon as he was surrounded by trees, he jumped to his feet and sprinted to the east, weaving in a jagged line in case someone was trying to put a bullet in his brain as he ran, a disquieting image that he couldn’t shake from his mind’s eye.  
 
    Eve drove the real van forward according to plan, intent on hunting down and crashing into enemy combatants, going inside the tree line to do so. The vehicle and its battering ram had become an unstoppable five-ton instrument of death, driven by an unseen demon from the bowels of Hell. Reed could only imagine how panicked the mercs must be, retreating deeper into the woods to stay out of reach of the berserker van and its holographic cousins.  
 
    “I’m now about fifty yards behind their lines,” Reed whispered to his team as he ran through the woods. “I had Eve call in an airstrike on the factory and surroundings,” he added. “Set to commence in exactly twenty-five minutes.” His breath and heart rate had increased, but SEALs tended to be in almost superhuman physical condition, and he was still able to speak without too much trouble as he raced forward. “See to it that you’ve retreated a very healthy distance away by then,” he finished. 
 
    “An airstrike, Commander?” said Quinlan warily. “Dr. Keane could still be in the kill box. And we’re on US soil.” 
 
    “I’m convinced she’s at least half a mile away by now. The mercs are there to guard her retreat. They wouldn’t let her stay close and risk getting hit in the crossfire.” 
 
    Quinlan was right about the strike being on US soil, but Reed couldn’t let that stop him. He’d be using black planes, flying below the radar. He had made sure several were scrambled toward South Dakota before he landed, just in case. They’d log this as a terrorist attack, which would give the military certain legal dispensations.  
 
    “I respect your objections, Lieutenant,” added Reed. “I do. But we can’t let the CCP get away with creating a war zone in South Dakota. If they want a war, we’ll give them a war.” 
 
    “Roger that,” said Quinlan. “Godspeed, Commander. Bring back Dr. Keane.” 
 
    “I will,” said Reed emphatically as he continued to run. “And thanks for your help. I owe you and your men a stiff drink. You know, milk . . . lemonade—whatever it is you Purple Unicorns like to drink,” he added wryly, and was instantly rewarded by the sound of Quinlan’s hearty laugher.  
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    Zachary Reed continued sprinting through the thick woods going east, assuming that Dr. Keane’s captor, or captors, would travel at least a mile away from the factory before exfiltration, just to be sure the helicopter they would undoubtedly use wasn’t seen. 
 
    The woods were magnificent, but there seemed to be an inverse correlation between beauty and Reed’s progress. The more dense the terrain was with lush trees and thick foliage, with bright, beckoning flowers, and gnarly above-ground roots, the more pleasing to the eye—but the more difficult on the feet. 
 
    He had already collected a number of small cuts on his hands and neck as he darted through branches and sharp vegetation with reckless abandon, focusing on keeping his speed and balance, and not spraining an ankle on the uneven terrain. The MK-52 was still pressed firmly against his back, which slowed him down, but not as much as if he would have elected to keep his packed combat vest on as well. 
 
    If he could maintain his pace, he had a good chance of catching up to his targets in time for it to matter. They had been less than twenty minutes ahead when they had driven into the factory, and travel through the tunnel had to have been slow going. Even after they had emerged aboveground, Allie Keane was an unwilling victim who would have to be ushered forward at a careful, deliberate pace. Reed, by contrast, was racing through the woods as if he were on fire, praying that his target had maintained a due east heading, and that his drone could provide her precise location soon. 
 
    “The Bloodhound drone has found Dr. Keane,” said Eve, right on cue. The feed from the drone now hovered in front of his eyes, showing the physicist along with directional arrows to her location, and the distance he needed to cover. “Adjust course thirty degrees to the north,” added the AI. 
 
    He quickly changed direction and risked taking a prolonged look at the feed before returning his eyes to the path ahead. The drone was staying out of sight in front of a group of four—Allie Keane was in front, and three others, all Chinese, were forcing her onward from behind.  
 
    It was his first good look at the trim physicist, who turned out to be more attractive than he had expected, and looked to be athletic as well, with dazzling green eyes that blazed with raw intelligence. He was encouraged to see her expression reflect an unmistakable resolve, a steadfast defiance. She was a civilian, but had the look of a warrior, one he knew had been beaten down by life six years earlier, and had given up, but only temporarily. She had found a way off the mat, and the fierce gleam in her eye indicated she would never give up without a fight again.  
 
    A wave of adrenaline surged through the commander, and he allowed himself to be truly hopeful. His adversaries had gone to epic lengths to shake him, but he had hung on with the tenacity of a pit bull, and now Dr. Keane was just under half a mile away. Finally. And he was closing this distance in a hurry. 
 
     “I have facial recognition matches for two of the three hostiles,” said Eve. “Captain Ye Wu and Lieutenant Zhou Lan. Both are operatives with South China Sword,” the AI added, referencing one of China’s elite special forces units. “Captain Ye appears to be the commanding officer of the three.” 
 
     “How long until the airstrike?” he asked.  
 
    “Sixteen minutes.” 
 
    For the first time Reed began thinking about various strategies to free Dr. Keane from her captors. He was outnumbered and they were elite commandos, but he would have the advantage of surprise, and a drone that could feed him their movements. 
 
    “The drone has picked up a faint audio pulse,” reported Eve, “at three thousand-fold amplification. NSA databanks identify this sound as characteristic of a Chinese Shadow Blade helicopter.” 
 
    “Show its approach from the satellite feed.” 
 
    “Unable to comply. The Shadow Blade is China’s newest stealth model. It’s impervious to radar  and video cameras. Sound and line of sight are the only ways to detect and track it.”  
 
    Reed cursed out loud. Another layer of the onion. Even if ten different parties had begun tracking Dr. Keane from her home, the odds that even one of them would be able to run the gauntlet of ruses and traps to get this far were minute. And yet they had still gone to the trouble of using a Shadow Blade for their exfiltration.  
 
    He had once admired their professionalism, but now they were really beginning to piss him off.  
 
    Reed glanced at the drone’s feed, which now showed the party of four emerging into a large circular gap in the woods, likely cleared out just the day before, which was plenty big enough, and level enough, for a Shadow Blade helicopter to land.  
 
    “Based on steady increases in the volume of pulses, Commander, I estimate that the helicopter is approximately two minutes from Dr. Keane’s location, while you’re almost five minutes away. I advise you to increase speed.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Reed sarcastically, “that’s super helpful.”  
 
    The commander felt panic rising within him. He wasn’t going to make it, after all. He might be able to shave a minute off his time, but he wasn’t running on a track, and the terrain wasn’t getting any easier to traverse. Being a few minutes tardy was the same as an eternity, because once Ye and his men lifted off with the physicist, the game was over, and China was the winner.  
 
    Suddenly, a desperate idea exploded fully formed into Reed’s head. “Attack them with the drone,” he ordered.  
 
    “How? It carries no weaponry.” 
 
    “Have it broadcast the sounds of soldiers approaching. Make them think there’s an army after them. Run them away from the clearing. When they figure it out, dive-bomb them. Turn the damned thing into a dragonfly-sized angry gnat. Have it broadcast a screeching sound that will pierce through their brains. And have it fly by Keane’s ear and tell her to stall. Whatever it takes to buy me three minutes.”   
 
    “Understood. Commencing attack now.”  
 
    “I also want to hear what they’re saying to each other, translated into English.” 
 
    Reed chewed up ground as fast as he could, risking a glance at the feed every few seconds to see the drone diversion play out. The Chinese commandos were initially run out of the clearing, as hoped. When they realized the sounds of an imminent attack were issuing from a drone, it showed itself and began lunging at them with great speed. They reacted in a panic, as if they were being attacked by an angry swarm of murder hornets. 
 
    Allison Keane bolted away from the group, seizing the opportunity to make a run for it. But the Chinese captain, Ye Wu, hadn’t been as troubled by the faux attack as his men, and calmly shot the ground behind her with his handgun, screaming for her to halt.  
 
    She turned back toward him and raised her hands in surrender, tears now beginning to run down her face. The drone detoured for a few seconds to fly by her right ear and then returned to its dive-bombing mission.  
 
    “It’s harmless!” Ye shouted at his men in contempt, words that Eve instantly translated. “Ignore it! If it had weapons it would have used them. It can only harass us, nothing else.” 
 
    He paused. “Bring her back to the clearing,” he added in Chinese. “Hurry! We need to get out of here before company arrives.”  
 
    As they double-timed it back to the clearing, the Shadow Blade arrived and hovered thirty feet above the makeshift helipad, waiting for its passengers to show themselves before completing its landing. Reed was now close enough that he could just make out the aircraft off in the distance with his naked eye. 
 
    But he was still almost two minutes out, and at least a minute away from having a good shot on the chopper—assuming it remained airborne.  
 
    Allie Keane groaned and fell to the forest floor, clutching at her ankle as if it were severely sprained. 
 
    Brilliant! Not only had she tried to run on her own, but she had heard the drone instruct her to stall, and was doing a great job of complying.  
 
    “Get her up!” demanded Ye. “There’s no time for games. Carry her if you have to.”  
 
    Two of the men bent down to lift her and transport her the short distance remaining to the clearing, but she screamed in pain and yanked herself from their grip and back to the ground.   
 
    Undeterred, the men reached for her again, much less gently this time.  
 
    “I think you’re faking, Dr. Keane,” said Ye angrily in passable English. “But delay us another second and I’ll break your ankle myself. Understood?” 
 
    The physicist glared at him defiantly but allowed herself to be carried without further theatrics. 
 
    Reed brought himself to an abrupt halt. He would have liked to have gotten closer, but it was now or never. If he didn’t cripple this bird, nothing else mattered.  
 
    He unslung his MK-52, his breathing and heart both now racing, despite his fitness, and hastily worked to find an unobstructed path through branches to the sleek, crow-black helicopter still in the distance, mere seconds from descending.  
 
    He used his contacts to zoom in on the aircraft’s tail rotor and fired his assault rifle, spraying rounds on full automatic. For a heart-wrenching moment, he thought he had failed. But just as he depleted his only clip, the helo jerked spasmodically, out of control, and spun wildly to the south, where it slammed into a tree, killing the pilot and causing the aircraft to drop to the forest floor like a steel-and-composite sack of bricks. 
 
    The main rotor spun into the ground and tore off with a savage groan of metal, turning the most sophisticated helicopter ever built into nothing but a pile of steaming wreckage.  
 
    Reed was now close enough to hear the screamed curses of the Chinese commander through his own ears, as Ye’s easy escape hopes had been obliterated before his very eyes.   
 
    “New plan!” Captain Ye shouted to his two men after he finished cursing. “There’s a road a few miles east of us. Get there as fast as possible, and get us transportation. Flag down a driver and kill him out of sight of the road. I’ll bring the girl and take care of whoever is following. Go!” he shouted. 
 
    With that said, he wheeled around, and in one smooth motion shot the Bloodhound drone out of the sky. It had been trailing at a distance, but he managed to take it out with a single shot.  
 
    Reed scowled. Ye’s display of marksmanship was impressive, and one of Reed’s most important advantages—a second set of eyes and ears—had vanished along with the drone.  
 
    Still, he had heard enough. 
 
    He began walking as quickly and stealthily as possible, needing to gain on Ye and his captive, who were now very close by. Within four minutes he was within stalking distance of the pair. Ye was purposely keeping Allie Keane extremely close to him, a partial human shield, as he proceeded east with the utmost alertness and caution.  
 
    Reed followed from a healthy distance, calculating how best to make his move, counting his blessings that the other two commandos had been dispatched ahead. 
 
    The hair on the back of his neck stood on end and a chill swept down his spine. 
 
    Of course they hadn’t been dispatched ahead, he thought in a burst of inspiration, wanting to slap himself in the forehead for his idiocy. Ye would never thin his ranks knowing that one or more soldiers behind him had shot down his chopper. He would want as many men as possible with him until he identified and nullified the threat. It wasn’t a coincidence that he had waited to destroy the drone until just after sending his two comrades away.  
 
    He had wanted Reed to hear him. 
 
    The moment the drone was dead, Ye must have issued very different orders to his men, to circle back to the west, so they could get behind whoever was pursuing. 
 
    While Reed was stalking the Chinese captain, his two comrades were stalking him. 
 
    In just a handful of seconds they would have been close enough to get off a certain kill shot had he not realized their plan. 
 
    Reed burst into a sprint, angling to the densest section of woods he could see ahead of him. When he passed a particularly thick tree trunk he stopped on a dime behind it, out of sight, and immediately squatted to the ground. He picked out a small rock and clump of dirt and tossed both in the direction he had been heading, creating the illusion that he was still racing ahead in that direction. 
 
    Reed removed his .45-caliber Glock from its holster, pressed himself soundlessly against the trunk, and held his breath. He would make their trap backfire if it was the last thing he ever did. 
 
    He heard the rustle of foliage just to his west. The two commandos had picked up speed and seemed less concerned about making noise as they moved, convinced they had temporarily lost their target when he had abruptly bolted ahead.  
 
    They rushed past Reed’s location at a full run. A few seconds after they had passed, the American commander shouted out, causing the men to stop in their tracks and whirl around to fire, but they were too late. Reed sent a bullet through each of their foreheads, and they collapsed to the ground, dead before they finished their falls.   
 
    Reed wasted no time congratulating himself. His job was far from over. The .45 wasn’t silenced, and Ye was just out of sight ahead. The moment the Chinese captain heard the thundering shots, he’d contact his men through their comms, wanting confirmation that their tail was now dead. When they didn’t respond he’d know they’d been caught in their own trap. So what would he do then?  
 
    Reed bolted toward Ye’s expected location in a blind panic as the answer came to him in one sickening flash. He would probably cut his losses. With his men dead, his ride lost, and Reed able to call in reinforcements, the game was up. The Americans would capture Ye or kill him, and take possession of his prize.  
 
    But if he jettisoned his baggage, killed Allie Keane, the information in her head would die with her. The CCP wouldn’t gain an advantage, but neither would their global enemy. And without her slowing Ye down, his chances of escape improved dramatically. 
 
    Reed charged through the woods like an enraged bull. As he crashed through a five-foot patch of dense foliage, he found himself suddenly bearing down on the pair he’d been stalking. 
 
    Just as he feared, Ye had his gun trained on Dr. Keane as she faced him from five feet away, tears streaming down her face. He was squeezing down on the trigger when Reed barreled into view and charged the physicist, diving into her as if he were a cornerback tackling a defenseless receiver. He slammed into her like a human missile, taking two shots in the back meant for her, and drove her onto her back, where her skull hit the hard ground. 
 
    As Reed rolled off of the brilliant scientist and onto his back, she fought to stay awake and shake off the brutal blow to her head. But it was hopeless. The man who had tackled her had been heroic, but he had only delayed the inevitable. His eyes were now closed, and he was at the mercy of the Chinese soldier.  
 
    Allison Keane managed to cling to consciousness just long enough to see her captor pump two more rounds into her would-be savior’s chest. 
 
    And then everything went black.  
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    Dr. Allison Keane groaned as consciousness returned. The back of her skull throbbed painfully, and although her head seemed to be resting on what she guessed was a downy-soft pillow, even this contact intensified her discomfort. She decided she should probably sit up. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open, and she found herself on a bed inside a large, windowless hospital room. She was dressed in a standard-issue hospital gown, except, thankfully, one not open in the back. A ruggedly handsome man, not much older than she was, sat in an uncomfortable chair a few feet away from her, gazing at her with deep concern. His face lit up upon seeing her awake, and he rose to a standing position. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You!” she whispered in shock as her memory flooded back. It was the man from the woods. He was now wearing an actual shirt and had cleaned up. Even so, at least a dozen tiny cuts and abrasions were visible on his neck and hands.   
 
    “You know who I am?” he said in surprise. 
 
    “Of course. You’re the man who tackled me.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “I’m surprised you saw my face. It all happened pretty fast.” 
 
    Allie tried to sit up on the bed but was overcome by a bout of dizziness, forcing her to return to her original position.  
 
    “Let me help you, Dr. Keane,” said her visitor softly, taking her arms and pulling her gently to a seated position on the edge of the bed. She swung her legs around until they hung down just above the floor, facing her benefactor.  
 
    “I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you up,” he said. “How’s your head?” 
 
    “Sore,” she replied, wincing. “But given that it’s still there, on my shoulders, it’s hard to complain. And I have you to thank.”  
 
    She tilted her head in confusion. “But how are you still alive? How am I still alive?” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’d accept an answer of, ‘that’s classified,’ would you?” 
 
    She shook her head, ignoring the dull pain that accompanied even this slight move.  
 
    “I didn’t think so,” said her visitor. “And by the way, you were given pain meds about twenty minutes ago, which should kick in shortly. You’ve been put through a battery of tests, and your doctors assure me that you’re going to be your old self again before you know it. Sorry about the whole, you know . . . concussion thing.” 
 
    She smiled. “Again, since the alternative was the whole death thing, I can’t be too mad. But when I asked how you’re still alive, how can the answer be, it’s classified? I saw you shot at least four times. Point-blank range. So either you’re Superman . . . or you’re a Terminator. Personally, I’m rooting for Superman.” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint,” he replied in amusement, “but I’m just a flesh-and-blood human being. I get why it might appear otherwise. And I do owe you an explanation. So here goes—and this is very top secret, by the way—my undershirt is interwoven with a material called carbyne. Have you ever heard of it?” 
 
    Allie shook her head no.  
 
    “In short, it’s the world’s best body armor.” 
 
    “Nothing could be that good.”   
 
    “This is. I’d be happy to tell you more about the science behind it if you’d like me to.” 
 
    “If it’s so top secret, why would you do that?” 
 
    “Because screw top secret. You’ve been through hell, and you have a right to have your questions answered. Besides, I’ll be asking you to share non-public knowledge that you have. So it’s only fair that I provide non-public knowledge that I have. Hard to ask you to trust me if I can’t trust you.”  
 
    Allie thought about this. “I’m not a trusting person to begin with,” she said. “And that was before being abducted, passed around by scary men with guns, forced into a war zone, and nearly executed.”  
 
    The hint of a smile crossed her face. “But I guess if taking several bullets for me and saving my life can’t buy you a little trust, nothing can,” she added. “Pretty damned heroic, I’d say. So I’ll take the science lesson, because it’s hard to imagine your undershirt could protect you from a marshmallow attack, let alone bullets at point-blank range.” 
 
    “This is true,” he admitted. “Which is why I’m very happy to be living proof that it works. But since I knew I was wearing body armor,” he added modestly. “My actions really weren’t that heroic.”  
 
    “No—still heroic. That guy could have easily shot you in the head. Unless you’re telling me that your head is made of this protective material.” 
 
    “Well, I have been called thick headed,” he replied. “On occasion. Mostly by women, actually. But no, my head isn’t armored. I’ve got nothing between my ears but empty space,” he added in amusement. “Like every man does.”  
 
    Allie laughed. The back of her head may have been sore, but she was in a surprisingly good mood. Ecstatic even.  
 
    But maybe this wasn’t so surprising, after all. She had been an instant away from a horrible death, but had gotten a last-second reprieve. If that didn’t cheer you up, nothing could. Winston Churchill had once famously pointed out that nothing in life was as exhilarating as being shot at without result. And now Allie knew firsthand just how true these words really were. 
 
    “I am jealous of Superman, though,” continued her visitor. “It’d be pretty sweet to be bulletproof everywhere.”  
 
    “Maybe so,” said Allie good-naturedly. “But, remember, Superman has his kryptonite. Achilles has his heel. Terminators have their . . . well, you know, their Sara Connors. So everyone has a weak spot.” 
 
    Allie’s eyes widened as she had a minor epiphany. “But you faked your weak spot, didn’t you?” she said. “That’s why you were only wearing an undershirt. I figured you just wanted to look cool. Show off your biceps. Give off a vibe like James Dean, or that guy from Die Hard. But you were planning ahead, weren’t you? Thought you might be a sitting duck at some point, and wanted to encourage the bad guys to shoot you in the chest.”  
 
    “Very good,” said her visitor, sincerely impressed. “You’re exactly right. I knew that no one would believe my undershirt could protect me from a bullet. Even the seasoned men who abducted you. If I had kept my shirt and combat vest on, they’d assume I had body armor hidden underneath and aim for my head. Even though it’s a more difficult shot. By showing off my—apparent—lack of body armor, I was inviting gut shots.” 
 
    “Smart,” said Allie. “Very smart.”  
 
    Her visitor sighed. “Thanks, but if I were truly smart, I’d have found a way to save you and not get shot at all. I’ll be honest with you, I’m happy to be alive, but no armor is perfect. Right now, my entire torso feels like it’s been beaten into hamburger by Thor and his hammer.” 
 
    He paused. “But I’m surprised you caught that I was only wearing an undershirt. You passed out almost immediately. I wasn’t sure you’d remember any of it when you awoke.”  
 
    “Are you kidding?” she said with an impish grin. “I never forget an undershirt.”  
 
    Allie was astonished by the instant rapport she felt with this man, unlike any she had ever felt before. It could just be the near-death experience talking, but she didn’t think so. “So you took a few bullets in the back for me. Rolled over so your lack of bleeding wasn’t noticed. Took a few more shots in the front. And then shot the bastard who was trying to kill us. Is that it?”  
 
    “It’s like you weren’t even unconscious,” he said. Then, holding out his hand, he added, “I’m Commander Zachary Reed, by the way. But, please, call me Zach.” 
 
    “Only if you call me Allie,” she said, shaking the offered hand. 
 
    He nodded. “Okay . . . Allie. It’s nice to formally meet you. Our first meeting was a little . . . abrupt. And just so you know, I usually try to meet women before I throw myself on top of them.” He grinned. “I guess I’m old-fashioned that way.” 
 
    She laughed again. Then, serious once more, she waved her hand to encompass the room she was in, filled with specialized equipment better suited to an emergency room. “Before we go any further . . . Zach, where, exactly, are we right now? And how did we get here?” 
 
    “We’re in a private hospital room,” replied her visitor. “Inside the hospital wing of Fort Carson, an army base near Colorado Springs.” 
 
    Allie nodded. “That answers my second question, also. Since we’re in Colorado, you probably didn’t drive me here. Or, you know, fly me here on your back.” 
 
    Reed shook his head in amusement. “Thanks for giving me another reason to be jealous of Superman,” he said wryly. “But since your abductors were kind enough to clear an area for a helicopter to land right where we were, I called in a chopper of my own. We were flown to a nearby base and then took a jet here.”  
 
    “How long have I been out?” 
 
    “Almost eight hours.” 
 
    “So what time is it now, midnight? Later?” 
 
    Reed smiled. “It’s a little past seven-thirty at night.” 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    “I have no doubt it seems that way. Especially since you began this ordeal by being shot with a tranquilizer. But only a bit over two hours passed from the time the fake limo driver knocked you out this morning until the time that I . . . well, that I knocked you out later on.” 
 
    “Felt like fifty hours.” 
 
    Reed smiled. “Yeah. For me too. But the chopper lifted us out of the woods around noon.” 
 
    Allie digested this information. Time might fly when you’re having fun, but it definitely dragged when you were being abducted and shot at. 
 
    “You’re a VIP guest here, by the way,” added the handsome commander. 
 
    “Why Fort Carson?”   
 
    “It was relatively close. And secure. It covers over two hundred square miles in area. And it’s home to the 4th Infantry Division, the 10th Special Forces Group, the 71st Ordinance Group, and so on. Although I doubt that means much to you.” 
 
    “Are you with one of these groups?” 
 
    Reed shook his head. “I’m with a group that doesn’t officially exist.” 
 
    “Of course you are,” said Allie with the hint of a smile.  
 
    “My boss is on her way here now. A colonel named Sarah Hubbard. She’ll be here before too long. I’ll let her brief you on our group and tell you just what it is that happened to you.” 
 
    “I know what happened to me.” 
 
    “What did your captors tell you?” 
 
    “Nothing,” replied Allie. “They were the evil, silent type. But it doesn’t take a genius to figure out that a lot of parties are obsessively interested in my recent work. Which came as an enormous surprise to me, I can tell you that. And they aren’t just interested,” she added, “they’re interested enough to do whatever it takes to obtain it. Or do whatever it takes to make sure others don’t obtain it,” she finished with a shudder, remembering the empty, horrific feeling of staring down the barrel of a gun and knowing the man holding it intended to kill her without mercy. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Reed, nodding. “That about sums it up.” 
 
    Allie Keane suddenly looked sick to her stomach. “So level with me, Zach,” she said, “will I ever be able to go back to my old life?”  
 
    “Sure,” he said feebly, trying to force a smile.  
 
    Allie wasn’t fooled. He just didn’t want to tell her that her life as she knew it was over for good. Didn’t want to risk dropping a bomb on her right after she had been through hell.  
 
    “Well . . . it’s possible that you’ll be able to go back to your old life,” amended Reed, realizing that she hadn’t bought his answer. “At some point in the future. I mean, it’s really hard to say.”  
 
    Allison Keane blew out a long breath. “I’ll take that as a firm no,” she said grimly. 
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    There was a long silence in the military hospital room, and Allie was shaken, like she had just been diagnosed with terminal cancer. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” said Reed earnestly. “But if there is a way to restore things to normalcy, I promise you I’ll find it. And even if there isn’t, you’re life isn’t over. It’s just maybe . . . different. Who knows, you may find you like your new life better than your old. Or maybe not. But things might not be as dire as they seem.” 
 
    Allie considered this for several long seconds, and finally nodded. “Thanks, Zach,” she said softly. “That helps.” She shrugged. “And I guess there’s nothing to be gained at the moment by dwelling on it. So why don’t we continue with our discussion.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Reed, still standing a few feet away from where she sat on the edge of the bed, facing her with a sympathetic expression. “I know you must have many more questions,” he continued. “I promise you that once the colonel arrives, you’ll get answers. We won’t hold anything back. You just need to be patient for a little longer.” 
 
    Allie sighed. “I understand,” she said. “Luckily, we have plenty to talk about in the interim. I believe you were going to lay some body-armor science on me,” she said, forcing a smile. “Still willing to do that?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” said Reed. “This will be my one and only chance, ever, to dazzle you with science. From here on out, I have no doubt that you’ll be the one doing all the dazzling.” He paused to gather his thoughts. “I assume that you’re familiar with graphene, right?” 
 
    “Yes. Discovered at the turn of the millennia. The Holy Grail of materials science. Composed of carbon atoms, like diamond, but arranged in a one-atom-thick hexagonal sheet—a honeycomb—with properties that put diamond to shame.” 
 
    “I couldn’t have said it better myself,” said Reed with a grin. “Or to be exact, I couldn’t have even said it that well. The thing about graphene, though, is that it’s difficult and expensive to produce, even in small quantities. Even if this wasn’t the case, it isn’t an easy material to mold into the various shapes and functionalities needed to fulfill its immense promise.” 
 
    He paused. “You probably know this, but it’s two hundred times stronger than steel. I’ve been told that if you had a sheet of it as thin as saran wrap, and you wanted to pierce it with an ice pick, an elephant would have to be standing on the ice pick to force it through. I’ve also been told that a stack of graphene sheets as light as a paperclip has a surface area of five tennis courts. Which, apparently, makes graphene an ideal candidate for an advanced battery, since energy storage depends on surface area.” 
 
    “Right. If you have that much surface area in that little space, the storage density is off the charts. This gives you a battery with a huge storage capacity, and one that delivers its charge very fast.” 
 
    “Very good,” said Reed. “Has anyone ever told you that you have a head for science?” he added wryly. “And given that you do, by the way, you should really stop using the back of it to pound protruding tree roots into the ground.” 
 
    Allie couldn’t help but laugh. Her visitor had miraculously managed to coax her good mood back into the light. “So let me get this straight,” she responded, rolling her eyes. “You drive the back of my skull into a tree root, and then blame me? Now that’s being a typical male.”  
 
    Her eyes sparkled in amusement. He had pulled off a very neat trick. She had been traumatized, nearly killed by both a gun and the hard ground, and this guy had her laughing about it.  
 
    Commander Zachary Reed was handsome, smart, heroic, self-deprecating, and charming.  
 
    Probably a serial killer, she thought to herself.  
 
     “But maybe we should get back to graphene,” said Allie out loud, gesturing for him to continue. 
 
    “Right. So along with its tremendous strength, it conducts heat and electricity better than copper. And has a host of other properties that make scientists drool about possible transformative uses in electronics, energy storage, photovoltaics, bio-engineering, and construction.” He raised his eyebrows. “Including a well-studied concept to use it to build an elevator into space. You’d just need many miles of graphene cable rising from the ground and tethered to a weighty satellite in geostationary Earth orbit.” 
 
    “Sounds like quite the versatile material,” said Allie. “Has anyone ever told you that you’d make an awesome graphene salesman? You really make the material come alive.” 
 
    Reed laughed. “Good to see that you still have a sense of humor. And a sharp wit. You put any other patient who just awoke from a concussion to shame.” 
 
    “How many other patients like this have you encountered?” 
 
    “Well . . . none,” admitted Reed. “But way to ruin a perfectly good compliment.” 
 
    He smiled. “But perhaps I was getting a little off topic. So let me jump ahead to the relevant bit. Graphene would also make an ideal material for body armor. Revolutionary. Not only is it hundreds of times stronger than steel, it can dissipate ten times the amount of kinetic energy. Other materials can stop a bullet from penetrating the skin. But without the ability to distribute the force, soldiers can die from the blunt force trauma, regardless of lack of penetration.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it.” 
 
    “But let me fast-forward. It turns out there’s a theoretical form of carbon that’s even better than graphene. Stronger, better dispersion kinetics, and so on. Even more importantly, one that can be doped with other elements to give it the needed flexibility, and twist-ability, for a wide array of uses.” 
 
    “Carbyne?” 
 
    “Exactly. Also known as linear acetylenic carbon. It’s an indefinitely long chain of carbon atoms joined together by alternating single and triple bonds. But if making graphene is a pain in the ass, making carbyne is orders of magnitude more difficult. Compared to carbyne, making graphene is as easy as making plastic cups. Even so, scientists managed to produce microscopic amounts of it six years ago, in 2024—at great cost.” 
 
    “So how did they make so much progress in the last six years?”  
 
    “As far as anyone knows, they didn’t. Ask the best materials scientists in the world, and they’ll tell you the field hasn’t advanced one iota since 2024. They’ll tell you that producing an ounce of the stuff would take twenty years and cost thirty trillion dollars.” 
 
    Allie raised her eyebrows. “Yet you were wearing a carbyne undershirt,” she pointed out. “So how do you square that circle?” 
 
    “Yeah, no kidding. Someone managed to scale it up, didn’t they? But the who and how of it is so classified that I’m not even privy to it. All I know is that about two years ago, the military began issuing undershirts woven from carbyne to our top special forces units, about eleven hundred soldiers in total. And compared to this new body armor, the old body armor has the stopping power of cotton candy.”  
 
    Allie considered. This was a lot more interesting than she would have guessed. “So you were told that the shirts were made of carbyne, but not how this had been managed.”  
 
    “No, none of us were even told they were made of carbyne. Only a handful of people in the world are in the know. I had a very high security clearance in my past life, and I was never told. Only when I got this job did I become one of the very select group to be formally briefed.” 
 
    “So you really are going out on a limb telling me about this, aren’t you?” 
 
    “If by going out on a limb, you mean that I’d be instantly court-martialed if certain people knew we were having this conversation, then yes. But I don’t think I’d get shot. So there is that. Still, maybe don’t write any blog posts about carbyne if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Allie smiled. “I think I can find other topics to blog about,” she said. Then, after a pause, she added, “So if the military issued these undershirts to special forces soldiers, and didn’t tell them they were made of carbyne, what did they say about them?”  
 
    “They said they were based on a proprietary improvement to Kevlar.” 
 
    “I see. And is this miracle carbyne showing up anywhere else?” 
 
    “Yes, but as far as I know, only for military uses. The van I followed you in has it incorporated. Along with next gen tanks and jets—and so on—involving multibillion-dollar contracts.” 
 
    “But why limit it like that?” she protested. “If the manufacturing issues have been solved, this material can revolutionize the world. Why would the military hoard it?” 
 
    Reed couldn’t help but smile, despite attempting not to. 
 
    “You’re smiling because you think I’m hopelessly naïve, aren’t you?”  
 
    “I’m smiling because you’re a breath of fresh air. Despite what you’ve been through in your personal life, you haven’t become jaded or cynical.” 
 
    “So what’s the cynical answer? That the military is keeping carbyne to itself because it doesn’t give a damn about anything but power? Or battlefield advantage?”   
 
    “That is part of it, no doubt. But as someone who’s been on the battlefield, I don’t think we should discount the value of battlefield advantage entirely. Our enemy’s lack of knowledge about the use of carbyne just saved our lives.”   
 
    Reed paused to let this point sink in. “But I do agree that it seems like a crime to keep revolutionary tech from the world. It’s just that these decisions aren’t always as straightforward as they seem. First of all, in this case, the military almost certainly obtained exclusive rights to the tech for a period of time—not by force or coercion, but by contract. The breakthrough was probably achieved in a black lab, or through heavy funding from DARPA.” 
 
    He shook his head. “And it wouldn’t be the first time the military has held back advances for temporary advantage. GPS satellites were first launched in 1973, for military use only. This exclusive use continued for ten years, until Ronald Reagan opened the system up to the public. And even then it was purposely fuzzied, so the public couldn’t achieve nearly the accuracy the military could. This was true for another seventeen years, until Bill Clinton evened the scales.” 
 
    “You bring up an interesting precedent,” said Allie. 
 
    “Just one of many. In the case of GPS, it’s in the public domain that the military held a game-changing technology back for twenty-seven years. But very few in our society know this—or care.” 
 
    “Which doesn’t make it right,” said Allie. 
 
    Reed sighed. “I’m not saying it does. On the face of it, I agree with you. But those making these decisions aren’t all despicable, war-mongering savages.”  
 
    He grinned. “I mean, sure, some of them are, I’m not going to lie. But not all of them. So I have a feeling there are factors we don’t know about that made this a thornier call than we would think.” 
 
    “You may be right. Still, I’m not prepared to blindly trust any decision that military authorities make, just because they’re military authorities.” 
 
    “Now that we can agree on,” said Reed decisively. “But getting back to carbyne, we don’t know the full story behind its classification. But I suspect it will be released to the public before too long.”   
 
    Allie nodded. “Maybe so,” she said. “But I can’t help but consider my own research in the context of this discussion. What about it, Zach? Why do I have the feeling that it won’t see the light of day for a very long time?” 
 
    “You didn’t work in a black lab, and you weren’t funded by DARPA. So you’re free to disclose your results to the public whenever you see fit.” 
 
    She sighed. “Something tells me it’s going to be a lot more complicated than that.” 
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    Commander Zachary Reed entered a borrowed office within Fort Carson with his commanding officer and shut the door gently behind him.  
 
    Colonel Hubbard had introduced herself to Allie Keane forty minutes earlier, and had arrived bearing gifts. Three large bags worth. Two filled with clothing in the physicist’s size, including four different possible outfits, complete with shoes, socks, and underclothing, giving her multiple options. The third was filled with an assortment of dinner entrees and drinks, including vegetarian options. 
 
    The colonel asked how the patient was feeling, and then proposed leaving her alone to shower, freshen up, change clothing, and eat, before they engaged in a more lengthy discussion. When Allie was showered and fed, they’d have a doctor look her over one more time, just to be sure, and then after one night in the hospital room for observation, they could discuss moving her temporarily to a VIP guest house on base. 
 
    They had agreed to reconvene in one hour, and then Reed and Hubbard had taken their leave. Reed had already briefed the colonel on everything that had transpired prior to arriving at Fort Carson. 
 
    “So how’d it go?” asked Hubbard, sitting behind a stylish desk made of glass and brushed nickel.  
 
    Reed took a seat across from her. “Hard to know for sure,” he replied. “But I think it went very well.” 
 
    “Good,” said Hubbard. “Dr. Keane seemed to me to be in good spirits, and to be handling things well. Especially considering what she’s been through. I can tell she’s already very comfortable around you, Commander. There were times when she seemed more upbeat than she had any right to be. And I have the feeling that’s all your doing. Looks like you were paying attention when I asked you to unleash a charm offensive.” 
 
     “I was paying attention. But I didn’t act any differently than I would have otherwise. I’ve found that if you want to win someone over, the worst thing you can do is try too hard. So I focused on just being myself. Sincerity is a lot more appealing than false charm. And that’s especially true for someone like Allie, who doesn’t trust easily.” 
 
    “Allie? Are we on a first name basis with the esteemed doctor of physics?” 
 
    “We are. And just for the record, she’s even sharper than I thought. She hides it well. Probably doesn’t want to be intimidating, but catches on very fast. Not just smart, but shrewd. I think we need to be completely honest with her. Any deception and we risk losing her for good.” 
 
    Reed paused to let this sink in. “The good news is that the rapport between us was instant and effortless. I’m sure she knows I enjoy her company, and that I’m not pretending. She really is an amazing woman, on any number of levels.”  
 
    “Good thing you saved her life, then.” 
 
    Reed nodded wearily. “Yeah. Good thing.” 
 
    “Speaking of that, did she ask you how you managed to be alive?”  
 
    “She did. And I told her about carbyne, as we discussed. I’m more convinced than ever it was the right call. She saw me get shot multiple times, and only the truth could explain that away.” 
 
    “I agree. Compared to the secrets she has locked in her head, classified information on body armor is nothing.” 
 
    “I trust her. She won’t tell anyone.” 
 
    Hubbard raised her eyebrows. “I’m beginning to think she unleashed a charm offensive on you, Commander.” 
 
    Reed ignored her. “We’ll have to take this one step at a time,” he said. “Ideally, she’ll agree to stay on base for at least a few days. I’ve asked the base commander, a general named Tony Cameron, to have his people prepare a security plan, assuming she’ll move to the guest house.” 
 
    “Have you been satisfied with the security arrangements so far?” 
 
    “Yes. Very much so. There are no security personnel in her room, but that’s at my request. Seeing strangers in her room with guns is the last thing she needs. But a number of soldiers are watching the entrances to the hospital wing and the lone hallway leading to her room. Since no one even knows she’s here, and ‘here’ is the heart of a military base with gates, guards, and hundreds of Green Berets milling around, this level of security is almost certainly unnecessary. But why take any chances?” 
 
    “Agreed. And speaking of Green Berets, I had a chance to speak to Lieutenant Quinlan after I debriefed you on the op. He gave you a glowing review, Commander Reed. And I can see why. Not to give you a big head, but despite being a Tech Ops newbie, you performed brilliantly. Beyond my already high expectations. I have to believe that no other operator in my group could have managed to stick to Dr. Keane the way you did, or to get behind enemy lines in time to save her. I know you don’t do what you do for medals, but there will be several coming your way.” 
 
    “Thank you, Colonel. And Quinlan and his team were outstanding, by the way. He and I are getting together for a beer tomorrow night.” 
 
    “Good thing for them that you were in command,” said Hubbard. “If you had fallen for the Dr. Keane hologram like they did, you’d all be dead.” 
 
    “They have big hearts,” said Reed with a weary smile. “They lost focus in their desperation to save Allie. Lucky for them, my heart is Grinch-sized, and I was able to resist the lure.” 
 
    Hubbard smiled. “Yeah. I’m sure that explains it, Commander. Lucky for them you’re so uncaring.”  
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    Dr. Allison Keane felt great. She was still ecstatic to be alive, and now she was freshly scrubbed and her stomach was full. Instead of a standard hospital gown, she was wearing a pair of comfortable faded jeans, a simple white blouse, and sneakers. Reed had smiled when he had first seen what outfit she had chosen, telling her this was a practical, down-to-earth choice that he had expected her to make.  
 
    She now faced the commander and colonel across a small, round table they had brought into the room, and all three parties were seated on soft leather office chairs brought in to maximize comfort.  
 
    The colonel began by sharing the history of Tech Ops, and describing the hidden tech war that was now raging around the world, especially between the last two remaining superpowers on the planet.  
 
    The woman’s presentation was impressive, and she had all the needed facts and figures at her fingertips. She was clearly practiced at describing the current state of play, which was more than a little sobering.  
 
    “It’s all the rage nowadays for Americans to criticize their own country,” said Hubbard, after finishing her initial disclosures. “To criticize their own government. And it pains me to say it, but when it comes to the government, much of it is well deserved. Human corruption seems to know no bounds. And most have come to believe—often rightly so—that this is amplified a hundredfold for those in power.” 
 
    She paused. “But whatever you choose to believe about the US, believe this: China has become a totalitarian state, and its citizens don’t have a fraction of the freedoms that we have here. And don’t be fooled by the propaganda. The US isn’t perfect, by any means, but it’s still a bastion of liberty that continues to be a positive force in the world.  
 
    “We tend to be most critical of ourselves,” continued Hubbard, “and these criticisms are amplified in the news. This self-hatred can be divisive, but many are driven to it out of laudable motives, even when they’re misguided or misinformed. We seek to better ourselves, and to be accepting of other cultures. But the result is often that we’re hypersensitive to the slightest hint of injustice in our own country, while ignoring appalling abuses in others. Many of us even hold these other countries up as shining examples, when the opposite is true.” 
 
    Allie knew that this speech was also well-rehearsed, as it must be getting harder to recruit scientists to the US cause when the media was often obsessed with portraying America in the worst light possible.  
 
    “No need to convince me, Colonel,” she said. “I don’t hate this country. And while I once thought that China’s rulers were gracious and benevolent, that was when I was growing up. That façade has been cracking for years now.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that you’ve been paying attention,” said the colonel. “But it’s much worse than you know. The Chinese Communist Party has set its sights firmly on dominating the entire world. And they could well be one scientific breakthrough away from succeeding.” 
 
     “Which brings us to you,” said Zachary Reed. “You’re a very special case. For a number of reasons. Until now, the tech war has been a cold one. Secret. Underground. There’s been a lot of jockeying for position, for the best people and discoveries, but it’s been fairly orderly.” 
 
    He smiled. “Well, using a pretty loose definition of ‘fairly orderly.’ Numerous parties are involved, but I’ll describe the state of play using just US and China as examples. Both sides have been busy placing bets on game-changing technologies, recruiting the best people possible, and stealing or sabotaging important work controlled by the other side. And we’ve both been lavishly funding those pursuing the most promising research.” 
 
    “But aren’t you only funding work so you can get exclusive access?”  
 
    “That’s one reason, yes,” said Hubbard. “But not the only one. In many cases we fund long-shot projects that wouldn’t be funded otherwise. And we can only keep advances out of the public domain with the consent of the inventors. Often we decide the work won’t impact the balance of world power and share it with the public, even if we have a right not to. And some won’t accept our funding. Those who don’t, we monitor. So we can know about game-changing discoveries before the rest of the world. And can make sure China doesn’t steal the research, or recruit the researchers, posing as an American company or institute.” 
 
    “Which is what the guy I spoke with this morning must have been doing. He posed as the CEO of a company based in Tucson and tried to recruit me.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Hubbard. “We monitor scientists to prevent them from being misled. And for their safety. China also monitors top scientists around the globe. The resources required to stay on top of this are enormous, as the importance of science and technology has continued to grow explosively throughout the world.” 
 
    “In fact,” added Reed, “Tech Ops is the fastest growing organization in US military history. It’s become almost its own small branch of the armed services, even though neither the public nor military knows it exists.” He sighed. “Unfortunately, we didn’t have you on our radar.” 
 
    “Wow,” said Allie, making a face. “Tech Ops is big and powerful enough to look under every stone. And yet I still didn’t make the cut. You really know how to flatter a girl.” 
 
     The colonel sighed. “My fault, Dr. Keane,” she said miserably. “I’ve been shortsighted. In retrospect, your genius was always obvious. And your Ph.D. thesis was groundbreaking. Should have put you well onto our radar, despite anything that came before. And speaking of that, it’s become very clear that Abraham Sena framed you—and we fell for it.” 
 
    Allie sighed. “You’re in good company.” 
 
    “Well, now that you’ve made the world aware of your true genius,” said Reed, “Sena’s days are numbered. We’ll make sure he’s investigated so thoroughly he can’t possibly slime his way out. He may have covered his tracks, but we’ll make sure the truth comes out. It’s time to ruin a scientist who deserves to be ruined.”  
 
    An expression of white-hot rage crossed Allie’s face, but only for a moment. “Now that’s something I’d like to see.”  
 
    “And you will,” said Reed decisively. “What he did to you was unconscionable. And the main reason you were off our radar.” 
 
    Allie nodded sullenly. 
 
    “Even so,” he added, “the colonel pointed out to me that you’re in great company. Apparently, Einstein and Newton were totally off the radar when they did their best work. Most believe they wouldn’t have revolutionized science if this wasn’t true.” 
 
    Reed paused, as if wary of forging ahead. “So as perverse as it might be,” he said finally, having decided to go for it, “and knowing you might resent me for saying this, it’s possible that if Sena hadn’t ruined your life, you wouldn’t have had the insights you’ve had. You would have had a brilliant career at a prestigious institution, for sure. But this may have chained you to mainstream thinking.”  
 
    Allie had an immediate knee-jerk revulsion to the very thought that this might be true. What audacity for Reed to even suggest something good could have come from Sena’s atrocities. But as her rational mind battled its way through a dark cloud of emotion, she couldn’t help but find the thesis fascinating. The colonel was right. Newton and Einstein wouldn’t have been Newton and Einstein if they’d been in the mainstream at the time.  
 
    “Something to think about, Commander,” she said, biting the words off as if they were acid. The idea was still very unsettling. “But not right now,” she added decisively. “Let’s move on.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Hubbard. “I believe we were explaining why you’re such a special case, Dr. Keane. First, as we’ve just discussed, you’d never been approached by any of the parties before. No funding, no contracts, no monitoring. So when the shit . . . the breakthrough . . . did hit the fan, you were naked. Fair game for all. With no signs of previous claims on you that would be harshly enforced.” 
 
    The colonel paused. “And since Tech Ops was founded,” she continued, “no breakthroughs of this magnitude have ever exploded onto the world stage with as little warning as this. Even if someone out of left field submitted a paper to a scientific journal, we have contacts that would have tipped us off before publication.” 
 
    “It’s the Wild West out there,” added Reed. “But at least everyone has basic survival skills. If a gunslinger comes into the saloon, you hide. But you, Allie,” he added in exasperation, “you panned for gold in a location everyone else was sure was dry. And when you struck gold, anyway, you didn’t file a quiet claim. You plastered the news on a billboard. A move that in the Wild West comes with predictable results.” 
 
    Allie groaned. “Really, Zach?” she said in amusement. “Talk about your tortured metaphors.” Even so, she had to admit that he had painted a surprisingly effective picture.  
 
    “Okay,” he said with an impish smile. “I’ll stop. But you’re missing out on a killer covered-wagon metaphor I had ready to go.” 
 
    Allie laughed. “I guess I’ll just have to live with that,” she said.  
 
    Reed allowed himself a brief smile and then became serious once again. “Getting back on topic,” he continued, “there are two final aspects of this situation that make it unprecedented. First, not all breakthroughs have the potential to tip the scales of world power like this one. And second, you disclosed enough to convince other scientists you’d made a revolutionary breakthrough. But you held enough back that they couldn’t run with it. Worse, you kept the key pieces of it in your head. So those parties desperate to corner your discovery couldn’t just steal a computer file to get it. Even if they could, for something this revolutionary, they’d want you on board anyway. Who better to drive a discovery forward and push past any obstacles than the genius who came up with it?” 
 
    “All of this added up to China going to preposterous lengths to . . . recruit you,” said Hubbard, taking over for the commander. “Even we were astonished. Your unique situation was the perfect storm that made them reckless enough to turn the cold war we’ve been waging into a hot one. To go to unheard of measures and throw out the rule book. Surprising, even in the Wild West we find ourselves in,” added Hubbard with a sly smile. “To borrow a metaphor.” 
 
    Allie shook her head miserably. “Sorry to have triggered all of this,” she said. “But I didn’t kick the hornet’s nest on purpose. I thought it would take years for my work to be accepted. You tell me I set off a hydrogen bomb. But I thought I was just lighting a candle at my kitchen table.”  
 
    The colonel nodded. “Like I said, the ferocity of the response surprised us too. I sent Commander Reed and made sure he had backup, but I never thought it would come close to what it came to. I thought various parties would get into a bidding war for you, counting on money and persuasion to win the day. That they’d try to trip up other competitors in ways that weren’t pretty. But abducting you so brazenly on US soil. And hiring an army of mercenaries to guard their flank. Incredible.” 
 
    “I still don’t see what about my work is important enough to risk war,” said Allie. “How it could shift the balance of world power so dramatically. Can you tell me what I’m missing?” 
 
    “I’d be happy to,” said Hubbard. 
 
    “Before we go there, Allie,” said the commander, “I’d love to take a quick detour. If you don’t mind. I’m new to Tech Ops, and I was thrown onto your case at the last second. So I’d be grateful if you could spend five or ten minutes bringing me up to speed on quantum computers and the nature of your work.” 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask,” said Allie cheerfully. 
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    Allie Keane gazed at the ruggedly handsome face of the man who had saved her life. “Before I begin, I’m curious. If you’re new to Tech Ops, what did you do before?” 
 
    Reed sighed. “I kept busy with other things,” he replied. 
 
    “Tell her, Commander,” said Hubbard. “No time to get cagey now. Nothing to be embarrassed about, and we’re dedicated to full disclosure here.” 
 
    “I was a member of SEAL Team Six.”  
 
    Allie stared into his eyes and shook her head. “Of course you were,” she said with a whimsical smile. “Makes perfect sense.”  
 
    She studied him for several additional seconds and then continued. “So . . . Commander, are you familiar with quantum mechanics?”  
 
    Quantum mechanics dealt with the submicroscopic realm, where things got very, very weird. Still, even though its implications were impossible for anyone to truly fathom, it was the most successful theory ever produced. It had been able to make predictions with breathtaking accuracy, and was responsible for almost a third of the global economy, including computers, cell phones, MRIs, lasers, and all other electronics.  
 
    In 1801, Thomas Young had come up with an ingenious experiment to determine, once and for all, if light was composed of particles or waves. He cut two slits into a metal plate, side by side, and placed a screen behind the plate. If photons were tiny particles, then sending a stream of them through both slits should generate two lines on the screen, right behind the two slits. If photons were waves, the peaks and troughs of the waves going through each slit would reinforce or cancel each other, creating a barcode pattern on the screen.  
 
    A breathtakingly elegant and simple experiment that was sure to determine the true behavior of light. 
 
    But Nature had other ideas. 
 
    If you sent a stream of photons through the slits, you got a barcode. A clear indication that light traveled as a wave. But, shockingly, this was far from the final answer. Because if you shot photons through one at a time, you still got a barcode.  
 
    That was impossible. It made sense that photons going through both slits could interfere with each other. But how could a single photon going through one slit at a time do the same? A single photon couldn’t split, go through both slits as a wave, and interfere with itself.  
 
    Yet it did.  
 
    Stranger still, if you tried to cheat by watching a slit to see what was happening, the pattern changed. Suddenly, instead of a barcode on the screen, you got the two-line pattern characteristic of particles.  
 
    Nature seemed to know when you were looking. 
 
    This was only the beginning of the crazy effects of quantum mechanics. Particles could be joined, entangled, and have some kind of instantaneous metaphysical connection, even across the entire universe. Particles could be at an infinity of places at once, and popped into and out of existence randomly, creating a froth of particles and energy in the vacuum of space. 
 
    Perhaps the most popular theory to account for these jaw-dropping observations suggested that a particle could be anywhere until it was observed, the probabilities of finding it in any one position dictated by something called a wave function. Once it was observed, though, it immediately collapsed to a discrete location. On some level, the reality of the universe depended on conscious observers.  
 
    The implications of this had been causing physicists to pull out their hair for over a century. 
 
    Reed held Allie’s gaze, deciding how best to answer her question about his knowledge of quantum physics. “Let’s just say that I’m familiar with the basics,” he replied. “Double slit experiments. Collapse of the wave function. Entanglement. Quantum tunneling. And so on.” 
 
    “Impressive,” said Allie.  
 
     “I wouldn’t go that far,” said Reed. “I know it fairly well at a layman’s level, but I can’t pretend any of it makes sense to me.”  
 
    Allie smiled. “Don’t worry, it doesn’t make sense to anyone.”  
 
    “Actually, it’s worse than that,” said the commander. “The more I read, the less I understand.” 
 
    “I know the feeling.” 
 
    “Yeah, somehow I doubt that,” said Reed. “But don’t waste time trying to help me understand it better. I’m a lost cause. If you could skip ahead to a thirty-thousand-foot overview of quantum computing, I’ll stipulate that the quantum mechanics behind it is real. I’ve recently come up to speed on the implications of the ultimate quantum computer. What it would mean for the world. But I know almost nothing about its nuts and bolts.”  
 
    “Few do,” said Allie. “The field can be treacherously complex. But to boil it down to its basics—in an epic oversimplification—traditional computers use bits to compute. A bit is either on . . . or it’s off. Either a one . . . or a zero. And just using ones and zeroes you can express any number, although it takes a lot of ones and zeroes strung together.”   
 
    She paused. “But a quantum computer uses quantum bits, or qubits. These give you more options than just a one or a zero, and a collection of them can represent all possible states at the same time. If a traditional computer wants to find its way out of a maze, it will try every possible path, one at a time. A quantum computer, on the other hand, can try all possible pathways simultaneously. Tends to speed things up. Like having an unfathomable number of traditional computers running side by side. Three hundred qubits can represent more values than there are atoms in the observable universe.” 
 
    “That seems like a lot,” said Reed with a wry smile. 
 
    Allie grinned. “In 2019, Google announced that it had used these principals to build a 54-qubit system. It was able to solve a math problem in less than four minutes that would have taken the world’s fastest supercomputer ten thousand years to complete.” 
 
    “So why am I hearing that a true quantum computer is decades away?”  
 
    “Because systems like the one Google boasted about use something called quantum annealing. Long story, but they aren’t true computers. They can dazzle, but they’re extremely limited as to the problems they can tackle. It’s as if you made a grand announcement that you can travel at the speed of light. But you left out that you can only do so inside a one-square-mile patch of desert in Arizona. And that if you’re anywhere else in the universe, you’re slower than a snail. 
 
    “The bottom line is this,” she continued. “Problems you’d really want such a computer to solve require many thousands, if not millions, of qubits. And scaling them up, let alone getting them all to work in concert, has proven impossible.” 
 
     “Thank you,” said Reed, staring deeply into Allie’s fiery green eyes. “That was helpful. And leads us nicely back to your work. Because scaling up qubits isn’t impossible anymore, is it? Not after your discoveries.”  
 
    “I’d like to think that’s true,” she replied. “In addition to being easily scalable, I believe the qubits I’ve theorized will have many additional advantages. There are a number of other exceedingly difficult hurdles that one needs to clear to get to a true quantum computer. You have to be able to initialize your qubits in a known state. They need to have long decoherence times. You have to measure them and apply universal gates. And you have to correct for errors, which occur in quantum computers millions of times more frequently than in classical ones.” 
 
    Allie paused for this to sink in. 
 
    “And individual qubits,” she continued, “at least the kind being pursued by the mainstream, are exquisitely fragile. They have to be kept in absolute isolation. Any interactions with the environment and you can’t use them. And I mean any. A single photon will ruin quantum coherence. To build perfectly coherent qubits, you have to control all stray electric and magnetic fields, and eliminate all atomic vibrations. Meaning the qubits have to be in a vacuum and very near the coldest temperature the universe allows, where all molecular vibration stops. Using the Fahrenheit scale, this is approximately four hundred sixty degrees below zero.” 
 
    Reed nodded thoughtfully. “Fascinating,” he said. “So when you claim to be able to build qubits that work at room temperature, that’s a very big deal.” 
 
    “It’s an important step, yes.” 
 
    “Dr. Keane is being modest,” said the colonel. “I’ve seen headlines lately touting the development of ‘hot qubits.’ But, believe it or not, these refer to qubits that can work at four hundred fifty-eight degrees below zero instead of four hundred sixty. I’m pretty sure this doesn’t fit the dictionary definition of hot. But even these are being touted as a big breakthrough.”    
 
    Reed turned his gaze back to the young physicist. “So how did you do it?” he asked her. 
 
    Allie collected her thoughts. “I borrowed from nature,” she replied finally. “For many years now those on the fringe of physics have suggested that all living organisms can make use of quantum processes. And there is growing evidence that this is possible. Especially when it comes to photosynthesis, human consciousness, and avian navigation. But the mainstream continues to reject the idea.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Reed. 
 
    “Because the only way physicists know how to take advantage of quantum processes requires absolute isolation, as I just described. Frigid temperatures. Vacuum. Not a single photon or outside vibration allowed. So how can usable quantum activity be going on in the hot, messy, uncontrolled environment inside cells and living creatures?” 
 
    “I can see why they’d be skeptical,” said Reed.   
 
    “I can too. But their views are shortsighted. Nature, evolution, has a history of making breakthroughs, of providing answers before we’ve even asked the questions. Bats and dolphins were using radar and sonar before we had the vaguest idea this was possible. Birds were flying, and geckos were walking across ceilings. Natural organisms can produce all kinds of organic molecules that our best chemists can’t come close to synthesizing. A bacteria doesn’t need a Ph.D. in chemistry to do it, either. All it takes is trial and error—many trillions of trials, over billions of years—until something useful just happens to randomly, accidentally, emerge.” 
 
    “A persuasive argument,” said Reed.  
 
    “Thanks, but I’m just warming up. A more relevant parallel is the history of electricity. For most of human existence, electricity was the ultimate enigma. It was far more mysterious to our ancestors, even three hundred years ago, than quantum physics is to us. Spooky and mind-blowing. Magical. Humanity had no idea what it was. And when we did, we had no idea how to generate it. Or how to store it. Or how to use it. Or even that it could be generated, stored, and used.” 
 
    She arched an eyebrow. “But cells knew. Biological organisms knew.” 
 
    Allie noted with satisfaction that both members of her small audience were now hanging on her every word.   
 
    “Not too long ago,” she continued, “poor humanity could only produce static electricity—sparks—without having any idea what this really was, or why it came about. We had no idea that lightning was a form of electricity. And even less of an idea that it could be found in cells and living organisms. Eons before humanity had found a way to generate electric current, electric eels and torpedo fish were not only generating electricity, but storing it, and using it to electrocute prey.” 
 
    She paused. “Yet scientists at the time refused to believe it. They decided the torpedo fish’s strange sting must be some kind of venom. Because how could a fish possibly generate a substance as mysterious and elusive as electricity? It didn’t have metal plates and acid inside of it. It was a living creature, soft and squishy.” 
 
    Allie leaned in toward her audience. “Sound familiar?” she said pointedly.  
 
    She continued, not waiting for a response. “Finally, in 1770, experiments proved that the sting of the torpedo fish was electric. Which was a huge step forward. And then a man named William Nicholson dissected the internal organ responsible. Inside the torpedo fish, he found a mass of columns, each consisting of stacks of tiny circular layers. A design that Alessandro Volta copied in 1799, putting together a tall stack of alternating zinc and copper disks, with brine in between, and creating the first electric battery capable of delivering current to a circuit.” 
 
    “I had no idea,” said Reed. “Who would have thought that the torpedo fish made integral contributions to modern technology? We really do take electricity for granted. Even though it has utterly transformed every industry and every aspect of our lives.”  
 
    “Amen to that,” said Allie. She had long marveled at the many wonders people took for granted. With respect to electricity, it had taken mankind thousands of years of steady progress to truly understand it and harness its potential. And to eventually discover that it was an integral component of the much broader universe of electromagnetism, including light, microwaves, radio waves, Wi-Fi, and so on. 
 
    She decided that she and Commander Reed made quite a pair. She had nearly suffered a total mental collapse and had lived on the streets for years. He had almost certainly seen untold human savagery. Yet they had both retained their sense of humor—and their sense of wonder. 
 
    “So you took this historical example of learning from Nature and applied it to quantum physics,”  said Reed.  
 
    “That’s right. And I managed to come up with experiments that finally proved, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that organisms do make use of quantum effects.” 
 
    “Was that in your recent online disclosure?” asked Reed. 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “I think you’re underplaying the genius behind these experiments, Dr. Keane,” said Hubbard. “Many others have tried to show what you showed, and failed. And while you make your experiments sound straightforward, our chief quantum scientist, Dr. Sergio Caldwell, told me they were anything but. Breathtakingly original. As brilliantly conceived as any experiments in the history of science.”   
 
    Allie’s eyes sparkled in delight. “Thanks,” she said. “That means a lot to me.” 
 
    “Dr. Caldwell desperately wanted to meet you,” said Hubbard. “I didn’t want you to feel overwhelmed, so I asked him to wait. But he was so eager, I practically had to restrain him.” 
 
    Allie shook her head. She already felt overwhelmed. Beyond overwhelmed. A week earlier she couldn’t get a prominent physicist to notice her if she were on fire. Now, she was on the capture or kill list of at least one foreign power, and physicists were treating her like a rock star.  
 
    “So you proved that organisms use quantum processes,” said Reed, eager to move forward. “But that was just the beginning, right?”  
 
    “That’s right. I then managed to isolate biomolecules in certain quantum states that are vital to making this work. Which is what I’m most proud of. It wasn’t as simple as dissecting a torpedo fish. These are processes at the subatomic level, and biology had some tricks up its sleeve that were truly unexpected and astonishing.” 
 
    “I think I know the rest from here,” said Reed. “You then isolated the critical components, and identified, or calculated, an ideal organic molecule. One that you could combine with other mechanical components to make the perfect, scalable, room-temperature qubit.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “I was briefed on that part. The punchline. And it’s also the part of the puzzle that you’ve kept in your head. The key to making it all work.” 
 
    Allie blew out a long breath. “And the key to making me a target,” she noted. 
 
    “That too,” said Reed. “Why did you decide to keep that part in your head?” 
 
    “I’ve been the victim of a hacker stealing my work and taking credit for it,” replied Allie. “I’ve seen that no computer file is safe. And my memory is nearly photographic, so it wasn’t a burden.”   
 
    She shrugged. “And to be honest, I wanted some time to strengthen and expand the work. Prove the theory out. Polish it. It’s important that I do this on my own. If I released everything I know immediately, other physicists would run with it, and possibly muddy the waters before I could make the work ironclad.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand,” said Hubbard. 
 
    “Garbage in, garbage out. Design a faulty experiment and you get faulty results. And these experiments are complex and tricky. If a physicist used my biomolecule in a poorly designed experiment, and it failed, this could negatively impact the acceptance of my work. Appear to discredit it. If this happened, I’d have to convince people the experiments were faulty, not the theory, and repeat them the right way. Even if I did, it’s hard to change a negative first impression. It’s like having a slanderous front-page feature written about you in a newspaper, followed much later by a one-sentence retraction, indicating that the source for the story lied about everything. Too late. Public perception has already been set.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Reed. “A fascinating answer, and an even more fascinating overview. Thanks for indulging me.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome.”  
 
    Allie turned to face Hubbard. “So it seems we’ve now come full circle, Colonel. I believe you were going to tell me why my work seems to be kicking off World War III. I can see why it might be a big deal in the physics community. But the molecule I’ve discovered might take many years to synthesize. And even if I could magically produce a full-fledged quantum computer right now, I don’t see how it would shift the balance of world power. It’s not like perfecting AI. It doesn’t guarantee a superintelligent computer. A quantum computer will perform some tasks much better than traditional computers, and other tasks much worse.” 
 
    “Very true,” said Hubbard. “Except that one of the tasks it will perform much better is breaking encryption. And by much better, I mean infinitely better. Whoever has a quantum computer will have an instant key to breaking the security of every computer and computerized system in the world. Of instantly unlocking every classified individual, corporate, or government database. Banks and all other financial accounts and transactions around the world would be completely unprotected. As would software, phones, credit cards, texts, emails, driverless cars, and so on. Not to mention our electric grid, military infrastructure, and all communications. The list is endless. Everything will be vulnerable!” 
 
    The colonel looked ill. “It’s a world-wide doomsday scenario,” she whispered. “Like giving your worst enemy you social security number, all of your banking account information, and all of your passwords—times a hundred.” 
 
    Hubbard blew out a long breath. “In short,” she finished, “if any private citizen or government ever gained access to a full-fledged quantum computer, the entire world would be at their mercy.”  
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    The hospital room became eerily quiet as Allison Keane adjusted her position in the chair, lost in thought. She was far more confused than she was horrified. 
 
    Of course she knew about the ability of a full-fledged quantum computer to effortlessly strip away common encryption protocols. No one who spent even five minutes in the field didn’t.  
 
    Factoring the product of two large prime numbers was at the heart of RSA and other public-key encryption schemes. Since finding the right pair of factors using classical computers could take longer than the life of the universe, those intent on breaking this security needed to have a lot of  . . . patience.  
 
    But this wasn’t the case when running a quantum computer. These computers could run Shor’s algorithm and come to the answer almost immediately. Which basically saved an infinity of time.  
 
    And who could put a price on that? 
 
    The government had begun using symmetric cryptographic algorithms, such as AES, which stood for Advanced Encryption Standard, for enciphering major databases and protecting classified data. But a quantum computer could easily break these also, this time using Grover’s algorithm. 
 
    Still, none of this should matter. Recently proposed algorithms that involved hiding an encryption key at the intersection point of a multi-dimensional lattice should prove unbreakable, even for a quantum computer. So what was the big deal? 
 
    “Sorry,” said Allie in frustration, “but have I been transported to a parallel universe in which no one ever realized the decryption potential of quantum computers until now?” 
 
    “I wish I could say yes,” replied Hubbard. “But the truth is that the threat has been clear for a long time.”  
 
    “So what am I missing? It’s my understanding that companies and governments have been switching over to encryption methods that could beat quantum computers for some time now. In anticipation of their arrival.”   
 
    Hubbard sighed. “They’ve tried to switch over,” she said miserably. “But it’s been a bust. Most have given up. While the solutions are clear on paper, their implementation has been anything but straightforward. This is the part that most people aren’t aware of. A very, very small number of encryption protocols have been switched over successfully. But it’s been a huge pain in the ass, and it can’t even be done in most cases.” 
 
    Allie looked confused. “Why not?” 
 
    “A variety of reasons. Take satellites and power plants, for example. Their security is an integral part of their very design. The only way to even try to upgrade a satellite so it’s safe from a quantum computer is to bring it back down to Earth. The only way to do this for a power plant is to redesign it from the ground up.” 
 
    The colonel sighed. “And for almost all systems, the truth is that cryptography is often buried deep. It’s been patched. It’s evolved. Applications have been adapted to the characteristics of the cryptography used, rather than the other way around. Excising the old security to make way for the new isn’t like removing a tumor. It’s like trying to remove a cancer after it’s metastasized throughout the body. It either can’t be done, or it would bankrupt the entire world economy to do it.” 
 
    Allie’s mouth had long since fallen open. This was insane. 
 
    “To put it in military terms,” added Reed, “what we have on our hands is a giant cluster screw. And I only use the word screw here because I’m in polite company.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m familiar with the real expression,” said Allie. “But I had no idea this was the case,” she added. “I mean, obviously I didn’t.” 
 
    “I know you didn’t,” said Hubbard. “Few do. But as it became clear that the needed upgrades were impossible, or much more difficult and expensive than expected, the appetite to follow through evaporated. Most figured the quantum computer was far enough away from being perfected that they could punt for a decade or two. Let someone else worry about it.”  
 
    Allie winced. “But now a working quantum computer might be finished much sooner.”  
 
    “Exactly,” said the colonel. “Catching the entire world with its pants down.” 
 
    “And that’s not a pretty sight,” said Reed wryly. “Believe me.” 
 
    Allie wasn’t even able to fake a smile. This was horrific. But now the reaction to her work made a very sick sense. Of course cryptographers worldwide wouldn’t advertise their lack of quantum preparedness. Most were convinced that a quantum computer capable of running Shor’s and Grover’s algorithms wouldn’t even be perfected in their lifetimes. So why go public with their failures and incite panic? They had far more pressing security concerns to worry about. 
 
    And she had blithely posted her discoveries online. She had drawn attention to what she had thought was a key to unlock a better future for mankind. Instead, she had revealed the existence of what everyone else recognized as the perfect skeleton key, able to unlock every digital door in existence.  
 
    She suddenly felt sick to her stomach, for about the fourth time in a day that seemed eternal. It was approaching ten at night, and she had never been so glad for a day to come to an end. What a nightmare. When her neighbor had knocked on her door that morning, she really shouldn’t have answered. 
 
    “What about quantum cryptography?” said Allie. “Quantum computers can obliterate current encryption schemes, yes. But quantum physics also offers the promise of developing new encryption schemes—quantum encryption—that is absolutely unhackable.”  
 
    “I’m familiar with the idea,” said Hubbard. “But there’s no guarantee it will really work. In theory it should. But perfect quantum encryption will require devices like single-photon detectors that could be easily disrupted themselves. It isn’t widely known, but physicists have found all sorts of loopholes that can compromise the security of such quantum systems.”  
 
    She paused. “And even if such a system could be perfected, my sources tell me it’s likely a quantum computer will get here first.” 
 
    Allie shook her head. “What a mess,” she said miserably. “Now that I know the real state of play, I wish I could un-know it.”  
 
    Hubbard nodded somberly. 
 
    There was a long silence in the room. Finally, Allie stared into the colonel’s eyes. “So you need me to take this off the table,” she said. “I get that. But will I have any say in the matter? Do you plan to make an offer? Or do you plan to force my hand at gunpoint?” 
 
    “You were at gunpoint when we found you,” noted Hubbard. “We were the ones who saved you from that.” 
 
    “But did you save me so that you could hold the gun instead?” 
 
    “That’s not how it is,” said Hubbard. “I won’t lie. This isn’t pretty. But we aren’t going to threaten or coerce you. We’d rather you join us as a good friend and ally, rather than kicking and screaming because your other alternatives are . . . limited.” 
 
    “And by limited,” said Allie, “you mean that without you, I’ll be lucky to live out the week.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” said Reed. “We’d try our damnedest to protect you no matter what. But if you refuse to go underground—which, at minimum, means a full-scale witness protection program, the kind they serve up to someone about to testify against the mob—you’ll make our job very difficult. The risk that you’d be killed or abducted would be considerable. Or that you’d find yourself an unwilling servant of a totalitarian regime somewhere, or of a rich psychopath.” 
 
    “Both sound delightful,” said the physicist miserably. “But if I did say no to Tech Ops, and elected to go with witness protection, I wouldn’t be able to pursue my work, would I?” 
 
    Reed frowned. “I’m afraid not. You’d need very specialized equipment.” 
 
    “Which would lead the bad guys right to me,” said Allie. 
 
    “I wish I could tell you different,” said Reed. 
 
    Allie blew out a long breath. “Okay, Colonel. So, what are you offering?”  
 
    “Pretty much anything you want,” said Hubbard. “We’d pull you off the grid. Form a black lab around you. You’d have unlimited funding, and a salary so large you’d never want for money again.” 
 
    “And how many years before I can make my work public?” 
 
    “I’d want you to agree to seven years of exclusivity. Giving the US a healthy head start. After that, it’s up to you. By then, you’ll know as much about the state of play as we do. You can evaluate the pros and cons of possible disclosure yourself. A lot can change in seven years. You might surprise yourself and decide to extend the period of exclusivity for the good of civilization.” 
 
    “Or not,” said Allie. 
 
    “Or not,” agreed Hubbard.  
 
    “But seven years should be long enough to get to a working quantum computer,” said Allie. “The rate limiting step is the synthesis of the biomolecule. So if I make this deal, I’m basically handing a skeleton key to the US government. Exclusively. With no guarantee that it won’t be used.”    
 
    “It’s worse than that,” said Hubbard. “I can guarantee that it will be used. And even abused. Despite my best efforts to prevent it. But it will be abused less if we control it—a democracy—rather than it being controlled by a dictatorship or powerful individual. America has certain lines the public won’t allow it to cross. After we used the nuclear bomb in World War II we could have ruled the world. But we didn’t. Instead, we spent a fortune to help get Germany and the rest of Europe back on their feet.” 
 
    Allie paused in thought, considering everything she had learned. “I’ll want to see the specifics on the kind of resources you’re willing to throw at this,” she said finally. “The location of the secret black lab I’ll be working at. Where I’ll live, my compensation, the extent of my authority over the program, and so on. Your plans for taking me off the grid. Your plans for security. Everything.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” said Hubbard. “You’re as savvy and impressive as the commander says you are. And speaking of Commander Reed and security, I’d want to put him in charge of security for the program. So you’d be seeing a lot more of him.” 
 
    Allie tilted her head and eyed Hubbard suspiciously. “Why him?”  
 
    “The most important reason is that he’s the best operative I have. I thought he might be, but he proved it today in spades. And this will be our most important project.” 
 
    Hubbard paused. “But there’s another reason, also. He saved your life. And I can tell how much the two of you enjoy each other’s company.” 
 
    Allie raised her eyebrows, surprised that the colonel would be honest about this. “So you’re offering him up as a way to sweeten the pot?  Trying to manipulate me like I’m a schoolgirl with a crush?” 
 
    “Your words, not mine,” said the colonel evenly. “I prefer to think of it as less about manipulation, and more about killing two birds with one stone. Providing the best security and building a team with good rapport at the same time.” She smiled. “Not that I’m above using manipulation when I think it might work.” 
 
    Allie found herself returning the smile. “A fair answer,” she said. “If I were to agree, do you promise you won’t let him tackle me anymore?” 
 
    Hubbard smiled. “I’m afraid that’s something I’d have to leave between you and the commander.”  
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    Zachary Reed felt surprisingly refreshed after only four hours of sleep, probably because he had slept as soundly as a corpse—after nearly having become one. 
 
    Allie contacted him when she awakened just after eight, and reported that she had slept well, despite the many hours she had been unconscious the day before. He brought in breakfast and coffee from the outside, from a restaurant known for its crepes, and dined with her in her room.  
 
    The medical staff then checked her thoroughly, one last time, and she was cleared to move into her new temporary quarters, a small Tudor house set off by itself about a hundred yards from the base’s headquarters building. The home was the nicest on base, but still modest compared to normal luxury standards.  
 
    Reed escorted her there, taking care to keep security as unobtrusive as possible on her route. 
 
    He and the colonel had been up much of the night pounding out terms for a proposed agreement with the esteemed physicist, and discussing the questions she had posed the night before. The colonel had exited the base at three that morning, leaving further discussion and negotiation in Reed’s hands, apparently not wanting to be a third wheel any longer than necessary. 
 
    Allie invited the commander inside her temporary quarters to review what he and the head of Tech Ops had come up with. She looked refreshed and in relatively good spirits, which Reed found remarkable considering all she had been through—and what was to come. Moving forward with Tech Ops would require her to cut off all ties with friends and colleagues for at least seven years, and turn her back on her home, the University of South Dakota, and everything else she had known.  
 
    The longer they pored through the agreement and discussed logistics, the more Reed marveled at how well she was handling things, and the more taken he became with the young scientist. Not because of her genius, but maybe despite it. He would never have guessed that he’d find her personality to be as extraordinary as her intellect, especially given her past.  
 
    But perhaps her personality was appealing because of her past. Maybe her suffering had ensured she didn’t become arrogant and insufferable. Perhaps her ability to keep her sense of humor in desperate circumstances had been the very thing that allowed her to rebound so beautifully after her life had hit rock bottom. 
 
    They had ended up in the kitchen, where a variety of papers and two laptops were now spread out over a large table there. The entire residence had been furnished in a farmhouse style, which Reed thought was at odds with its Tudor exterior, although he knew less about interior decorating than he did about brain surgery. 
 
    The two inhabitants of the Fort Carson VIP guest home continued to discuss Allie Keane’s future in great detail, and to arrive at answers to her earlier questions that were satisfactory to both parties. At this point, her decision to join Tech Ops was all but a formality, and Reed was pleased that their rapport remained strong, despite topics that didn’t usually lend themselves to relationship building.  
 
    Reed had been impressed with Hubbard’s performance the night before. Given his newness to the group, he hadn’t really seen her in action, but she was very good. She had taken his plea to be scrupulously honest with the young physicist to heart, and she really knew how to sell. Not that she had done anything but tell the truth, but she had told it convincingly, and in the best light.  
 
    In his view, she had only made one error in judgment. She shouldn’t have positioned his appointment as head of security for the new black lab the way she had. It wasn’t that he minded the post. She had read his file, and knew he wasn’t averse to settling down in a specific geography if this became useful. And he had made it clear that he thought a lot of the lithe doctor of physics. 
 
    But his appointment should have come up much later, organically. By calling attention to his and Allie’s growing attraction, she had risked making Allie suspicious of his motives. And of making them both self-conscious, as if the colonel were a matchmaker who was keen on forcing them together.   
 
    “You know,” said Allie, after they had finished a lengthy discussion of possible locations for a black lab, “I worked around the clock for almost two years putting my theory together. So I had planned to take the next few weeks off.” 
 
    Reed winced. “We can still make that happen,” he said. “As long as you don’t mind taking your time off within the fabulous resort you’re lucky enough to be in now.” 
 
    “I do feel lucky,” said Allie with a grin. “I hear Fort Carson is the number one vacation destination in America. I’m pinching myself right now.” 
 
    Reed laughed. “How about this,” he said. “Give me a few months, and I can promise you a long vacation at a destination of your choice. Let’s get you fully off the grid first—possibly by faking your death, as we’ve discussed—and make sure all security is in place.” 
 
    Allie sighed and shook her head. “No need,” she said sadly. “A fabulous vacation for one isn’t appealing. It’ll just remind me that I’m alone in the world. I think what I need to do right now is to throw myself into planning for this lab, and my new life. And then throw myself into the work. Try to forget what I left behind.” 
 
    Reed nodded. It was probably a good strategy. Fate had truly been cruel to Allie Keane. This was the second time that she had thought her future would be glorious, only to have the rug pulled out from under her.  
 
    Reed was about to respond when there was a loud rap on the solid oak front door. He glanced at Allie, who seemed unconcerned, even as he came to full alert. Only a handful of people could make it past security to reach that door, and Colonel Hubbard, who was one of them, was no longer here. 
 
    He checked the security panel in the kitchen, which matched similar panels in other rooms. Equipment had been brought in that blocked all cell phone and other signals to and from the house. But the monitors and internet inside were hard wired, and couldn’t be tampered with without security personnel being alerted. 
 
    On the monitor, a tall man in his early sixties stood waiting for his knock to be answered. He was in full dress uniform, covered in medals, and his salt-and-pepper hair was straight out of central casting. 
 
    “Who’s that?” asked Allie.  
 
    “The base commander, General Cameron.”  
 
    “Didn’t know he made house calls.” 
 
    “Yeah, me neither,” said Reed.  
 
    The commander answered the door, and after quick introductions, the general made his way inside and shut the door behind him. 
 
    “So what brings you here, General?” asked Reed warily. There was something off about the man. Way off. Something that was making the hairs on Reed’s neck stand up. His every sense was now heightened, and he absently brought his hand to his holstered Glock  
 
    The general lowered his eyes. “I’m so sorry, Commander Reed,” he whispered, looking like death warmed over. 
 
    “Sorry about what?” said Reed, interposing his body between the general and Allie Keane and quietly pulling his weapon from its holster and holding it at the ready.  
 
    “I’ve been compromised,” he said as a lone tear began to slide down his face. “They have my family in their sights,” he added, barely able to get out the words. “My wife. Kids. Grandchildren.”  
 
    The general’s face was tortured and additional tears began to flow from the corners of his eyes. 
 
    Reed’s head swiveled as he made a quick visual assessment of his surroundings, and then rushed to the security panel near the door.  
 
    “Push the alarm on that panel, Commander, and you’re dead,” came an unknown voice emanating from a lapel pin on the general’s uniform. A voice with a slight Chinese accent. 
 
    “The general is loaded up with enough octa-nitro-cubane to send the house you’re in into orbit,” continued the voice. “And I can blow it remotely. Security will answer your call, Commander, but only in time to scrape your remains from what’s left of the house. And the remains of General Cameron and Dr. Keane.” 
 
    Allie’s eyes widened in horror and she stumbled back a few steps, but Reed had no time to reassure her.  
 
    “Who is this?” he demanded. “And why should I believe you?” 
 
    An amused chuckle emanated from the tiny speaker the general was wearing. “Call me Chen,” he said, giving an immensely popular Chinese surname that narrowed his identity down to a hundred million people. “As to why you should believe me, Commander, you’re much too smart for that question. You’re just stalling for time, and hoping to learn exactly where the explosives are on the general’s body.” 
 
    The man was exactly right. But by asking, Reed had bought enough time to finish putting the pieces together.  
 
    The Chinese had once again unleashed new technology. The guest home actively blocked all known signals, in or out. But the Chinese military must have found a frequency that was undetectable and unblockable. It was the only explanation for the voice. The only explanation as to how Chen could not only hear what was going on in the house, but could see it, having known Reed was at the security panel. 
 
    There had been rumors about such technology for almost a year, but most believed the rumors were nothing but ghost stories designed to frighten little children.  
 
    So much for that theory. 
 
    Both sides of the current cold war developed breakthroughs they only used in cases of extreme need, not risking their discovery on the mundane. The Allies had broken the Nazis’ famous Enigma Code in World War II, but had refused to act on much of the information they were able to intercept, letting people die rather than show their hand. If the Nazis’ learned that their code was broken, they would scrap it, and the Allies’ advantage would be lost. So the Allies had only used their ace in the hole in the most critical circumstances. 
 
    “Your man injected Dr. Keane with a bug,” said Reed. “Didn’t he? One that also served as a homing beacon.”  
 
    Reed could see how it had played out in his mind’s eye. After she had been tranquilized, the limo driver had injected the device, probably inserting it just below her shoulder, anchoring it to her collarbone. It was one final precaution in pursuit of their ultimate prize.  
 
    “It’s the only way you could have located her,” continued the commander. “A device based on signaling technology impervious to detection or jamming.” 
 
    “Very good, Commander. But I’m not surprised you’d figure it out. Not after how much you impressed us in Iowa.”  
 
    “So even though we performed thorough sweeps of both Dr. Keane and her hospital room,” said Reed, “you were listening to us there, also, weren’t you?”  
 
    “Your discussions were quite informative,” replied the Chinese operative. “I’d even say entertaining.” 
 
    “But once your homing beacon told you she was on this base,” said Reed, thinking out loud, “you realized infiltration was impossible. And that only a handful of people would be able to get near her.” 
 
    “I bet you’re no fun to watch a movie with, Commander. I suspect you ruin all the endings. Yes. That’s it exactly. We identified the general as the weakest link. Not only was he ranked the highest, he has five adult children, and twelve adorable little grandchildren. He might be willing to sacrifice himself for the cause, but not all of them.” 
 
    The general finally broke, screaming curses at Chen at the top of his lungs. 
 
    “Are you done?” said the Chinese operative calmly when he had finished. “I’m glad you got that out of your system, General. But one more word. One! And I’ll kill little three-year-old Hailey, even if you cooperate. If you understand—say absolutely nothing.” 
 
    Tears continued to stream down the general’s face, which was contorted into a tortured mask of pain and hatred, but he bit off the reply he so desperately wanted to make.  
 
    “So where was I?” said Chen pleasantly. “That’s right, I was speaking to Commander Reed. As you can tell, my people are now stalking everyone the general loves, in three different US states, ready to strike in an instant. I showed him unimpeachable video evidence—often through the lenses of sniper scopes—that they’re all at our mercy. I made it clear that my men would slaughter them all at my say-so—and record it for his later viewing pleasure.” 
 
    The voice paused. “Once the general was properly convinced that our threats were real, we had him leave the base to meet with our people. So they could hook him up with our communication tech and explosives for today’s festivities.” 
 
    “You must be very proud of yourself,” hissed Reed. 
 
    “You and I are both warriors, Commander. Both the same. We do what is necessary.” 
 
    “No. Not even close to the same. No one willing to murder helpless children can call themselves a warrior. More like a butcher.” 
 
    Chen ignored him. “So here’s the deal I’m willing to make,” he said. “You, Dr. Keane, and General Cameron leave the base together. I need you and the general to supply the right codes and issue the right commands to slip away without arousing too much suspicion. I’ll leave the how up to you. I’ve seen how creative you can be. I also know that you’re a trained pilot, Commander, so get yourselves into the air. Once you’re up, we’ll give you a destination in mainland America, where we’ll have our own jet waiting to take Dr. Keane the rest of the way.  
 
    “If anyone follows,” he continued, “if anything goes wrong, I’ll detonate the explosives strapped to the general’s body. If you or Dr. Keane try to put any distance between you and the general, same thing. Big explosion, and at least three deaths.”  
 
    He paused for this to sink in. “But if you do what we ask, deliver her to us without trouble, we’ll spare the general and his family. And you, too, Commander Reed. Because we want you to come with her.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We want Dr. Keane to be as happy as possible while she works with us. And having you there to provide companionship will be a big help to her, psychologically. You can keep her company.” 
 
    “And what if I tell you to shove it up your ass?” said Reed. “What if I shoot the general down where he stands right now?” 
 
    “Nothing can stop you from doing that. But nothing can stop me from killing you and Dr. Keane a moment later. The explosives will turn that house into a crater, weather he’s alive or not. Either we get Dr. Keane, or no one does.” 
 
    “What makes you think I won’t sacrifice us all to prevent you from having free rein over every computer in the world?” 
 
    “We’ve studied you for many years, Commander, while you were with SEAL Team Six. My experts tell me that you won’t let me detonate. You’d sacrifice yourself, sure. That kind of grand heroic gesture is definitely in your nature. But you wouldn’t sacrifice the general’s entire family. And not Dr. Keane. Especially given the way you feel about her.” 
 
    “Oh. And how is that?” 
 
    “Don’t pretend that you two haven’t come to care about each other a great deal, despite only knowing each other a short time. It comes through loud and clear in your every conversation. Which is why you’re coming along. You two will be like a mating pair in a zoo. But even if you hated her, she’s an innocent who doesn’t deserve this. And you know that the US might be able to get her back. Or use the part of her theory she’s already disclosed to beat us to the punch. Or develop a way to protect computers and shift security that you didn’t think was possible.” 
 
    Chen paused. “Bottom line,” he continued, “is that you can’t predict the future, Commander. You still might prevail. So you won’t trade the life of an innocent woman to ward off a future threat that’s not a certainty.” 
 
    Reed was aware that tears were being spilled by the physicist behind him, matching those of the general, but he didn’t dare turn and catch Allie’s eye, which would do little but trigger a powerful emotional response within him that would cloud his thinking.  
 
    “Just to reiterate,” he said, “if we cooperate, you’ll guarantee the general and his family will be freed, untouched.” 
 
    “Absolutely. We’re already poking the bear. We know that. But why jab the bear in the eye when we don’t have to? Killing the general and his family after we have you and Dr. Keane serves no purpose.” 
 
    “And you guarantee Allie and I will be well-treated?” 
 
    “Like royalty,” said Chen. “As long as she gives us what’s in her head, and then helps us perfect her qubits.” 
 
    Reed turned his back on the general and the camera Chen was using to watch him and finally stared into Allie’s tortured eyes. “It’s going to be okay,” he mouthed slowly. “I promise. I’ll find a way out of this.” 
 
    She didn’t reply, but nodded hopefully. 
 
    Reed spun back around. “Okay, Chen, ” he said. “You win this round. We’ll go where you tell us, and we’ll mislead our own people. Just make sure you keep that itchy trigger finger of yours holstered.” 
 
    “I will, Commander. And you’ve made a wise choice. But I know how good you are. The moment I sense that you’re trying to be clever, or the slightest hint of deception, you and Dr. Keane get vaporized. As much as I want her, I want to prevent America from having her even more. China’s computers are just as vulnerable as yours. Do I make myself clear, Commander?” 
 
    Reed’s features reflected nothing but hatred and resolve. “Crystal,” he growled between clenched teeth.  
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    Allison Keane was awake, but reluctant to open her eyes. She had thought her journey through Hell was over, but apparently it had only begun.  
 
    As bad as the day before had been, at least it had ended with her being rescued by a handsome knight, and being brought to an impenetrable castle.  
 
    Or what she had thought was an impenetrable castle. 
 
    Despite her life being upended, she had remained hopeful about her future. It had been false hope, but at least it was something. Now, hope had been utterly banished from the realm, with little chance of returning.   
 
    At least she had learned what this was all about, and why the CCP was so desperate to abduct her. And there was one silver lining—Zachary Reed would be with her. If she had to face her current situation alone, she’d have been devastated, paralyzed. But he was a life raft in a raging sea, at least something she could cling to, something that could help keep her head above water, despite her certainty that the ocean wouldn’t be denied forever.  
 
    Even so, she felt a stabbing guilt for being relieved, rather than horrified, that he had been dragged under the waves with her.  
 
    Reed and the general had managed to extricate her from the base and get her to the proper landing coordinates, where Chen forced them all to take a drug that had knocked them unconscious for the rest of the journey. 
 
    The tranquilizer had short-circuited her sense of time, and she had no idea how long she’d been out, where she was, or how she had gotten here.  
 
    Allie decided she couldn’t delay the inevitable any longer. Eventually, she would have to face this new nightmare, whatever it might be, and now was as good a time as any, since she couldn’t remember ever feeling more relaxed. She drew in a long, silent breath and opened her eyes.  
 
    She was lying on a bed—although this time in what appeared to be a large bedroom rather than a hospital room. Even so, as antiseptic as the hospital had been, this room was even more stark. The windowless walls were bare, as was most of the room, with a steel door painted white to match the walls.  
 
    She lifted herself to a seated position to find Zachary Reed a few feet from the bed, watching her intently. While she had been left unrestrained, his hands had been zip-tied to a steel chair behind his back, which itself had been bolted to the floor.  
 
    She was overcome by a macabre feeling of deja vu.  
 
    “Is this how it’s going to be from now on?” she said, forcing a smile. “Every time I wake up, you’re going to be in a chair watching me?” 
 
    Reed made a show of tugging at his restraints. “I didn’t have much of a choice this time,” he noted with a weary smile. “Not that I wouldn’t have been watching you anyway. But good morning, Allison Keane. Or good evening. Or good morning the next day.” 
 
    “So you don’t know how long we were out, either?” 
 
    He shook his head. All traditional EM signals were being jammed, rendering his AI and his surgically implanted comms useless.  
 
    “When did you awaken?” asked Allie. 
 
    “About thirty minutes ago. How are you feeling?” 
 
    Allie thought about this. “Oddly . . . relaxed,” she said. “I should be panicked. Seems that the tranquilizer they gave me has me in a state of, well . . . tranquility. I can see why these drugs can be addictive.” She raised her eyebrows. “And now I know how to get them without a prescription. Just invent a game-changing technology that China desperately wants.” 
 
    Reed laughed. “I see you woke up with your sense of humor intact,” he said approvingly. 
 
    “Well, you laugh when it hurts too much to cry, right?” 
 
    “I guess so,” said Reed. “Just a heads-up, by the way. Before we continue, we need to remember that our conversation is almost certainly being listened to.”  
 
    Allie frowned. She had failed to consider this, despite knowing she was bugged. Good thing she had chosen to be a scientist and not a covert special operator.  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” she said. 
 
    Reed gazed at her somberly, and then lowered his eyes. “I’m so sorry, Allie,” he whispered. “I let you down. I promised you safety, and you got just the opposite. I was sloppy. We searched for bugs and homing devices using sensitive signal-detection equipment. But I should have also ordered a physical examination. I should have anticipated the possible presence of an undetectable bug.” 
 
    “Don’t beat yourself up,” she said. “If you missed it, I’m sure everyone else would have too. And I’m the one who should be sorry. Sorry that you’ve been dragged into this. If you hadn’t saved me from them at the start, you wouldn’t be here. Now your life will be ruined also.”  
 
    “Ruined?” said Reed, feigning disbelief. “What are you talking about, Allie? You heard Chen back at the base. He promised we’d be treated like royalty.” 
 
    “Really?” said Allie, once again marveling at the ability of this man to cheer her up. “Are royals usually bound to steel chairs with zip-ties?” 
 
    Reed laughed. “I don’t know,” he said. “But I wouldn’t be surprised. I’ve heard some of them can be pretty kinky.” 
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    Inexplicably, Zachary Reed found himself in a good mood whenever he was near this brilliant physicist. Even while a prisoner behind enemy lines. Her laughter was like a tonic, lifting him up whenever he heard it, and making him want to do whatever he could to evoke more of it.   
 
    This remarkable woman continued to roll with the punches, keeping her wits and bravery about her when others would either be whining or freaking out.  
 
    Allie rose from the bed and traveled the short distance between them, checking his bonds. “I don’t suppose they left a knife or a pair of scissors in this room.” 
 
    “They didn’t leave much of a room in this room. A bed and nothing else.” 
 
    “Do you think they let General Cameron go as promised?” 
 
    Reed nodded. “I do,” he lied without hesitation, not wanting to stress her out about the harsh realities of what they faced any more than was necessary.  
 
    Of course they had killed the general. Reed had known they would from the start, and so had Cameron. The man had simply acted to save his family, knowing he wouldn’t live out the day.  
 
    The general had become one of only three people outside of China who knew the Chinese had developed undetectable, unjammable signaling technology. Two of the three were now firmly in China’s hands. By killing the third, they ensured that this secret remained safe.    
 
    And with the general dead and vanished, and his family unaware they had been stalked by reapers, Allie’s disappearance couldn’t be linked directly to the Chinese. No one would ever guess that this hostile power had been able to track her to Fort Carson, or reach her once she was safely inside. All anyone would discover was that the general had spirited her and the commander away from the base, for reasons that would remain forever murky.  
 
    Had the general gone mad? Had he somehow been turned by the Chinese or another government? Without any answers, the strange disappearance of Allie Keane and her two military companions would become the stuff of Tech Ops urban legend. 
 
    Without being certain of the culprit, or if Dr. Keane was even alive, America’s reaction would have to be muted. There was little authorities could do other than saber-rattle behind the scenes.  
 
    Not that it was clear how much the US government would do had they been certain the CCP was behind it. The Chinese had greased too many palms for too long, and US authorities were petrified of an escalation with the only other superpower still in existence, one whose dark motives they still couldn’t bring themselves to fully believe. 
 
    “So are you ready to meet our new . . . keepers?” said Reed. “They’ll leave us alone to talk all day long, hoping we say something interesting. Better to open a dialog and make the information flow a two-way street.” 
 
    “Isn’t the timing of an interaction totally within their control?”  
 
    “It is. But I think they’ll honor our request to get started. Let’s find out.” 
 
    Allie nodded. 
 
    “Hello out there!” said the commander in a booming voice. “Whoever is listening, is there any point in delaying this show any longer? We pledge not to say another word to each other until you join us.” 
 
    They waited in silence, and less than a minute later they heard the sound of several dead bolt locks being undone outside the steel door, followed by the door being thrown open. A uniformed Chinese officer entered, armed to the teeth, looking young for his rank, and vigorously healthy, his regal bearing bordering on arrogant. “Good morning,” he said to the two of them.  
 
    “Is that you, Chen?” said Reed, recognizing the voice. 
 
    “At your service.”   
 
    Reed nodded at the man’s uniform. “A colonel, no less. I can’t help but feel honored.” 
 
    Chen smiled. “You’re a personification of American bravado, Commander. I’m coming to appreciate that.”  
 
    “Your approval means the world to me,” said Reed. 
 
    “Just so you know, we took the liberty of removing your contact lenses.” 
 
    “Thanks, I would have never figured that out if you hadn’t told me.”    
 
    “We really don’t need them,” said Chen, ignoring the sarcasm. “We’re already well on our way to reverse engineering a pair we acquired months ago. But we didn’t want you to have them, either.” 
 
    Chen turned to Allie, who looked understandably confused. “Allow me to explain,” he said. “Commander Reed is one of a very select group of US operatives to have been issued what are called smart contact lenses. These contacts can display holographic images, access supercomputers, and communicate with him through his comms. Another technology the US has been keeping from the world,” he added, feigning disapproval. “I’m surprised he never told you about them.”  
 
    “Surprised?” said Allie, rolling her eyes. “Really? Why do I find that hard to believe? Oh, that’s right, because you’ve listened to every word we’ve ever said to each other. So you know for a fact his contacts were never discussed.” 
 
    The Chinese colonel smiled. “Good point,” he said. “I guess we did know, at that. I found the part about the wonders of carbyne especially intriguing.” He once again affixed his gaze on Reed. “Speaking of which, I’m sure you’ve felt the absence of your undershirt, Commander. We took that, also, hoping to find a clue as to how the carbyne within was made.” 
 
    “I only wish I could help,” said the American glibly. “But, as you already know, I have no idea where it comes from.” 
 
    “But you do possess many other secrets, Commander. Which I’m sure we’ll, ah . . . persuade you to give up in due time.” 
 
    Chen turned his attention to the young scientist. “Sorry for the sparse quarters, Dr. Keane. We’re having specialized quarters made up, so this will have to do for the time being.” 
 
    “Where are we?” she asked. 
 
    “An underground facility in the Tarim Basin. A vast desert in China’s Xinjiang region. Which makes escape the last thing any sane prisoner would wish for. If you do manage it, you’ll be long dead before you reach civilization. Although we’d find you in time to bring you back alive.”  
 
    “Why is Commander Reed bound?”  
 
    “Until we get your quarters up and running, which will be made escape proof, I’m afraid it’s a necessary precaution. He’s a very dangerous man. But let me assure you, we’ll be ready in a day or two, and you’ll be very pleased. We’ve studied how you’ve furnished and decorated your home and office, and have tried to mimic these.” 
 
    “Well, that isn’t creepy at all,” said Allie sarcastically.  
 
    “I promised you’d be treated well,” said the Chinese colonel, ignoring the sarcasm, “and you will be. As long as you cooperate.” He paused. “Speaking of which, there’s no time like the present. Why don’t you give us the structure of that molecule of yours that makes scalable, room-temperature qubits possible.” 
 
    “You disappoint me, Colonel,” said Reed immediately, not giving Allie a chance to respond. “You can’t really expect her to indulge you already. I can’t believe you just went for it. Just like that. Without any foreplay. Surely you intend to wine and dine her for a while before you try to get lucky.”  
 
    Before Chen could reply, Reed continued. “You did tell us how much you wanted to forge a cordial working relationship with her, right? Or did you see that process as more of a rape than a courtship?” 
 
    The Chinese colonel smiled coldly. “You paint quite the picture, Commander. We can still treat her like a queen while breaking your fingers with pliers, one by one.” 
 
    “Only a psychopath would think that’s the better play,” said Reed dismissively. “What would be the point? To prove your brutality? To traumatize your golden scientist? Make sure she’s so stressed she can’t think straight?”  
 
    He shook his head in disgust. “No, Colonel, you catch more flies with honey. Why not put her at ease? Demonstrate that you’ll treat us as well as you promised? As you said, we can’t escape. So what’s a few extra days among friends?” 
 
    “Zach is absolutely right,” said Allie. “I’ll do what you ask of me. I will. But I’ve been through a lot. Let me spend some time in my new quarters. Let me get familiar with the lab you’ve no doubt set up. If you demonstrate you mean what you said, I’ll tell you everything you want to know. And while you’re breaking your back trying to synthesize this molecule, I’ll even help you put my theory into practice. I’m sure you know how difficult that can be. Einstein’s theories suggested an atomic bomb was possible. But it took the best scientists the US could find, enormous resources, and three years for the Manhattan Project to turn theory into reality. Like Zach said, marriages work a lot better when they’re entered into willingly.”   
 
    Reed was barely able to suppress a smile. This woman was really something. Not only did she run with his jokes, she backed his every play like a pro.  
 
    “Okay, Dr. Keane,” said Chen.  “We’ll do it your way. We’ll romance you for a few days before we consummate the relationship. Just to start on the right foot. But try my patience further and you will be sorry.”  
 
    “Understood,” said Allie simply. 
 
    “Can I assume you’re building separate quarters for each of us?” asked Reed. 
 
    Chen shook his head. “I thought you’d prefer to be roommates.” 
 
    “You mean like a mating pair in a zoo?” said Reed. 
 
    “I regret putting it that way, Commander. But you do seem to be able to put her in good spirits. I thought she’d feel less alone if you shared a room. My sense is that she’ll appreciate having you as a roommate.”  
 
    “Maybe,” said Reed. “Maybe not. That’s for us to decide. So we’ll be needing adjoining rooms with a lockable door in between. And one last thing. I don’t care if you treat us like gods, you need to remove the bug and homing beacon you implanted in Dr. Keane before she’ll cooperate. And I need to be there when you do, so I can verify it’s been removed. And then you need to prove to my satisfaction that our quarters aren’t bugged.” 
 
    “So you can plan an escape?” said Chen in contempt.   
 
    “I thought you said escape was impossible.”  
 
    “I did. And it is.” 
 
    “I believe you. Which is why I’m insisting on this condition solely for the good of Dr. Keane’s mental health and well-being. Which also means the well-being of your quantum computer project. What kind of damage to her psyche do you think will occur if she knows that her every cough, every utterance, every trip to the bathroom or shower, is being listened to or watched, month after month, year after year? Do you think living in that kind of fishbowl will be conducive to maximum creativity?” 
 
    He paused to let this sink in. 
 
    “It’s also possible that she and I will want to share some intimate moments going forward,” said Reed. “Which is the real reason you want us to room together, right? So you can play matchmaker, ensuring she’s as content as possible, and that you can use me as maximum leverage against her. But nothing inhibits intimacy like surveillance devices, huh, Colonel?” 
 
    Reed stared up at the Chinese colonel defiantly. “But regardless of how she and I end up interacting,” he continued, “if you really want her cooperation and best work for an extended period, she’ll need a refuge where she can find privacy. Where she can let her hair down. Her sanity might depend on it.” 
 
    Chen pondered this for several long seconds. “Okay, Commander,” he said finally. “I suppose your request isn’t entirely unreasonable. I’ll have a doctor join you in this room within the hour. The bug is about the size of a thumbtack, held in place on her right collarbone, just below the skin.” 
 
    Reed nodded, having guessed as much. It was the kind that could be punched through the skin before expanding and latching on to bone. Likely implanted with a specialized device that first applied Novocaine to make the insertion painless. While the bug could be injected into place in seconds, it was more of a challenge to remove. 
 
    “The doctor will administer a local anesthetic,” continued Chen, “and he’ll have it out in less than ten minutes. Satisfied?” 
 
    “It’s a good start,” said Reed.  
 
    “Just understand this, Commander. The more cooperative I’m being now, the more cooperative I’ll expect Dr. Keane to be later.” His features darkened. “And the angrier I’ll be to learn I’ve been had,” he added with an ominous scowl. “So if she crosses me after I’ve been accommodating, the penalties will be much worse than they would have been otherwise. I’ll demonstrate tortures she’s never imagined in her worst nightmares. But I won’t torture her. She’s too important. Any idea who will be the star of my show?” 
 
    “Let me guess,” said Reed with a wry smile. “Tom Hanks?” 
 
    Chen shook his head in contempt. “I almost hope she doesn’t cooperate,” he said, “so I can tear the smugness from your face. Along with most of your skin.” 
 
    He nodded at Allie. “I’m sorry for this unpleasantness,” he said. “But I just want to be sure that I’ve made myself clear.”  
 
    The physicist swallowed hard. “You have.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Reed, “you have a gift for expressing yourself, Colonel. Even in a second language.” 
 
    “I also have access to state-of-the-art lie detection equipment, Commander. So please explain to Dr. Keane that after we make nice, if she gives us anything but the accurate molecular structure, down to the atom, you’ll pay a price that she’ll never forget.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    22 
 
      
 
    The door to the room closed and the dead bolt locks were restored, leaving the two Americans alone once again. Allie Keane nodded toward her fellow captive. “Well, that was—” 
 
    “Quite the introduction,” interrupted Reed. “I know.” He shook his head and warned her off with a stern expression. “But I’m tired,” he added. “I’m not sure why. I think there’s still some of the tranquilizer they used in my system. In any case, I’m all talked out for now. We should just close our eyes and try to relax until the doctor arrives.” 
 
    Allie shot him a look of dismay. What? her face said. Relax? Now? 
 
    He couldn’t blame her. The tranquilizer had worn off long ago, so she knew he was lying. And closing her eyes and relaxing was probably the last thing she wanted to do. Still, he nodded at her to encourage her to go along with his suggestion.  
 
    Allie closed her open mouth. “Good idea,” she said, taking his lead. “This will give me time to digest everything we heard.”  
 
    Reed was being overly cautious, but they had won this round with Chen, so why risk a conversation that might spark the man to change his mind? Reed had learned long ago that once you’ve talked someone into doing something you want, stop talking. So it was best to remain silent for an hour until the doctor came to remove the bug. 
 
    He closed his eyes to further his point, and Allie soon did the same. 
 
    All in all, Reed was well pleased. Their initial meeting couldn’t have gone better. He had bought some time, and perhaps some privacy, although he would need plenty of convincing that Chen was honoring his word. Still, he would remain opportunistic, ready to take advantage of any escape possibility at a moment’s notice. If he found an opening before Allie gave up the structure of her miracle molecule, that would be ideal, but also exceedingly unlikely. 
 
    Assuming this didn’t come to pass, his plan was simple. He and Allie would cooperate fully. Gradually pretend to enjoy the life here. Appear to be falling in love with each other—or actually fall in love—either way would work. Their attitudes toward their jailers would morph from hostility and contempt to friendliness. 
 
    They would do everything possible to appear to be model prisoners. To come across as ever more grateful for being treated well and being given necessary resources—poster children for the Stockholm Syndrome. And Reed would pretend to be ever more hostile to his own nation, decrying the many sacrifices he had made in the name of patriotism with nothing to show for it.   
 
    In short, they would pursue a relentless campaign to lull Chen and his minions to sleep. Get them to lower their guards. He and Allie would bide their time, give the enemy no reason to mistrust them, month after month, and wait for them to get sloppy. Reed would spend every waking moment learning the security here, squirreling away items they would need to escape and survive, and waiting for an opening—the star of a devious prison-break movie of his own design.  
 
    If he succeeded, they’d do everything possible to get a message back to Hubbard with the structure of Allie’s molecule before they were recaptured or killed. Even if it took them a year to escape, even if they gave China this much of a head start, America could still win the race to synthesize the molecule, and then perfect a quantum computer. The US was fully capable of catching up from behind. In Reed’s view, free societies, whose people were raised with a can-do attitude and whose culture embraced individualistic, maverick approaches, could outpace scientists raised in tightly controlled totalitarian societies every time.  
 
    He would find a way to put this to the test—or die trying. 
 
    Not that dying would be his first choice. With luck, after delivering the structure to Hubbard, she could arrange to have an in-country team of operatives help them escape back to America. If he could get Allie back to The States, they were almost guaranteed to win the race. With a working quantum computer in hand, they could cripple China’s quantum computer efforts, along with their military and economy if they chose to do so.  
 
    Reed was jolted from his reverie by a mild, almost undetectable sensation in his ear canal, unlike anything he had ever felt, and his eyes flew open. It was the gentle caress of something liquid, but soft and silky-smooth. He tilted his head to try to shake out whatever had entered, trying not to panic, when a deep, unaccented male voice, almost certainly American, whispered from deep within his inner ear. 
 
    “Commander Reed, don’t say a word,” said the voice, which was not emanating from his comms. “My name is Major Tom Hoyer, and this is a rescue mission. A vast number of microscopic robots have entered your ear. Nanobots. Nanites for short. These operate using a distributed intelligence well beyond anything you’ve ever encountered. You’ve probably seen programmable matter in science-fiction movies. Matter that can instantly morph into any shape or structure. Well, these nanites can do that and so much more, including generate sound waves to transmit my voice. I’ll provide a thorough briefing on all of their capabilities once you’ve escaped.” 
 
    The voice paused to let Reed get over the shock of it all and then continued.  
 
     “The nanites can camouflage themselves to the point at which they’re basically invisible, which they’re doing now. So there are far more in the room with you now than you know. Enough to eat through your restraints and provide a weapon made of many trillions of their microscopic bodies linked together.  
 
    “The nanites are constructed of a material dozens of times stronger and more flexible even than carbyne. There are also enough of them to coat you, providing an invisible body armor that will make you all but invincible. But there aren’t enough for Dr. Keane, who will remain vulnerable. Still, since you’ll be the equal of Superman, at least when it comes to being bullet-proof, I’m counting on you to protect her.    
 
    “You’ll be thrilled to know that you aren’t inside China. Chen was lying to you. You’re in a large underground facility, carved out below a farm in Utah. I had no idea this place existed until I tracked you here. My guess is that they didn’t want to risk going straight to China while the US is in a heightened state of alert. One triggered by Dr. Keane’s disappearance. I suspect they plan to lie low here for a month or two, until US hyper-surveillance settles down, and then waltz you into China after the US is no longer paying attention.” 
 
    Reed continued to listen with his jaw open, glad that Allie’s eyes were still shut, or she would have seen his stunned expression and would have been forced to ask questions. Questions he couldn’t answer while Chen was listening in. 
 
    “I’m on the ground nearby with a team of eight commandos,” continued the mysterious major named Tom Hoyer. “We’ve been scrambling to do as much recon as we can without being detected, and I’ve contacted a high-ranking Chinese intelligence asset I’ve been blackmailing. He was able to provide more information on this site. It appears this is a base for Chinese operations west of Colorado. A place to consolidate intel gathering functions, a refuge for their operators between assignments, and a center for planning and staging all clandestine operations within the Western US. 
 
    “I, for one, never imagined that China would have the balls to plant a major base in the heart of America, but I now believe this is one of several. Their audacity is off the charts. Outside, it’s a harmless farm, with more than the usual number of farmhouses, storage sheds, and silos. But we’ve managed to get some fly-sized drones to do a pass-through, and while these structures appear harmless on the outside, they house sophisticated surveillance and sensor technologies, dozens of men, heavy armaments, a supercomputer center, and so on.  
 
    “The underground section you’re in is spacious, but houses less than fifty men. It’s heavily fortified. Enough to survive sustained bombing on the farm above it. It houses additional computers and equipment, but is mostly used for quarters, offices, meeting facilities, and so on.  
 
    “That’s all I can tell you about it. I wanted to get these nanites to you right away, rather than wait to use them to do an extensive recon of the facility. I’m afraid you’ll have to discover the layout for yourself. Since you’ll be protected by nanites, this won’t be the suicide mission it would have been otherwise. 
 
    “So here’s the plan. For obvious reasons, we’ll wait to begin until after the bug/homing beacon has been removed from Dr. Keane’s shoulder. As soon as this happens, the nanites will cut your bonds and assemble themselves into an exact replica of the .45-caliber Glock that you’re known to favor, made from their microscopic bodies rather than steel, and firing bullets also made of countless nanites. Use the Glock only to acquire other weapons, and then be sure to hang on to it. The nanites are a scarce resource, and I’d prefer you leave as few behind as possible when you join us outside.   
 
    “The rest of the microscopic army I sent will self-assemble into a shield around you. The ultimate protective bubble. The rest is up to you. I expect you to clear all hostiles from the facility.  
 
    “I could use the nanites to clear the site, but I’m afraid I need to ask you to do the wet work yourself. If the nanites did the killing and not you, we’d risk the existence of this technology getting back to Chinese Intelligence via a video feed or survivor.  
 
    “I assume that you, of all people, can appreciate the importance of not revealing these nanites to them, which represent a technology advanced enough to make a quantum computer look like an abacus. If China had any inkling of what this tech could do, they’d come after it with enough men to fill a stadium.  
 
    “Even so, if for some reason you get squeamish about the need to clear the entire facility of personnel, I’m prepared to have the nanites finish the job for you—whether they’re discovered or not.”   
 
    There was a long pause. “I’ve skimmed your file, Commander. I know you hoped Tech Ops would allow you to avoid spilling the kind of blood you spilled in your past life. I’m afraid you won’t have that luxury today. But these are spies, enemy combatants hidden on US soil. And this is necessary. You didn’t force them to kidnap you and Dr. Keane, nor kill the general. And given what I’ve told you about the nanites, I’m sure you can appreciate that this is bigger than just qubits and decryption. Much bigger. I look forward to telling you and Dr. Keane all about it shortly. 
 
    “Finally, as soon as you engage down below, we’ll engage up above. I’ll be wearing a nanite suit of my own, so I should be able to cut quite a swath through their ranks. And we’ve brought enough heavy munitions and hornet drones—with octa-nitro-cubane payloads—to stop an army, so we should be able clear all aboveground hostiles to pave the way for your emergence.  
 
    “The bunker facility you’re in is presently jamming all traditional signals, but as soon as you get topside, your comms will work again. I’ve modified ours so you’ll be able to communicate with me and my team when you’re free. All I ask is that you not contact Colonel Hubbard or anyone else until we’ve had a chance to talk.”  
 
    Hoyer issued an audible sigh. “I can’t tell you how much I wish I could provide a protective body suit to Dr. Keane also. But I only have enough nanites for two of them. I’ll be wearing one up here, as I said, which will be critical to ensure we clear the site. The second suit has to go to you, a warrior, for obvious reasons.  
 
    “But Dr. Keane must be protected at all costs. It isn’t an overstatement to say that she’s more important to the fate of humanity than anyone on the planet. She holds the key to a future that is glorious beyond imagining. A key that goes far beyond just quantum computers.” 
 
    Reed blinked rapidly. What did that mean? A key that went far beyond quantum computing? If only he could ask questions.   
 
    “So I’m placing considerable faith in you, Commander,” continued Hoyer. “Nothing is more important than getting Dr. Keane out of there in one piece. Nothing! 
 
    “I trust you won’t forget that.” 
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    Zachary Reed thought he might explode from anticipation while he waited for the Chinese doctor to finish the three stitches needed to close the small incision in Allie’s shoulder after the bug had been removed.  
 
    Had he just dreamed up the sensation in his ear and Hoyer’s words? How could he not have? 
 
    Room temperature qubits and carbyne manufacturing were advanced, but at least within the realm of imagination. Hoyer’s tech was far too advanced to be real. Something that shouldn’t be available for decades, maybe centuries. 
 
    So would fireworks ensue the moment the doctor finished? Or would it become clear that this had been nothing but a vivid hallucination? If so, it would mean that Reed had been drugged with more than just a simple tranquilizer, or that his mind was beginning to break. 
 
    If there had been a clock on the wall, Reed was certain the second hand would seem to be moving in slow motion, and the sound of the ticks would blare from the clock and reverberate around the room, growing louder and louder with each one.  
 
    He couldn’t risk giving Allie the slightest hint of the battle Hoyer claimed was coming. She’d have no warning, no chance to brace herself for what no civilian should ever have to witness. Reed had killed the Chinese captain in the woods, but Allie had been unconscious at the time, so had yet to see a combat death firsthand. 
 
    That was about to change in dramatic fashion.   
 
    The doctor tied off the last suture and snipped away the excess with a satisfied expression, as Colonel Chen looked on with great interest.  
 
    “All done?” asked Reed as calmly as he could manage.    
 
    The doctor nodded. “Yes, all done,” he confirmed, his accent much thicker than Chen’s. “She’ll want to take pain pills when the local anesthesia wears off in a few hours.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor,” said Allie.  
 
    Chen’s steely eyes bored into Reed’s. “Consider this a major step in our little courtship ritual, Commander.” 
 
    “I do,” said Reed, suddenly experiencing the same silky-smooth sensation he had felt in his ear, this time flowing against his wrists. He realized that the zip-ties binding his hands to the chair behind his back had been cleanly severed. As if this wasn’t extraordinary enough, he moved his right hand a few inches and felt the presence of a familiar Glock, which had magically materialized in the waistband of his pants, as promised.  
 
    The American commander barely managed to prevent a look of bewilderment from crossing his face. Either he hadn’t been hallucinating, or he was still hallucinating now. Either way, he had no other choice but to operate as if this was real.   
 
    Zachary Reed stared at Allie, his eyes bulging, and issued a sharp gasp. “Her shoulder is gushing blood!” he yelled out in a panic. “Do something!” 
 
    As Chen and the doctor both swiveled to check on their prize prisoner, Reed pulled the Glock from his waistband and got off two clean headshots, killing both men. Allie screamed in horror as they fell to either side of her. 
 
    The young physicist began shuddering as Reed rushed over to her and held her close. “Don’t look,” he whispered. “It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    “But how?” she croaked out after the commander had comforted her for several long seconds. She managed to regain a semblance of composure and separated from his embrace. “How did you free yourself?” she continued, tilting her head to look deep into his eyes. “And where did you get a gun?” she added incredulously. 
 
    “Long story,” said Reed as a rush of nanites streamed over him, everywhere at once, stitching themselves into the ultimate body armor in the blink of an eye. He felt like Tony Stark from the movies, moving freely while an advanced Iron Man suit raced to his aid and assembled around him. The nanites enveloped Reed from head to toe in an invisible spandex-like suit that was light, formfitting, and flexible. Only his eyes, ears, nostrils, and mouth were left uncovered. 
 
    “I need you to do exactly what I tell you,” he said urgently to Allie. “Lie down! Quickly. I need you to close your eyes and play dead until I come back.” 
 
    Allie’s eyes were unfocused, and she seemed temporarily paralyzed.  
 
    “Now!” he screamed at her to break her from her trance. 
 
    She shook her head to clear it, and then sprawled out on the ground next to the two dead Chinese operatives without a word. Reed pressed his left hand into a growing pool of blood and brain matter that had exploded from Chen’s head and wiped a copious swatch of red onto Allie’s forehead. He dipped into the pool again and decorated her stomach in the same way, the red popping against the white casual blouse she was wearing.  
 
    “No matter what happens,” he ordered, “don’t move! And if anyone enters this room, don’t breathe.” 
 
    He sprang to his feet, not waiting for a reply, and pressed himself against the wall near the door. Seconds later the door shot open and three Chinese soldiers burst through, each carrying the Chinese equivalent of an M-52 assault rifle. Reed gunned them down from behind, killing the second before he could finish spinning around to face his assailant, and the third an instant before he could get off a shot. All three joined their comrades and the brilliant physicist on the floor. 
 
    “I’m so sorry you had to see that, Allie,” said the American commander earnestly. “But I have to go. I’ll return as soon as I can. Hang in there, and remember to continue playing dead.” 
 
    Reed shoved the Glock into his waistband and relieved the nearest fallen soldier of his assault rifle and handgun, tucking the latter next to the weapon made of nanites. He exited the room and entered a short corridor while two additional armed men charged at him, one scoring a direct hit on Reed’s forehead before he put them both down. The high-caliber round ricocheted off his body suit, snapping his head back slightly, and stinging, but no more so than if he had been hit by a fired paintball.  
 
    He quickly stepped over the bodies that now blocked his way and entered a main hall, and was instantly attacked by three more soldiers, all of whom he put down with ruthless efficiency. His mind raced as he frantically tried to find options that didn’t involve more death.  
 
    But there were none for him to find. 
 
    If he had gas, and a mask, he could knock them all out. But he didn’t have gas, and there was no room he could use as a makeshift prison cell, other than the room he had just vacated, which was too far away. Even if it were close, too many soldiers were gunning for him. If he paused to attempt to imprison them, they’d soon realize he was bulletproof and tackle him to the ground, pile on, and restrain him. 
 
    If only Allie had a suit of her own, it wouldn’t matter. But the Chinese personnel knew the facility better than he did, and if he spared even one combatant there was no telling what countermeasures this combatant could activate, from ironclad lockdowns, electrified floors, to the release of offensive drones. And just like the captain in the woods, his adversaries would now be desperate to kill Allie rather than let the US have her. A show of mercy on Reed’s part would likely backfire on her, with lethal consequences.  
 
    As much as it sickened him to kill helpless men with lives, dreams, and families of their own, he couldn’t see any way out.  
 
    Reed clutched at his ears as a piercing shriek threatened to blow out his eardrums. Three more soldiers had come into view, and one of them, having witnessed the futility of firing on the escapee, had thought to deploy a sonic generator, a tiny device that could topple a roomful of hostiles like bowling pins, knocking them out instantly.    
 
    Reed’s comms had been designed to counter this type of attack using military-level noise-canceling technology, so the man wielding the device only succeeded in felling his two comrades. Still, the Chinese version of the tech was so advanced, Reed thought his brain would explode, and he quickly put the attacker down, wondering what the man had put in his ears to protect him. There were rumors about this device, so powerful that the first time it was used it could deliver a killing blow. Even depleted, it could be used a second time to deliver a knock-out blow, before finally running out of juice entirely. 
 
    The tiny device fell to the floor, and Reed scooped it up and slipped it into his pocket. It had been designed to look like a pack of gum, and was something US intelligence needed to study. Reed put bullets into the heads of the two men on the ground, just to be sure they were dead, and continued his sweep of the premises. 
 
    He made his way from room to room as men came out of the woodwork to kill him, firing on him and occasionally hitting him before he returned fire. He picked up additional firearms from the ground when his ammunition ran dry, and continued onward, a human wood chipper leaving a swath of blood, intestines, and the smell of human feces in his wake.   
 
    The incoming fire he took bounced off him every time, delivering pain and unpleasant stings, but shielding him from death and even injury.  
 
    Despite its fortifications, the buried structure rocked slightly every ten to fifteen seconds, and Reed could only imagine the kind of explosive power being unleashed on the surface. The kind that only octa-nitro-cubane could deliver. Hoyer and his men must be leaving nothing to chance up above. 
 
    A ruthlessness that he was forced to emulate down below. 
 
    For almost six minutes, while the muffled explosions topside continued, Zachary Reed shot up anything within the facility that moved, until nothing but death remained. After taking several additional minutes to satisfy himself that no one was in hiding, he began working his way back to Allie.  
 
    The carnage that now surrounded him was at least as epic, at least as horrific, as anything he had seen as a member of SEAL Team Six. It was utterly sickening. Guilt continued to claw at him, and he continued to fight it off. There was no time for self-recrimination. He had done the analysis, and Hoyer was right. This was a hostile base on US soil, and they had been prisoners here against their will. 
 
    Still, this had been a choice that no one should ever be forced to make. 
 
    Reed sprayed additional rounds into the smallest of cabinets and other possible hiding places as he backtracked, just to be sure he hadn’t missed a diminutive solider concealing himself. He also dragged bodies hastily into rooms and shut doors behind them, wasting precious time on a housekeeping mission, wanting to shield Allie from a gruesome, hideous display that could make the most hardened soldier spill his lunch on the ground.  
 
    But he couldn’t shield her entirely. Pools of blood remained on the floors, turning them slick or sticky, depending on how quickly they had dried, and most walls were now painted with streaks and spatters of red.  
 
    Bile rose in Reed’s throat. Not from the grisly deaths he had brought, but from the way he had brought them. It had been the least fair fight he had ever been involved in, and he had never felt more like a butcher.  
 
    Reed finally made it back to the room from where he’d started. He rushed through the door, only to find one last Chinese operative, his back to the far wall, holding Allie Keane in front of him like a shield. The man held a gun at the scientist’s temple, keeping everything but his eyes and forehead protected by her body. 
 
    “Drop weapon or girl dies!” the Chinese soldier yelled in Pidgin English.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Zach,” croaked Allie, who looked utterly terrified. “He was in here too long. I had to breathe.”  
 
    “Drop weapon!” screamed the man again, this time pressing the barrel of his gun so tightly into Allie’s temple that he drew blood. 
 
    Reed dropped his assault rifle without hesitation.  
 
    The Chinese operative saw it falling to the ground and pulled the gun away from the side of Allie’s head and swung it toward Reed. But he was too late. The moment Reed had released the weapon, he moved with the speed of a gunslinger in the Old West, snatching a handgun from his waistband and planting a bullet in the man’s forehead, just inches above Allie’s shoulder.  
 
    Reed managed to get off the shot a fraction of a second before the man finished squeezing his own trigger. Which was satisfying to him on a professional level, but irrelevant. With his nanite body armor, the outcome would have been the same even if he had been outdrawn.  
 
    Allie’s knees buckled, and she collapsed to the ground. Reed rushed to her and knelt down beside her. She was dry-heaving, but she somehow managed to keep the contents of her stomach on the inside, not adding to the already gruesome scene.  
 
    Reed helped her to her feet and held her while she shuddered against his body.  
 
    “You’re safe now,” he whispered. “But I’m so sorry you had to see that. I didn’t want anyone to die. But there was no other way.”  
 
    He waited almost ten additional seconds before gently separating from her. “We need to go,” he said softly, trying to make his voice as soothing as possible. “We’re not in China. We’re in Utah, in an underground Chinese base. Long story. But there’s an elevator to the surface we have to get to.” 
 
    He could see in her eyes that her agile mind was returning, despite the abusive trauma she continued to have to endure. “Won’t the elevator be guarded?” she asked. 
 
    The answer was yes. It had been heavily guarded. But he had changed that.  
 
    “We’ll be fine,” he said. “This will sound strange, but I want you to jump up on my back, put your arms around my shoulders, and close your eyes. I’ll be giving you a piggyback ride out of here, but I want to keep my hands free. Okay? I promise that you’re perfectly safe. I just need you to close your eyes and trust me until we’re topside. Can you do that?”   
 
    She glanced around the room, at the six ravaged bodies soaking in their own blood, and then back at Reed, who didn’t seem to have a scratch on him. “Who are you?” she said warily. “And don’t tell me you’re wearing carbyne boxer shorts, because I’m not buying it.”  
 
    Reed sighed. “I’m still just an ordinary human,” he said. “But extraordinary things are happening. I don’t know much more than you do.” 
 
    “Then tell me what you do know.” 
 
    “Come on,” he said, turning his back so she could climb on. “The man with all the answers is above us right now. Let’s find out together.” 
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    The two Americans emerged from the elevator into an empty steel storage shed, one that Major Hoyer had spared, knowing it was their point of egress.  
 
    They stepped out of the small structure and into a burning hell. Fires and smoke blocked out the sun, and ash rained from the sky. Automatic fire could still be heard in the distance, but it was sporadic and almost half-hearted, and all coming from the same few guns.  
 
    Reed had heard fire like this before. He had no doubt this was from Hoyer and his men putting extra rounds into corpses, just to be certain they weren’t playing dead. 
 
    Allie opened her eyes when she felt the smoke-filled air on her face and gasped. 
 
    Reed quickly ushered her to a side wall of the shed, taking no chance that a combatant that he might have missed below would emerge from the elevator behind them.   
 
    “We’re holding here for now,” he said. “Stay behind me, with your back to the wall. We have a benefactor responsible for what you’re seeing topside. A major named Hoyer. I need to talk to him.” 
 
    Silos burned in the distance, and fields and farmhouses had become smoldering craters. Reed was just thankful that the smoke and fires hid most of the dead bodies that he knew now littered the battlefield. They were also more spread out than they had been down below, and since Allie was behind him now, her field of vision was restricted. He just hoped she had kept her eyes closed on their way out as he had asked. 
 
    He issued subvocal instructions to Eve before remembering that she was no longer accessible. His link to the AI ran through his smart lenses, not his comms, and he already felt naked without them. 
 
    He activated his comms, hoping that Hoyer had switched over to the proper frequency as promised. “Major Hoyer, it’s Zachary Reed. Do you copy?”  
 
    “Yes, Commander. Loud and clear.” 
 
    “We just got topside. Allie is uninjured. Repeat, Allie is uninjured.” 
 
    There was a brief pause. “Copy that, Commander,” said the voice of Hoyer through his comm. “Now that you’re out, I’ll be transferring your nanite suit to her immediately.” 
 
    “Outstanding,” replied Reed. He and Hoyer were definitely on the same page when it came to protecting Allie, but he didn’t want her to panic when she first felt the nanites streaming. “But give me five minutes to prep her for it,” he added. “She’s had enough surprises the past few days to last ten lifetimes.” 
 
    “Prep me for what?” mumbled Allie behind him, but he was forced to ignore her. 
 
    “Understood,” replied Hoyer. “Hold your position. We’re in the final mop-up phase. Sensors and drones indicate it’s all clear. Given we’re in the middle of Utah, they won’t be sending reinforcements. Still, stay where you are and we’ll pick you up in an armored vehicle in about eight minutes and drive you to the chopper we came in. It’s three miles to the south.” 
 
    “Roger that,” replied Reed, grateful that this plan would take Allie away from the battlefield quickly, while giving her little chance to witness more mangled bodies.  
 
    “You have five minutes to prep Dr. Keane for the nanites,” said Hoyer, who then signed off.  
 
    Reed glanced behind him. “Okay, Allie,” he said out loud. “I’m done talking to Hoyer. Let me fill you in. Everything up here is looking safe. They’ll be picking us up in an armored vehicle shortly and taking us to a nearby chopper for exfiltration. In the meanwhile, how are you holding up?”  
 
    “I don’t know. I didn’t want to be a prisoner, but I didn’t want this. Did you kill them all?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to kill anyone,” said Reed miserably. “But they forced my hand. I tried to think of another way, but there wasn’t one. I’ll walk you through my analysis later.”  
 
    The fact that Allie was now likely to view him as an inhuman monster—the very opposite of how he hoped she would see him—just rubbed salt in the wound. Or maybe acid.  
 
    “I care what you think of me, Allie,” he said. “A lot. So please tell me you believe me when I say there was no other choice.” 
 
    She held his gaze for several long seconds, and he felt the weight of a skyscraper bearing down on his chest.  
 
    “I do,” she said finally. “I believe you’re a good man, despite what you do for a living.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you how much that means to me.” 
 
    “I’ll still want a detailed explanation later.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Regardless,” said Allie, “why you were forced to kill them is one thing. How you managed to do it is another thing entirely. No one is that good. Not even you.” 
 
    Reed quickly explained how Hoyer had managed to get a mass of nanites into their holding cell. Nanites that could configure themselves in a way to reproduce Hoyer’s voice, and camouflage themselves to the point of invisibility, among other things.  
 
   

 

 “Nanites?” said Allie dubiously when he had finished. “Programmable matter? I’ve followed the field on occasion, from a distance, but it’s in its infancy. I’ve seen demonstrations of magnetized non-Newtonian fluid being coaxed by an electric field to form stable structural elements. And robots the size of Legos working in concert to form various shapes.” 
 
    She shook her head. “But trust me, what you’ve described sounds crazy advanced. Comparing this to current tech is like comparing a modern cell phone to the first telegraph machine. Or maybe even the Pony Express.” 
 
    “No doubt about it. And I haven’t even finished describing what they can do. In about twenty seconds, these impossible nanites will be streaming over your clothing, knitting together an impenetrable suit of armor. Think Iron Man. It will make you bulletproof. It’s how I was able to do what I did down there. So brace yourself.” 
 
    “It can’t be,” said Allie emphatically. “Something like this is fifty years away, at minimum.” 
 
    Reed felt the suit dissolving around him and gliding off his body. “Apparently not,” he said. 
 
    Allie gasped as the nanites completed their migration to her and began sweeping across her clothing and skin.  
 
    “Incredible,” she whispered in awe as the suit formed around her. “Just incredible.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. Tech Ops funds a few far-out experimental programs in the field, but these nanites are beyond their wildest fantasies.” 
 
    Allie nodded, a wild look on her face. “This Major Hoyer has a lot of explaining to do,” she said emphatically. 
 
    “I can hardly wait,” said Reed, trying to sound upbeat and conceal the panic he was feeling just below the surface.  
 
    What were they dealing with here? It was his job to know about leading-edge technology, and he hadn’t even heard rumors about something like these nanites.  
 
    He was grateful that Hoyer had freed them from their captors. 
 
    But an old saying kept flashing into his mind. An old saying suggesting that when you took a leap from a frying pan, you had to be very careful of where you landed.  
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    Allie Keane sat cocooned in silence inside Hoyer’s luxury chopper, her ears covered entirely by padded, noise-canceling headphones, which neutralized the loud thwapping of the aircraft’s blades. A small mic was attached to the headphones and now hung in front of her mouth, but she hadn’t made use of it for some time.  
 
   

 

 Beside her, in a soft leather captain’s chair that matched her own, sat Zachary Reed, and next to him the enigmatic major. Four of Hoyer’s men sat together at the opposite end of the helicopter, an Agusta Westland AW 450, a civilian helicopter large enough to seat the two groups with an eight-foot gap in between.  
 
    The other four commandos under Hoyer’s command had been left behind to drive out of Utah inside the two large SUVs they had brought, each reinforced with hidden armor. One of these SUVs had carried Allie and Reed to Hoyer’s chopper, and both were packed with concealed drones, explosives, weaponry, and heavy artillery.  
 
    Hoyer had informed his guests that they were now flying to a safe house in the Utah-adjacent state of Nevada. A safe house in the desert of Henderson, a city only about sixteen miles distant from downtown Las Vegas. And he had asked them to hold their questions until they arrived and were firmly ensconced within the protective structure.  
 
    The past seventy-two hours had been a whirlwind, and Allie’s emotions had been scrambled like a Frappuccino. She was falling ever deeper down a rabbit hole. One lined with nothing but razorblades and blood.   
 
    She didn’t know what to make of their recent escape. Hoyer had set up a private connection between her headphones and the commander’s, and Reed had done a good job of making the case that he had no choice but to take advantage of the escape opportunity that had presented itself. He went through his thinking, his weighing of alternatives, and the pros and cons of various courses of action. He described how the men who had tragically died had known what they were getting into. Had known that if they were caught as ununiformed spies on American soil, execution was fair play under international law.  
 
    Not to mention that she and Reed had been abducted on threat of death, with no expectation of ever seeing freedom.  
 
    And if these weren’t compelling rationales for Reed’s actions, the stakes had promptly soared to even more rarified heights. Now, it wasn’t just quantum computers that hung in the balance, but ensuring China didn’t discover Hoyer’s advanced nanite technology.  
 
    Finally, Reed had explained that Hoyer intended to wipe out all opposition, with or without Reed’s help, using the nanites to do the job if Reed wouldn’t. 
 
    These were all strong arguments, as far as they went. But Allie could tell from Reed’s tone that the slaughter of these men didn’t sit much better with him than it did with her. Which made her like him even more than she already did.  
 
    How often had he needed to take lives to save others? How often had he had to perform complex, and often abstract, cost-benefit analyses, with human souls as one part of the equation? 
 
    What had she expected? It wasn’t as if Zachary Reed sold tofu to vegans for a living. He had been with SEAL Team Six, for Christ’s sake. Which arguably made him an even better man than she thought, as he had kept his sense of humor, and was obviously still anguished over every death he caused, not having become desensitized to them by repetition.    
 
    How could any of this be real? She had somehow entered a funhouse-mirror universe in which her life had been ripped out by its roots. In which she was being hunted relentlessly, and slaughter had become the norm.  
 
    It was nearly too much to absorb. And that was before the nanite technology was factored in. 
 
    She had continued to wear a suit of nanite armor over her clothing during the entire flight, so light and unobtrusive she had almost forgotten it was there. Yet it was indestructible. Just after entering the chopper she had conducted an experiment, slamming a seat belt buckle into her arm, at first gently, and then with ever increasing ferocity, and had never felt a thing.  
 
   

 

 And Reed had told her these microscopic building blocks had formed a working handgun as well. 
 
    It was all so incredible.   
 
    After more than an hour of flight, they landed at a private helipad, boarded a parked SUV, and were driven by Hoyer to his safe house. The structure was only one story high, but it was quite large, maybe four thousand square feet in total. Other than its unusual size, it appeared to be a typical southwestern-style desert home. Beige stucco, low-pitched tile roof, and a veritable forest of various types of cacti the size of small trees out in front.  
 
    But the stucco concealed steel walls, and the visible part of the home was just the tip of the iceberg, with a sizable reinforced subterranean section below.  
 
    The inside was comfortably furnished, and large monitors were hung in every room. These could display anything the AI-controlled system decided was worthy of attention outside, where it constantly monitored sensors and dozens of small drones that patrolled the area in concentric rings.  
 
   

 

 The major fed his two guests, and insisted on giving them time to shower and Allie a chance to change out of clothing that Reed had purposely stained with blood. Hoyer made sure the invisible nanites slid from her body while she freshened up, with the intent of having them rebuild their protective cocoon around her after she had dressed once again. 
 
    Allie had never welcomed a hot shower more, and when she emerged she had a closet of her own clothing to choose from, as Hoyer had sent a man the day before to her home in South Dakota to retrieve her clothing and other belongings. The major had managed to find clothing that fit Reed, as well, although it wasn’t his, and his options were limited.  
 
    As Allie donned familiar clothing, choosing another comfortable pair of jeans and a simple shirt, this time blue, she began to feel like a human being once again. 
 
    She just hoped that this condition would last.  
 
    But she doubted it would. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t shake a gnawing suspicion that her journey through Hell was not quite over. 
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 Hoyer allowed his men to eat, shower, and relax on the main floor—given that the automated surveillance systems ensured no one would be sneaking up on them—and led his two guests to the subterranean section of the safe house, which was as spacious as the home itself. They entered a large room, furnished with two black-leather couches, two cushioned leather recliners, and three small tables, one that already held trays of beverages and a selection of fruit, peanuts, and cookies.    
 
    Allie and the commander sat on one of the couches, and Hoyer dropped into an upright recliner facing them. All three were in easy view of the only wall-art in the room, two eighty-inch monitors, one beside the entrance, and one on the opposite wall, tiled to show a variety of views of the inside of the house and grounds. 
 
    “I call this the break room,” said the major. “And don’t let the views you see of the inside rooms of the house worry you. The monitors only display these when the AI, which I’ve named Ava, detects a threat. Or when authorized personnel ask it to. Which I just did for illustrative purposes. During your stay here, I don’t want you to worry that every time you scratch your ass it will appear on a dozen monitors around the house.” 
 
    “Good to know,” said Reed with the hint of a smile.  
 
    “And please,” continued Hoyer graciously, “help yourselves to any food or drink you’d like.”  
 
    Allie eyed one of the many beverage selections that he must have laid out while they were dressing, a chilled bottle of red wine. She had sworn off alcohol after she had gotten her life back together, but if there ever was a time to make an exception, this was it.  
 
    She sighed heavily and reached for a cold plastic bottle of water, instead. She already had enough problems, she decided, without resorting to using wine as a crutch.  
 
    “Okay, Major,” began Reed, grabbing his own bottle of water and unscrewing the cap. “We held our questions as you requested. Probably a good idea, as a chopper isn’t all that conducive to a good discussion. Especially with your men so close by. Not that I’m suggesting they can’t be trusted,” he added. 
 
    “Suggest away, Commander. I don’t trust anyone, so I understand the instinct. My goal is to get to a place where the three of us can trust one another.” He waved his hand. “So, by all means, ask your questions.” 
 
    “Who are you, really?” said the commander immediately. “What unit are you with? How did you find us? What’s the story with the nanites? What else can they do? Why didn’t you want me to communicate with my superior until we spoke?” 
 
    “That’s quite a list,” said Hoyer with a charming smile. “Not that I’m surprised. But don’t worry, Commander, I’ll tell you everything you want to know.” 
 
    “Where have I heard that line before?” said Allie, shooting Reed a sidelong glance. “How many layers of secrecy are there with you guys?” 
 
    Reed sighed. “At least one more than I know about,” he said. Then, turning to Hoyer he added, “But I wasn’t quite finished with my list. I didn’t get to perhaps the most important question of all. How does Allie . . . Dr. Keane fit into all this? You told me she was the key to a glorious future. One that goes far beyond quantum computers. I’d like to know what you mean by that?” 
 
    “And you will,” said Hoyer simply. “But I need to build to it. You both already know that I’m Major Tom Hoyer.” 
 
    “Right,” said Allie with a wry smile. “Major Tom. Shouldn’t you be calling ground control or something?”   
 
    “Very funny,” said Hoyer. “I’ve never heard that one before. I’d like to go back in time and kill David Bowie.” 
 
    “Sorry,” said Allie. “But you know . . . Major Tom. It’s just such an iconic lyric, it’s hard to resist. But, please, go on.”  
 
    “I’ll do that,” said Hoyer. “Or if you prefer, ‘commencing countdown, engines on,’” he continued, raising his eyebrows. “Anyway, I was a special operator for several years with the Army Rangers. After that I transferred to a black group. One we called ET Ops.”  
 
    Hoyer paused. “ET for extraterrestrial,” he added pointedly. 
 
    Allie stared at the major as if she hadn’t heard correctly. “Does that mean there are aliens among us?”  
 
    “Not exactly among us, like they’re hanging out at the mall. But the evidence of previous and current visitations has become overwhelming. I’m sure you’re familiar with run-of-the-mill government groups tasked with learning more. But these are just window dressing. The group I was with was very small, very specialized, very powerful, and very off the books. Much more so than Tech Ops. More so than the Manhattan Project, for that matter.”  
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “Even the people running it didn’t know it existed,” he added sarcastically. “That’s how secretive it was.” 
 
    “If you’re with a group called ET Ops,” said Allie, “then the nanites must be alien technology.”   
 
    “They are,” said Hoyer, surprising her with such a direct confirmation. “You were both already thinking along these lines, no doubt. What else could they be? This is tech thousands of years ahead of modern capabilities. So advanced that no conceivable combination of miracle breakthroughs by today’s visionary geniuses could even get us close.” 
 
    “You’re right,” said Reed. “It was an obvious guess. It was either alien tech, or someone had invented time travel in the distant future and time-traveled the tech back to us.” His eyes narrowed. “But I noticed you used the past tense in describing ET Ops. Are you no longer with them? Or has the group disbanded?” 
 
    “Neither. But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. So let me start at the very beginning. ET Ops was very small,” he continued. “Maybe fifty members in total. But mighty. We could tap into SETI and other government and military groups monitoring space. Hell, we had access to data and intelligence from all black programs, all intel agencies, and all other clandestine groups in the country. On or off the books. We were like the subconscious mind, tapping into all data coming into the body from all senses, and being able to guide and control the brain without the brain even being aware of it. We tapped scientific know-how from other programs, including yours, Commander, and used a variety of scientists as consultants, here and abroad.” 
 
    He paused. “But we did have a handful of scientists who were full-fledged members of the group. One of these was a quantum physicist named Bryce Aronson.”   
 
    Allie’s eyes widened. “I know his work well,” she said. “I even attended a guest lecture he gave when I was at MIT. A brilliant man.”  
 
    She had found Professor Aronson to be similar to herself in many respects. Thinking outside the box. Working on the fringe, and for that reason labeled brilliant but misguided. It was how her story would have turned out if she hadn’t been thrown out of MIT. “But he was tragically killed in a car accident three years ago,” she added sadly. 
 
    Hoyer shook his head. “He was less tragically killed than you might think.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” said Allie.   
 
    “It means that he’s alive and well. But again, I’m getting ahead of myself.” 
 
    Allie shook her head in disbelief. In the past few days, the surprises and twists seemed inexhaustible, coming so furiously they could have been fired from a machine gun. 
 
    “Dr. Aronson was a key player in our group,” continued Hoyer. “An informational node. He had access to our surveillance of almost every top scientist in the world. Which mostly means your surveillance,” he added, nodding at Reed. “Tech Ops surveillance. Regardless, this gave him a huge leg up as he pursued his own work. Other scientists across the globe were more or less working in a vacuum, unaware of the most recent progress being made in every other lab. But Aronson was omniscient when it came to that. Courtesy of his position in ET Ops.” 
 
    Hoyer rose from the chair, poured himself a glass of wine, and then sat back down, giving his guests plenty of time to ponder his words. 
 
    “So let me cut to the chase,” he continued. “Aronson had some wild theories about faster-than-light communication using quantum entanglement. Taking advantage of the fact that two particles can become linked in such a way that they can affect each other across unlimited distance. Collapse a spinning particle here, and its partner in the Andromeda galaxy also collapses at the same instant.” 
 
    “I’m familiar with quantum entanglement,” said Reed. “It goes without saying that Allie is also.”  
 
    “Of course,” said Hoyer. “As you no doubt also know, Einstein was appalled by this aspect of quantum mechanics, calling it spooky action at a distance. Faster-than-light action. He maintained that this didn’t technically break his light speed barrier because no information or matter could be sent in this way. But Aronson disagreed, at least when it came to information.”  
 
    “I’m familiar with Dr. Aronson’s ideas,” said Allie. “I knew he was working on entanglement, and making some pretty wild—but brilliant—conjectures.” She blinked her eyes in confusion. “But what does this have to do with alien nanite technology?” 
 
    “As it turns out, everything. As he worked to perfect faster-than-light communication, he began receiving an anomalous signal. He had inadvertently created something that could detect a previously unrecognized quantum signature. The signal was emanating from the floor of an ocean shelf, two hundred feet down in the Adriatic Sea. This piqued his curiosity, as I’m sure you can imagine.”  
 
    “Being given off by the nanites, I assume,” said Allie.  
 
    “Correct. Aronson orchestrated a secret expedition to find out what was down there, and he found a huge container of them. Enough to fill about half of an eighteen-wheeler. With the container itself also made out of nanites, of course. Here’s the problem. When I say secret expedition, I mean secret. Even from us.” 
 
    “So you’re telling us that this Aronson went rogue,” said Reed.  
 
    “That’s what I’m telling you, yes.”    
 
    “Why would he do that?” asked Allie. 
 
    “I’m sure if he didn’t find anything,” replied Hoyer, “or found something he didn’t deem all that interesting, he would have disclosed it to the team. Given what he did find, however, he kept it to himself.” 
 
    “Again, why?” said Allie. “I never met the man, but from what I understand, he was a great guy. Ethical, charitable, a good collaborator.” 
 
    Hoyer blew out a long breath. “I’m not saying this to hurt you, Dr. Keane, just to make an important point. I took the trouble to review your background. And your description of Aronson is also how most physicists describe Abraham Sena, isn’t it?” 
 
    Allie’s jaw tightened. 
 
    “My point is that most psychopaths don’t have fangs,” continued the major. “And don’t eat people for kicks like Hannibal Lecter. The most brilliant of them often have the best reputations. They can be charming. A wolf in sheep’s clothing. It’s what they do when no one is looking that sets them apart. And their utter lack of empathy and remorse.” 
 
    Allie nodded. “You’re right,” she said. “After Sena, I studied up on the condition. Which you’ve clearly done also.” 
 
    “I have,” said Hoyer.  
 
    “If Aronson never told your group about the nanites,” asked Reed, “how did you find out about them? Also, how can you know for certain they’re alien tech? They were just sitting there, on an ocean shelf. So they could have been sent from the future, after all. That’s an insane idea, I get that, but so is the alien-tech theory.”  
 
    “All good questions, Commander,” said Hoyer. “And I’ll get to them, I promise. But let me continue. After Aronson discovered this signal, he scheduled a two-week vacation, which we later realized he used to plan his expedition to the Adriatic. I joined the organization when he was away on this supposed vacation. ET Ops didn’t publish rosters, or make grand announcements about new hires, which were extremely infrequent. Hell, members of the group rarely even congregated in the same building. We all knew the identity of full-time ET Ops personnel off the top of our heads. The group waited to tell Aronson about the new member—me—until he was back from vacation.” 
 
    Hoyer shook his head. “But he never returned. He was killed in an accident while driving a rental car. An accident so bad that the car turned into a fireball. The rental car was in his name, and the teeth on the skeleton that remained matched the dental records of Bryce Aronson.” 
 
    “Impressive,” said Reed. “Not many civilians can fake their deaths so convincingly.” 
 
    “But a brilliant psychopath could,” said Allie.  
 
    “When did you learn he was still alive?” asked Reed. 
 
    Hoyer’s features darkened. “Five months later,” he said, his tone suddenly grim. “At the same point I learned about the nanites.” The major’s face transformed into a mask of seething hatred. “When this psychopathic bastard sent swarms of them to digest every member of the group into their constituent atoms. When he wiped the entire team off the face of the Earth.” 
 
    “What?” whispered Allie. 
 
    “You heard me,” said the major.  
 
    “And the nanites can do that?” said Reed. “They can . . . digest people?” 
 
   



 

 “Dismantle or melt might be the better term,” said Hoyer. “Think of an ice cube hitting a pot of boiling water.” He shook his head in disgust. “You asked why I used the past tense in describing ET Ops. It’s because there is no more ET Ops. I’m ET Ops. The lone survivor, and only because I was overseas at the time he wiped out the group, and he wasn’t aware I had become part of it.” 
 
    His eyes burned with rage, and Allie understood just how he felt. It was how she felt about Abraham Sena.  
 
    But while Sena had ruined her life, he hadn’t murdered scores of people in the most horrible way imaginable. So Hoyer’s hatred had to be even greater than her own. 
 
    In a contest of who was the more dangerous psychopath, Bryce Aronson would be the clear winner.  
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    Hoyer downed the remaining half of his goblet of wine in one long swallow. Reed noticed Allie eyeing the wine bottle longingly, but she took a long draw of water and made no move to reach for it.  
 
    “Skipping ahead,” continued Hoyer, gathering himself, “I spent nearly a year tracking this murderous prick down. Since no one but ET Ops knew about ET Ops, and the general in charge had been killed, I retained all the power I had previously. The power to tap into satellites, intel agencies, and so on. Even so, Aronson was masterful at staying off the grid. When I finally found him, I was able to spy on him for a short while using housefly-drones and other means. Which is how I learned what I know about the nanites. 
 
    “Let me tell you about them, and then I’ll return to the thread I was on. First, I have no idea what they’re doing here on Earth. Or how they got here. Or who sent them. But, apparently, they were quiescent on their undersea perch in the Adriatic, and were probably meant to stay that way. 
 
    “It turns out that Aronson actually solved FTL communication. As a scientific matter, this is a stunning advance. One that revolutionizes everything we know about physics.” 
 
    Allie’s eyes widened. “That’s an understatement,” she said in awe. “It would earn an automatic Nobel Prize.”  
 
    “Still,” continued Hoyer, “as a practical matter, it won’t be that huge of a deal until we’re an interstellar species. Or, at the very least, we’ve colonized our Solar System. The speed of light is plenty fast enough for communication around our little planet. If FTL tech was used, it would cut signal lag times for calls between here and Australia, true, but it isn’t a must-have.” He nodded at Allie. “And before you object, Dr. Keane, I realize I’m oversimplifying, and the implications of the tech go far beyond just reducing lag times.”  
 
    “Far beyond,” agreed Allie. “In fact, this discovery should quickly lead to encryption that is truly unbreakable, even by a quantum computer.” 
 
    Hoyer shook his head. “That was the first thing Aronson tried. But the system behaved differently than the mathematical models. He couldn’t get it to work.”  
 
   

 

 He let this hang in the air for several seconds and then continued. “But to move on, it turns out there were two unforeseen consequences of Aronson’s discovery of a quantum communications system. The first was that it allowed him to detect the nanites. But when he retrieved them, they were inert. Inactive. Only later, when he returned home with them and conducted a planned experiment with his FTL system, did they transform from quiescent to active.” 
 
    “Are you saying his quantum communication system was the trigger?” said Allie. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “And you know this how?” asked Reed. “Based solely on what you learned from spying on Aronson?”  
 
    “Yes. But the real question is, where did he learn it from? The answer is that he learned it from the nanites themselves.” 
 
    Allie’s eyes bulged. “What are you saying? That he found a way to communicate with them?” 
 
    “Well, it was more the other way around. And yes, he communicated with them. With an alien AI that emerged when the nanites became active. The AI confirmed that the use of his FTL communications system caused the nanites to activate. Still, the AI was rarely forthcoming. Most often it refused to answer Aronson’s questions, picking and choosing what it was willing to reveal. Still, this interaction enabled him to quickly learn about the nanites’ capabilities. And what the AI refused to disclose, he could often learn experimentally, or through trial and error.” 
 
    “So they obviously possess some form of distributed intelligence,” said Allie.  
 
    “That’s right. But the AI wasn’t nearly as impressive as Aronson had expected. Given how spectacularly advanced the nanites are, he believed their distributed artificial intelligence should easily be able to rise to the level of what he called superintelligence. He believed the alien AI should be almost godlike in its omniscience. But as it stands, it isn’t much brighter than the best one that we have. Our most elite special forces personnel are given access to this AI, which resides at the NSA, and they use it as a personal assistant. In conjunction with smart contacts. An exclusive club to which Commander Reed belongs, by the way.”    
 
    Reed nodded. “I call the AI Eve, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “Eve?” said Allie. “As in Adam and Eve?” 
 
    “Well, I like to think of it as Zachary and Eve,” he replied with a grin. “But yes. So named because she’s the first of her kind.” 
 
    “Interesting choice,” noted Allie.  
 
    “Eve and I aren’t in communication any longer, unfortunately,” said Reed. “Not after Chen removed my contacts.”  
 
    “You must be feeling a little lost, Commander,” said Hoyer. “Like a normal person not having access to their phone, times ten. Because it’s really a cell phone in your eye, linked to an AI, a supercomputer, and the internet. Pretty addictive stuff.” 
 
    “If I look closely,” responded Reed, “I can see contact lenses in your eyes, Major. Can I assume these are also smart lenses?” 
 
    “They are. Although hooked into a supercomputer more discreet than the one at the NSA.” 
 
    “When I eventually do get another pair,” said the commander, “what will Eve tell me about you?” 
 
     “My face won’t be in any database,” replied Hoyer. “Eve will report that there are no known safe houses in Henderson, Nevada. The AI won’t have any knowledge of ET Ops, or anything like it. You’ll find that Aronson’s involvement with the government or military was never suspected, nor were his less savory characteristics. Finally, Eve will report that there are rumors that he didn’t actually die in a car crash, but without anything definitive to substantiate them.” 
 
    “You’re certain of all this?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” replied Hoyer with a charming smile. “But I know you won’t take my word for it. So when you get back up and running, I’m sure you’ll confirm what I just said.” 
 
    “This has been an interesting diversion,” said Allie, “but can we get back to the main topic?” 
 
    Hoyer nodded. “Of course.”  
 
    “Good,” said Allie. “Major, you claim that Aronson conversed with this distributed intelligence. How? Are you saying these nanites know English?” 
 
    “They’re telepathic,” said Hoyer. “The commander knows this is something that even human scientists are inching toward.” 
 
    “True,” said Reed. “But the approaches to telepathy I’m familiar with still require the use of a language.”    
 
    “That hasn’t changed. While the AI isn’t superintelligent on the whole, Aronson found that it is in certain narrow areas. One of these areas is language acquisition. Apparently, it’s able to map the mind of a person telepathically, and suss out their language in the process.” 
 
    “How quickly can it become fluent?” asked Allie. 
 
    “Apparently, in less than an hour.”  
 
    “And then carry out telepathic conversations,” said Reed. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Is that how you controlled the nanites you sent to me?” asked the commander. “Telepathically?”  
 
    “Correct.”  
 
    “And how do you happen to possess nanites of your own?” said Reed. 
 
    “I’m getting there,” replied the major. “Before I do, I’d first like to tell you about the nanites themselves. Review their capabilities. Then I’ll fill in the rest.” 
 
    “By all means,” said Reed.   
 
    “First, the material that forms their outer shell is unlike anything known to our science. Aronson tried to get the AI to tell him about their composition, but it refused. He conducted all kinds of experiments, but he got nowhere. He was able to get the nanites to open up to reveal microscopic machinery of spectacular complexity. Aronson couldn’t make heads or tails of any of it, but hypothesized that what he was able to observe was just the tip of the nanite iceberg. That the lion’s share was sticking out into a higher spatial dimension. One that humans aren’t able to perceive. And the nanite AI confirmed it.” 
 
    Allie rolled her eyes. “Sure,” she mumbled. “Shoving the bulk of your machinery into higher dimensions is a real space-saver. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    Reed laughed. “I think the major just threw that in there in case our minds weren’t blown enough.” 
 
    “Which wasn’t necessary,” said Allie. “Because my mind is plenty blown already.” 
 
    “Yeah?” said Hoyer. “Well, buckle up, because I’m only starting. To continue, all we know is that the material the nanites are made from is many times harder and more flexible than carbyne. It has other miraculous properties, as well. But as astounding as the material they’re made from is, what they’re able to do is astounding at a level that’s almost beyond comprehension.” 
 
    “You mean their ability to shape themselves into any form,” said Allie. 
 
    “That’s the least of it,” said Hoyer. “Barely scratches the surface. The nanites are individual factories. Nanofabricators. Molecular assemblers. Each capable of alchemy. They can somehow tap into a nearly infinite power source. Zero-point energy? Dark energy? Something else? Who knows. But however they get their juice, they can transform simple matter into complex matter. Transmutation.”   
 
    “Which is only supposed to happen in the center of stars,” noted Allie. 
 
    “So I’ve been told,” replied the major. “But believe me, it happens inside these microscopic little beauties as well. And because seeing is believing, it’s best to give you a demonstration. So here goes.” 
 
    Hoyer sat more upright in his chair. “First,” he began, “I took the trouble of having Dr. Keane’s body armor rebuilt around her after she had showered and changed. Mine too. But since we don’t really need protective suits anymore, I’m going to give the nanites telepathic orders to make themselves visible. Then I’m going to have them form a cube next to my chair.” 
 
    Just seconds after he finished speaking the nanites covering Allie’s body turned a spectacular silver color, shiny but somehow non-reflective. She and Reed watched in awe as the microscopic factories streamed onto the floor as if they were a living creature, or perhaps a liquid-metal Terminator.  
 
    The nanites that were protecting Hoyer did the same, and only seconds later the entire collection formed into a perfect silver cube, about two feet on a side.  
 
    “Amazing!” said Allie. 
 
    Hoyer raised his eyebrows. “You’ve heard the phrase, ‘you ain’t seen nothing yet,’ right?” Well, this demonstration has yet to even begin.” 
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    Reed glanced at Allie and noted that she was totally engaged, as excited as a kid on Christmas morning. Given what she had seen, despite having been carried out of the Utah bunker with her eyes closed, this session was a godsend. It gave her something to wrap her genius around, to keep her mind soaring to loftier planes. It was so riveting, she had no time to dwell on the horrors she had witnessed.  
 
    “It’s true that these nanites can act as simple programmable matter,” continued Hoyer. “They can form body armor and other tools, as long as these tools will operate correctly if constructed solely from the material of their bodies.” 
 
    The major paused. “But now I’m going to really show them off.”  
 
    He leaned over and rapped his knuckles three times on the top of an end table next to his recliner, one with a smooth glass surface and a brass undercarriage. “Keep your eyes on this table. Because I’m going to order the nanites to disassemble it into its constituent atoms.” 
 
    As he finished speaking, a carpet of silver moss streamed away from the cube and flowed toward the end table. It climbed the table and then, starting from the top down, the ravenous silver creatures within ate away at the structure, layer by layer, like a 3D printer in reverse, until nothing was left. It happened so quickly that, to the eye, it appeared as if the table had just dissolved, melted away, like a table made of ice had been thrown into a furnace. The entire process took only about fifteen seconds. 
 
    Allie and the commander were both utterly mesmerized. 
 
    “They could have done this a lot faster,” said Hoyer calmly, “but I slowed them down so you could appreciate what you’re seeing.” 
 
    Allie’s awestruck expression suddenly darkened. “This is what the nanites did to your teammates, isn’t it, Major?”  
 
    Hoyer nodded sullenly. “Aronson turned the nanites into trillions of tiny piranha,” he whispered, barely containing a boiling rage. “They left nothing but sub-microscopic particles that probably drifted away through the air. I didn’t witness any of their deaths personally. But I saw footage of several of them. The victims began dissolving from their hair down. Their entire bodies melted completely away in seconds—as if they had never existed. As if they had been drawn in pencil and someone had taken an eraser to them. The only good news is that their heads dissolved before they knew what hit them. Or before they could scream.”   
 
    Reed had seen more blood, guts, and gore than just about anyone, but he still found himself feeling nauseated. “So in Utah,” he said, “when you told me you could have had the nanites clear the hostiles if I didn’t, you weren’t kidding.” 
 
    “No. But like I said, it wasn’t a demonstration I wanted the Chinese to have on video.” 
 
    “Yeah. I get that,” said Reed.  
 
   



 

 “But let me finish the demonstration,” said Hoyer. “Now that the nanites have disassembled the table, its exact structure is part of their memory. And I mean exact. To the last atom. They can now build this table whenever I want them to. I just have to envision it and give the order.” He rose from the chair. “If you’d like to see how this is done,” he added, “follow me.” 
 
    He opened the door and entered a large adjoining room. As he did so, the cube of nanites in the break room acted like a viscous liquid, flowing behind him and reforming into a cube beside him when he stopped. He explained that the cube configuration was the nanites’ default when he hadn’t given them a specific order or duty. 
 
    The room they were now in contained nothing but large bags of Home Depot brand potting soil, two cubic feet per bag, piled in dozens of eight-foot-tall stacks against two walls.  
 
    “This is raw material,” continued Hoyer, “which I’ll ask the nanites to use. They could easily eat a wall, or eat through the floor and use dirt, earthworms, and other organic material they find. If I were to do that, they’d bore through the floor, go down far enough that creating a sizable hole in the earth wouldn’t affect the foundation of the house, and then return, repairing the hole in the floor when they did.” 
 
    Hoyer shook his head. “But that process takes longer,” he continued, “so I’d prefer to uh . . . feed them myself. The bottom line is that they aren’t picky eaters. Remember the device that powered the flying car from the second Back to The Future film? Ironically named Mr. Fusion. Remember? Doc Brown fed it all kinds of garbage, banana peels, a can of soda, and so on, and it converted it all into energy. It’s like that. Garbage works fine. The nanites will convert any matter they find into the atoms they need to replicate the table. Then the table will grow back before our eyes, like its being spit out of the mother of all 3D printers.”  
 
    “In order to perform this kind of elemental transmutation,” said Allie, “they’d need to be able to effortlessly cleave and reform atomic bonds. They’d not only need to apply limitless energy, they’d need some way to contain reactions, so limitless energy isn’t released.” 
 
    “It’s true,” agreed Hoyer with the hint of a smile, “transmutation is a bitch. Yet they do it effortlessly. Quickly, silently, and without generating any excess heat.” 
 
    “Hard to imagine,” said Allie. 
 
    “I agree,” said Hoyer. “But true, nevertheless. Biological organisms are raging chemical factories also,” he added. “They may not be able to change one element into another, but they’re still pretty damned impressive. Our bodies tear up food into its molecular constituents. These bits are used to generate energy, or as erector sets to build up other molecules—like DNA. Or they can be stored as fat, which can be chemically broken down later as needed. All of these functions require our cells to carry out countless enzyme-catalyzed chemical reactions, which also generate very little heat.” 
 
    “This symphony of chemical reactions always taking place within biological cells is truly awe-inspiring,” said Allie. “But transmutation is at a whole other level entirely.” 
 
    “Very true,” said Hoyer. “Which is why I know that you, especially, are going to be amazed by what you’re about to see.”  
 
    He gestured toward the center of the room, and as he did the large nanite cube disbanded, and the silvery carpet of moss streamed over the piles of raw material, consuming a small fraction before moving to the center of the room. Then, as Hoyer had promised, an end table quickly grew to life before their eyes, an exact replica of the one the nanites had just eaten in the break room. The glass was just as smooth, and the brass just as shiny.  
 
    Finished, the nanites streamed back to Hoyer’s side and formed a cube once again. 
 
    Hoyer walked to the table and rapped on the glass, as if to verify that it was the genuine article. 
 
    “Incredible,” whispered Allie.  
 
    Reed nodded his agreement beside her. Even after seeing it, it was hard to believe. 
 
    “One more quick demonstration,” said Hoyer, “and we can return to the break room. Let’s try something millions of times more complex than an end table, just to show they can fabricate, literally, anything.” 
 
    Seconds later the nanites repeated what they had done while constructing the table, this time spitting out a perfect copy of the latest Apple iPhone, complete with logo, on the ground next to the table. The major picked it up and touched the screen, which glowed to life.  
 
    “I gave them one of these to digest a few months back,” he explained. He held the phone out in front of him. “And this one will work just fine. It’s indistinguishable from the original in every way. It even contains the text strings and email messages the original had when it was digested. Notice it’s also fully charged.” 
 
    “Now that’s just showing off,” said Allie. 
 
    Hoyer smiled. “The nanites just took some of the inexhaustible energy they tap into and lent it to the battery.” 
 
    The major led them back into the break room, and the trio reclaimed their former seats.  
 
    The major adjusted his position in the recliner and then turned to Reed. “Some items I can have the nanites make in two ways. The Glock that I had them construct for you didn’t require any raw materials, nor did the body suit. These were made from the nanites’ bodies alone. Taking advantage of their programmable matter capabilities. But this won’t fly with most items. Only those that can be made functional using the material the nanites are made of. Whatever the hell that is.”  
 
    “I assume you’ve fed them a variety of military gear,” said Reed. 
 
    “You have no idea. Explosives, heavy armaments, spy drones, combat knives, guns of every type, armored vehicles. It’s all there now, in their memory—ready to be built from trees, dirt, and whatever else I decide to have them use as raw material.”  
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “So what do you think?” he added, addressing both guests. “Impressive, huh?” 
 
    “I think it’s fair to say that they beat the hell out of the Legos I had as a kid,” said Reed with a wry smile. 
 
    “Very fair,” agreed Allie. 
 
    “Their capabilities are similar to the fictional replicators from Star Trek,” said Hoyer. “Except the nanites use energy to convert one form of matter into another. Whereas the replicators seem to be able to use a transporter-like technology to convert energy into matter directly.” 
 
    “I’m familiar with Star Trek replicators,” said Reed. “Remarkable, but way underused. They’re able to make anything out of thin air, right? Yet we mostly only see them making Earl Grey tea. For a bald man.” He smiled. “Which brings me to another gripe. If future humanity can invent starships, transporters, and replicators, why can’t we cure male-pattern baldness?” 
 
    Allie laughed. “Seriously?” she said. “You two bad-asses are Star Trek geeks? Now that might be the biggest surprise of all.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” said Hoyer. “Who doesn’t love Star Trek? It’s like ice cream. Or puppies. If you don’t love these, you aren’t wired right.” 
 
    “Not sure Star Trek is in the same league as puppies,” said Allie with a grin, “but I take your point. I’m a big fan myself. But maybe we should get back to nanites.” 
 
    “Right,” said Hoyer. “Of course.” 
 
    “What can I say about this tech?” she said. “It’s extraordinary. Beyond extraordinary. I’m at a loss for words. The nanites are like the wildest dreams of Richard Feynman come to life.”  
 
    “I’m not sure I get the reference,” said Reed.  
 
    “Feynman is considered the father of nanotech,” explained Allie. “He had a once-in-a-century type intelligence,” she added. “In the same league as Newton, Einstein, and James Clerk Maxwell. So visionary that he was lecturing about the technology we’ve just seen in 1959, one capable of moving individual atoms about. Manipulating them to build any item imaginable out of its constituent atoms—from the bottom up.” 
 
    “A lot easier said than done,” noted Reed.  
 
    “Apparently not for the aliens,” said Allie. “Our nanotechnologists have made ever tinier machines, and we’ve made progress with 3D printing. Still, the work is in its infancy. But what we’ve just seen requires a level of scientific and engineering sophistication that’s inconceivable.” 
 
    “We’ve all heard Arthur C. Clarke’s famous quote by now,” said Hoyer. “It’s become so common, I think they’re printing it on fortune cookies. But it’s also true.” 
 
    “You mean, ‘any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic’?” said Reed. 
 
    “That’s the quote. And no truer words have ever been spoken. Even a hundred years ago, scientists would have found our cell phones inconceivable.” 
 
    “But this is orders of magnitude more impressive than a cell phone,” said Allie. “I mean, it’s a fabrication system that can quickly manufacture something as complex as a supercomputer from dirt. That can turn a pile of garbage into a laptop in one easy step.” 
 
    Hoyer nodded. “Since I acquired the nanites, I’ve done considerable research on nanofabrication and given it a lot of thought. And I had an epiphany. Most scholarly articles compare nanofabrication to 3D printing—but at the molecular level. But there’s a better example. An example that’s been around for millions of years, and is so common we completely take it for granted. Any guesses?”   
 
    He waited only a few short seconds, and when neither of his guests volunteered an answer, he continued. “The example is life itself,” he said simply. “All life. What is life other than perfect nanofabrication in action? A fertilized human egg, consisting of a single cell, can generate a fully formed human being in less than nine months, following a blueprint found in a microscopic molecule called DNA. Now that’s 3D printing, at the microscopic, molecular level.”    
 
    Allie laughed in delight. “Wow. We really do take life for granted, don’t we? I respect Nature enough to borrow a qubit design from living organisms, but I never really stopped to think of life in the context of nanofabrication.” 
 
    “It took me a while to draw the parallel myself,” said Hoyer. “Life may not transmute elements like the nanites do, but it does almost everything else the same way. A single fertilized human egg cell knows how to start dividing. How to convert raw materials it finds in its environment into copies of itself. Growing from one cell into trillions. And talk about complexity. Each division requires the cell’s machinery to find the molecular constituents needed to assemble all the ingredients of the cell, including all three billion letters of DNA. Which, if typed out, would fill hundreds of printed volumes. And which has to be copied with near perfect fidelity.” 
 
    The major paused for effect. “And if this isn’t impressive enough,” he continued, “the cells are also able to change form on command. At some point in the process, some of them morph into heart cells, some eye cells, some blood cells, and so on. How?” he asked. “Who the hell knows?” he continued, answering his own question. “Most impressive of all, the cells can construct a working human brain, hundreds of billions of neurons strong.” 
 
    “It is a great analogy,” said Allie. “You’re absolutely right. A fertilized human egg cell is a nanite, plain and simple. We can’t fathom how your nanites can fabricate a cell phone. But we also can’t fathom how an egg cell can fabricate a baby. The difference is that we can make a cell phone without using nanites. Not true when it comes to babies. Without the starter nanite of a fertilized egg, we’re all out of options. Even the fine engineers at Apple can’t construct a living baby. Or even a fruit fly.” 
 
    “Very true,” said Hoyer. “But the nanites have the advantage of speed and versatility. A human nanite can only produce a human. And an alligator nanite can only produce an alligator. But the alien nanites can fabricate an endless array of items, and do it quickly.” 
 
    “It really is an eye-opening comparison,” said Reed. “It doesn’t take away from what the nanites can do, but it does remind us of just how miraculous biological reproduction truly is. Until this moment, I’ve never thought of a human being as something that had to be manufactured. But of course it is.” 
 
    “And it doesn’t end at birth,” said Allie. “Even after an infant has been constructed, the cells still act like nanites. They convert baby formula and milk into more baby, so it can ultimately grow into an adult.” 
 
    There was a long silence in the room. Reed found it remarkable to go from engaging in a bloody slaughter, to engaging in a soaring intellectual discussion, without missing a beat. But didn’t this exemplify the essence of humanity in a nutshell? Barbaric, ruthless, and corrupt on the one hand, but capable of epic flights of brilliance and imagination on the other.  
 
    “I just had a thought,” said Allie, gesturing toward the major. “You have the same smart lenses that Zach lost. So can’t you just have the nanites make a copy for him?”  
 
    “I could, but it wouldn’t help. Each pair of lenses are uniquely tweaked to fit the optical peculiarities of their owners. And a copy of my lenses wouldn’t carry the proper decryption information he’d need to connect to Eve. There are other differences. Bottom line is that they’re personalized.” 
 
    “He’s right,” said Reed. “But thanks for thinking of me, Allie. As it stands, it might take weeks before Tech Ops can tailor a new pair for my use.”  
 
    The commander paused. “So is that everything, Major?” he asked. “Any other tricks the nanites can do?” 
 
    “Probably. But these are the only ones I know about.” 
 
    “Well, they’re more than impressive enough, already,” said Reed. “I just can’t believe Aronson decided to keep this tech all to himself,” he added in disgust. “To what end?” 
 
    “My best guess?” said Hoyer. “To bend the entire world to his will. I’m not sure how this will manifest itself, openly or behind the scenes. But the nanites give him unlimited power. And I’ve studied up on psychopaths since Aronson wiped out my team. Being easily bored is one of their hallmark characteristics. So is fearlessness. They have a need to generate excitement, drama, conquest. Adrenaline. To compensate for their lack of normal human wiring and emotion. The more brilliant they are, the greater this need becomes.” 
 
    “And what could be more stimulating than using nanite tech to control the world?” said Allie knowingly.  
 
    “That’s my fear,” said Hoyer. “I’m sure Aronson’s been planning for a long time. Moving pieces around the board. Carefully timing each one. Right now he’s operating in the shadows. But any day now he could burst onto the stage in a big way. A very deadly way.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how to counteract the threat?” said Reed. 
 
    “I do. One only. Fight fire with fire.” The major stared deeply into Allie’s eyes. “And that’s where you come in, Dr. Keane.”  
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    Allie Keane stared at the major as if he had lost his mind. “I’m not following you,” she said. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you would,” said Hoyer. “But we’re almost there. Let me go back to where I was before my demonstrations.”  
 
    He rose and poured himself another goblet of wine, while Allie and Reed grabbed a second bottle of water.  
 
    The major returned to the recliner, frowning as he realized that he had vanished the end table where he wanted to rest his wine. “If you recall,” he began, “after almost a year of searching, I found Bryce Aronson. As it turned out, he was living on a small private island he had purchased, complete with a mansion, not far from the island nation of Antigua.   
 
    “I surveilled him, and even managed to get housefly drones to look over his shoulder and intercept computer passwords, which is how I learned most of what I learned. From the notes and video experiments I found saved on his computer. But I couldn’t spy on him for too long. He’s brilliant, and I didn’t want to push my luck. I was also eager to kill the bastard. He had wiped out the entirety of ET Ops, and I’ll admit I not only wanted him dead, I wanted him to suffer.” 
 
    He paused. “But before I mounted an attack, I made sure to locate and siphon off a supply of nanites for myself. If the attack blew up in my face, and he got away, at least I’d salvage the tech, to study and eventually give to the world.” 
 
    Reed nodded in approval. “Smart,” he said. “And this explains how you got your nanites.”  
 
    “Stolen from a small supply Aronson had ignored for some time. A tiny fraction of what he had, which I hoped he had all but forgotten about. As soon as I had them I began to organize an all-out attack.”  
 
    The major shook his head miserably. “But a funny thing happened on the way to my blitzkrieg. Our military, at the highest levels, got wind of what I was planning—and vetoed it. Shut me down cold. I couldn’t get authorization for a raw grunt in boot camp to help me. If I had pushed any harder, I would have outed myself. The upper echelon of our military and government didn’t know who I was, or why I possessed the command codes and access I did. I could have tried to explain about the demise of a black ops unit they never knew existed. About the massacre perpetrated by Aronson. About how it left me the lone survivor of the group. But whether they believed me or not, I’d have lost my privileges. Which would have crippled me. I couldn’t take that chance.”  
 
    “So you backed off quickly to keep your access,” said Reed.  
 
    “Right. Which also ensured I’d receive zero help when it came to Aronson and his island.”  
 
    “But I don’t understand,” said the commander. “Why were our people running interference for this guy?  
 
   



 

 “Because he has cleverly ingratiated himself into our military,” replied Hoyer. “I’m sure you’d guess how if I gave you enough time. But let me cut to the chase.” He arched an eyebrow. “His protection was part of a deal he negotiated in secret with the Secretary of Defense. A contract worth hundreds of millions—which no doubt set him up on his island and funded his activities, by the way. A contract to supply the military with a little something called carbyne.” 
 
    Reed’s eyes widened. “So that’s where it comes from,” he said in astonishment. “Of course. It makes so much sense. Where else would an impossible-to-make material come from? From a man with a technology that can make the impossible.” 
 
    “You got it. And the military has big plans for his carbyne. So he’s become untouchable. He’s their magic supplier. Their only source in the world. If he dies—or even gets pissed off—they can kiss carbyne goodbye forever.” 
 
    “Which explains why you’re employing mercenaries rather than US military,” said Reed. 
 
    “Very good, Commander. But the men I took to Utah are all highly trained. And we were all out of uniform. So how did you know they were mercs?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I trust my gut. And my gut knew.” 
 
    “Which is why you were glad I wanted to delay this discussion until we arrived here.”  
 
    “Yes. Seems to me a merc’s loyalty is too easy to buy. That’s the whole thing about being a merc. You’re just in it for the money.” 
 
    “I pay them well enough to ensure loyalty,” said Hoyer. “But I take your point. I’d love to use military assets, but not while I’m working to take down Bryce Aronson. He may be the most brilliant psychopath in the world, but I will kill him,” he vowed. “Even if I have to do it with my bare hands.”  
 
    “So he’s still on his island?” said Reed. 
 
    “No. About a year ago, just after I had given up on military help, I gathered mercs and armaments and attacked.” He shook his head. “But the attack failed. Aronson’s too good, too well equipped, and too well protected. Not to mention that he has too many friends in the military who appreciate his carbyne. And I know that’s not the only deal he’s struck. We raided a military armory to get supplies for my nanites to copy and found more octa there than I thought existed in the entire world. Has to be Aronson and his nanites striking again. A military contract that allows him to get richer and more indispensable, cozy up even closer to the top brass, and keep his finger tightly on the military’s pulse.”    
 
   

 

 “I was going to ask you about where you got so much octa,” said Reed. “The Chinese had a few octa drones, but from the aftermath I saw, your supply was nearly endless. I figured tens of millions of dollars’ worth.”  
 
    “What’s octa?” asked Allie. 
 
    “Short for octa-nitro-cubane,” said Reed. “The most potent non-nuclear explosive there is. And also the hardest to make.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” said Hoyer gravely. “And that’s just it. Aronson could have gotten rich copying diamonds and gold. But by becoming a sole-source supplier to the military, he got a huge injection of money all at once, with less effort, and put the military under his thumb.” 
 
    Reed nodded. “Quite the savvy move.”  
 
    “So I attacked Aronson and failed,” continued Hoyer. “I was lucky to get out of it alive. I lost almost all my men. Not that the attack troubled Aronson in the slightest. He packed up and vanished into thin air. And he’s being even smarter this time. I haven’t found him to this day.” 
 
    The major sighed. “Not that he’s found me either. Now that he knows I’m gunning for him, he wants me dead just as much as I want him dead. We’re playing a game of mutual hide-and-seek for the ultimate stakes.”  
 
    Reed rubbed his chin in thought. “How is it that he hasn’t found you?” he asked. “Can’t he detect nanites with his FTL communication system? Why aren’t yours lighting up like a neon sign and giving him your location?” 
 
    “Great question. During my days looking over his shoulder and reading his notes, I learned some additional odds and ends. Apparently, his FTL system can only detect nanites in their inactive state. Once they’re activated, he doesn’t get a homing signal. It’s almost like the nanites have a find my lost phone feature that only works when the phone is actually lost. Maybe the aliens figured there was no way you could lose the nanites while they were actively in use.” 
 
    Allie considered. “I guess that’s as good a guess as any,” she said.  
 
    “Which reminds me of a few other odds and ends I discovered,” said Hoyer, leaving his chair and sliding open a drawer built into the coffee table in front of him. Inside were five pairs of plastic glasses, with surfaces that seemed to blur the light that hit them. “I found the specs for these, well . . . specs, on Aronson’s computer. He figured out a way to see the nanites even when they’ve turned invisible. I had my nanites whip up hundreds of these glasses. I keep multiple pairs handy wherever I stay.” 
 
    “How do they work?” asked Allie. 
 
    “I never bothered to look into it. The fact that they work and I can make as many copies as I need is good enough for me.”  
 
    Hoyer handed both of his guests a pair of glasses and ordered the nanite cube to go invisible. Sure enough, with the glasses on, they returned to their silvery state, although everything else was distorted and blurry—not the ideal trade-off.   
 
    “I also learned of another invention of his,” continued Hoyer after the quick demonstration. “He spent time studying how the nanites can read weak telepathic signals from extraordinary distances. While performing his experiments, he identified a composite mesh that can block these telepathic signals. Like a Faraday cage blocks EM, or mu metals block magnetic fields. I’ve used the recipe to make helmets out of it. Light and air can go in and out, but not brainwaves. This guy might be pure evil, but as they say in Boston, he’s wicked smart. To be on the safe side, in case he ever finds me, I keep a dozen of these helmets readily available inside every one of my safe houses.” 
 
    Reed and Allie handed their glasses back to the major, who returned them to the drawer.  
 
    “But you leave your nanites invisible,” said Allie. “In the configuration of a sizable cube. Aren’t you worried that someone might barrel right into them, having no idea they’re even there?”   
 
    “You couldn’t slam into the cube if you tried. They’re too fast. They’ll sense you coming and scatter so you have a path. Like the parting of the Red Sea.” 
 
    Allie nodded approvingly. “Very sensible of them,” she said with the hint of a smile. “A standard feature that every invisible item should have, I suppose. Seems like the aliens thought of everything.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” agreed Hoyer.  
 
    “Thanks for the overview,” said Reed. “We really appreciate it. I know you’ve only scratched the surface. And I guess I can’t fault the military for cozying up to Aronson. Carbyne has already saved numerous lives. Including mine and Allie’s. I never thought I’d solve the riddle of where this material came from. Especially not today.” 
 
    He paused. “You’ve also explained how and where the nanites were found. How they work. And how you came to have a supply.” 
 
    The commander stared at Hoyer with unblinking eyes. “But we still don’t have an answer to the trillion-dollar question—what does this have to do with Allie Keane?” 
 
    “You keep asking that question, Commander. But there’s a more fundamental one you’ve failed to ask. One that would lead you to the answer you’re looking for. So I’ll ask it for you. If biological cells can make exact copies of themselves, why can’t nanites?” 
 
    Reed thought about this for several seconds and then shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “It’s a trick question. Because of course they can. If they can replicate anything, they can replicate themselves. At least Aronson’s nanites can.” 
 
    “Implying that yours can’t,” said Reed.  
 
    “I’m afraid not. Which is why I haven’t given them to the world. Right now, they can’t be reverse engineered. We can’t even scratch the surface. Where would we even begin? Aronson tried to understand the tech, and wrote in his notes he felt like a Neanderthal trying to reverse engineer a computer chip with stone tools. It can’t be done. So my nanites are a useful and interesting novelty. But they can’t revolutionize the world. They can’t usher in the glorious future I was talking about.   
 
    “But imagine if they could make unlimited copies of themselves,” continued Hoyer. “Then everyone on Earth could have a set to match mine. There would have to be safeguards built in, of course, and it would be a process, but humanity would quickly transform into a post-money civilization. We’d have infinite wealth. Infinite energy also, since the nanites can copy solar panels for free, or even full-blown power plants out of dirt.  
 
    “Everything would be abundant—and free. Energy. Clothing. Food. Believe me, the nanites can build a killer steak from the ground up. I have one in its memory that would make a vegan drool. I’ve eaten the same steak dozens of times, and every one tastes just as amazing as the one before. They can fabricate diamonds and cell phones. Carbyne and gold. Homes, skyscrapers, and city streets. It would be Heaven on Earth. As I said, money would become obsolete.” Hoyer smiled. “And even if it weren’t, you could mint your own, making perfect copies of whatever bills were in your wallet.” 
 
    He paused. “Bottom line, there would never again be the need for war. For theft. Poverty would vanish, to be replaced by unlimited wealth for all. No one would ever need to work again. Everyone could pursue their passions. Have their own yachts, or Gulfstream jets. There would be a chaotic adjustment period, no doubt, but this would change society far more profoundly than anything else ever has.”  
 
    Reed shook his head. “Why would Aronson not want to be responsible for bringing this about? He’d go down as the most consequential figure in history. You’d think even a psychopath would want that.” 
 
    “I’m sure he would,” said Hoyer. “But it’s a trade-off. And like I said, a psychopath of his genius is looking for epic challenges that can stimulate and adrenalize him. Besides, fame is one thing, power is another. And it’s relative. If everyone has money and power, no one has money and power. Aronson can be the richest, most powerful man on Earth. Or he can be identical to eight billion others. All with the exact same power and wealth that he has. He chose the former.” 
 
    Reed nodded grimly. 
 
    “Not that this choice is unprecedented,” said Hoyer. “Even God made the same call.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Allie. 
 
    “God can do anything, right? He’s all powerful. So he could have created a species of gods. He could have filled the universe with his equals. But instead, he created an inferior species to worship him. Aronson obviously prefers to do the same.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting God is a psychopath?” said Reed. 
 
    “Of course not. It’s just an interesting side note. Not that wiping out nearly every living creature on Earth in a flood doesn’t make one suspicious.” 
 
   

 

 “An interesting theological discussion for another time,” said Reed. “But getting back to the nanites, why can’t yours reproduce? Did you get a faulty bunch? Too few?”  
 
    Hoyer shook his head. “No. A suitcase worth has enough distributed intelligence to orchestrate self-replication. But Aronson was even smarter and more paranoid than I knew. He realized that if someone stole just a fraction of his nanites, they could make an unlimited supply of their own. So he telepathically added a firewall, so that only he can order them to reproduce.”  
 
    The major paused to let this sink in. “Any guesses what it would take to remove this limitation?” 
 
    Allie sighed loudly. “A decryption algorithm that only a quantum computer can run?”   
 
    “You got it,” said Hoyer. He turned to Zachary Reed and raised his eyebrows. “You asked how Dr. Keane plays into this?” he continued. “Simple. She’s perhaps the most important person on Earth. At the moment, I have all the nanites I’m ever going to have. I use them sparingly, because if any are lost, I can’t replace them. I’d love to capture Aronson and get him to provide the decryption key. But that’s unlikely. So I’ve been focusing on finding a way to break the encryption on my own. 
 
    “And not just for the nanites to be able to reproduce,” he continued. “Also so I can have a real conversation with the alien AI. Aronson encrypted that also. Apparently, the distributed intelligence has at least two levels of functionality. A basic state, in which it can carry out orders, hold the structures of unlimited items in its memory, use telepathy, and understand language. But that’s all. No back-and-forth conversation, which is possible in its higher order state.” 
 
    Hoyer paused. “My guess is that he leaves his entire supply encrypted at all times. Unless he wants them to whip up more of themselves.” 
 
    “Or chat with the AI,” added Reed.  
 
    “Exactly. In these cases, he just uses a decryption key to unlock them temporarily. I’ve spent over a year scouring the globe for a breakthrough in quantum computers, so I can unlock them on my own. So they can make unlimited copies of themselves and bring about a utopia. So I can ask the alien AI questions, even if it’s cagey. And so I have a chance of countering whatever Aronson has up his sleeve when he finally stops biding his time and reveals his endgame.” 
 
    Hoyer paused and nodded solemnly at Allie. “And you’re the key to all of it, Dr. Keane.”  
 
    The slender twenty-eight-year-old physicist blew out a long breath. “Awesome,” she said wryly. “I mean, as long as there’s no pressure on me or anything.” 
 
    Hoyer laughed. “Think of it this way,” he said. “This is the ideal partnership. I can make unlimited copies of the molecule you need—right now! Even though my nanites are operating at a basic state, their distributed intelligence still knows English. And the English language is quite capable of describing your molecule down to the last atom. So the nanites can assemble your molecule without needing to digest one first. In whatever quantity you desire.” 
 
    Allie brightened. “I’m not going to lie, that could turn out to be . . . helpful,” she said, smiling at the magnitude of her own understatement.    
 
    “You’d still have to figure out how to integrate your biomolecule into qubits,” noted Reed. “And the exact way to configure the qubits to get a working computer. Neither of which are simple matters.” 
 
    “True,” said Allie, “but instead of getting to the ultimate quantum computer in five to ten years, I could probably get there in one or two.” 
 
    “And think of what it will mean when you do,” said Hoyer. “A better computer, yes. I’m not trying to minimize the importance of just that. But also nanites unleashed. Fully unleashed. Enough to supply the world.” 
 
    “How do you envision this collaboration working?” asked Reed. 
 
    “Dr. Keane comes to work with me. But her official status has to remain missing, or presumed dead. If Tech Ops becomes aware of her, so does Aronson.” 
 
    “Are you certain he’s infiltrated my group?”  
 
    “I’m not saying he has a mole in Tech Ops, if that’s what you’re asking. But he doesn’t need one. Nanites make spying easy. You already know they can basically make themselves invisible. They can go through drains, squeeze through microscopic gaps under doors, and so on. And once they’re in, they can fabricate listening devices on site. Or even well-concealed wired connections to the outside. Which gives whoever controls them the ability to listen in to classified meetings, and look over shoulders to get computer passwords. With Aronson’s genius, and the nanites at his disposal, he has his fingers in every pie. And what better group to keep an eye on than Tech Ops?” 
 
    Reed swallowed hard. “Understood.”  
 
    The room fell silent for several long seconds. 
 
    “So what do you say, Dr. Keane?” asked Hoyer, breaking the silence. “Are you in?” 
 
    “First of all, call me Allie,” she replied. “And second . . . yeah, I’m in. Absolutely.” She nodded at the major with a steely intensity. “An army couldn’t stop me.” 
 
    “Good thing,” said Reed with a wry smile. “Because one has already tried.”  
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    Allie Keane felt like she had been riding a perilous roller-coaster continuously for days. She had innocently posted a pre-publication review of her qubit theory and results. And just like that, she was now critically important in bringing about a Heaven on Earth, and trying to stop a brilliant scientist she had thought was dead from having his way with the planet.  
 
     Really? It was so impossible to conceive that she vowed to stop trying, and just take things at face value. 
 
    “So how did you find us in Utah?” asked Zachary Reed. “Well, I know how you found us. You had access to the homing beacon and listening device implanted in Allie’s shoulder. But how did that come to be?” 
 
    “What makes you think I had access to the Chinese bug?” 
 
    “It’s obvious. When you first gave me instructions in my holding cell, you had information that you could have only gotten if you’d been listening in to the proceedings. And to my earlier conversations with Allie. You even referenced the nanites turning me into Superman, a reference Allie and I had used earlier.”  
 
     “Very good, Commander. You’re correct. As to the how of it, I’ve made it my mission to keep tabs on breakthrough quantum computer research. I already had access to Tech Ops intel as part of my groups’ purview. But I was able to spy on China’s Tech Ops equivalent. As I said, the nanites make spying almost too easy. The Chinese divvy up responsibilities differently than you do. Your people work across technologies. The Chinese specialize. Each department focuses on a specific technological area. Colonel Chen, whose first name is Sun, by the way, was in charge of their quantum division.” 
 
    “I see,” said Reed. “So you focused most of your spying on him?” 
 
    “Correct. Which is how I learned about their undetectable bug, and how to patch into it. Lucky I did, because when this story broke, it broke fast. Allie came out of nowhere. Caught everyone off guard. By the time I clued in, Chinese forces had already beaten me to her.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you managed to assemble a team and catch up,” said Reed. “Better late than never.” 
 
    “If they had managed to get away cleanly from the start,” said Hoyer, “she’d be in China now, and I’d have a much harder time getting her back. I have you to thank for that, Commander.” 
 
    Reed nodded but remained silent. 
 
    “Allie was an unexpected development,” continued Hoyer. “But so were you, Commander. Remember, I was able to listen in to what was being said around her the entire time. You were driving the Chinese crazy. They couldn’t shake you off. And they couldn’t beat you. They were almost in awe of your abilities. I have to say that I get it. Even after you arrived at their underground site in Utah, you made the perfect move, getting them to remove the bug and homing device. We could have removed it ourselves later, but it was a big help to have her untraceable from the start.” 
 
    “Glad it worked out,” said Reed. 
 
    “I’m not just blowing smoke up your ass, Commander,” said Hoyer. “You aren’t as unexpected and vital as Allie here, but you could well be the best operative I’ve ever seen. I could use a man like you. If anyone can find Bryce Aronson, it’s you. You could go back to Colonel Hubbard and invent a tale of how you escaped, but Allie was taken from the Chinese by an unknown party. I’m sure you could arrange to spearhead the search for this unknown party. You couldn’t mention Aronson by name, of course, because of his protected status. But with your innate skills, and the ability to tap all the resources of the US military and government, you’d have a real shot.” 
 
    “Interesting proposition.”   
 
    “I’ve tried tracking carbyne shipments back to their source,” added Hoyer. “But he’s too smart. I tried following the money from government accounts to his, but again—”  
 
    “Alert! Alert! Alert!” blared Hoyer’s security AI through speakers in the ceiling. “We’re under attack. Repeat, under attack.” 
 
    Reed jumped to his feet with his gun drawn, pushing Allie behind him and swiveling to face the door. Hoyer’s gun appeared magically in his hand as well, and he joined Reed in front of the indispensable young physicist.  
 
    A shimmering carpet of silver nanites melted from their cube configuration and swarmed over to Allie and the major, climbing them rapidly and covering them once again in a protective cocoon, this time fully visible. They seemed so alive.  Allie had to remind herself that they hadn’t acted alone, that Hoyer must have issued telepathic orders.   
 
    She scanned the tiled views on the eighty-inch monitor beside the door and her breath caught in her throat. In the kitchen above, the decapitated heads of two of Hoyer’s men were on the floor, with their bodies having collapsed beside them. The heads had been sliced off at the neck with surgical precision, so quickly that the men’s hearts continued to drive blood through their bodies, which gushed from the gaping hole above their shoulders like a fountain.  
 
    On a tile showing the great room, the other two mercs were firing wildly at nothing, and as Allie watched their necks were also severed. Their heads toppled to the floor, almost in unison, as blood exploded from their necks. Their bodies remained standing for seconds, as if unaware of their sudden change in status, before finally collapsing to the ground. Their necks had gone from fully intact to fully severed in an instant, as if felled by an invisible light saber wielded by the fastest Jedi in the galaxy. 
 
    The scene was more horrific than anything Allie had seen in the most gory horror movie, but she couldn’t look away. Blood continued to gush. She couldn’t imagine that a human body could contain so much of the sticky red substance, nor that it could be expelled so violently.  
 
    She was frozen in place, fighting to breathe, when Hoyer shoved something plastic into her right hand. A pair of glasses. Her two companions were already putting theirs on, and she broke from her paralysis to do the same. She gasped the moment they came down over her eyes to reveal a silver stream of nanites rushing under the door, racing toward them like a horizontal waterfall.  
 
    At the same instant she became aware that Hoyer’s nanites had dissolved from around his legs and waist and were now swarming up Reed’s body. They stitched themselves together around the commander’s head and neck in the blink of an eye, finishing only seconds before the incoming nanite stream reached him. 
 
    Reed had already closed his eyes, bracing for death, but the protection around his neck held. Allie was too terrified to even scream as the incoming nanites attempted to penetrate her neck as well, her heart only starting again when it became clear that they were failing. 
 
    At least for now. 
 
    She took a quick glance at Hoyer, and his neck, too, was ringed with angry nanites attempting to relieve him of his head.  
 
    But the major was ignoring them, barking instructions to his AI, which zoomed in on a man studying a tablet computer at the edge of the safe-house’s grounds, almost a hundred yards distant.  
 
    “Ava, send drones to tranq this guy!” Hoyer shouted at his AI. “Immediately! I want his ass out cold. Now!” 
 
    The tile showing the distant intruder expanded to take up half the monitor while nanites continued to claw at Allie’s neck. On the screen, four drones screamed into view, reminding Allie of diving falcons, in both size and speed, armed with both bullets and tranquilizer darts. The man who had been consulting his tablet computer collapsed to the ground as one of the darts hit its mark. 
 
    The moment the intruder fell, the attacking nanites ringing their necks became visible and slid to the ground, purposeless, forming the small cube that was their default position, awaiting the next telepathic instruction from their master.  
 
    Hoyer removed his glasses, and his two guests did the same. 
 
    “Wow,” he said, exhaling sharply. “That was too close for comfort.” 
 
    “Way too close,” said Reed. “Thanks for saving my, ah . . . neck,” he added, as if he didn’t realize how literal this was until he was about to say it. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” said Hoyer. “I’m just glad you managed to keep your head about you.” 
 
    Hoyer glanced at Allie’s stunned, horrified face. “Sorry,” he said. “Too soon, right?” 
 
    “What just happened?” said Allie. 
 
    “What happened is that we got lucky. The only thing resistant to nanite digestion are the nanites themselves.” 
 
    Hoyer was minimizing his actions, but Allie found them to be both decisive and heroic. Donating the lower half of his protective suit to Zach had been fast thinking—and gutsy. 
 
    Allie stared at the unconscious man on the monitor, who was well-muscled and tall, and appeared deadly, even while on the ground.  
 
    Reed was also studying the monitor beside her. “Is that Aronson?” he asked.  
 
    “No,” said Hoyer, “but clearly someone he employs. I know he’s hired mercs, like I have, and scores of them are hunting for me.” 
 
    “It looks like one found you,” said Allie. “Would he really let them use his nanites as a weapon?”  
 
    “Apparently. But only a limited amount of them, with limited functionality. Which is the only reason we’re alive. If they weren’t dumbed down, we’d be road kill. My guess is that Aronson lends them to a few of his men, but they’re programmed solely for decapitation. So that the only power the mercs have is to choose the targets. Notice how the nanites stubbornly kept trying to chop off our heads, even after it didn’t work. If Aronson hadn’t narrowed their functionality, they’d have been smart enough, adaptable enough, to change tactics.” 
 
    “You mean like cutting through our exposed waists once you sealed off our necks?” said Reed. 
 
    “That’s what I mean exactly. Or burrowing through our eyes and into our brains.” 
 
    Allie shuddered and closed her eyes. “Thanks. I feel a lot better now.”  
 
    She held out the magic glasses Hoyer had given her for him to take back, but he shook his head. “Keep them,” he said. “In your pocket. You too, Commander. After what just happened, we should have a pair on hand at all times.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” said Allie. 
 
    “Commander, come with me,” said Hoyer. “We need to retrieve our unconscious friend. Allie, be ready to leave when we return, say three minutes.” 
 
    “I’ll start packing.” 
 
    “No need. The clothing and belongings you have here aren’t the originals. I had them digested and remade, so they’re all in nanite memory. We can make duplicates anywhere we go.” 
 
    “That’s convenient,” said Allie as the two men bounded up the stairs. 
 
    “Stay in this room until we get back,” Reed called down from the top of the stairs. 
 
    In less than three minutes they returned, carrying their human cargo down into the basement. Hoyer sent his nanites streaming into the raw materials room, and he and Reed returned with a steel chair and four zip-ties that had magically materialized in front of them. Less than a minute later the intruder was bound in place on the chair, which Hoyer had the nanites affix to the floor. He then had them construct a mesh helmet, with straps that even Houdini couldn’t remove, and affixed it around the intruder’s head. 
 
    “Are we just going to leave him here?” asked Allie. 
 
    “Yes,” said Hoyer. “Because we’re coming back. Aronson is brilliant and connected, but he was never in the field. So we’ll be able to put one over on him. I’m jamming all signals to be sure this guy can’t be tracked. My guess is that he freelanced and just got lucky to find this place—and us. If not, Aronson would have sent an army. Regardless, the place is compromised. So we’ll make a show of fleeing. We’ll drive to a private airfield nearby and into my private hanger. It has a tunnel exit we can take to a nearby street where I have another car. I’ll have my pilot take off and lead anyone watching on a wild goose chase across the country, while we double back here.” 
 
    “Right?” said Allie slowly. “Because Aronson would never think you’d have the audacity to return to a site he’s already cracked.” 
 
    “Exactly,” replied Hoyer. “We can lie low here for a few days and figure out where to go next.” When he didn’t hear any objections, he continued. “Okay, then. Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Not quite yet,” said Reed. “Why have Allie go upstairs until it’s been sanitized? Can you send your nanites to ah . . . clean up the mess?” 
 
    “I’ll need to go with them to make sure they get everything.”  
 
    “Not a problem,” said Reed pointedly. “We’ll wait.” 
 
    Hoyer started up the stairs, and his living carpet of silver nanites trailed behind him.  
 
    The commander watched him disappear and then turned to stare into the beautiful green eyes of his companion. “How are you feeling?” he asked softly. 
 
    “Like I just saw four men get their heads cut off,” said Allie wearily. “So pretty awful.” 
 
    “Hang in there,” said Reed. “You should know that you’re amazingly strong. Amazingly resilient. Most people would be curled up into a fetal position by now. So dig deep, Allie. Because I know you’re going to change the world forever.” 
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    Even after traveling to Hoyer’s private airfield and circling back to the safe house, they still had to wait almost two hours before the man they had captured finally awakened. Reed insisted that Allie not be present while they interrogated their prisoner, but she had insisted right back that she wasn’t going anywhere. She was in this too deep and had seen too much already. She needed to be present to hear every word and observe every facial expression and nuance of the proceedings.  
 
    Their prisoner was clean-cut and in his thirties, with a perpetual scowl on his face. 
 
    “Who are you?” demanded Hoyer, inches away from the man’s no-telepathy helmet while Allie and Reed observed from several feet away. “And who are you working for?” 
 
    “My name is Rico Gillespie,” spat the prisoner. “And that’s all you’re getting from me. So why don’t you save us all some time and kill me now.” 
 
    “I have bad news for you, Rico,” said Hoyer. “You won’t be getting off that easy.” 
 
    “Torture won’t do you any good.” 
 
    “I’m not planning on torture. At least not the physical kind. Because I have all the time in the world. People are wired to take pain. You know what we aren’t wired for? Solitary confinement. So I plan to leave you alone in a dark room for a few weeks. I’ll even feed you, you piece of shit,  even though you killed four of my men and tried to kill us. Believe me, you’ll be begging for physical torture. Begging to tell me anything I want to know, just for the human contact.  
 
    “But why go there?” continued Hoyer in his most reasonable tone. “Answer my questions and I’ll let you go. Despite what you’ve done. And what’s the point of silence? It’s obvious you’re working for Bryce Aronson. And it’s obvious why you’re here.” 
 
    “You’re dead already,” said the prisoner. “It’s only a matter of time. Aronson has loyal men like me who would gladly die for him, and mercenaries he’s promised a big payday to.” 
 
    “What? You’re willing to die for him? Gladly? Why?” 
 
    “Because he’s a great man,” said Gillespie, with all the fervor of a true believer. “And powerful. Almost like a god. He can control matter itself. He can conjure up anything out of thin air.” 
 
    “He’s using technology, you idiot!” 
 
    “No technology can do what he does. And he can even transfer his power to me, letting me control matter also.”  
 
    “Yeah, but only to tell it who to target.” 
 
    “How did you know that?” 
 
    “Maybe because I’m not a thumb-sucking moron,” said Hoyer in disdain. “Aronson is a psychopath. One with enough charisma to play Jedi mind tricks on idiots. Psychopaths can charm and con and manipulate the hell out of people. It’s their greatest gift. And he’s done a number on you.” 
 
    “He’s going to save the world from itself. You’ll see.” 
 
    Hoyer shook his head. “But who will save the world from him? And if he’s such a god, able to transfer his epic powers, why isn’t this magic matter of his trying to kill me now?” 
 
    Gillespie shot him a look of pure hatred, but didn’t respond. 
 
    “I’ll tell you why. Because you have a cage around your head that blocks brainwaves. Because his tricks are nothing but applied technology, which can be nullified by other technology. Like a simple helmet.” 
 
    “Believe what you want. I know the truth.” 
 
    “It’s people like you, Rico, who make me wonder if humanity deserves a utopia. I’m pretty sure a chimpanzee could outthink you. And the chimp wouldn’t murder other chimps to serve a con artist with delusions of grandeur.” 
 
    Gillespie glared back at the major but didn’t respond. 
 
    “You mentioned there’s a price on my head,” continued Hoyer, trying a different tack. “How much?” 
 
    “Ten million. But only for nonbelievers. Men like me don’t need a reward. Seeing you die in agony is reward enough.” 
 
    “Ten million. Wow. I feel special.” 
 
    “Don’t,” said the prisoner. He looked past Hoyer and nodded at Allie Keane. “Because as of a few days ago, she’s as good as dead too. And for the same ten million. In fact, Aronson’s more keen on collecting her scalp even than yours. She’s a pretty little thing—doesn’t look like much—but, apparently, she’s his kryptonite. He’ll never stop coming until she’s dead, you can count on that.” 
 
    Allie visibly swallowed but didn’t look away. Hoyer shot her an apologetic glance and continued. “Where can I find your boss?”  
 
    The prisoner laughed. “You can’t. But he’ll find you. Believe me. The smart money says you won’t live out the year. You’re lucky to be alive right now.” 
 
    “I need you to tell me where he is,” persisted Hoyer. “Last chance. If you refuse, we’ll try isolation for forty-eight hours and ask again. You’re a crazed zealot, so I expect you to hold out for a while. But you’ll break eventually. I guarantee it.” He leaned in intensely. “The smart money says you won’t last a month.” 
 
    Gillespie smiled. “Good luck with that,” he said. “Because I’ll be dead in minutes.” 
 
    “I told you, I don’t plan to kill you.” 
 
    “Aronson supplies his loyal followers with a fake tooth. With a cyanide capsule inside. I’ll be able to open the tooth with my tongue and bite down hard enough on the capsule to break it open before you can stop me.” 
 
    Hoyer stared at his prisoner in disbelief. “A cyanide capsule?” he said. “What is this, a 1950s spy movie? You’re bluffing.” 
 
    “We’re about to find out.” 
 
    “You’d really give your life for this man? Just like that? What kind of spell has he cast on you? If you’re really serious, let me explain who he really is. What is really going on. Let me help you see that he isn’t the man you think he is.” 
 
    “I feel sorry for you,” said Gillespie. “My death will be fast and painless. But when Aronson finds you, it’ll be death by a thousand cuts. Over a period of months. You might consider getting a cyanide capsule of your own.” 
 
    With that, the prisoner known as Rico Gillespie bit down violently on something unseen, and almost immediately began foaming at the mouth. Seconds later, his eyes rolled back into his skull and he ceased to exist.  
 
    Hoyer shook his head in disbelief. “He might not be as easy to break as I thought,” he mumbled miserably. 
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    The two military men stayed behind to dispose of Rico Gillespie’s body, while Allie showered for a second time that day, feeling a desperate need to cleanse herself.  
 
    An hour later, Tom Hoyer entered the first-floor kitchen in the Henderson safe house hauling a heavy bag of potting soil, dropping it unceremoniously onto the travertine tiled floor. Zachary Reed and Allie Keane followed closely behind, and all three took up chairs around a glass kitchen table, exhausted. 
 
    It had been another brutally long day. 
 
    “Thanks for joining me for dinner,” the major said to his guests. “What would you like to eat?”  
 
    “What do you have?” said Reed. 
 
    Hoyer raised his eyebrows. “What don’t I have?” he said with a smile. “You’ve been living in a world without nanites for too long. For more than a year now, whenever I have a new meal, I have the nanites digest it first and then remake it. There are many hundreds of dishes in the nanites’ collective memory. And if I have them digest a quart of Chunky Monkey ice cream, they can create a new quart of Chunky Monkey ice cream identical to the original, container and all. A quart just as cold as it was when originally digested. Or, through the always impressive wonders of alchemy and 3D printing, they can create French Onion Soup that’s still piping hot. Think Star Trek replicators again. Whatever you want is likely to be in their collective memory. I’ve ordered entire menus worth of dishes from top restaurants and taken it all home for nanite digestion.” 
 
    “Kind of puts the microwave to shame, doesn’t it?” said Reed with a wry smile. 
 
    Allie’s head tilted in thought. “But how can the nanites possibly have a memory capacity this large?” she said. “I wanted to ask about that earlier. The memory storage required to catalog every last constituent atom of a cell phone alone would choke the capacity of every computer on Earth, combined. I get that they can use data compression when the material is uniform, like a glass touchscreen. So they can use the shorthand of ‘knit together two trillion touchscreen atoms here’ instead of accounting for each of them individually. But still.”   
 
    “You know the answer,” said Hoyer. “But you won’t let yourself believe it.” 
 
    Allie sighed. “You’re right. At least Star Trek seems sane. But this is more like Alice in Wonderland stuff. Utterly preposterous.” She paused. “But the answer almost has to be higher dimensions again.” 
 
    “Why is that?” asked Reed. “Couldn’t it just be that their memory storage density is very high?” 
 
    “I’m sure it is,” said Allie. “Probably millions of times better than our best efforts. But given the limited space the nanites’ occupy in the 3D realm, this wouldn’t be enough. Most of their memory storage has to take place in higher dimensions, just like their mechanics. We can only see an infinitesimal fraction of the whole with our limited 3D senses.” 
 
    “How would that work in practice?” asked Reed. “Hidden in higher dimensions sounds great—but what does it really mean?”  
 
    Allie paused in thought. “Imagine a being who is completely flat,” she began, “existing solely in a flat 2D universe. Like the king of clubs trapped inside a playing card, but with eyes that can only see side to side. Not only would he be smashed flat, he’d be entirely unable to perceive or detect anything in the up or down directions. Or even imagine the existence of such directions.” 
 
    Reed nodded slowly. “Go on,” he said. 
 
    “Suppose we, as 3D beings, wanted to store text. We could stack a typed manuscript a million miles high, making full use of our higher dimension. But the king of clubs could only ever see the first page. The one that touches his plane. Actually, he could only see the edges of the first page, since he’d have no ability to lift himself above it to read the words.” 
 
    Reed nodded. “So for the king, a stack of pages would have the same small footprint as a single page.”  
 
    “Exactly. To us the third dimension is obvious. But to these poor 2D creatures, it’s inconceivable. If you lowered a penny onto their plane of existence, it would appear to them to have materialized out of thin air.” 
 
    Allie paused to let that sink in. 
 
    “So by analogy,” she continued, “we’re poor 3D creatures, incapable of perceiving a fourth spatial dimension. But that doesn’t mean one doesn’t exist. The nanite memory function is stacked there, a million miles high, in a direction that we can’t perceive. So it appears to us to take up virtually no space at all. But in reality it’s taking up considerable space.” 
 
    “Nicely explained,” said Reed in admiration. 
 
    Allie’s eyes widened. “Wait a minute,” she said, ignoring the compliment, “if most of the nanites’ machinery and memory exist in higher dimensional space, this also must be where they carry out their transmutations. Which explains a lot. Any energy release happens in a dimension we can’t perceive, directed away from our own, no doubt. And this must also be where they store their raw materials.”   
 
    “Raw materials?” said Reed in confusion. 
 
    “We’ve seen them digest potting soil and then build things. A table and a phone. But if they just chewed the soil into its constituent atoms, how would that help them? They need to carry the soil back to where they’re doing their construction.” 
 
    “Very impressive reasoning, Dr. Keane,” said Hoyer. “I wasn’t about to go into that level of detail quite yet, but you’re right. We see the raw materials disappear, but when they’re using them for construction, they really don’t. They’re just carried to the construction site in the fourth dimension, so we can’t see them. Leafcutter ants are a perfect analogy. They carve up leaves, which they carry sticking straight up like green sailboat sails.  
 
    “So you can imagine the nanites as tiny ants clinging to their leaves,” continued Hoyer. “Which they thrust upward into the fourth dimension. Leafcutter ants can carry up to fifty times their own weight. But the nanites can carry a lot more raw material even than that.”   
 
    Reed nodded slowly as he absorbed what his two companions had described. “You’re right,” he said to Allie. “This really is Alice in Wonderland kind of stuff. Or better yet, Arthur C. Clarke is right again with that whole ‘indistinguishable from magic’ thing.”  
 
    After another few minutes discussing higher dimensions, Hoyer’s guests put in their dinner orders and watched in fascination as the nanites quickly converted potting soil into three perfectly cooked and plated meals. Watching them in action never seemed to get old. 
 
    Reed and Hoyer both had the steak the major had raved about, while Allie had a Caesar salad. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about where we go from here,” said Hoyer while they ate. “And I’m convinced that our best move is to stay right where we are. Indefinitely.” 
 
    “Why?” said Reed.   
 
    “I can’t figure out how Rico Gillespie discovered this place, but I don’t think he told Aronson. I think he wanted to surprise the boss by bringing back our heads on a platter. If Aronson had known, he’d have come at us much harder.  
 
    “Even if I’m wrong, and he’s learned of all of my sites, we’re still better off here. My jet has been flying around the country since we left the hangar, and the pilot will soon be pulling a three-card monte to lose any tail for good. Aronson’s not going to guess we’d ever come back to a place we knew was blown.”  
 
    “We can’t be positive,” said Reed. 
 
    “We take a chance no matter what,” replied the major. “If he has discovered my other sites, he’ll be watching them. All in all, I think it’s more likely he’s waiting for us elsewhere than he’ll think to look for us here again. And I can have a dozen mercenaries here by morning to protect us.” 
 
    “Yeah, because the last group did such a good job of that,” said Reed sarcastically. He shook his head. “Mercs were useful for your raid in Utah, Major, this is true. But I don’t see how they help here. Not against the . . . unconventional weaponry that Aronson can deploy. Besides, did you ever consider that’s how you were found? That someone was tracking your soldiers for hire? Why bring in bodies we can’t fully trust?” 
 
    Hoyer swallowed a piece of steak and nodded. “You make a good point.” 
 
    “And if we are going to keep Allie here,” continued Reed, “we need to beef up our computer and electronic security.”  
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Your surveillance right now is geared toward catching men or drones sneaking up on us. But what really sneaked up on us was a carpet of invisible nanites. So what if you covered the lenses of all your cameras, stationary and drone-based, with the material in Aronson’s visibility glasses? Would the cameras then be able to detect a swarm of invisible nanites creeping across the desert?”   
 
    Hoyer considered. “Interesting thought,” he said finally. “I don’t see why that wouldn’t work. The rest of what they’d see would be blurry, but that’s a small price to pay. And we could leave some cameras untouched to better capture conventional threats. Or add cameras, since the nanites can make endless copies.”  
 
    The major nodded slowly. “I’m not sure why I didn’t think of this earlier,” he added. “But it’s a great idea. I’ll put this into practice as soon as we finish eating.” 
 
    “Good,” said Reed. “Give me a day or two, and I’ll come up with more ideas to secure the place.”  
 
    “I’ll take you up on that, Commander.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Allie, spearing her fork deep into her salad and leaving it standing there. “Not to throw a wrench into your plans, but we can’t stay here. I need a lab with sophisticated equipment. I know you can provide an unlimited supply of the molecule I need right away. But once I have it, I’ll need to perform experiments to verify my calculations are correct. Which will probably take a few weeks. And that’s before we begin trying to construct a quantum computer, which requires even more equipment.” 
 
    “Done,” said Hoyer simply. “You don’t think Caesar salad and steak is all I’ve put in the nanite memory banks, do you? Remember how much is riding on a quantum computer. So I prepared for the day that someone would make a breakthrough. A while back I visited the labs of two of the best experimental quantum physicists on the planet . . . after hours. I had the nanites digest their equipment, and then reproduce it again. So no harm, no foul. The profs never knew I was there. Their equipment worked the same as always after I left, and looked the same, down to the last microscopic scratch.”   
 
    Allie nodded. “Very nice,” she said with a delighted smile. “They keep their equipment, and your nanites keep the data on how to build it.” 
 
    “Right. So not only can I whip you up an entire lab by the time you wake up tomorrow, it’s portable. We can change locations at any time without worrying about leaving expensive or irreplaceable equipment behind. The nanites can build us a new copy in the next place we’re at.” 
 
    “Well, isn’t that . . . useful,” said Allie. 
 
    “I’m not sure how I ever lived without them,” said Hoyer with a smile. He shook his head in disgust. “Yet this is the tech that Aronson is keeping from the world,” he added, outraged. “The longer you use it, the more uses you find. Aronson’s refusal to share the technology is unconscionable.” 
 
    Allie waited several long seconds for the major to stop fuming. “One last question,” she said finally. “I get that you have the specs on the equipment. But do we have enough room here?” 
 
    “I built every safe house with a subterranean space twice the size of the house itself. Beyond the raw materials storage room we were in is another room, even larger. Well lighted, epoxy-over-concrete floor. You’ll have a lab your colleagues at USD would envy.” 
 
    Allie frowned, and a deep sadness appeared in her expressive green eyes—an emotion quite different from the one Hoyer had hoped to evoke. His words were a reminder of a past life that was now off limits to her forever.  
 
    “How about this,” said the major, trying to bring back the good mood he had temporarily deflated, “why don’t you and Commander Reed relax on the ground floor. Watch some TV. Whatever. You’ve been going at a furious pace. And I’ll get completely out of your hair downstairs. I need to adjust security like the commander suggested, and get your shiny new lab up and running. I can promise total privacy until morning.”  
 
    “It’s a nice thought,” said Reed, “but I need to leave. If I’m going to appear in Salt Lake City with a fabricated story for Colonel Hubbard, there’s no time like the present. I’ve delayed too long already.”   
 
    “Why does it matter?” said Hoyer. “You’ll be presenting her with a grand mystery. A longer delay in your reappearance will just make it that much more mysterious.”  
 
    Reed considered. “Even so, the sooner I go, the sooner I can be put in charge of hunting our nemesis. The man who, as far as Hubbard or the military are concerned, shall remain nameless.” 
 
    “Voldemort?” said Allie with a smile. 
 
    “Really?” said Reed. “Star Trek. Alice in Wonderland. Back to the Future. The Terminator. And now Harry Potter. Any pop culture reference we aren’t going to use?”  
 
    Allie sighed. “The wilder things get, the more we need to ground ourselves in the familiar, I guess.” 
 
    “And the greater the need for a little downtime,” added Hoyer. He nodded at Reed. “No one wants Aronson more than I do, Commander. But if anyone ever needed a night of R&R, it’s the two of you.” 
 
    Reed sighed in surrender. “You’re probably right,” he said. “Besides, while you’re busy downstairs, someone has to keep Allie company.” 
 
    “Wow, Zach,” said the woman in question. “You make spending time with me sound like a chore. Like you drew the short straw. You military types really know how to make someone feel special.” 
 
    Reed laughed. ‘I’ll work on that,” he said. “But I can’t promise anything. The way I see it, it’s almost impossible to find a way to make you feel as special as you are.” 
 
    Allie grinned. “Much better,” she said. “You’re a quick study, Commander.” 
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    Allie rested her head on Reed’s smooth chest and pressed herself against him as he lay on his back on the king-sized bed. She closed her eyes, and as he wrapped his steely arms around her, she almost felt like purring. 
 
    It had been a long time since she’d last slept with a man. Too long. And she hadn’t slept with a man she was this attracted to, on this many levels, for even longer. It was possible that she never had.    
 
    They were presently in what Hoyer had called the master bedroom, although the second room he had assigned for their use was almost as large. After the stress and trauma of the past several days, the R&R had worked like a charm, and they found themselves laughing, and bonding, and being irresistibly drawn together, like two planets on an unstoppable collision course. They shared an intense romantic chemistry, and she couldn’t quite remember just how they had ended up in bed together, only that it had quickly become apparent that this outcome was inevitable. 
 
    If Zachary Reed could be believed, he had fallen for her as much as she had fallen for him. Men were known to be willing to say or do anything to get a woman into bed, but Allie was convinced that his interest was deep and sincere. She had initiated as much as he had, and she felt certain he wouldn’t lead her on or take advantage of her.  
 
    Even if she was wrong, she needed this more than she’d ever needed anything. Just because she was a scientist didn’t mean she wasn’t driven by the same primal, animal needs as the rest of humanity. By compulsions evolution had hard-wired in to ensure species survival. Even Albert Einstein wasn’t above a good romp in the hay, and Allie was sure that during the act even his mighty intellect was subsumed by burning thoughts of all the naughty things he wanted to do to his partner. 
 
    Even if none of this were true, the man beside her had put his life on the line to save hers. He had shown a dedication to protecting her that was absolute. Any man willing to risk death for her, especially one who looked like Zachary Reed, with a personality even more appealing than his appearance, needed to be slept with. Repeatedly.  
 
    Reed turned his head and kissed her gently on the lips. “You really are an amazing woman,” he whispered. “And I’m not saying that because I slept with you. I slept with you because you’re an amazing woman.”   
 
    She gazed into his eyes and knew that he meant it. Just a week earlier, amazing wasn’t a word she’d ever use to describe herself. Anything but. Still, she had now gone through the looking glass, and it was a whole new world.  
 
    “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Zach,” she said. His calm, strong presence had kept her from losing her mind. “You’re something positive in my life, just when I need it the most. Thank you for that. And for being so strong for me while your own life has been upended.”  
 
    He shook his head. “The changes in my life are nothing compared to the changes in yours. To what you’ve had to endure. I’ve been in desperate situations with civilians and soldiers, both, and you’ve shown as great a strength of will as any of them.” 
 
    “Thanks, Zach. That means a lot. But I don’t want to minimize what you’ve been having to cope with. I know you recently left friends in the SEALs who were like brothers to you. And you’ve had to deal with a revolutionary qubit discovery, the Chinese military, and alien nanites—in just the span of a few days.”   
 
    “This is all true. But I’ve also been thrown together with the most remarkable woman I’ve ever met. So I’ll take it.” 
 
    “Does Eve know you feel that way about me?” said Allie playfully. 
 
    “I only wish I could ask her,” he lamented. “Another reason I’m so lucky that you’re you. My lenses and Eve have become as much a part of me as my eyes and ears. I feel lost without them. But you’re the best cure for cold turkey ever.” 
 
    “Did you just call me a cure for cold turkey?” said Allie wryly. “Really? How poetic,” she continued, breaking into a grin. “I can’t believe I’m competing for a man’s affection with a pair of contact lenses and a computer program.” 
 
    Reed laughed. “Well, yeah,” he said. “But on the plus side, you’re the only woman who could.” 
 
    “I don’t know whether to be flattered or disturbed,” said Allie with a grin. “I’m thinking your romantic skills still need some work.” 
 
    He answered this with a long, passionate kiss. “I don’t know about my romantic skills,” he said, raising his eyebrows, “but there are some other skills I’m finally ready to work on again.” 
 
    They made love for a second time, an epic session, and when they had finished they were both emotionally and physically spent.  
 
    Allie soon felt herself drifting away into an idyllic sleep when she vaguely sensed Reed rising from the bed and beginning to dress. “Where are you going?” she mumbled, barely conscious. 
 
    He leaned down and kissed her on the cheek. “Better for the major not to find us in bed together.”   
 
    “We aren’t teenagers,” she whispered. 
 
    “True, but the three of us might be spending a lot of time together in close quarters. Don’t want to make things awkward. And it’s a bit of an ethical breach for me to be sleeping with you. I was determined not to cross that line.” He sighed. “But it turned out that my rational mind had no say in the matter. I blame you. For casting a spell on me.” 
 
    “Now that’s romantic,” mumbled Allie. And with that, she fell into a deep, dreamless slumber.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Zachary Reed finished dressing. As exhausted as he was, he paused to watch Allie sleep. To say she looked as peaceful as an angel was vomitingly cliché, but that was the thought that came into his head. 
 
    She was quite a woman. Having suffered at a young age, and having hit rock bottom, she was more resilient than anyone had a right to expect.  
 
    He sensed she had real feelings for him, and hoped these weren’t simply because he was a beacon in a terrifying darkness. She had desperately needed this session, to purge the tension from her body and soul, and give her something other than horror to focus on.  
 
    But once this ordeal ended, and a semblance of sanity returned, would she realize her feelings were more heat of the moment than long-term? He didn’t think this was the case, but as bright as he was, he was slow compared to her. Would this eventually create a wedge between them? 
 
    He shook his head. Where were these thoughts coming from? They were laughably premature. It would play out the way it would play out. The important thing was to be sure that he protected her. Always. This had gone from a job to a passion.  
 
    He glanced at the weaponry he had placed on the nightstand. When he and Allie had been frantically disrobing each other, it had been embarrassing to have to pause to carefully place a gun, a combat knife, and a pack of gum—really a Chinese-issue sonic generator—by the bed. Nothing said romance like lethal force.  
 
    Is that a gun in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me? In his case, it had been both. 
 
    Should he give her a gun? Teach her how to use it? Or even the sonic weapon? 
 
    He shook his head. As a raw newbie, she’d be just as likely to hurt herself with a gun as to save herself. And the generator was also a bad idea, since the user needed special ear protection. The debilitating shriek was strongest at the source, so even though the second use was non-lethal, if she used it, she’d remain unconscious for longer than those attacking her.  
 
    Even if none of this were true, wouldn’t giving her a weapon just scare her? Indicate that he was worried he might fail? And if he failed, with all of his training and experience, would any weapon really help her?  
 
    He sighed. No, the answer wasn’t to arm her. The answer was to be smarter and better than he had ever been. To not rest until he was certain she was protected like the gold in Fort Knox.   
 
    Arming her was tempting, no doubt. But the solution to keeping her safe was simply not to fail. Period. No matter what was thrown their way. 
 
    Reed took one last look at the slender physicist and returned to his room. He placed his gun and knife on the end table, and then fell into bed, not bothering to strip once again, asleep almost before his head hit the pillow.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Allison Keane awoke in a euphoric mood. The lovemaking had been passionate and profound, and her sleep had been deep and blissful. 
 
    By the time she reached the kitchen, Reed and Hoyer were already there. Both said good morning, but she could see in Reed’s eyes that he desperately wanted to embrace her. 
 
    She couldn’t blame him. She wanted to embrace him just as much.  
 
    “How was last night?” asked Hoyer. “Were you able to relax?” 
 
    “I was,” said Allie, trying to sound almost bored, and willing her eyes not to twinkle. “You were right, Major. It was just what the doctor ordered.” 
 
    “You both look great. Like your feet aren’t even touching the ground.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” said Allie, annoyed that her attempt to hide her euphoria had failed so miserably.  
 
    Reed stared wistfully at the young physicist. “Sorry to spoil the party,” he whispered, “but I need to get going.”  
 
    He sighed, and it was clear to Allie that he wasn’t happy about the prospect of leaving her, even for a few days or weeks.  
 
    “I was waiting until you woke up so I could say goodbye,” continued Reed. “At least goodbye for now. I’m sure the major is anxious to give you a tour of your new lab.”  
 
    “I’m anxious to get one,” said Allie. “But are you sure you can’t stay for breakfast, Zach? I bet the nanites make a mean Eggs Benedict.”  
 
    “As tempting as that is,” said Reed, “I really can’t. One of the major’s pilots is waiting for me at a nearby helipad. And there’s a park bench near Salt Lake City with my name on it.” 
 
    “Just be sure no cameras pick you up anywhere on your route,” said Hoyer. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Good,” said the major. “And keep us posted.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “One last thing,” said Hoyer. “The most important of all. When you do find Aronson, as I’m sure you will, don’t contact him. And don’t try to take him out. Under any circumstances. It’s a suicide mission. You’re good, but you’ve seen what the nanites can do. So call me, and we’ll figure out how to take him down together. Using my military equipment and resources. And my nanites,” he added pointedly.  
 
    “Understood,” said Reed. 
 
    “Once Aronson is out of the way,” continued Hoyer, “I’d like you to join us as head of security.” He paused to let this offer sink in. “What do you think?” 
 
    “How can I refuse?” said Reed immediately. “Where else can I work with magical alien tech? Or help bring utopia to the world?” He shot a brief, longing glance at Allie. “And I feel like I have a good . . . rapport with your chief scientist,” he added. “Which isn’t a bad thing, either.”   
 
    Hoyer’s lips curled up into just the hint of a smile. “No,” he said, “not a bad thing at all.”   
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    Colonel Sarah Hubbard sat alone in an office that was utilitarian and efficient but without any flair. Which matched her personality precisely. The space she spent most of her time in had all the high-tech bells and whistles anyone could want, with a plasma monitor that covered an entire wall, color printers—both the paper and 3D variety—and all manner of electronic security measures. But when it came to decorations, it sported nothing but a few perfunctory photos of her husband and grown children, and two potted plants, the minimum she could do to avoid getting a reputation as a dispassionate iron lady. 
 
    One who suddenly felt older than ever. 
 
    She had signed on to lead a group hidden in the shadows. A group waging a cold war for the future of the world. But that was the thing. It was supposed to be a cold war. Sure, she deployed trained operatives, ex-commandos, and engaged in sabotage and such, but it all seemed fairly innocent. Like her grandmother used to say, “It’s all fun and games until somebody gets hurt.” 
 
    Well, people had been getting hurt of late. Lots of them. And the war she was waging was about as cold as a furnace. 
 
    She sighed and prepared to place a call to Steve Smith, the most obvious alias in human history, a call her superior insisted she make, despite being in the epicenter of a shit-show unlike anything she had ever seen. She had barely slept in days. The most innocent places in America, like Iowa and Utah, were being turned into war zones. The body count was mounting higher than in a first-person-shooter video game. And Allie Keane, the most important asset she had identified during her entire tenure, was now in the wind. 
 
    Not the best time to hold the hand of a curious spectator. 
 
    Yet here she was about to do just that. Again.   
 
    Her commanding officer had introduced her to this Steve Smith a few years earlier—over the phone, audio only—and she had been instructed to tell him whatever he wanted to know, as if he had all the security clearances he would ever need. 
 
    Who was he?  
 
    Hubbard was never told, just that if he called, she needed to be cooperative. And that she never needed to call him. With one important exception. He was especially interested in any breakthrough in quantum computing technology, and needed to be notified of any such development immediately. Finally, her superior had made it clear that no one else in her group could know that she was making these calls, or the nature of her discussions with the mysterious Smith. 
 
    He had only contacted her three times in two years, and she had never initiated contact herself. There had never been a need, as no breakthroughs in quantum computer tech had arisen that would warrant such a call.  
 
    Until last week. Until Dr. Allison Keane came along with a breakthrough that Hubbard had known met the threshold for disclosure. The colonel had strongly considered not contacting this Smith, anyway, but realized she had no choice. It would come out that she had failed to contact him, and she wouldn’t possibly be able to pretend that the discovery wasn’t a big enough breakthrough to warrant his attention. She’d quickly find her ass in a sling—at best.  
 
    The identity of this man, and why he warranted such special treatment, continued to be a mystery. During their few brief discussions she had found him bright and quick on the uptake, but not military. And it was also clear that he had never spent a day as an intelligence operative.  
 
    So how in the world was he contributing? To anything? If he was a scientist, he should be working with Tech Ops already.  
 
    Did this Smith have compromising photos of her commanding officer screwing a Chinese spy? Or a little boy? Or some less lewd equivalent that served as blackmail fodder?  
 
    In the final analysis, it didn’t really matter. Orders were orders. And this was one she couldn’t justify ignoring. 
 
    So right after Hubbard had assigned Commander Reed to shark-proof Allie Keane, and recruit her to Tech Ops, she had contacted Steve Smith. She had told him about Dr. Keane’s work, and he was as shocked as everyone else to learn about it, and especially its origins. He had cut the call short so he could read the work for himself. When Hubbard next spoke to him, three hours later, it was clear that Smith wasn’t just interested in progress in quantum computing, but that he was a trained quantum physicist, himself.  
 
    Not that he had told her this, or anything else about himself. But it was abundantly clear from his questions, the words he chose, the understanding he had. He was just as facile with the jargon and concepts of quantum physics as he was out of his depth when it came to the military or intelligence.  
 
    Hubbard inhaled sharply as she prepared mentally for the imminent call, about as excited at the prospect of updating Smith as she would be about a trip to a dentist.  
 
    Or a proctologist.  
 
    “Jen,” she said to her personal AI, “put in a call to Steve Smith. Audio only.” 
 
    She had called him four times now in a matter of days, with this being the fifth. First, to tell him of Allison Keane. Second, to let him know that the brilliant young physicist had been abducted by parties unknown, but that Hubbard’s best operative, Commander Zachary Reed, was on their tail. Third, to inform Smith that Reed had successfully recovered Dr. Keane, and that she was safe and sound within a secure military base, and almost certain to join Tech Ops.  
 
    Smith had been ecstatic upon hearing this news. And why not? If Dr. Keane joined Tech Ops, he’d be able to keep total track of her, get all the updates he wanted. And he had insisted on being kept informed of her location, and the security measures being instituted to protect her.   
 
    And then there was the final call that Hubbard had made. When she had been forced to disclose to the mysterious Smith that they had lost Dr. Keane entirely. That she had vanished from the heart of a secure military base. Hubbard was pretty sure several veins on Smith’s forehead must have been bulging out like those of a cartoon character at this news, although he did an admirable job of not venting his rage on her, seeming to have decided it wasn’t wise to bite the hand that he needed to continue to feed him information. 
 
    Although he had likely berated her to her superior officer the moment he was off the phone.  
 
    Hubbard braced herself to deliver more bad news as Jen dialed. Smith picked up on the second ring. “Colonel Hubbard,” he answered. “Please tell me you’re calling because you’ve found Dr. Keane.”  
 
    “I’m afraid not,” she replied miserably. “But I do have new information to share.” 
 
    “New information can’t make up for losing Dr. Keane.” 
 
    “I’m well aware, Mr. Smith. But it’s all I have at the moment.” 
 
    “I’m listening.”  
 
    Hubbard took a deep breath. “First, we learned how she came to vanish from Fort Carson. It involved the base commander, General Tony Cameron. Long story short, the Chinese threatened to wipe out the general’s entire family if he didn’t cooperate.”   
 
    “Ruthless bastards,” said Smith. “But how did they even know where she was?” 
 
    “They planted a bug on her. One that managed to slip through our bug-detection protocols.” 
 
    “I see,” said Smith disapprovingly. “Even so, how is it that Commander Reed failed to stop this general? You said Reed was the best operative you have.”  
 
    “Because they wired Cameron with explosives, which, if detonated, would have killed Dr. Keane. Reed felt he had no choice but to play along.”  
 
    “Why would they kill their prize?” 
 
    Hubbard shook her head in disbelief. Once again, a clear demonstration that this guy didn’t think like an operative. “If they couldn’t have her, they wanted to make sure nobody could.” 
 
    “So where did they take her?” 
 
    “To an underground base near Manti, Utah. About a hundred forty miles south of Salt Lake City.”  
 
    “The Chinese have underground bases in the US?” 
 
    “Apparently so,” she replied casually, not wanting him to know that this had hit the entire US military and intel apparatus like a cattle prod to the gonads. 
 
    “Can I assume you’re mounting a mission right now to retrieve her?” 
 
    “No,” said Hubbard simply. “She’s no longer there.” 
 
    “Which means what? China?”   
 
    “We aren’t sure. We only learned about the base after she was already gone. After it had been attacked by another unknown party. Dr. Keane was brought to the subterranean part of the base, but a good portion of it was also aboveground, disguised as a farm. There were more than eighty casualties found. We can’t get an exact number of bodies because wars have been fought using less explosive than was used here. Fortunately, Allie Keane’s body wasn’t among them. In fact, as far as we can tell, all the dead were CCP personnel.” 
 
    She paused. “The way we see it, there are three possibilities. One, this was the result of some kind of civil war in the Chinese camp. Very, very unlikely. Two, the attacking party wiped out the entire base, including an unbreachable underground bunker, without losing a man. Or three, the attacking party lost a number of people, but took the time and care to remove their dead when they left. Whichever it is, whatever happened is extraordinary. Unprecedented.” 
 
    “How do you even know that Dr. Keane was there?” 
 
    “Because Commander Reed was with her. He checked in five hours ago. He reported that he and Allie Keane had been imprisoned underground at the Utah base. Soon after they arrived, he was knocked unconscious. When he awoke, just before he called me, he found himself on a park bench near Salt Lake City, more than a day after the massacre in Utah. He has no idea how he got there, and street cameras weren’t helpful.” 
 
    “Wasn’t he issued smart contact lenses? Lenses that relay everything he sees and hears to an AI connected to a supercomputer?” 
 
    “That’s true. But the Chinese commander removed them.” 
 
    “So he knows nothing?”  
 
    “Nothing about the battle. Or how he ended up on a park bench. But his intelligence on what happened at Fort Carson is valuable. And so is his report that Dr. Keane had been taken by the Chinese to a subterranean base in Utah.”  
 
    “If you say so,” replied Smith. “I don’t see it, myself. Intel on who snatched her, and especially her current location—that’s valuable. Intel on where she was after being snatched, given she’s no longer there . . . not so much.” 
 
    “Knowing the Chinese had her, and where, could end up providing critical clues. We know a massacre took place where they were being held. And that all cameras there were wiped. I wasn’t initially told of the Utah massacre because the unit that investigated had no idea it had anything to do with Tech Ops. Or even that there was a Tech Ops.”  
 
    “But after Reed resurfaced and reported, you made sure to insert yourself.” 
 
    “That’s right. Those at the scene reported that the security there, especially on the underground part of the base, was extraordinarily solid. The only way down was via a small elevator, which could only house three to four men, and which was always monitored. So the Chinese personnel couldn’t have been surprised. Not like this. Meaning someone likely wiped out this part of the base from within.” 
 
    “You can’t be suggesting that Dr. Keane is responsible. That a twenty-eight-year-old physics genius massacred dozens of armed soldiers while Commander Reed was unconscious.” 
 
    “Of course not. She isn’t a Marvel superhero. Not that anyone has offered a better explanation.” 
 
    “Unless Commander Reed is lying.” 
 
    “Why would he lie?” 
 
    “Why would anyone lie,” said Smith bluntly. “It’s part of the human condition.”  
 
    “Not Commander Reed’s condition. And certainly not about this. He awoke on a park bench, with Allie Keane either dead or in the wind. He was beside himself. If he had been conscious, he would have fought to the death to help her. She isn’t just his job. He’s fallen for her like a ton of bricks. He’s well on his way to falling in love, even.”  
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding.” 
 
    “No. He’s never said so explicitly. Or even anything close. But I can tell. The take-home message is that he’s absolutely dedicated to her protection. His heart and mind both. I told you he took several bullets for her in the woods outside of Sioux City. He was wearing body armor, but he could have been shot in the head. So when he tells me what happened, and that he’s desperate to find her, desperate to learn who did this, I believe him. He was adamant he be assigned to run a team to do just that. He’s the best I have, so of course I agreed. But if I would have forbidden him from pursuing whoever took her, it wouldn’t have mattered. He’d do it anyway. An army couldn’t stop him. He’s going to move Heaven and Earth to find out what happened, and get her back.” 
 
    “Assuming she’s still alive.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I guess it’s good he’s on the case.”  
 
    There was a long pause, and Hubbard sensed that the wheels in Smith’s head were turning.  
 
    “Mr. Smith?” she said after several seconds had passed. 
 
    “I’m here, Colonel. Just taking a moment to think. I appreciate the update. I know it can’t be fun to report such bad news. I also know how busy you must be. So I won’t keep you much longer. I just have a few more questions, and then I’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    “By all means,” said Hubbard. “Ask away.” 
 
    “First, how do I get in touch with this Zachary Reed of yours?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” said the colonel. “Just to remind you, you aren’t authorized to let anyone know you and I are communicating. Including Reed. So contact with him is off limits.” 
 
    “Not true, Colonel. You aren’t authorized to tell others about our conversations. I don’t have any such restrictions. And you’ve been given clear orders to tell me what I want to know. So let me ask again, how can I get a hold of Commander Reed?” 
 
    “Why do you need to contact him?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I do,” said Smith evenly. “Let’s just say he’s the kind of guy I like to have on my speed dial. Just in case I ever feel like reaching out.”  
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    Zachary Reed glanced down at his ringing cell phone with contempt. How the mighty had fallen. The phone was state of the art. The latest high-end version issued to top intelligence operatives. It was unbreakable, untraceable, and possessed scores of advanced features civilians would kill for. Yet compared to Eve and his contact lenses it was a blunt tool used by cavemen. He still had a long, agonizing week to wait before his new lenses were ready, and he was counting the hours. 
 
    Only three people had this number. Colonel Hubbard, Major Hoyer, and Allie Keane. That was it. Yet the incoming call was unidentified. 
 
    He considered ignoring it, but solicitors shouldn’t be able to dial this number, either. There was only one way to solve the mystery. “Reed here,” he said, taking the call. 
 
    “Hello, Commander,” said a male voice. “Nice to make your acquaintance.”  
 
    “Who is this?” he demanded. “And how did you get this number?” 
 
    “My name is Bryce Aronson,” said the man calmly. “And how I got this number isn’t important.” 
 
    Reed’s breath caught in his throat. “Why are you calling?” 
 
    “Interesting. I see you know who I am.” 
 
    “Of course I don’t,” said Reed, manipulating an icon on his phone that ensured that both sides of the conversation were recorded from here on out.  
 
    “I’m not buying it, Commander. If this were true, after I introduced myself, you’d have demanded to know who the hell I am. So I guess Tom Hoyer brought up my name, after all. I didn’t think he would. And speaking of Hoyer,” he continued, “if you’re staying in one of his facilities, you’re being listened to. If you’re in one now, I’ll call back when you aren’t. Just let me know a date and time when we can speak freely.”  
 
    “I’m alone now,” said Reed. “In the great outdoors.”  
 
    “Outstanding,” said Aronson. “So what did Hoyer have to say about me? I’m sure it was nothing but glowing praise,” he added wryly. 
 
    “Yeah. I can tell you guys are besties.” 
 
    “Know anything about nanotechnology, Commander?” 
 
    “More all the time.” 
 
    Aronson laughed. A warm laugh that sounded genuine and good-natured rather than maniacal and evil. But of course it would. Charm was his stock-in-trade. Psychopaths personified the old saying: “Sincerity: if you can fake that you’ve got it made.”  
 
    Aronson cleared his throat. “I’d like for us to meet, Commander.”  
 
    “Sure,” said Reed sarcastically. “I suppose you want me to arrive unarmed and wrapped up with a bow.” 
 
    Aronson laughed again. “You can wear a bow if you want, as long as that isn’t the only thing you’re wearing.”  
 
    “As much as I appreciate the invite, Dr. Aronson, I’m afraid my social schedule is pretty full.” 
 
    “Please, call me Bryce. And I promise you that no harm will come to you.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t trust you . . . Bryce.” 
 
    Aronson sighed loudly. “I don’t doubt it, Commander. I’m sure Hoyer has filled your head with all kinds of lies. All I want to do is set the record straight.” 
 
    “If you have something to say to me, say it now. This line is secure, and I’m alone.” 
 
    “Very well, Commander. I’ll start talking. My hope is that at some point you’ll trust me enough for a face-to-face. But that’s your call. I’ve studied your record extensively over the past few days, and I’ve come to believe you’re a very good man. And I think I can convince you I’m not the monster Hoyer paints me to be.”    
 
    “I’m sure you can,” said Reed, flashing on the face of Aronson’s flunky, Rico Gillespie, who had decapitated four men in Aronson’s name, and would have decapitated three more if not for Hoyer’s nanites. A man who had been manipulated into believing Aronson was practically a god. “I understand you’re quite the charmer.”  
 
    “Yeah, tell that to all the women who refused to go out with me over the years,” he said in amusement. “Although it’s possible that beautiful women are just naturally immune to these charms you say I have. Which is really depressing, because in my book, that’s the entire point of having charm.”  
 
    Reed couldn’t help but smile. The man’s delivery was so genuine and self-deprecating, Reed was already finding himself drawn to him. Given that he had been forewarned about his charm, it wouldn’t work, but he appreciated the effort.  
 
    “Are you going to talk about your love life?” said Reed. “Or are you going to say something worth my while?”   
 
    “Oh yes. Very worth your while. In fact, you can’t possibly imagine what’s at stake here. And as cliché and dramatic as that sounds, you’ll come to see it as the greatest understatement you’ve ever heard. So are you willing to give me your attention?” 
 
    “By all means,” said Reed. “You had me at hello.”    
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    Reed awoke feeling amazing. Giddy, even. He had been single his entire life, but suddenly, after a few days, his instincts were telling him he may have met his future wife. It was the most ridiculous thought he ever had.    
 
    He had known Allie for all of ten minutes. So how could his gut possibly have decided she was the one?  
 
    Regardless of the how or why this had happened, sleeping with a woman he was protecting was an unpardonable breach of ethics. And he had raced across this line as if it didn’t exist. But what he had told Allie was the truth. He hadn’t had a choice. She really had cast a spell on him.  
 
    He was in the same clothing he had fallen asleep in the night before, the same clothing Hoyer had given him upon arrival at the safe house, and his gun and combat knife were on his bedside table, where he had left them. He quickly showered and threw on a fresh change of clothing, identical to what he had slept in. He then exited the room and walked the short distance to where Allie was now sleeping.  
 
    Except that she wasn’t.  
 
    The door was open, the bed was made, and the room was notably absent of any fetching, brilliant, personable physicists. He proceeded to the kitchen, expecting to find her there, but it, too, was empty.  
 
    Surprising. Without Eve or a cell phone, he had no idea of the time, but he never overslept. So where were Allie and the major to bid him farewell? 
 
    He searched through each room on the ground floor, and was about to descend to the basement when Allie emerged at the top of the stairs. She saw Reed and a delighted look came over her face. “Zach!” she said excitedly. “Great to see you.” She threw her arms around him, and seconds later they were locked in a passionate embrace. 
 
    Now that was more like it, he thought as they kissed. The kind of temporary farewell the relationship deserved.  
 
    “I’ve really missed you,” she said. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” 
 
    Reed squinted. Was this some kind of weird joke? He decided to ignore it. “You’re up early. Couldn’t wait to see your new lab?” 
 
    Allie blinked in confusion. “What new lab?” she asked. “It hasn’t changed. And it sure isn’t early.” 
 
    “We seem to be talking past each other,” said Reed. “Our conversation is a bit . . . off. I’d like to think it’s because you don’t want me to leave,” he added, forcing a smile. “But I don’t have any choice. I have a date with a park bench in Salt Lake City.” 
 
    “Again?” said Allie in disbelief.  
 
    “What do you mean, again?” 
 
    “Zach, you’re starting to scare me. I’m not sure what joke you’re playing at, but this is a lot creepier than it is humorous. You did the park bench thing over a week ago.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Actually, it was about ten days ago. You spun a tale for Hubbard, and she assigned you to lead the charge to find me.”  
 
    “That isn’t funny, Allie.” 
 
    “Good. Because I’m deadly serious.” 
 
    Reed studied her in alarm. She looked as serious, and as troubled, as he had ever seen her. “That’s impossible,” he whispered. “What’s the date today?” 
 
    She told him, and then held out her cell phone, which displayed this same date, along with a time of five fifteen p.m. It wasn’t even morning. 
 
    Reed gasped and stumbled backwards. He hit a nearby wall and rested his back against it as if he needed it to prop him up.  
 
    “Zach?” said Allie anxiously. “You look sick. What’s going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” whispered Reed as if he had seen a ghost. “The last thing I remember was Hoyer telling us about the nanites, about Bryce Aronson. Then he went downstairs to upgrade security, so we could relax up here. We watched TV, talked, and then made love to each other. Then I left to go to my room. And then I woke up—just a little while ago.” 
 
    Panic flashed across Allie’s face. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes to calm herself. When she opened them seconds later her expression had become all business, clinical and dispassionate. “Everything you just described did happen,” she said evenly. “But again, it happened almost ten days ago. We did make love as you describe. I awoke, went to the kitchen, and you and the major were already there. We said our goodbyes, and Hoyer’s helicopter pilot flew you close to Salt Lake City. From there you made your way to a park bench. You told your pre-planned story to Colonel Hubbard. She assigned you to lead a team and gave you wide access to use every resource in the entire US military to find me. Not knowing, of course, that you were really searching for Aronson.” 
 
    Reed looked completely blank. 
 
    “None of this sounds familiar? Not at all?” 
 
    He shook his head. “What you say tracks with what I intended to do. But I don’t remember doing it. I awoke just now feeling great. To my mind, I slept so soundly, it seemed as if I left your bed just minutes earlier, after we had made love a second time.”  
 
    Reed’s gut was now tied into knots. How could this be? 
 
    “Do you think you might have suffered a concussion?” said Allie. “Maybe your memory came back temporarily, you made your way here, and then collapsed on the bed, losing your memory again.”  
 
    “But how could I have made it inside without sounding an alarm?” 
 
    “Hoyer upgraded security just a few days ago. An upgrade you suggested. The drones are now equipped with programming and sensors that can take biometric readings of anyone approaching. On the way in. So friendlies can come and go without sounding an alarm.” 
 
    Reed shook his head miserably. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”   
 
    “Do you have a headache?” asked Allie. “Does your skull hurt anywhere?”   
 
    “Not at all.”  
 
    “Tilt your head down for me,” she said. She took a few steps to where he was standing with his back to a wall and gently and methodically walked her fingers through his hair, exposing tiny section after tiny section of bare scalp. She looked and felt closely for blood, a welt, or any other sign that he had suffered a head injury. 
 
    “No evidence of any damage,” she said after several minutes, backtracking away from him.  
 
    Reed lifted his head and nodded. He didn’t know whether to be relieved or even more disturbed. 
 
    “How about drugs?” said Allie. “Have any black labs perfected anything that can selectively wipe memory like this?”  
 
    “No. Several are working on it. But I studied the progress of these programs when I joined Tech Ops, and they aren’t there yet.” 
 
    “Doesn’t rule it out entirely. When you joined, you weren’t aware of room temperature qubits or alien nanofabricators either.” 
 
    Reed frowned. “But even if such drugs were available, what would be the point of erasing my memory?”  
 
    “Good question.” 
 
    The commander paused in thought. “I assume I checked in from time to time. What was I like?” 
 
    “You seemed normal. You called in several times even during the past few days. You were mostly professional on the phone with me, but when you knew Hoyer wasn’t listening you said some really sweet things.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like you thought what we had was special.” 
 
    “I do,” said Reed. “I don’t need my future memories to know that.” He paused in thought. “Was I making any progress finding Aronson?” 
 
    “No. You were frustrated. Dead end after dead end.” 
 
    “When I woke up I was wearing the same clothing I had on the night we made love,” he said. “Even the contents of my pockets were the same. Why would that be?”  
 
    “I don’t know. But it’s clothing you’re comfortable in, I know that. And Hoyer has made you a number of copies.” 
 
    “I still don’t have my smart contacts, either.” 
 
    “When we spoke yesterday, you said they were still several days from being ready. You told me that cold turkey was still a problem, but that you were missing me a lot more than you were missing Eve. Which I was surprised to find actually meant a lot to me.” 
 
    Reed nodded, deep in thought. “Is this the first time I’ve returned here?” 
 
    “Yes.”   
 
    “And you’ve been here working in your lab the whole time?” 
 
    “Ever since you left.” 
 
    “How could I have lost almost ten days of my life?” he spat in frustration. “It’s maddening. Eerie.”  
 
    “Alarming is the word I’d use,” said Allie. “Maybe we should take you to a neurologist.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Reed. “But I have a feeling this has nothing to do with my physical health. Somehow, this was done to me on purpose. And I need to figure out how. And why.”  
 
    He sighed. “But in the meanwhile, I need to catch up on what I missed. Maybe it will spark a memory. How have things been going for you?” 
 
    “Well. Very well. The lab is as spectacular as Tom promised.” 
 
    “Tom?” 
 
    “After a few days of working together, he insisted I use his first name.”  
 
    “Right,” said Reed, still having trouble wrapping his head around the gap in his memory. “Of course.”  
 
    “The nanites whipped up a batch of the impossible-to-make molecule I need,” continued Allie. “As if this was less challenging than the recipe for ice cubes. And I just finished confirming that the molecule has the exact properties I calculated.” 
 
    “That’s great to hear, Allie. I only wish you’d be able to get the recognition you deserve.” 
 
    “I’ve gotten plenty of recognition,” she said with a sad smile. “Just mostly from people who want to capture or kill me. Not exactly what I was hoping for.” 
 
    Reed was about to respond when the major appeared, just having arrived from the basement. “Commander,” he said happily upon noticing Reed, shaking his hand warmly. “Great to see you. This is a nice . . . surprise.”  
 
    Hoyer paused, and then squinted in confusion. “Not to sound critical,” he added, “but why is it a surprise? I know security is set to allow the three of us to come and go as if there is no security. But next time you’re planning a visit, maybe give us a heads-up.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that. Not sure why I didn’t.” 
 
    “Well, no matter, Commander. It is great to see you. What brings you back to our neck of the woods?”  
 
    Reed blew out a long breath. “I have no idea,” he muttered miserably. 
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    The trio returned to the furnished break room in the basement and took up the same positions they had taken the first time they had visited the safe house, with Reed and Allie on a couch, and Hoyer facing them in a reclining chair.  
 
    Reed described what had happened, and the major grew more alarmed by the second. “This is insanity,” he said when Reed had finished. “I’ve never heard anything like it.” 
 
    “You and me both,” said the commander. 
 
    “Do you remember anything? Even if it’s hazy and amorphous.” 
 
    “Not even the hint of a memory.” 
 
    “What about your cell phone?” said Hoyer. “You were issued one until your smart contacts were ready. So check that. It’s bound to give you some idea of what you’ve been up to.”  
 
    “Assuming I had one as you say, I don’t have it now. It wasn’t in any of my pockets when I awoke, or on the end table. Or anywhere else. My room here is pretty barren, and I would have seen it if it was there.” 
 
    Hoyer digested this information. “Okay, then,” he said. “So what do we do now?”  
 
    “I need to get back out there and learn what happened,” said Reed. “Retrace my steps.” 
 
    The major frowned. “I couldn’t disagree more. I think you need to stick tight to me and Allie until we find out what happened.” 
 
    “If I don’t do any leg work, we never will.” 
 
    “I’ll put my best people on the case. But until we know what’s going on, we have to assume the worst. That whoever got to you, whoever did this, can do it again.”  
 
    “So I just sit on my thumbs?” protested Reed. “What about finding Bryce Aronson?” 
 
    “As much as it pains me to say this,” replied Hoyer, “that will have to wait.”   
 
    “What about Colonel Hubbard? What do I tell her?”  
 
    “I don’t know. We’ll think of something. For all we know, Hubbard is behind this.” 
 
    Reed shook his head adamantly. “Impossible.” 
 
    “Oh really?” said Hoyer. “Didn’t you tell me at the start that you trust no one? All we know is that something fishy and alarming has happened. That’s it. We can’t rule anything out. How many parties out there would do anything to get their hands on Allie? Maybe China has found a way back in for all we know.” 
 
    “I agree with the major,” said Allie softly. “I say you don’t step a foot outside this house until we figure out what happened.” 
 
    “What if we never do?”  
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” said Hoyer. “In the meantime, we need to evacuate. Sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Allie. 
 
    “If he isn’t,” said Reed, “I am. My memory loss is alarming. Someone got to me. Who knows what I told them? I could have compromised our entire operation. Hard to imagine I did. There isn’t a scratch on me, so I wasn’t tortured. And because of my past with the SEALs, and my work with Tech Ops, I’ve been conditioned to resist drugs that might loosen my lips. Still, we have to assume the worst.” 
 
    “Here’s the good news,” said Hoyer. “My nanites and I just set up a new safe house.” 
 
    Allie looked surprised. “Is that what you were doing while you were gone earlier this week?”  
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” said Reed.  
 
    “I left for a few days to get a new safe house up and running,” explained Hoyer. “It was your idea, actually. You figured we had been here long enough to be certain Aronson wasn’t on to us. And given recent security upgrades, you were comfortable leaving Allie alone here for a short time.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” said Allie. 
 
    “Zach thought there was no point in worrying you needlessly. We could tell you about it easily enough if we ever needed to relocate.” 
 
    “But if we were safe here,” said Allie, “why go to the trouble?”   
 
    Hoyer smiled. “We military types tend to be paranoid. Triple and quadruple redundancy. Because you never know. And Zach is even more careful than I am. He figured that if we ever had to move, rather than go to a safe house or other facility that may already be known to Aronson, we’d start with a clean slate.” 
 
    “Yeah, that does sound like Zach,” said Allie with a sigh.  
 
    “It’s a cookie-cutter replica of the one here,” said Hoyer. “Courtesy of alien nanofabrication technology. I’ll activate the security there now. And this time, I’ll bring in a number of mercenary soldiers to babysit.” 
 
    “I thought we agreed we’d be safer without them,” said Reed.  
 
    “We did. But your memory loss changes everything. These will be new recruits I’ve never used before. I’ve been keeping them at the ready. Men I hired under an assumed name—as per usual. They’ll be very well paid, and will have no idea about us, about nanites, or about Aronson. No one could have gotten to them, because no one knows they’re in my employ. Until we figure out what happened to you, Commander, I want human security as well.”  
 
    Reed nodded. “I still don’t love the idea, but I won’t argue.”  
 
    “Good. Then it’s settled. I’ll scramble them there immediately to check security. We’ll wait here until everything is ready. One last night. The safe house is in the upper northwest corner of Texas, near its triple border with Oklahoma and New Mexico. You two can leave first. I’ll provide state-of-the-art electronic countermeasures to be sure no cameras see you leave, in case this house is being surveilled. You can take one of my helicopters to the new site. I’ll make sure there’s a car there when you land, which you can use to travel the last twenty miles. A car that can stop prying cameras from seeing through the windshield. I’ll update the security system in the Texas safe house with your biometric data and with the make and plates of the car you’ll be driving. I’ll also send your photos to the mercs, letting them know to expect you.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Reed. 
 
    “I’ll stay behind for probably half a day,” continued Hoyer. “Make this my command center. Just to be sure you aren’t being followed, and to sanitize the place. We can’t afford to leave any evidence that we were here, or any hint of where we’ve gone. To be honest, I’ll probably have the nanites digest the entire facility into sand. For a structure this extensive, it will take at least three or four hours, even for them.” 
 
    A flash of white-hot rage crossed his face. “Which wouldn’t be the case if they could make more of themselves,” he added. Every reminder of Aronson’s treachery seemed to hit him like a dentist drill boring into an exposed nerve.   
 
    “I like the plan,” said Reed. “With one exception. We should leave now. Why risk staying here another minute?” 
 
    “While we’re waiting for the mercs to arrive and set up at the new location, this is still the safest place to be. I’ve implemented your recommended security upgrades, so we’re better protected than ever.” 
 
    “What upgrades?” asked Reed. 
 
    “I had the nanites bury thousands of landmines for a quarter mile all around us. We can activate any or all of them whenever we want. I also duplicated hundreds of exquisitely sensitive seismic sensors, to prevent any, ah . . . hostile nanites from reaching us from underground. Not that this is likely. Your idea to modify the cameras was inspired. Aronson won’t be expecting that. He has no reason to believe he can’t sneak nanites in invisibly without going to the trouble of sending them underground.” 
 
    Reed nodded thoughtfully. “Impressive,” he said. “Although I guess that sounds self-serving since I was the one who came up with the upgrades.” 
 
    “Given your memory loss,” said Hoyer with a wry smile, “I was tempted to take the credit. But the bottom line is this: with my nanites, your improvements, and setting the security to be even more hypervigilant than ever, we should be okay. I’ve implemented the same features in the Texas site, by the way.” 
 
     “Good,” said Reed. 
 
    “I’ll get to work immediately making sure the Texas site is up to snuff by the time you arrive,” said Hoyer.  
 
    He paused in thought. “Since this is our last night here,” he added, “try to recreate what you were doing just before you lost your memory. As close as possible. It’s a long shot, but maybe that will spark your memory back to life.” 
 
    “Good idea,” said the commander, shooting an impish glance at Allie Keane. “If you think that might help, I’ll recreate the last events I remember as best I can. In fact, I’m willing to keep trying for as long as it takes.”  
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    As far as Reed was concerned, having the chance to make love to Allie Keane again, when his mind told him he had just done so the night before, was almost worth a ten day memory loss. 
 
    Almost.  
 
    But even after the best deja vu experience ever, not a hint of memory returned. 
 
    Despite the deep concern they had over Reed’s condition, they managed to laugh, talk about their lives, and cement their growing relationship even further. 
 
    They fell asleep together this time, almost by unspoken agreement. At this point, they were willing to deal with any awkwardness that would arise if Hoyer found out about them, which was inevitable anyway. And staying together until morning was also something Reed needed to happen psychologically, as if having her by his side would ensure he didn’t awaken with no memory of the encounter. 
 
    He thought of it as his Groundhog Day gambit. Maybe if he fell asleep with Allie in his arms, his memory would go back to normal. Bill Murray had tried falling asleep with a woman during one of the countless times he had relived the same day in this iconic movie, only to wake up alone again to the sound of “I Got You, Babe” on the clock radio. But when he had finally fallen asleep with Andie MacDowell, the woman of his dreams, the spell was finally broken. 
 
    They awoke early, and Reed quickly found that his Groundhog Day gambit had failed. The gap in his memory was still there, but at least he still remembered the previous afternoon and night.  
 
    They made love one last time before readying themselves for the journey ahead. Afterward, the commander studied the security feed on the wall, which had become a habit, and then returned his attention to the remarkable woman nestled against his chest. “We should probably shower and get out of here,” he said softly. “I can’t tell you how much I’d love to stay where we are for a little longer.” 
 
    “How much longer were you thinking?”  
 
    Reed smiled. “I don’t know. Eternity.”  
 
    Allie laughed. “In that case, the least we can do is give ourselves another fifteen minutes. I know duty calls. Or security. Or whatever. But don’t we owe ourselves just a little more comfort before we’re uprooted again?” 
 
    Reed grinned. “When you put it that way,” he said. “It’s hard to argue. Fifteen minutes it is.” 
 
    She smiled, kissed him gently on the lips, and then returned her head to his chest. 
 
    “So what do you think of the major?” asked Reed.  
 
    “I like him. A lot. Why? What do you think of him?” 
 
    “I like him too. So tell me more about the past ten days. How’s he been to work with? I assume he’s treated you well.”  
 
    “Like royalty,” she replied with a grin, recalling the joke that Reed had made when he was bound up in Utah. “Well, like royals who like to be treated well. Not like the kinky ones who are into the whole bondage thing.”   
 
    “Glad to hear it,” said Reed in amusement. “Did he ever do or say anything you found suspicious? Ever give you any reason not to trust him a hundred percent?” 
 
    Allie searched her memory. “No, not at all.” 
 
    “Good to know,” said Reed.  
 
    “You still don’t trust him, do you?” 
 
    “No, I do. Almost entirely. I had some minor concerns the first night we were here—yesterday for me. But even then I trusted him about ninety percent.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something?” 
 
    “You had enough to worry about. Why plant that seed in your head when I was mostly sure of him? I only asked about him now to fill in some of my memory gap. Given that he didn’t do anything suspicious, and the time that’s elapsed, it’s clear I was being overly paranoid. Like Hoyer said himself, an occupational hazard.” 
 
    “What were your concerns?” 
 
    “I just felt like he wasn’t telling us everything. That his story was a bit off. Not any reason to overreact, since I know he was just giving us the broadest of overviews. But it didn’t make sense to me that he’d survived Bryce Aronson’s slaughterfest. I mean, Aronson may not have experience in intelligence, but he’s nobody’s fool. If he wanted to wipe out all of ET Ops, you’d think he wouldn’t miss someone like Hoyer. Even given that Hoyer was a newbie who wasn’t on any official rosters.” 
 
    He paused. “And even the blackest of black ops aren’t so far off the books they can keep feeding at the funding trough without any accountability. The general in charge would have to get re-authorization every so often to keep drawing down his black budget. Hoyer still has all the access of ET Ops, despite being its only member. That isn’t easy to pull off. And he throws around a lot of money. Mercs and safe houses aren’t cheap. Nor are cars, and helicopters, and private jets.” 
 
    “He does have the advantage of being able to make all the expensive equipment and supplies he needs—for free. In unlimited numbers.”  
 
    “True. And if he did need money, he could manufacture that also. Or sell diamonds, caviar, gold, or expensive electronic components by the truckload.” 
 
    “So why the suspicion?” 
 
    “Just a nagging little itch that he wasn’t being entirely on the level,” said Reed. “If he needed to raise funds using the nanites, he should tell us that. Instead of implying all of his power comes from his defunct organization. But again, it was minor stuff, and I know I’m splitting hairs. And he just provided the tip-of-the-iceberg story. I’m sure if he provided a more comprehensive accounting, any minor question marks would be explained. In short, I was being way too hard on him.” 
 
    “Still,” said Allie, “given your paranoia, trusting him ninety percent is huge. Why was it even that high?”  
 
    “Because Aronson attacked us.”    
 
    “Well, technically, it was Aronson’s flunky who attacked us, but I hear what you’re saying.” 
 
    “Either way, it was direct proof that the bulk of Hoyer’s story is true, with just a few trivial inconsistencies. Bryce Aronson is very real, and desperate to see you dead. Even going so far as to put a hefty bounty on your head.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks for reminding me.” 
 
    Reed winced. “Sorry,” he said. “The point I’m trying to make is that it all hangs together. Including the fact that you knew of Aronson. You knew he was a brilliant quantum physicist, and that he was supposedly killed in a car accident.” 
 
    The commander paused. “Not to mention that Hoyer also rescued us in Utah,” he added sheepishly.  
 
    “Oh, that little thing,” said Allie with a wry smile. 
 
    “If not for him, we’d still be captives, and still think we were in the heart of China. And he’s been a total pro since. A pleasure to work with. His loathing of Aronson’s decision to keep nanite tech for himself is obvious. And I have ten more days of data. I have your endorsement of his behavior during this period. Plus, he’s implemented the security upgrades I recommended. I also like how he’s thinking about my memory loss, and the decisions he’s making as to what to do next. So I’m ready to trust him even more.” He raised his eyebrows. “Ninety-nine percent.”  
 
    “Is that a record for you?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” replied Reed in amusement. “But it doesn’t matter anyway. Hoyer doesn’t gain anything until your quantum computer is perfected. And he needs you. So we have maybe a year or more to vet him. Plenty of time to be absolutely certain he isn’t hiding anything. Meanwhile, I’ll put failsafes in place, just in case we ever do learn something troubling.” 
 
    He shook his head. “But they won’t be necessary,” he added. “I know he’s a good man. Being extra cautious is just part of the covert operative instruction manual.” 
 
    “Good,” said Allie. “Caution is just the quality I’m looking for in the man handling my personal security.” 
 
    The commander laughed. “I’m even willing to sleep in the same bed with you for added protection. Now that’s going the extra mile. I can tell you that I once protected an intelligence agent who was defecting from Iran, and I never once considered doing the same for him.” 
 
    “Poor bastard,” said Allie with a twinkle in her eye. “He has no idea what he missed out on.” 
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    The journey to their new base in Texas was largely uneventful, although it took far longer than it should have because of the need to exercise extreme caution, and to assume the safe house in Henderson was being watched. 
 
    They met the helicopter on an abandoned road rather than a helipad, in case local helipads were also under surveillance, but the remainder of the journey was straightforward. As they drove the last twenty miles to their destination, their conversation was as fun, intriguing, and effortless as ever. And this wasn’t simply due to their recent intimacy. Reed had been intimate with more women than he cared to admit, but had never shared this kind of rapport with any of them. 
 
    The conversation only lapsed when Reed stopped to put in a quick call to the major back in Henderson, who had asked them to check in when they were fifteen minutes out. 
 
    “How’s Tom?” asked Allie when he had ended the call. 
 
    “All’s quiet on the western front. He’s hijacked satellites and other intel assets to monitor our journey. And he’s making good progress with the deconstruction of the Henderson safe house.” 
 
    “Good to hear.”  
 
     “Definitely,” said Reed. “But let’s hope this is our last move for a while.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Allie. “Not that it’ll be that much of a hardship. It isn’t like we have to get used to something new. Like Tom said, it’ll be a cookie-cutter replica of the one we just left. Including the lab, where I spend most of my time. And when Tom says cookie-cutter replica, he means absolutely identical in every way.” 
 
    She smiled. “Besides, moving is a lot easier when you never have to pack. Even so much as a toothbrush.” 
 
    “The wonders of nanofabrication,” said Reed. “Everyone can have the best of everything. Always.” He frowned. “But let’s talk about how you spend your time. You never left the Henderson safe house until today, did you?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “That’s a big problem. You need to have a life. You can’t be under house arrest for months at a time. Given that I’ll be in charge of security, I’ll make it my mission to find a way for you to get out of the house and still be safe. And sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Thanks, Zach. That would be much appreciated. Although if you’re with me, being under house arrest isn’t so bad.”    
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” said Reed. He raised his eyebrows. “In fact, as long as we’re trapped somewhere with a bed and some privacy, I could see myself being very happy.” 
 
    Allie laughed. “What about food?”  
 
    “Who needs food when there’s you and a bed?” 
 
    “Would you really just keep having sex with me until you starved to death?” 
 
    “Even after, if I could manage it,” said Reed in amusement. “Good thing we don’t have to choose. I plan to stay at this new site with you for a while. At least until we learn what happened to my memory. After that, I’ll have to venture out again. Regardless, the moment I’m finished dealing with Bryce Aronson, I intend to give you my full attention. So much so that you’ll need to take out a restraining order.” 
 
    “I’m not sure a man like you can be restrained,” she replied with a grin. “But when you do figure out how to get me out of the house, I’d like to take you shopping. Hoyer’s nanites don’t have the blueprints for much clothing in your size. We should remedy that.”  
 
    “Really?” said Reed. “After being cooped up for weeks or months, you’d want to go shopping?” He shook his head. “In my view, shopping should be banned under the Geneva Convention as a form of torture.”  
 
    Allie laughed. “Do you think I enjoy it?” she said. “But I’m willing to make sacrifices for you, Zach. Because it’s not like we can order clothing online. Home delivery isn’t an option. Not unless we want the delivery guy to be blown up by a landmine on the way in.” 
 
    “Yeah, now that you mention it,” said Reed, turning onto a half-mile private road leading to the house in question, “delivery could get a bit . . . messy.”  
 
    Within minutes their new residence came into view in the distance. Sure enough, it was identical to the one they had last left, and just as isolated. The commander slowed to a crawl as he inspected the area surrounding the site, scanning the skies for small drones that should be patrolling. The drones were small and built to blend in, but he managed to find a few, which he pointed out to Allie. 
 
    They arrived at the large, red-brick-paver driveway in front of the residence, parked, and exited the car. As they approached the front door, it swung open, revealing two men dressed in casual clothing. Both had the unmistakable look of trained killers, trim, muscular, and overly serious.  
 
    The men made a show of studying the two newcomers from head to toe. “Commander Reed,” said the taller of the two by way of greeting. He shifted his gaze to Allie. “Dr. Keane,” he added. “I’m Captain Serrano. Welcome.”  
 
    “Thank you,” said Reed. 
 
    “You’re right on time,” said Serrano, who appeared to be the merc in charge. “Follow us.” 
 
    Reed and Allie crossed the threshold and were joined by four additional men, all six heavily armed. Serrano led the way, escorting them to the spacious study on the ground floor. Reed guessed this was where the captain would introduce the rest of his mercenary team to them, and brief them on the current status of the newly operating security system.  
 
    The door was already open when they arrived, and Serrano stopped and gestured for them to enter. 
 
    Reed’s eyes widened in surprise as he did. Eleven military rucksacks were spread out along the edges of the room. In the center, a small banquet table had been set up with an assortment of drinks and hot hors d’oeuvres. Three chairs were arranged around the table, and a man was standing next to it with a look of anticipation on his face, as if he had been eagerly awaiting their arrival. A man in his forties, with a receding hairline. He was also carrying an extra twenty pounds around his middle, making it unlikely he was a mercenary soldier. 
 
    “Welcome,” said the unexpected resident with a broad smile. “I can’t believe you’re really here.” He gestured toward Allie. “It’s an honor, Dr. Keane. I assume Commander Reed has filled you in, but I’m sure you’ll have all kinds of questions of your own.” 
 
    Reed blinked in confusion. He found the man’s appearance vaguely familiar, but his identity didn’t immediately register. But this wasn’t true for Allie, whose mouth hung open, and who seemed temporarily paralyzed.  
 
    “Dr. Aronson?” she finally croaked out in horror. “How are you here?” 
 
    Reed gasped, drawing his gun and pointing it at Aronson’s head before Allie had finished her sentence. He was about to shout freeze, when this same word was shouted behind him.  
 
    He felt two guns pressed into his back, and when he twisted around, he noted that two other mercs were pointing guns at his head from just a few feet away.  
 
    “Drop it!” shouted Serrano. “Now!” 
 
    Reed kept his finger through the trigger guard and let the gun spin upside down before placing the weapon gingerly on the floor. How could this be?  
 
    He stared at Bryce Aronson in disbelief. 
 
    Apparently, the contents of Hoyer’s safe houses weren’t so identical, after all. 
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    Zachary Reed stood in a large study in a residence in Texas facing a man he had vowed to stop, and tried to ignore the many guns pointed at his back and head. He needed to focus. 
 
    But his mind continued to spin wildly. This had gone from the absurd to the surreal. How could Aronson be present inside a new safe house that Hoyer was certain was secure fifteen minutes earlier? How had Aronson turned Hoyer’s mercs against them? No one was that persuasive.  
 
    Or were Aronson and Hoyer working together somehow?  
 
    And here was a man who wanted them dead in the worst way, but who looked like he was preparing a wine and cheese gala for honored guests. 
 
    Should he have shot Aronson, even while multiple guns were pressed into his back? Should he have gone down in a blaze of glory?  
 
    Reed only had an instant to decide, and his gut had told him to surrender his weapon.  
 
    The logic of his intuitive choice only came to him afterwards. If Aronson had wanted them dead immediately, they’d be dead. He could have blown a few landmines while they were on their way in. Or the mercs could have taken them out at the door.  
 
    But for some reason he wanted to talk to them first. Perhaps an interrogation. To learn what they knew about Hoyer. 
 
    But this didn’t seem right, either. Reed had been interrogated before. He had been tortured. But never had anyone tried to extract intel by preparing a spread of seafood-stuffed mushrooms and bacon-wrapped asparagus. And to be fair, Reed had drawn first. 
 
    All of this flashed into his mind in mere seconds as two of the mercs pulled his arms behind him and ratcheted a zip-tie around his wrists.  
 
    The commander stared deeply into the eyes of his antagonist, a psychopath who was without mercy, expecting to find his features twisted into a mask of cruelty and malevolence. But he found only a look of confusion instead. Aronson appeared to be just as shocked by events as he was.  
 
    “How did you get these men to work for you?” Reed demanded of his captor. 
 
    Aronson looked even more confused. “These men have worked for me for some time,” he replied, blinking rapidly. “And bringing them here was your idea.”    
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    Reed’s jaw dropped open. How many times could his expectations, and his life, be turned upside down? 
 
    He strained for all he was worth to remember seeing Aronson’s face in person, to remember hearing his voice. But as frantic and determined as he was, as forcefully as he racked his brain, he found nothing but endless darkness. He couldn’t manage to dredge up the faintest trace of a memory, even though his life and Allie’s might depend on it. 
 
    Aronson studied Reed as if he were a puzzle. “Why did you pull a gun on me?” he said. “If you had planned a trap, you’d have sprung it before you arrived. And you had to know my men would protect me. So what did you think you were doing?”   
 
    As Reed considered what to say next, the unmistakable staccato clamor of machine-gun fire erupted from one of the basement rooms. Reed’s heart leaped to his throat, and all eyes darted to a large monitor behind Aronson’s head, which now displayed a small-scale massacre. Two men had appeared, wielding automatic rifles and wearing military grade gas masks over their faces, making them look like human flies. They were spraying bullets wildly at the five mercs stationed in the basement, chopping them down like weeds, as return fire bounced off them, including head shots. 
 
    Reed inhaled sharply. These two intruders were wearing invisible nanite bodysuits. There was no other explanation. 
 
    In seconds, the blood-soaked bodies of all five mercs littered the floor, and the two men responsible turned their weapons on the surveillance cameras, seeming to know exactly where they’d be located.  
 
    The feed vanished, but just before it did Reed identified one of the two masked assailants from his body type and movements alone.  
 
    Tom Hoyer.  
 
    How could that be? How could any of this be?  
 
    Apparently, Hoyer wasn’t as present in Henderson, Nevada, as they’d been led to believe. 
 
    “Masks on now!” shouted Serrano, and he and his five comrades rushed to where they had left their rucksacks, searching through them frantically for protection against a gas attack that was sure to come. While this was being done, Serrano barked orders for three of his men to guard the stairs leading from the basement to the main floor, and two others to stay behind with him to protect Aronson. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Serrano said to Aronson as his fingers flew through his stuffed rucksack. “We cleared the house. Checked for tunnels and hidden rooms. It isn’t possible.” 
 
    Serrano found the gas mask he was looking for and rushed it over to Aronson. “Put this on!” he said as he began ransacking the ruck of one of his fallen comrades to get a mask for himself. At the same time, dozens of high-speed drones shot into the room and released a thick cloud of poison gas.  
 
    Reed anticipated the release of the gas and held his breath. But Aronson and Serrano were preoccupied and failed to do so. Both were just seconds away from fitting a mask over their faces, but they were too late, collapsing into heaps on the floor.  
 
    Allie Keane collapsed beside Reed a moment later. Noooo! he shouted inside his mind, barely managing not to scream out loud and inhale the gas himself. He dropped to his knees and looked for the rise and fall of her chest, unable to check for a pulse with his hands still bound behind him. 
 
    He shot a quick glance at the monitor and noted that the three mercs sent to prevent an incursion from below were all down. Given the nanite body armor worn by the two assailants, they didn’t have a chance. 
 
    Reed knew he didn’t, either. His hands were bound, his lungs were already burning, and he was all out of options. Additional drones surged into the room and began firing darts at all inhabitants, standing or on the ground. Reed felt the sharp sting of a dart in his neck and knew that his time had come.  
 
    As he fell to the floor, he felt an overwhelming sense of regret. It was a particularly cruel twist of fate to die now, just when he had found an extraordinary woman who had given him everything to live for.  
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    Allie Keane awoke with a start.  
 
    She was still alive!  
 
    She found herself seated in a heavy steel chair with her arms bound loosely in front of her.  
 
    She had been so certain she’d taken her last breath that she felt a moment of ecstatic relief, despite her current situation. How had being knocked unconscious become so commonplace? 
 
    She opened her eyes a crack and took in her surroundings. She was in the safe-house study, the same room she had been in before. She spotted a gas mask and gas canister sitting on a lone chair in the corner of the room. But the study was barren otherwise. No bodies, or blood, or rucksacks in sight. And no table filled with treats.  
 
    Cleanup on aisle twelve, courtesy of alien nanites, no doubt.  
 
    Bryce Aronson was beside her on her right, trussed up in a steel chair identical to her own, but with his hands bound to the arms of the chair. He was conscious, with an anti-telepathy helmet strapped to his head, and duct tape sealing his lips.  
 
    Zachary Reed was seated on a steel chair also, to her left. A surge of relief washed over her at finding him alive. His hands were also bound to the chair, and while he was still unconscious, his chest was slowly rising and falling, and he didn’t have a single mark on him.   
 
    Tom Hoyer was in front of her, filling a small syringe with an unknown liquid. He walked the few steps to the commander and injected the liquid into his arm. 
 
    Reed surged awake, just as she had, and his eyes shot open. 
 
    “Finally,” said Hoyer, stepping back to inspect Allie and the commander. “I was beginning to think you two would never recover enough to be roused. Bricey here has been up for hours,” he added, emphasizing Aronson’s first name in contempt.   
 
    “What’s going on, Tom!” demanded Allie. “How is it that Dr. Aronson is here? How did you get here? Why are we tied up? Why—” 
 
    “Shut the hell up!” shouted Hoyer. “Jesus, how many questions can you rattle off at once? I get it. You’re confused. No shit. Don’t worry, I’m going to un-confuse you.” 
 
    Allie shrank back. Hoyer’s demeanor had changed from what she had known in an instant. It was now dark, cruel, and arrogant. Sneering and superior. As if Hoyer’s previous persona had been nothing but an act.   
 
    “Why were we out so much longer than Dr. Aronson?” asked Reed. 
 
    “Why do you think?” 
 
    Reed considered. “Because when the attack began,” he said slowly, thinking aloud, “Aronson must have directed his nanites to form a protective suit around him. So only the gas got through. The knockout darts bounced off. And the gas must be short acting.” 
 
    “Very good,” said Hoyer in a demeaning tone, as if speaking to a child. “And even partially correct.” 
 
    “Partially?” said Reed. 
 
    “Bryce here has nanites streaming through his bloodstream. Turns out they have a maintenance and repair function also. Like having trillions of tiny MDs in your veins. I didn’t tell you about it because there wasn’t a need. Another higher-level capability that mine are encrypted from using. That he’s keeping from the world. Cut him and the wound heals before your eyes, as the nanites replicate his skin and other tissue and knit it back at a furious pace. Same with a broken bone. It’s quite a handy function. Even lifesaving. But not perfect. Shoot him in the heart or brain, burn him alive, throw him in a vat of acid, and he dies before they can complete repairs.” 
 
    “So the nanites must also be able to detoxify poison,” said Allie in awe. “Metabolize gas and clear it from the lungs.” 
 
    “Right,” said Hoyer. “So once I used the gas, I knew I had to hustle to get him tied up and a helmet on. The gas should have knocked him out for hours. But he was awake in just a few minutes.” 
 
    “Is there an invisible nanite suit still around him?” asked Reed. 
 
    Hoyer shook his head. “When I blocked his telepathy, they slid off and reverted to their standard cubic configuration. I don’t like wearing the glasses because they blur everything else, but the cube is a few feet behind him.” 
 
    He paused. “But these aren’t the subjects I want to address right now, so let’s move on.” 
 
    “Where’s the guy you were with?” asked Reed. “Your partner.” 
 
    “He went to fetch three mercs I have waiting nearby. Five others are already here. I plan to replace the ones I just killed with men who are loyal to me. I don’t really need human security. On the other hand, I can’t wield the nanites when I’m sleeping, so I use mercs to man the night shift. I also like having men to order around. For what I pay them, they’ll do whatever I ask, including moving bags of heavy potting soil around. Menial stuff.” 
 
    Hoyer smiled. “It’s nice that you’re concerned about my partner, as you called him. But don’t worry. He’ll be back any time.” 
 
    “Why is Aronson’s mouth taped shut?” said Reed. 
 
    “I don’t really need Bryce chiming in at the moment. Trust me, he likes to pontificate. And I can’t have him shouting out spoilers and ruining the show. Still, I want him to listen. This is the fun part for me. Detailing my superiority to brilliant peers. Not that I have any real peers, but this audience is as close as it gets. I’m like a master magician who has stumped all others in the field, finally ready to reveal my secrets. Or a chess master, if you prefer, demonstrating my prowess.” 
 
    Hoyer looked almost amused. “In case you haven’t guessed it,” he continued, “Bryce Aronson isn’t a psychopath. I am.” 
 
    He paused to let this sink in. “And not just a psychopath, but a certifiable genius, in an ultra-high IQ, perfect SAT score sort of way. But guys like me . . . well, we tend to bore easily. The more brilliant, the more we need to set up challenges for ourselves. Keep engaged. Think Jim Moriarty from Sherlock Holmes. If we don’t pit ourselves against the best, things get dull pretty fast. Special forces filled this need for a number of years, but even that got dull after a while. So I managed to blackmail a key power broker operating in the shadowy underbelly of our military and government to get assigned to ET Ops.”    
 
    He turned to Allie. “You and I have both studied psychopathy,” he said, pronouncing it as psy-cop-a-thee. “Me, to follow the old adage, know thyself. And you to make sure you were never fooled again.” He issued a sneering smile. “How’s that working out for you?”  
 
    Allie’s face turned ashen, and a single tear came to her eye. He was right. How could she have missed it?  
 
    Hoyer was charming, but in an understated way. As though he sensed that if he was too smooth, too charming, she might have suspected the truth. He was good with words. Persuasive. And obviously a brilliant liar who was brutally manipulative.  
 
    Those without a conscience, without a soul, had a huge advantage over those burdened by ethics, self-doubt, and decency, as they were capable of epic displays of betrayal and duplicity, without fear, guilt, or remorse ever entering the picture.  
 
    In retrospect, Hoyer had been too perfect. Too helpful and reasonable. Too unflappable.  
 
    The same might be said of Zachary Reed, but there was a difference. Reed was clearly burdened by self-doubt, in a way that couldn’t be faked. He was perfect in his own way, but human somehow. Real.  
 
    Allie flashed on a passage she had read from The Bad Seed, by William March, which summed it up best. “These monsters of real life usually looked and behaved in a more normal manner than their actually normal brothers and sisters. They presented a more convincing picture of virtue than virtue presented of itself. Just as the wax rosebud or the plastic peach seemed more perfect to the eye, more what the mind thought a rosebud or a peach should be, than the imperfect original from which it had been modeled.” 
 
    “Poor Allie,” said Hoyer in a patronizing voice. “I can tell that you’re distraught. But don’t beat yourself up. That’s my job,” he added with a smile. “If you’ve studied psychopathy, you know that a good psychopath can fool even the specialists who study them for a living. Even Robert Hare, whose life’s work was the study of psychopaths, reported being taken in by them. He wrote that on one occasion, a prison inmate had him so convinced of his innocence that Hare went to the warden to plead the inmate’s case, only to be shown gruesome pictures of the man bludgeoning his victims. Proving that the inmate’s every word had been a lie.”  
 
    “Why do you sound so proud of that fact?” said Reed in disgust.   
 
    “Because I am, Commander. If you studied psychopathy, you’d know that we couldn’t be prouder of who we are. Because we’re superior. Wolves among sheep. We aren’t held back by emotion or remorse. We can make the hard choices. If you had to choose to save your mother or three strangers, you’d save your mother. I, on the other hand, would do the right thing and save the three strangers.” 
 
    “You’re a true hero,” said Reed in contempt. 
 
    Hoyer smiled. “Most people don’t know this,” he continued, “but psychopathy is a physiological condition. Our brains are built differently. Wired differently. In a way that shows up on MRI scans.” 
 
    “Different, how?” said Reed.  
 
    “Psychopaths have significantly less gray matter in the anterior rostral prefrontal cortex and temporal poles of their brains than do non-psychopaths,” said Hoyer. “There, does that help?” he added condescendingly. 
 
    “What that means,” said Allie, “is that they’re deficient in areas of the brain responsible for empathy, fear, and distress. So they don’t care about others at all. They’re a hundred percent selfish, a hundred percent predatory, and never feel guilt, embarrassment, or fear.” 
 
    “There you go,” said Hoyer. “And given I was born this way, I should be pitied, right?” He paused, and a smug expression came over his face. “More like envied,” he continued. “I’ve seen you normals struggle so mightily with emotions and right and wrong. It really slows you down. So much moralizing and indecision.” 
 
    He shook his head. “As it turns out, the more compassionate and empathetic someone is, the more likely they are to be taken in. Even though you were burned before, Allie, and made up your mind not to trust easily, you still can’t help but fall for anyone with a good song and dance. Why? Because you’re so firmly shackled by a misguided sense of decency, you can’t fathom someone who isn’t. Not really. Just because you aren’t capable of betraying those closest to you, you can’t fathom that others can—without a second thought. Just because the scream of a little girl being tortured lights up the emotional centers of your brain like a Christmas tree, you can’t fathom a brain that reacts with complete indifference.” 
 
    “Enough!” said Reed. “Apparently, psychopaths also love to hear themselves talk. If you’re trying to bore us to death, it’s working. We’re willing to stipulate that you’re a monster without a soul. Bully for you. And that you fooled and manipulated us. So why don’t you get beyond the gloating and self-congratulations. How about telling us how you did it, and what this is all about?”   
 
    “Of course, Commander. That’s why we’re all here, after all. This is just a small aperitif. An alcoholic drink before the main course to stimulate the appetite.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks for the vocabulary lesson,” said Reed, “but I know what it means.”  
 
    Hoyer smiled and turned to Aronson. “Speaking of appetite, Bricey, that reminds me. While I was waiting for my audience to be revivable, I partook of some of your appetizers. Those mini-quiches of yours were, you know . . . to die for. Is it okay if I get your nanite’s recipe before this is all over?”  
 
    Aronson shouted a string of unintelligible curses into the duct tape covering his mouth. 
 
    “Excellent,” said Hoyer wryly. “I’ll take that as a yes.” 
 
    He turned back to Reed. “So you want to know what’s going on, Commander. The short answer is this. Bryce tried to take me out. Thought he had. But I used his own trap against him. I’m always going to win. Because I’m never afraid to do what has to be done. And I’m absolutely ruthless. Bryce may be the most brilliant sheep on the planet. But he’s still a sheep.” 
 
    “And the long answer?” said Reed. 
 
    “Don’t go anywhere,” said Hoyer with a smug grin. “Because you’re really going to enjoy this.”  
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    Major Tom Hoyer walked to the lone unoccupied chair in the corner of the room, gently placed the gas mask and gas canister that was sitting upon it on the floor, and carried the chair back. Finally, he took a seat in front of his three-member audience for the first time.  
 
    “Where to begin?” he said, musing to himself, clearly enjoying dragging this out. “I suppose I should reset the stage from when I first met you, Commander. I had rescued you and Allie from the Chinese, and we had made it to Henderson. And we quickly became buddies. Brothers-in-arms. I told you my nanite tale, and you largely bought it. For good reason, because the truth of the nanites themselves is incontrovertible.  
 
    “Then I left you alone with Allie to let nature take its course. You two are insufferably into each other. A moose in heat doesn’t even give off such obvious signals. And I agree with the Chinese, it never hurts to encourage that sort of thing. Gives me more leverage. So, as I planned, you two screwed each other like your lives depended on it. A for effort. And yes, I watched your every move, and heard your every word.” 
 
    Allie glared at him in revulsion. “You sick, disgusting pig!” she shouted.   
 
    Hoyer grinned. “You really know how to hurt a guy,” he said in amusement. “But don’t worry, it’s not like I put your sex video online or anything. I would have, but everyone in the world is looking for you, so better to be discreet, right? And you two would make poor porn stars, anyway. Too gentle and caring. Too selfless.” 
 
    Hoyer winked. “Still, you’re quite the little minx, Allie,” he said with a carnal expression. “After all, you screwed Zach’s brains out. Literally,” he added in amusement. “Look at the poor bastard. It’s a wonder he can still remember his name. Do you have this effect on all the men you screw?”   
 
    Allie glared at him with the heat of a thousand suns but remained silent, not giving him the satisfaction of another outburst. 
 
    “To continue,” said Hoyer, “the next morning, Commander, you took your leave to contact Hubbard. And to try to get yourself put in charge of a team that would help me find Bryce here. And it worked. You were firmly in my pocket, working hard to help me achieve my goals.” 
 
    He shook his head. “But I didn’t realize that Bryce was also in direct contact with Hubbard. That was unexpected. I just figured he was getting intel out of the group on occasion. Doing some surveillance. But being able to ask direct questions of the woman in charge is a real boon.” 
 
    “Are you saying that Aronson and the colonel are working together?” asked Reed. 
 
    “Not at all, Commander. I’m just saying he worked his connections to get to her. And he used her to get to you.” 
 
    Reed nodded. This came as no surprise. Aronson had made it clear that they had spoken previously. That the mercs he had with him had been Reed’s idea. A communication that must have taken place during Reed’s ten-day memory gap.  
 
    “So Bryce contacted you by phone,” continued Hoyer. “And he tried to turn you against me. Tried to convince you he wasn’t a psychopath. That I was. Imagine that.” He raised his eyebrows. “Oh wait. I guess imagining is all you can do. Since you can’t remember any of it.” 
 
    “What did you do to my mind?” demanded Reed. 
 
    Hoyer laughed. “Bryce knows, don’t you, Bricey?” he said. “But let’s save that little revelation for later, shall we?” 
 
    He turned again to face Reed. “So he called you. And without Eve, your trusty AI, you had to use a cell phone. Of all the indignities. But you had the presence of mind to record the call. We’re all thankful for that. Because I have your phone. And through the miracle of audio playback, I can take us back to that fateful evening. Really set the stage. You have to admit, this is entertainment. Like a movie reveal you fail to guess beforehand. Only this time with you as the star, and in real life.”  
 
    “I’m sure my phone was heavily encrypted. How did you break in?” 
 
    “Didn’t need to. You were using it at the time I took it. So you had already opened the vault door. I just needed to keep it open.” 
 
    Reed fumed but didn’t reply. 
 
    “By a show of hands,” said Hoyer to his bound audience, clearly pleased with himself, “who wants to listen to parts of this call?” He paused for several seconds. “No one?” he said with a smirk. “Where’s your sense of curiosity? Oh well, I’m going to play it anyway.” 
 
    He pulled a phone from his pocket and manipulated the screen. “I’ll send the audio through the speakers in the ceiling,” he said. “The commander didn’t start recording right away, so I’m guessing this picks up right after he pretended not to have heard of his infamous caller.” 
 
    Seconds later Bryce Aronson’s disembodied voice rained down from the speakers above. “I’m not buying it, Commander,” he said. “If this were true, after I introduced myself, you’d have demanded to know who the hell I am. So I guess Tom Hoyer brought up my name, after all. I didn’t think he would. And speaking of Hoyer,” he continued, “if you’re staying in one of his facilities, you’re being listened to. If you’re in one now, I’ll call back when you aren’t. Just let me know a date and time when we can speak freely.”  
 
    “I’m alone now,” said the voice of Zachary Reed. “In the great outdoors.”  
 
    Hoyer paused the playback. “Isn’t this fun, Commander? Hearing your own voice but not remembering having the conversation? It isn’t often that you can surprise yourself like this, is it?” 
 
    “My voice could have been doctored,” said Reed. 
 
    “Come on, Commander,” said Hoyer in contempt. “Not even you believe that. Especially because you’ll recognize that it’s the real you from the responses you make. But let’s keep going.” 
 
    He touched the screen and the recording resumed. 
 
    “Outstanding,” said the voice of Bryce Aronson. “So what did Hoyer have to say about me? I’m sure it was nothing but glowing praise.”   
 
    “Yeah. I can tell you guys are besties.” 
 
    “Know anything about nanotechnology, Commander?” 
 
    “More all the time.” 
 
    “I’d like for us to meet, Commander.”  
 
    “Sure,” said Reed. “I suppose you want me to arrive unarmed and wrapped up with a bow.” 
 
    “You can wear a bow if you want, as long as that isn’t the only thing you’re wearing.”  
 
    “As much as I appreciate the invite, Dr. Aronson, I’m afraid my social schedule is pretty full.” 
 
    “Please, call me Bryce. And I promise you that no harm will come to you.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t trust you . . . Bryce.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it, Commander. I’m sure Hoyer has filled your head with all kinds of lies. All I want to do is set the record straight.” 
 
    “If you have something to say to me, say it now. This line is secure, and I’m alone.” 
 
    “Very well, Commander. I’ll start talking. My hope is that at some point you’ll trust me enough for a face-to-face. But that’s your call. I’ve studied your record extensively over the past few days, and I’ve come to believe you’re a very good man. And I think I can convince you I’m not the monster Hoyer paints me to be.”    
 
     “I’m sure you can,” said Reed. “I understand that you’re quite the charmer.”  
 
    “Yeah, tell that to all the women who refused to go out with me over the years. Although it’s possible that beautiful women are just naturally immune to these charms you say I have. Which is really depressing, because in my book, that’s the entire point of having charm.”  
 
    “Are you going to talk about dating? Or are you going to say something worth my while?” 
 
    “Oh yes. Very worth your while. In fact, you can’t possibly imagine what’s at stake here. And as cliché and dramatic as that sounds, you’ll come to see it as the greatest understatement you’ve ever heard. So are you willing to give me your attention?” 
 
    “By all means. You had me at hello.”  
 
    “Very funny, Commander. I like a man with a good sense of humor. But I didn’t do what Hoyer says I did. I’m not what he says I am. We did work together for a time. He pretended to agree with everything I was doing. But it turns out he’s a psychopath. And proud of it. He wears it like a badge of honor. I found that out the hard way. Suffice it to say that he’s silky smooth, a brilliant liar, and can get you to believe anything.”  
 
    “That’s what he says about you . . . Bryce. To be honest, I did have a few minor suspicions about him. But that was before you sent your man Rico Gillespie to kill us with the nanites you lent him. He used them to decapitate four of Hoyer’s men, and tried to do the same to us. I watched a silver swarm of them encircle our necks like a living garrote, only failing to saw off our heads because we were protected by other nanites.”  
 
    “What?” said Aronson through the speakers, his tone reflecting genuine shock. “I’ve never even heard of someone named Gillespie. And killing you and Dr. Keane is the last thing I’d ever do. Also, how could I send someone to kill you when I have no idea where you are? My guess is that Colonel Hubbard doesn’t even know. Because you’ve been lying to her, haven’t you?” 
 
    “That’s how you got my number, isn’t it? From Hubbard.”  
 
    “I have friends in high places. I supply the military enough impossible-to-manufacture items that I’m a huge asset. And they know not to ask any questions.” 
 
    “Did you actually speak to the colonel?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “What makes you think I lied to her?” 
 
    “What happened in Utah couldn’t be explained by conventional means, Commander. We both know that. Hubbard and the rest of the military, of course, were totally stumped. Baffled. But when she told me what happened, it had nanites and Hoyer written all over it. And trust me, if Hoyer wasn’t using you for his own ends, you’d never live long enough to report back to headquarters.” 
 
    Reed didn’t reply. 
 
    “So I jumped to the obvious conclusion,” continued Aronson. “That Hoyer had seduced you and Dr. Keane into joining him. But I had no idea where you were hiding out. And I certainly didn’t send a man to kill Allison Keane. I desperately need her.” 
 
    “Hoyer says you desperately want to kill her. To make sure he can’t decrypt his nanites.” 
 
    “I do want to stop him from decrypting his nanites. But I need her too. For different reasons than Hoyer. He needs a quantum computer to unlock—well, let’s call it a second level functionality within the nanites. I need a quantum computer to unlock a third. But even if I didn’t need her, I’d never kill her. She’s an innocent woman. She didn’t ask for any of this.”  
 
    “If you didn’t send Gillespie, who did? The only other option is Hoyer himself. Unless you tell me that others have access to nanites.” 
 
    “They don’t. Only the two of us. Trust me, this Gillespie was just a prop. Hoyer was controlling the nanites.” 
 
    “So he decapitated his own people? Is that what you’re saying? To what end?” 
 
    “You said it yourself,” replied Aronson. “You had a few pesky concerns about him. So he faked an attack to erase them. To get you to hate me, and see me as pure evil. To motivate you to do whatever he asked. Before his attack on himself, I was an abstract. An evil lurking well out of the picture. But he knew that after you witnessed heads being sliced off and nanites dancing around your own neck, things would get very real, very fast.” 
 
    Aronson paused. “Let me guess. Not only did he tell you I was behind the attack, but he found a way to look like a hero for saving you. To get more bang for his faux-attack buck.” 
 
    “Nice try, Bryce. But Hoyer wasn’t the one who told me you were responsible. Gillespie did. Not only did your assassin confirm it, he made it clear that he practically worships you. And he demonstrated an absolute loyalty to you by killing himself before we could learn your location. So are you saying Hoyer’s man was willing to commit suicide to sell a ruse? Because I saw him die. It happened right in front of me.”  
 
    “I know Hoyer attacked his own people,” said Aronson, undeterred, “because he’s the only one who could have. How did you happen to see the nanites attack anyway? A real attacker would have turned them invisible.”   
 
    “They were invisible. Hoyer had the presence of mind to supply us with glasses that made them visible just as they were coming for us.” 
 
    “And you don’t find that a little too convenient?” said Aronson in disbelief. “He made sure you could see them to heighten the drama. And he’s so good you never questioned the timing.” 
 
    Hoyer paused the recording. “Riveting, isn’t it? And intriguing. You listen, wondering how this conversation could lead us all to being right here, right now. Realizing you’re hearing the calm before the storm. Like listening to a flight recorder just before a fatal crash.”  
 
    He smiled. “But it’s time to move forward. This gives you a good taste of how the conversation began. Unfortunately, it goes on for well over an hour. So I’ll spare you. Bryce continues to savage me. And he tells his life story. His hopes and dreams. That he enjoys long walks on moonlit beaches, bubble baths, and carriage rides for two. It was quite the courtship, Commander. And he got to you. You were shallow-minded enough to find him persuasive.”   
 
    “Before you move on,” said Reed, “how did you compel Gillespie to kill himself for the sake of realism? First my memory, and now this. What are you doing to people’s minds?” 
 
    “I’ll let you marvel at the magic trick a little longer. But soon enough I’ll give you a look behind the curtain.” 
 
    “Can you at least tell me where you get your funding?” asked Reed. “For jets, and payroll, and so on. You could make unlimited diamonds, but I’m beginning to think that’s not your style.” He was determined to gather all the information he could, and suspected Hoyer wouldn’t resist this opportunity to gloat.  
 
    “You know me too well, Commander. Right you are. Selling diamonds is beneath me. Nanites make spying easy, as we’ve discussed. So I spied on corporate boardrooms to get insider information, and made countless millions trading short-term options.” 
 
    “I see,” said Reed. He had to admit, it was a simple and ingenious strategy.  
 
    “So let’s jump ahead in the recording an hour or so,” said Hoyer. He manipulated the screen on Reed’s phone once again, a phone Reed didn’t remember ever owning. “We’ll pick up the action near the grand finale,” he continued. “At least of act one. Bryce was finally all talked out, and you were ready to get down to brass tacks.” 
 
    “So what do you want of me?” said the voice of Zachary Reed through the overhead speakers in the study. 
 
    “I’d love to meet you in person,” replied the now-unmistakable voice of Bryce Aronson. 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” said Reed. “But this conversation has been pretty exhaustive, so I’m not sure there’s a need.” 
 
    “My greatest hope is that you and Dr. Keane will join me. You know now what I’m trying to accomplish, and my motives. Dr. Keane is vital. And I could use you too. The colonel says you’re the best man she has. Despite being new to Tech Ops. And from what Hubbard says, you care deeply for Dr. Keane.” 
 
    “She used the word deeply?” 
 
    “Maybe not that exact word, but that was the gist.” 
 
    “Did she say why she thought that?” 
 
    “She said you had never said it explicitly, but that she could tell. I notice you aren’t denying it.” 
 
    There was a pause. “So you want us to join you,” said Reed. “Anything else?”  
 
    “Naturally, I’d love to take down Tom Hoyer. He’s a threat that won’t go away. In terms of raw IQ, his might be even higher than my own, and he uses every iota of his intelligence for his own ruthless ends. Truly a formidable and dangerous adversary. So dangerous that I’d almost rather you and Dr. Keane defect without trying to go up against him.”  
 
    “I see,” said Reed. “Is that everything?”  
 
    “That’s everything. So what do you think? Do you believe me? Will you try to get Dr. Keane to meet with me?” 
 
    There was an extended silence. “You’re very believable, Bryce. And compelling. But then again, so is the major. I’m eighty-twenty leaning toward believing you over him, but that’s not good enough. The stakes are too high and the bloodshed has been too great. He tells me you’re a genius at manipulation and lies, and you tell me the same. And if Gillespie really is your man, the way he worships you is proof of your ability to mesmerize someone with a good story. So forgive me if I’m not certain of what to believe.”  
 
    “I understand, Commander. Not an easy position for you to be in.” 
 
    There was another long silence. 
 
    “Let me propose this,” said Reed finally. “We keep each other at arms’ length for now. No more contact. You don’t tell me where you are, and I don’t tell you where Hoyer and Allie are. But this is what I’ll do. I’ll restrain the major and ask him pointed questions. I’ve recorded our conversation, so I can replay sections that seem particularly bad for him and see what he has to say for himself. Since I believe you more than I believe him, I’ll be surprised if he can satisfactorily address all of my . . . concerns. Even given his skill at deception. But I have to find out for sure. Either he’ll convince me that you’re lying . . . or he won’t. If he doesn’t win me over, I’ll incapacitate him further and meet you at a neutral location. He can be your prisoner. And I’ll bring Allie along, as well, so we can all have a long conversation.”  
 
    “What neutral location do you have in mind?” 
 
    “I don’t at the moment,” said Reed. “Once it all plays out, I’ll weigh options and text a location to you.”  
 
    “I like the plan, Commander. But I have to admit, meeting at a neutral location scares me. Because Hoyer scares me. I doubt he can be creative and persuasive enough to get you back on his side, but I wouldn’t rule it out either. I have too much respect for his ability to cloud minds. And if he is able to spin a tapestry of lies masterful enough to convince you I’m the bad guy, there’s a chance that your text will lead me into a trap. ”  
 
    “I see your point,” allowed Reed. “Hard to trust each other when, you know . . . we don’t trust each other. And when the potential for a double-cross is so great.” 
 
    There was a long pause. “How about this,” continued the commander. “We don’t meet for at least sixteen hours after I send the text. That will give you enough time to send your men to the meeting site. Can I assume that you’ve employed mercenaries over the years as you’ve gone about your business?” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “Good. If I agree to meet, it means that I’ve come to trust you implicitly. But I also understand it won’t yet be a two-way street. You’ll still be worried Hoyer got to me. So you and your men have sixteen hours to do whatever you have to do to satisfy yourself it isn’t a trap. Use drones and sensors. Set up security however you want. Or take over any security already installed at the site. Tear the place apart to be sure no one is hiding. Have your nanites bury landmines around the site that you can trigger remotely. I’m sure your contacts in the military can spare you a satellite to be sure that no outside force sneaks up on you. However you do it, your team will have plenty of time to be sure it isn’t a trap before you arrive. And your men can stay on site during our get-together. I actually encourage it, so you’ll have maximum peace of  mind.”  
 
    “Thank you,” said Aronson. “That should work. But I’ll still need to know the general location ahead of time. So after I receive your text, I can make sure my men and equipment can get there within a few hours.” 
 
    “Understood. Have your men stage themselves somewhere in Kansas. Near a runway. Kansas is in the dead center of the country, making most other states reachable within the time frame you’re asking for.” 
 
    “Excellent, Commander. You’re on. But be careful. You’re very good. But so is Hoyer. And he has the cunning of a psychopath, which you don’t.” 
 
    “Give me two days to think and prepare. Assuming he isn’t persuasive enough to wriggle his way off your hook, expect a text from me then.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you how much I’m looking forward to meeting you, Commander. And Allie. From what I’ve come to know of her, she reminds me of me. Thinking outside the box, and having to swim against a strong current of supposed consensus science to do so. And while I’ve accumulated the best soldiers for hire in the world, I have no doubt that you’re better. And I can never trust them the way I’ll be able to trust you.” 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” said Reed. “We’ll just have to see how this plays out. One way or another, the next few days are sure to be . . . eventful.” 
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    Tom Hoyer ended the audio playback inside a study that was now deathly silent, and left his audience alone with their thoughts for almost a full minute.  
 
    Finally, he gestured toward Aronson, who continued to look ridiculous in his forced anti-telepathy helmet. “Do you have anything to add to that, Bryce?” he said with a cruel grin. He waited several seconds. “Nothing?” he asked, as if surprised. “You’re usually so chatty. What’s the matter, duct tape got your tongue?” 
 
    “I see you aren’t just a predator,” said Reed. “But also one who likes to play with his food.” 
 
    “Not at all, Commander. Just trying to add to the entertainment value of this little presentation. And how about you, Allie? Are you finding this entertaining?” 
 
    She didn’t reply. 
 
    “You must be appalled by your beau here, right?” he said to her. “While I was helping you push back on the frontiers of science, he and Bryce were plotting against me. Pretty despicable.” 
 
    “Are you done?” said Allie evenly.   
 
    “Not even close. Are you ready for the next act?”    
 
    Hoyer didn’t wait for an answer. “Allow me to set the stage,” he said. “Fast-forward two days. Reed convinces me to have Ava, my security AI, let him come and go without alerting me. He later enters and finds me in the study. A replica of the room we’re in now, as a matter of fact. I’ll be playing footage from the video cameras.” 
 
    “I thought the cameras didn’t film the inside unless the AI detected a threat,” said Allie. “Or one of us ordered them to.”   
 
    “It’s filmed,” said Hoyer. “And Ava stores the footage. It just isn’t displayed on the monitors elsewhere in the house.” 
 
    The major gestured to the large monitor in front of them, the same one that had displayed his attack. “If I could direct you to this screen, the movie is about to begin.”  
 
    The footage began with Reed knocking gently on the door to the study, and then entering. He and the major shook hands warmly and exchanged greetings.  
 
    “What a nice surprise, Commander,” said Hoyer. “But why didn’t you phone ahead and let us know you were coming?”   
 
    “I was in the neighborhood—an easy flight away—but I only have time for a short visit. And I didn’t want to disturb Allie or disrupt her work. I assume she’s in the lab right now?” 
 
    “She is. She’s quite dedicated.” 
 
    “I figured. Which is why I think I made the right decision. I know she’d want to be here to greet me, and I’d end up staying longer than I really should.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that. I think she’s quite fond of you, Commander.” 
 
    “I’m fond of her too,” said Reed. “But have a seat,” he added, gesturing to a chair. “I’m going to grab a cold bottle of water and then brief you on some important progress I’ve been making. Be right back. Do you want anything?” 
 
    The monitor displayed the major shaking his head no.  
 
    Hoyer stopped the playback. “Looks like I’m not the only one who’s a good actor and liar, huh, Allie? I actually believed him at this point, as embarrassing as that is to admit.” 
 
    The footage continued, following Reed as he exited the study, leaving the solid oak door slightly ajar. He rushed into a nearby bedroom and closed the door. “Ava,” he said to the AI, “until further notice, don’t show any views of the inside of the house on the lab monitors. Even if we’re under attack. Understood?” 
 
    “Understood,” said a female voice coming from a nearby speaker. 
 
    Reed pulled a pair of nanite visibility glasses from his pocket and slid them on his face. He then removed a tranquilizer gun that had been lodged in the small of his back and quickly returned to the study.  
 
    He didn’t enter immediately. Instead, he stood out of sight and peeked through the door he had left somewhat ajar. He proceeded to scope out the room, no doubt making sure Hoyer wasn’t covered in a nanite body suit, and getting a bead on the location of Hoyer’s invisible friends.  
 
    Reed put his right hand behind his back to shield the gun, took a deep breath, and pushed through the door, getting to within five feet of Hoyer before his target finally bothered to look up.  
 
    Before Hoyer could register Reed’s stern expression and lack of a water bottle, the commander whipped the tranquilizer gun around and planted two darts into Hoyer’s neck, knocking him out just as a startled expression was emerging on his face. 
 
    The monitors then followed Reed as he rushed through the house, collecting a steel chair and one of Hoyer’s anti-telepathy helmets and then returning. He used zip-ties to bind Hoyer to the chair, affixed the anti-telepathy helmet to his head, and closed the door. 
 
    “Ava,” said Reed, “where is Dr. Keane?” 
 
    “Dr. Keane is in her lab.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he replied. “Please alert me if that changes.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Hoyer paused the footage abruptly. “The next bit is a little slow. As exciting as it is to watch the commander sitting in a chair across from me, waiting for me to come to, I’ll fast-forward about an hour. He used a short-acting tranquilizer.” 
 
    The inside of the study once again appeared on the monitor, showing Hoyer coming awake and his faculties returning. He stared at Reed with burning eyes. “What’s this about?” he demanded. “If you think you can steal my nanites, I’m sure you’ve already discovered this isn’t possible. They’re encrypted to respond to my telepathic commands and no one else’s. So they won’t do you any good.” 
 
    Reed, who was still wearing glasses, made a show of removing a handgun and placing it on his lap. “I’m not trying to steal them, Major. But you should know that I see your nanite cube against the wall. If a single one of them moves, I’ll put a bullet in your brain and ask questions later. If your AI sends any drones in here, or makes the slightest offensive move, you die. Guaranteed. And you’d better hope I don’t even feel the bite of a gnat, or you’ll be dead an instant later. Have I made myself clear?” 
 
    “Perfectly,” said Hoyer. “And impressively done, by the way. The very reason I wanted you on my team.” There was a pause. “So if you aren’t trying to steal from me, what is this about?”  
 
    “I have some questions for you. Turns out your friend Bryce Aronson called me a few days back. We had a nice long discussion. One that I’d even call fascinating.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” said Hoyer. “Bryce connected the dots on this better than I expected. He’s really beginning to get a good handle on covert operations. Which is the last thing we need. A psychopath of his brilliance finally learning the ropes. So how did he get your number?” 
 
    “From Colonel Hubbard.” 
 
    Hoyer drew back. “No shit.  Didn’t see that coming. But let me guess, he made me out to be the bad guy. The fact that I’m here at gunpoint tells me that he was as persuasive and charming as I warned you he would be.” 
 
    “He really isn’t all that charming,” said Reed. “But I did find him persuasive. Either he’s a psychopath with a genius for storytelling, or he’s a quirky scientist who’s telling the truth. After all, the truth doesn’t require any skill.” 
 
    Hoyer shook his head. “He’s a psychopath with a genius for storytelling, Commander. That’s the truth you’re looking for.” 
 
    Reed ignored him. 
 
    “Seems like you’ve taken pains to keep Allie out of this,” said the major. “Why?” 
 
    “She’s been through a lot. And you deserve your day in court. There’s a chance you’ll convince me that everything Aronson said is a lie. If so, I’ll let you go and beg forgiveness. No harm, no foul. Allie never has to know that any of this unpleasantness took place. I made sure Ava kept the feed off when I knocked you out, so Allie wouldn’t see it. And I asked Ava to alert me if Allie leaves her lab.”  
 
    “Unlikely,” said Hoyer. “Like I said, she’s dedicated. She practically lives in there, rarely even coming up for air. If not for the refrigerator and bathroom I installed, she’d likely starve to death or explode.” He sighed. “So what can I tell you, Commander?” 
 
    “I have a recording of my conversation with Aronson. He laid out a number of accusations against you. I’ll play it for you. And you can address them one by one.” 
 
    “Sounds like a fun game. Did you meet with him in person for this little convo?” 
 
    Reed shook his head. 
 
    “Do you know where he is?” 
 
    “Why would I answer that when I trust you less than ever?” 
 
    “Because I’m your prisoner. Tied up like a prize hog, and rendered impotent by my own helmet. I’m just curious.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are. But I’m afraid we’re here to address my curiosity.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The footage paused. “We spent about an hour from here walking through the audio recording,” explained Hoyer. “I tried to convince the commander that Aronson was full of shit. But as masterful as I was, Aronson had corrupted him too completely.” 
 
    He faced Reed and let out a loud sigh. “Sadly, I couldn’t quite get you back to my side.” 
 
    Hoyer paused. “But let me skip the video ahead to the end,” he said. “I only wish I could edit real life this way. Cut out all the dull parts.” 
 
    The scene of Reed and Hoyer seated in chairs facing each other reappeared on the monitor. 
 
    “I have the feeling I didn’t win you over,” said Hoyer.  
 
    “You think?” replied Reed sarcastically. “At least it wasn’t for lack of effort on your part. Your attempts to lie your way out of this were quite elaborate. To the point of being entertaining.” 
 
    “I’m so glad to hear that. I love to put on a good show. Something I think you’ll be experiencing before too long.” 
 
    “It’s clear that Aronson was right,” said Reed, ignoring him. “You’re the psychopath.” 
 
    “I am a psychopath,” said Hoyer. “But that doesn’t mean that Aronson’s path is the right one. Regardless, you should stay on my side if you want to play on the winning team. If you side with Aronson, you’re going to lose. Because I’m better at this game than he is. You see, I didn’t think Aronson was good enough to figure out that you and I had joined forces.” He raised his eyebrows. “But I was sure hoping he was.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “What do you think? With Aronson off the grid and off my personal radar, I had little chance of finding him. But by putting you on the case, I had a feeling that would change. Either you would find him . . . or he would find you. Either way is a win for me.” 
 
    “A win?” said Reed in dismay. “You’re immobilized and unable to wield your nanites. I’m on to you. How is that a win?” 
 
    Hoyer laughed. “There’s a little element of the security system here that I didn’t brief you on. Turns out I can have Ava release a toxic, fast-acting gas into any room in any safe house I own. Whoosh. Just like that. Gas erupts from all around, and a small room like this becomes a thick, deadly fog. Starting at the door, so there’s no escape after it begins. It dissipates quickly, but not before exterminating everyone inside.”  
 
    “You’re bluffing.”  
 
    “I can see why you’d be desperate to believe that.” 
 
    “How could I believe anything else?” said Reed. “In case you haven’t noticed, you’re in here with me. And I don’t see a mask on your face.” He tapped the left temple of his glasses. “Invisible or otherwise. So unless the gas knows to avoid your lungs, you’d die also.” 
 
    “A mask wouldn’t help. The gas gets through the skin too. This shit is deadly and instant.” 
 
    “So what am I missing?” 
 
    “More than you could ever guess.” 
 
    “You really expect me to believe you’d kill yourself to get to me? You’re bluffing. You’re hoping to get me to leave the room in fear. No way that’s going to happen. But it was a good effort.”  
 
    “You know,” said Hoyer, “it’s worth dying, just to have the cameras record your absolute shock when you learn this isn’t a bluff.” He shot Reed a malevolent sneer. “Ava, on my mark, release the Cryptex gas into this room.” 
 
    “Understood,” said the AI. “Awaiting your mark.” 
 
    On the monitor, Reed’s face was reflecting real fear for the first time. “You aren’t the kind of man willing to kill himself. Period. There’s no way you’re really going to do this.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Commander. This has been fun. Really. But I think I’ve gleaned all the information I’m going to get from you, so it’s time to wrap things up.” 
 
    Hoyer made a show of closing his eyes. “Mark!” he shouted to his AI. 
 
    The walls and ceilings began to hiss all at once, a cauldron of snakes releasing poisonous gas into the room from all around, creating a dense fog, as Hoyer had warned, and blinding the cameras.   
 
    The footage continued, showing the gas beginning to dissipate. When the fog had lifted, minutes later, Tom Hoyer and Zachary Reed were both covered in blisters, as if they had rolled across thirty feet of hot coals, and foam and blood had erupted from their mouths and was dripping down their chins.  
 
    Since the scene had played out on a video screen, they couldn’t be examined, but there could be no doubt that they were both as dead as anyone had ever been.  
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    Reed stared at the monitor in horror. “What game are you playing at?” he said to Hoyer. “Anyone can create perfect doctored footage nowadays. But why? What do you hope to accomplish?”  
 
    Allie’s face was ashen once more, and she didn’t seem to have heard a word Reed had said. Instead, she was staring at Hoyer in disbelief. “Your nanites can reanimate biological organisms, can’t they?” she said. 
 
    “Congratulations, Allie. Yes, they can. I was wondering if even your massive brain would let you go there. If you digest a man fast enough, and then later, rebuild him fast enough, the nanites can construct an exact replica. And just like with the cell phone, the replica is not only perfect, it even maintains the electron patterns of old texts, emails, and so on. Or, in the case of a man, the replica has every last neuronal pathway and memory intact. Along with whatever ineffable quality you call the spark of life. So, well done. Eliminate the impossible, and whatever remains, no matter how improbable, is the truth.” 
 
    “No,” said Reed stubbornly. “I don’t believe it. Using nanites to build a living human from raw materials is exactly the impossible that Sherlock Holmes was talking about.” 
 
    Hoyer grinned. “To be fair, Commander, I did set you up to think that. An old magicians’ trick. Get you to focus on where I want you to focus, and not where I don’t. And it worked. Even on someone as brilliant as Allie. At least until now.” 
 
    Allie nodded thoughtfully. “You purposely only gave examples of the nanites replicating inanimate objects,” she said, piecing it together. “Then you compared what they do to what biologics do. And you drew a distinction between the two to get us off the track. You implied that only life can beget life.” 
 
    “Very good. Although the life begetting life thing is still true. Life still has the distinction of being the only game in town when it comes to building an organism from scratch. The nanites just plagiarize.” 
 
    “How?” said Allie. “How do you reanimate something built up a layer at a time? How can the spark of life be rekindled under these conditions?”  
 
    “Great question,” said Hoyer. “And another bit of misdirection on my part. I told you the nanites can deconstruct something faster than I demonstrated. They can also build faster. Much faster. I made them do it line by line, like a 3D printer, so you wouldn’t consider the possibility that they could replicate human beings. Didn’t want you to go there. Opens up a whole can of worms.” 
 
    Reed was reeling, but fought to stay focused on the important information being revealed. Had he really been killed? Was he really a copy of his actual self? Made from the reconfigured atoms in potting soil? It was ridiculous. Impossible.  
 
    And if it had happened, did this mean he no longer had a soul? Was there such a thing as a soul? He had never been religious, but could life, consciousness, really be created by an alien 3D printer? Without any kind of magic spark to transform matter from mundane clay to irrepressible will?  
 
    Reed desperately wanted to consider these points, to conduct an audit on himself. Did he feel the same? Would he know it if he didn’t? 
 
    Yet he had to suppress this exercise for now or risk missing something he couldn’t afford to miss. 
 
    “If you want to replicate a person,” continued Hoyer, “or any other living thing, for that matter, you have to get the data all at once—almost holistically. You have to bathe the entire person with a high density of nanites. Like the bodysuits, but with four or five times the number of nanofabricators. In this case, total digestion takes place in three or four seconds. I have no idea how the nanites can collect and organize the data generated by many trillions of individuals into a cohesive whole, but they do.” 
 
    He paused. “Then, to build a replica, you have them do the same in reverse. The nanites load up on raw materials, almost all of it hidden in a higher dimension. Then they construct a scaffold, the exact outer shape of what’s in their memory after digestion. Or should I say who’s in their memory. And then they can reconstruct the entire person in less than twenty seconds, building from all angles at once, and keeping all cells intact as they go. Quickly enough that when they’re done, the finished product is just as alive as it was when they, ah . . . killed it.” 
 
    “It all seems unspeakably horrific,” said Allie.  
 
    “Only because you let emotions cloud your intellect.” 
 
    “You’ve set up fail-safes, haven’t you?” said Reed. “So if you ever die, the nanites have standing orders to reconstruct you. Which is why killing everyone in a room you’re in is such a good strategy. Because you don’t care if you die too.” 
 
    “But that now makes you doubly inhuman,” said Allie. “You were always a psychopathic monster without a soul. And now you’re also a replicant without a soul. A high-tech zombie.” 
 
    “Careful,” said Hoyer. “The man you’re falling in love with is now a zombie too. I had him digested right after your first night of sexual bliss. He retired to his quarters. When he was asleep, I hit him with a fast-acting knock-out drug so he wouldn’t feel the nanites swarming over his body and awaken.” He shrugged. “And then they killed him. Now you see me, now you don’t. He dissolved faster than sugar in water.” 
 
    There was a long silence, and Allie and Reed both wore expressions of total revulsion.  
 
    “They digested my clothing too, didn’t they?”  
 
    “Of course,” replied Hoyer. “Otherwise you’d be reanimated naked.” He pretended to shudder. “And nobody wants that.” 
 
    Reed nodded. He had wondered why he had been dressed the same when he had awoken the evening before, down to the contents of his pockets. And now he knew.  
 
    “But Zach was there at breakfast that morning,” said Allie finally. “So you must have reconstituted him right away.” 
 
    “Right. I just wanted a backup copy in the old memory banks, in case I ever needed one. So I brought him back to life, so to speak, almost immediately. What you’re looking at now is an identical copy of him, down to the last atom.” 
 
    Hoyer raised his eyebrows. “So is Zachary Reed now a zombie?” he said. “Well . . . why don’t we ask him? What do you say, Commander? Feel any different? As Allie points out, I didn’t have a soul to begin with. But how about you? Still on your way to falling in love? I provided the perfect experiment. One night of passion with Allie as your original self. And a second night of passion with her as . . . a new man, so to speak.” 
 
    “Zach?” said Allie anxiously. She paused for several seconds, fearful of asking a question she might not want answered. “What about it? Feel any . . . different?”  
 
    Reed felt queasy, and his expression showed it. He had to fight to hold onto his breakfast. “I’ll tell you,” he said weakly, “but I need time to think. To take inventory.”  
 
    He closed his eyes for almost two full minutes. Finally, he opened them again and blew out a long breath. “To be honest, I feel like I’m the same person I’ve always been.” 
 
    “Bingo!” said Hoyer. “Because you are.”  
 
    He gestured to Allie. “What about you? You slept with him last night. Spent the day with him. Find him different in any way? Was he a soul-less replica? Or was he the man you’ve grown so fond of?” 
 
    Allie’s eyes moistened as she considered this vital question for some time. “He was the same,” she admitted finally. 
 
    “Of course he was. You didn’t think I’d let myself be digested if I wasn’t absolutely certain of that, do you? No, I experimented on other people first. Took eight tries to finally get reanimation to even work. When I instructed the nanites to digest or rebuild a subject at the usual rate, I got a perfect, pristine copy of them. But one that was dead on arrival. Only on the ninth try did I stumble on the right recipe. The right combination of speeds of deconstruction and reconstruction to achieve reanimation. The right telepathic instructions to give the nanites to ensure they . . . locked in the freshness. I had almost given up.” 
 
    “So you murdered eight people, just like that,” said Allie. “Never knowing if reanimation was even possible.” 
 
    “Everyone dies,” said Hoyer. “But these people got to die in the name of science. For a good cause.” 
 
    “Incredible,” said Allie, shaking her head in revulsion. 
 
    “To continue,” said Hoyer, “I, too, worried that there would be a qualitative difference somehow between the original and the copy. So I digested kids, and husbands, and wives. And then put replicas back on the stage. I waited a week to a month and found clever ways to follow up with their loved ones. Each and every time my research showed that loved ones didn’t notice a single iota of change in my subjects. Not in their memory, not in their personality, and not in their behavior.” He shook his head adamantly. “That’s because there wasn’t one. I say again, every atom was the same. So how could they not be the same?” 
 
    “It’s quite possible they are,” said Allie. “A number of scientists who study consciousness believe it’s an emergent property. Something that arises spontaneously, unexpectedly, from systems of extraordinary complexity. Since the number of possible neuronal connections in the brain are greater than the number of atoms in the visible universe, this could well be true. Those who subscribe to this theory believe everything about us is circumscribed in our construction. Meaning there is no soul. But even so, an emergent property means a property greater than the sum of its parts. Two plus two equals a million.” 
 
    “Well put,” said Hoyer. “I believe this to be the case, that consciousness is an emergent property.”  
 
    “On the other hand,” continued Allie, “while no one knows if there is a such a thing as a soul, those who believe there is will tell you that human consciousness, human sentience, is more than the sum of a person’s atoms. And not simply in an emergent way. That it’s something ineffable, something that can’t be recreated, even if a physical copy is identical in every way to the original.” 
 
    “But there’s another possibility,” said Hoyer. “Even for those who insist on believing in that sort of thing. A soul could be something apart from human flesh and blood, not captured in duplication, but could still be present in the duplicate.” 
 
    Allie shook her head. “I don’t see how.”  
 
    “Let’s stipulate a soul the way most people think of one,” said Hoyer. “One that is unique to each newborn. Imagine it doesn’t reside inside the body or brain, but somewhere else entirely. In that case, while the exact array of atoms in a person’s physical brain doesn’t house a soul, it’s possible it channels a soul. One that exists elsewhere.” 
 
    “What?” said Reed in confusion.  
 
    “It isn’t an obvious solution,” said Hoyer, “but I’ve done a lot of research on different religious and scientific takes on the soul, on consciousness. Along with considerable thinking of my own. Did I mention I’m a genius who bores easily?” 
 
    “You did,” said Reed. “You’re a paragon of humility.” 
 
    Hoyer laughed. “False modesty is stupid. But allow me to expand on this theory. Imagine that all souls are located well outside the body. Deep space, other dimensions, who knows? If so, imagine the brain being like a radio. Bryce himself has shown that instantaneous communication is possible, regardless of distance. So imagine an instant Wi-Fi connection between your brain and your distant soul, if you will.” 
 
    He paused to give his audience time to form this thought picture. “Which brings us back to the radio analogy,” he continued. “Does the content of what you hear on your radio, what it’s playing, have anything to do with its physical construction? Of course not. The radio is just a receiver, nothing more. A device able to tune into content coming from some DJ somewhere, sent out by a radio tower. You can destroy the radio without affecting the radio station in any way.” 
 
    Allie’s eyes widened. “I’ll be damned,” she said. “You’re suggesting that trillions of souls are out there somewhere broadcasting signals. And each of our brains tunes into a different, specific one. Unique to each of us.” 
 
    “I’m not suggesting anything. I’m simply bringing this up as a possibility that most don’t consider. But if this were true, we’d be like primitives who find a radio. We’d be certain that the voices we’re hearing are originating from inside it. When the reality is that the atoms that make up the physical radio aren’t producing the content at all. Have nothing to do with the content, in fact.”  
 
    “It is a fascinating concept,” said Reed, realizing that Aronson had been right. Hoyer was a monster, but his mind was sharp as a razor.  
 
    “If it’s true,” said the major, “you could have your cake and eat it to. Destroy a human brain, and it no longer gets content. You no longer have a soul, so to speak. But the content is still out there. So when you build an exact replica, the content comes streaming in once again. Religions seem to believe that souls never die. Maybe this is how they manage it.” 
 
    Hoyer paused for several long seconds for this to sink in. “Again, I’m not saying this is what I believe,” he said finally. “Just that if there is a soul, my experiments indicate it’s preserved in the duplicate. And this is one possible explanation for how that could be. Among those I replicated during my experimentation phase were several of the most decent people I could find. Modern-day Mother Teresas. Like the rest, they didn’t change an iota, nor did people’s perceptions of them.” 
 
    Reed nodded. Hoyer made a compelling case. Reed wondered if it would be equally compelling to him if he wasn’t a duplicate himself, making him desperate to believe it. Clinging to this theory in the hope that he could really be the same man he had always been.  
 
    “So this concludes the theology portion of my show,” said Hoyer. “Time to move on.” 
 
    Reed wanted nothing more than to continue pondering the implications of his new existence, but if Hoyer wanted to move on, he didn’t have a choice. “Before this diversion,” said Reed, “you told us you have a backup copy of yourself in nanite memory. And they reconstitute you. Where does that take place?” 
 
    “Let’s just say I have a number of . . . birthing centers. Which is one reason I’m so low on nanites I can use for everyday tasks. I need a substantial supply in place at each center, in case they’re needed. As to which of these I’m reborn at, it’s complicated. When I die, the nanites will bring me back to life in the reconstitution center closest to me. If I ever die within twenty-four hours of being reconstituted, they switch to the one farthest away, assuming that the nearest one isn’t working out. That I’m stuck on a level of a video game I can’t beat, no matter how many lives I’m given. It’s more complex than that, but I don’t want to bore you. Suffice it to say that I programmed the nanites with a complex set of instructions that dictate what happens.” 
 
    “But if you die here,” said Reed, “how can you be reconstructed somewhere distant?” 
 
    “First, the nanites can pick up on telepathic signals, no matter how far away they are. Bryce discovered this early on. Telepathy must somehow travel through four dimensions, so the signal can remain strong, taking a shortcut through vast 3D distances.  
 
    “The nanites also possess a powerful array of sensors, and the data they generate, sensory or otherwise, can be received instantly by my entire community of nanites, no matter how spread out geographically. It turns out that they can monitor—well, think of them as my life signs. From anywhere, even when my telepathy is blocked. Almost as if they can use quantum entanglement to make a connection to my life force. I don’t know how this works, but it does. So if I were to die, they’d know it instantly, even if they were on the other side of the universe.  
 
    “I’ve ordered them to stay in constant touch with each other, wherever they are. Upon my death, the nanites in my reconstitution centers can draw on the data generated by the set of nanites that digested me last, wherever that happened to occur.”  
 
    “That’s quite the operation,” admitted Reed begrudgingly. 
 
    “You have no idea,” said Hoyer. 
 
    “I have some idea,” said Reed. “For example, I’m guessing one of your reconstitution centers is within the safe house in Henderson.” 
 
    “True enough. After I gassed us both to death, I was reconstituted in the basement. In the raw materials room. Not all those many bags contain potting soil. Hidden among them are bags that look the same, but contain nanites.  
 
    “After I was reborn, I digested our bodies in the study and retrieved your phone. I listened to the part of your conversation with Aronson you didn’t play. Then, later, I had the nanites bring you back to life.” 
 
    “Your magic trick finally explained,” said Allie. 
 
    “Right. I did nothing to the commander’s mind, after all. Nothing to his memory. The nanites just rebuilt him precisely as he was after the first night you two were together. I put him in the bed where he’d expect to awaken, along with a gun and knife I took from his blistered, dead body. And his mind was restored to its factory settings. He was restored to the Zachary Reed that existed ten days earlier. In fact, if truth be told, he’s now only a single day old.” 
 
    “Which also explains why Rico Gillespie would be willing to commit suicide,” said Reed.    
 
    “Now you’re catching on,” said Hoyer. “Right, the other magic trick. He’s my most trusted lieutenant. The partner you asked about earlier, who helped me eliminate Bryce’s men. In fact, he’s back on site now, with the last three mercs.” 
 
    “Great,” said Reed. “A bigger crowd glued to monitors, following your performance. You must be thrilled. I know how much you love an audience.” 
 
    “Not for this,” said Hoyer. “I had Ava kill the feed from in here, so we have our privacy. If that makes you feel less like you’re in a fishbowl.” 
 
    “It does, actually,” said Reed. “But tell us more about Rico.”  
 
    “Glad you asked. He’s the only other person I’m granting immortality to. He’s died before. In fact, we have to have ourselves chewed up and rebuilt periodically to keep our memory up to date. Don’t want to be reconstructed based on a stale version. You found it disconcerting to lose ten days. Imagine if the last back-up was a year or more distant. So once a week, without fail, we have ourselves digested and reconstituted. It’s so fast we don’t feel a thing. Well, at least as far as we can remember. 
 
    “When I was killed by the gas,” he continued. “I was reborn as the me who existed two days earlier. But I’m always able to get back up to speed quickly, because I have smart contacts and comms that record everything around me. And I can fast rewind. Allowing me to catch up on anything important that I missed.” 
 
    “Fast rewind?” said Reed. 
 
    “Right. As opposed to fast-forwarding. If I die when I’m not purposely making a copy of myself, it means that something unexpected killed me. So it pays to review the footage starting with my death, to learn how it happened, and work backwards.”    
 
    “It sounds like there’s only one of you alive at a time,” said Reed. “I mean, you could create unlimited copies, right? An army of Tom Hoyers.”  
 
    “But I don’t. One of me is all I need. A singular, immortal, eternal me. Since my nanites can’t presently make copies of themselves, if there were more than one of me, we’d have to share nanites. And I don’t share well. And neither would my copy. And the only person on Earth who could get the better of me would be another me. So even after I’m able to get my nanites to reproduce, I’ll stick to one of me at a time.” 
 
    “As far as I’m concerned,” said Reed, “one of you is too many. But let’s get back to your revival after you had Ava gas the room.” 
 
    “Haven’t we already gone over this? After I was reborn I brought myself up to speed. I saw that you had captured and interrogated me, and why. I retrieved your phone from the study, played the last part of your conversation with Bryce. The part you had kept from me.” 
 
    Reed nodded knowingly. “The part about texting him the location for a meeting.”   
 
    “Exactly,” said Hoyer with a smug grin. “Not only had you been using your phone to play me a recording, you were having it record our session until further notice. So when I returned to the study it was still unlocked. But had it been locked, I could have opened it using a print from one of your dead fingers. Regardless, given I had access to your phone, the least I could do was text Bryce, pretending to be you. I told him Hoyer had failed to convince me, Zachary Reed, of his innocence. And that I, Zachary Reed, was now on board. But instead of bringing Hoyer with me to the meet, I was keeping him unconscious and secured in my own facility—at least for now—complete with an anti-telepathy helmet.” 
 
    Reed nodded. “And then you gave him the location we’re at now and set the sixteen-hour clock running.” 
 
    “Nice, huh?” said Hoyer. “I told him it was a brand new safe house that Hoyer had yet to use, but that I, Zachary Reed, had the codes to allow him to take over the security AI. I even alerted him about the deadly gas in every room. If his men found it without the heads-up, that might have scared him off. And I didn’t want to capture his mercs. I wanted to capture him.” 
 
    “You’re an evil, ruthless bastard,” said Reed, “but you did play this well. You cleverly used my memory loss to convince me and Allie to travel here, so you could capture us all at once. Wrap this up neat and tidy. And you told us you were going to load the place with your men beforehand, so the presence of Aronson’s mercs wouldn’t scare us off when we arrived. You knew Aronson’s men would know to expect us, so we’d just assume they were yours.”  
 
    “The dots are finally getting easy to connect, aren’t they?” said Hoyer. “Still, I enjoy hearing my flawless plan parroted back to me. It sounds even more impressive when you say it.” 
 
    Reed sighed. He wanted to lash out, not give Hoyer any satisfaction, but he also wanted to keep him talking. Learn what he could. And not do anything to get him to raise his guard. “So you asked me to give you a fifteen-minute warning when we were due to arrive here. And then you and your buddy Rico had yourselves dissolved in Henderson, and reconstituted in the basement here. Aronson’s men had blessed the place. They must have even inspected the piles of potting soil, but didn’t know several of them contained nanites. Even if they did, they couldn’t have expected hostiles to literally materialize in the center of their secure zone.” 
 
    “Felt like teleportation to me,” said Hoyer. “One moment I’m in the safe house in Nevada and the next I’m here. A trick even Houdini would envy. After arrival here, I had the nanites whip up gas masks, drones, tranq darts, and so on. And then we . . . announced our presence.” 
 
    “So where are your other reconstitution centers?” asked Reed. 
 
    Hoyer laughed. “Nice try. But you must think I’m stupid.” 
 
    “You’ve won. So what does it matter?” 
 
    “Funny, same discussion we had back in Henderson in reverse. I tried to get you to tell me where Aronson was, and you wouldn’t. I said the same thing. Why not? I’m your prisoner. What will it matter? I now know that you had no idea where he was. But if you had told me, it would have blown up in your face. So even though I’m all but certain you can’t escape, why take any chances? At the moment I’m immortal. Eternal. Why give you detailed directions to my kryptonite?” 
 
    There was a long silence in the room. 
 
    “Last thing,” said Reed. “After I was . . . reborn, you needed to stall. You knew that Aronson wouldn’t arrive at the Texas safe house until his men had used most of the sixteen hours I had agreed to give him to clear the place. But you were aware that I was sleeping with Allie. Knowing that, it’s clear you were actively encouraging us to make love again last night. Why?”  
 
    “I’m glad you asked. It amused me to think of you experiencing sexual ecstasy together, continuing down the path to falling in love, only to run into this wood chipper today. Like lambs to the slaughter. Just when you thought you were safe.” 
 
    “You are one sick bastard,” said Reed. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment, Commander.”  
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    Reed’s mind continued to churn, evaluating the best time and way to play his cards. He had only come up with a single option, but it was as good as he could hope for. Still, his execution would have to be flawless. For now, it was enough to let Hoyer keep talking for as long as possible. To learn as much as he could.   
 
    “So here we are,” said Reed. “Just like you planned. But if we’re lambs to the slaughter, why are we still alive? Just so you have an audience to gloat to?” He leaned forward. “What do want with us?” 
 
    “Not much of you and Allie, actually. But I do want something of my old friend and colleague.”  
 
    He walked the few steps to Bryce Aronson and tore the duct tape from his mouth in one violent motion, accompanied by a sharp sound like that of ripping paper. Aronson let out a brief howl of pain and massaged his lips against each other to help lessen the sting and bring them back to life.  
 
    “Okay, Tom,” said the prisoner with a sneer. “What is it that you want?”  
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” 
 
    “The decryption codes for your nanites.” 
 
    “Good guess.” 
 
    “Why does that even matter anymore?” asked Aronson. “You can have your quantum computer find them.”  
 
    “Not yet, I can’t. A true quantum computer might take another full year to perfect. And as you know, patience isn’t one of my virtues. Actually, virtue isn’t one of my virtues. So no time like the present. I also want to see all of your nanite research, and get access to all of your safe houses and facilities.” 
 
    “Why would I help you?”  
 
    “First,” said Hoyer, “because if you do, I’ll let you live. Despite your relentless efforts to keep the nanites all to yourself. And where there’s life, there’s hope. You have a chance of turning the tables. A remote chance, but a chance. I’ll treat you well and even let you have your say. Let you debate me.” 
 
    “I don’t buy it for a second.” 
 
    “Why not? You’re brilliant. You’re bound to think of things that I miss. You can even contribute to my cause. I’ll not only let you live, I’ll help you thrive. If you play ball. You have my word.”  
 
    “Your word?” said Aronson incredulously. “You have to be kidding. You’ll kill me the moment I give you what you want.” 
 
    “Why would I do that? Believe me, I want you to take me up on this. I’d love to keep you alive. You’d be good for me, Bryce. I need you for mental stimulation. As a challenge. I’m addicted to action, to peril, remember? What fun is it for a chess master to play a beginner? Someone like you might actually be able to keep me on my toes.”  
 
    “I’ll just be a Guinea pig for you to torture and run through a maze.” 
 
    “Not at all,” said Hoyer innocently. “You’ll be a respected sparring partner helping to keep me sharp. But your own life isn’t the only reason to cooperate.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” interrupted Reed. He stared at Aronson in confusion. “Don’t you have a copy of yourself in nanite memory, just like Hoyer does?”  
 
    “I don’t,” replied the physicist. “I wasn’t willing to risk killing people to do the proper experiments. Tom didn’t do them until after we, ah . . . parted ways. Besides, I’d prefer not to be digested down to individual atoms if I can help it.” 
 
    “A mistake,” said Hoyer. “You’ve always been too reliant on the repair crew in your bloodstream, Bricey.” He turned and glared at Reed. “Now don’t interrupt us again!” he demanded. 
 
    Hoyer turned back to the quantum physicist. “As I was saying before I was rudely interrupted,” he continued, “it isn’t just your life on the line here. If you don’t provide the decryption code, I’ll torture and kill Allie Keane in front of you. And I know you agree with the rest of us that she’s special. Very special. Her death would be an epic loss to the cosmos.” 
 
    “What about Zachary?” 
 
    “I’ll probably let him live,” said Hoyer. “But no guarantee. I’ll have to play that by ear. He’s just the man to keep me sharp, but he’s a little too good. Still, I’ll give him a chance. And even if it doesn’t work out, I’ll have his pattern from a time before he knew anything about my recent disclosures. So I can start over and keep him on my side this time. Might need someone of his caliber again.” He shrugged. “Although, the longer I go without bringing him back, the harder it is to explain the vast gap in memory.” 
 
    He paused. “So what do you say, Bryce?” 
 
    “I say you’re bluffing. At least about Dr. Keane. You need her.” 
 
    “First, I don’t bluff. You should have learned that from the video I just showed of me gassing myself to death. Second, why do I need her? She’s already given me the recipe for her special molecule. And while she might be helpful in figuring out how to best implement her room temperature qubits into a quantum computer, the nanites already possess the patterns of the best quantum physicists in the world.” 
 
    Allie’s eyes widened. “You didn’t just digest their equipment, did you?” she said in horror. “You digested them also.” 
 
    Hoyer smiled. “Like their equipment, I did put them back in place when I was done. So they haven’t been missed. And I copied eight more physicists after that. They’re all in nanite memory, ready to be reborn as personal servants at my whim. I was going to reanimate them soon, in fact, so they could help you turn your theory into a working computer. These are world-leading scientists that I own, lock, stock, and barrel. No one is looking for them, because they aren’t missing. No cops, no employers, no wives. And even if cops stumble upon my copies, they couldn’t prove I killed the originals. As far as anyone knows, the copies living the originals’ lives are the originals. And as for the copies I’m using, the law would confirm that I own them outright. I manufactured them, after all, and one is entitled to own what one manufactures.” 
 
    “You’re delusional,” said Reed. “Married couples create children, but the children still aren’t their property under the law.” 
 
    “Because the children are assumed to have souls. Which won’t be the case with my copies.”  
 
    Reed opened his mouth to argue further, but Hoyer cut him off. “A debate for another time, Commander.” He turned back to Aronson. “The bottom line is that I don’t need Allie at all. Not anymore. I have all the skill and brainpower I need to go forward from here.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “So if you fail to cooperate, Bryce, you’re almost certainly sealing her permanent death. Yes, there is a chance I’ll need her particular brand of genius again. But it’s very small. And if I do, I’ll just have her reanimated.” 
 
     “If you digest her now,” pointed out Aronson, “all copies going forward will have a memory of who you really are.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing I digested her at the same time I digested Commander Reed, isn’t it?”  
 
    The blood drained from Allie’s face. “What?” she whispered. 
 
    Hoyer laughed. “I could tell that hadn’t occurred to you, smart as you are. What did you think? That you were immune? You were my most precious commodity. Of course I’d want an immediate backup copy. I back up unimportant emails, so I’m sure as hell going to back you up. When I asked you if you thought Reed 2.0 was any different than before, it wasn’t really a controlled experiment, was it? Because I was asking a duplicate to weigh in on another duplicate. You died soon after he did.”  
 
    Hoyer leaned forward in amusement. “So if the commander is now a soulless zombie, you are too. Yet another thing you two crazy kids have in common.”  
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    Allie thought the universe had finally run out of epic surprises to deliver, but she had been wrong.  
 
    The original her had been killed! Just like Zachary Reed.  
 
    Still, she was glad she had been forced to consider how she felt about Zach before learning she was in the same boat. It allowed her to trust her conclusions more than if she were reeling from the knowledge of her own death, trying to come to grips with it rather than objectively weighing the evidence. And she knew in her heart she had been prepared to accept Zach as himself. The time she had spent with him had convinced her that he hadn’t changed. Not that this was conclusive, because if she were no longer truly human, how could she judge his humanity? 
 
    She shook her head to clear it. She couldn’t afford to dwell on this now. And what was the point, anyway? There was no way Aronson would agree to Hoyer’s terms, so even if she was human, she was down to her last minutes of life. 
 
    Hoyer watched the shock of his bombshell play out on Allie’s face for several long seconds. “Okay, Bryce,” he said, “I can see you aren’t quite ready to take me up on my offer. So I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’m going to leave you alone for a while with these two. Let you try to win them over to your way of thinking.” 
 
    “Why?” said Aronson. 
 
    “Don’t you think they deserve to hear your point of view, grandiose as it is? So have the discussion you had with the commander when you first called him. You can all get to know each other. And this will give you time to think about my offer, and the consequences of refusing it, both. Wouldn’t want you rejecting it out of hand.”  
 
    Aronson laughed. “Come on, Tom, I know how you think. I can see right through you. You want to leave us alone so we can all bond. So I get to see how wonderful Allie really is, hoping I’ll start to fall in love with her myself. So when you torture her in front of me, threaten permanent death, it will sway me that much more. 
 
    “And even if that doesn’t work,” continued Aronson, “you’ll be listening in to every word. Hoping to glean something new before you kill me. Or, at minimum, derive some twisted entertainment from our conversation, which we know is what you live for.” 
 
    “You got me, Bryce. You’re absolutely right. But here’s the thing. You can take me up on my offer. You can buy yourself more time. Or I can kill you right now.” He raised his eyebrows. “You’re choice.”   
 
    Aronson glared at Hoyer for several long seconds. “Maybe I will take you up on your offer, after all,” he whispered.   
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    Reed took a deep breath. It was time to act. Delaying might only make conditions worse. 
 
    By his count he was facing eight mercenaries, a man named Rico, who no doubt was well trained, and Tom Hoyer, one of the most dangerous men in the world.  
 
    And that was without counting the nanites, which were capable of defeating armies all by themselves.  
 
    Seemed fair.   
 
    Reed had a single ace up his sleeve. Along with experience, skill, and determination, it would have to be enough.  
 
     He had vowed to protect Allie and had failed. He had already let them both die. But at the same time, he couldn’t shake the feeling that they were both still the same as they ever were. It was possible they were shadows of their former selves without realizing it, but he was content to pretend this wasn’t the case, and determined to do whatever was necessary to keep the most remarkable woman he had ever known alive, copy or no copy. 
 
    Reed took a deep breath. “Before you go, Major,” he said, “I need to, ah . . . go myself. Can I take a brief bathroom break?”   
 
    Hoyer snorted derisively. “Really, Commander? Is that the best plan you’ve got?”  
 
    “Pretty much,” said Reed with a smile. “Although sometimes a cigar is just a cigar, right? I know it’s cliché to ask to go to the bathroom so you can escape. But you do have to admit, sometimes human beings really do need a bathroom.”  
 
    “I don’t care,” said Hoyer. “Hold it.”  
 
    “I get it,” said Reed. “I am the most dangerous adversary you’ve ever faced, even after you’ve taken my gun and knife. And there are only ten of you, after all. So I don’t blame you for being afraid. But how about this, bring in five of your men to escort me from the room at gunpoint. I insist. And then you can watch me in the act if you want. If you’re trying to win Bryce over, why not show him that you’re willing to do the minimum necessary to prevent my bladder from exploding?” 
 
    Hoyer sighed. “Okay. Why not? I’ll take you myself.”  
 
    “Just you?” 
 
    “That’s right.”  
 
    Reed cursed inwardly. “You’re going to need at least five others, Major,” he taunted. “Any fewer, and the second you free my hands, I’ll escape and wipe out every last one of you. Just saying.”  
 
    “I see you’re trying to be entertaining, Commander,” said Hoyer. “I guess you figure if you can amuse me, I’ll let you live. Who knows, you might be right.” 
 
    Reed jerked his head back suddenly. 
 
    Hoyer grinned. “Ah, I see you’re feeling something touching your neck,” he said. “You’ve probably guessed what that is. Or should I say, what those are. I’m going to order them to slice through your neck if I think the trigger word ‘bite!’ And they’ll be cutting off your restraints, so there’s no need for me to get close. Finally,” he added, pulling out a gun, “I’ll have this pointed at your head while we walk to the bathroom. If you think you can win the day, unarmed, before I can think a single word, I urge you to try.” 
 
    Reed felt his restraints sever themselves and he rose slowly to stretch. He winced and made a show of massaging his right thigh as though he were cramping. “Give me one second,” he said. Hoyer had disarmed him, but the sonic generator in his front pocket, which he had taken from a fallen Chinese soldier, looked like a harmless pack of gum and hadn’t been removed. He felt its contours through the material of his pants and squeezed for all he was worth.   
 
    A shrill, penetrating shriek blasted through his pocket, stabbing at unprotected ears in the room like an ice pick. It didn’t kill like it had in Utah, but it was still plenty potent. While Reed’s comms made him immune, the three others in the room were knocked out instantly, as sure as if they had been hit in the skull with a hammer.  
 
    Reed closed his eyes for a brief moment, thanking God that his head was still attached to his shoulders. As he had hoped, Hoyer had been driven unconscious before he could think the magic word that would have ended Reed’s life. He only regretted not being able to get Hoyer to bring more of his men into the room for the sonic blast to take out.  
 
    The small generator had been in his pocket that first morning in Henderson when he had been digested, and the nanites had dutifully resurrected the device along with him. And he had kept it in his pocket when he changed clothes. It was his ace in the hole, perfect for his needs.  
 
    He quickly turned his attention to the large monitor on the wall. As expected, men were racing toward the study to investigate the shrill, biting burst of sound, which was worse than the most deafening smoke detector alarm. It hadn’t knocked them out, but it had still been ear-piercing enough to demand their instant attention.  
 
    Soon all nine hostiles arrived at the great room just outside the study, and paused to organize a plan of action, hampered by their inability to see inside the study after the major had killed the feed. 
 
    “Hoyer is unconscious!” Reed shouted through the door. “Try to enter and he dies! Fire this direction and he dies! A drone enters, same thing. And I’ll kill his prize, Bryce Aronson, too!” 
 
    He didn’t wait for a response. That should hold them back for at least a minute or two as they digested his threat, and discussed their next move. He unshackled the anti-telepathy helmet Aronson had been forced to wear and quickly installed it on Hoyer’s head. This done, he found a knife in the major’s pocket and cut Allie’s bonds, pulling her as far away from the door as he could and leaving her on the floor. Finally, he pulled Hoyer onto the chair Allie had vacated and bound him there.  
 
    Hoyer was now helpless, but killing him was out of the question. If Reed made this mistake, Hoyer would just be reborn somewhere distant, ready to fight again. Keep him alive and imprisoned, on the other hand, and he was nullified, since he only allowed one copy of himself to exist at a time.  
 
    Reed turned to Bryce Aronson and willed him to return to consciousness. His plan depended on it. The effect of a sonic blast like this usually rendered a victim unconscious for an hour or more, but he was counting on the nanites in Aronson’s bloodstream to find a way to ameliorate the effect in minutes. If he was wrong about that, things would get very ugly, very fast.  
 
    But Aronson showed no sign of stirring. 
 
    He needed to stall for time.  
 
    “I’m willing to talk!” he shouted at the door. “But only to Rico Gillespie.”    
 
    Several seconds passed. “Gillespie here!” boomed one of nine men outside in the great room, and Reed confirmed it was the same man they had captured in Henderson, who had pretended to be Aronson’s flunky. “You want to talk. Let’s talk.”  
 
    “Hello, Rico!” bellowed Reed, guessing Gillespie was the only hostile who knew about the nanites. “I see your suicide didn’t take.” 
 
    “My heart wasn’t in it.” 
 
    “You should know that Bryce Aronson is awake,” continued Reed. “Without a helmet. So he’s in full control of his nanites. They’ve formed a suit around me. You know that means I’m invincible.” 
 
    He paused to let Gillespie think about this. “I don’t want any more death,” he added. “So tell your men they have no chance. And if they leave now, I’ll spare their lives.” 
 
    “They won’t believe me!” shouted Gillespie. “You’ll have to come out and demonstrate.” 
 
    “You’ll just gas me like you did Aronson.” 
 
    “Should be a mask in there,” shouted Gillespie through the door. 
 
    “There is. But you’ll just shoot it off my face . . . and then gas me.” 
 
    “Surrender and you won’t be harmed. Otherwise, we’ll come in with guns blazing. You have sixty seconds.” 
 
    “I’ll kill Hoyer. And Aronson.” 
 
    “We both know that killing Tom would do him a favor,” said Gillespie calmly. “As to Aronson, I have to admit that if you kill him Tom will be pissed. But sometimes you gotta do what you gotta do.” 
 
    Reed frowned and slid over to Aronson, still tied to the chair. He shook him roughly. “Come on, Bryce!” he whispered. “Wake up!”  
 
    Nothing. Reed shook him a second time. “Bryce, come on! We’re out of time!” 
 
    Aronson’s eyes fluttered open, but he looked punch drunk. “Where am I?” he whispered groggily. 
 
    “Forty seconds!” announced Gillespie from beyond the door. 
 
    Reed bent down until his face was inches away from Aronson’s and shook him hard for a third time. “Bryce,” he whispered frantically, “focus! Get your nanites in position to decapitate the man now speaking in the great room. If we don’t spook them, we’ll have to kill them all. Come on!”  
 
    Aronson nodded woodenly. “Okay,” he whispered, as if in a dream. “The nanites are on their way.” The physicist continued to recover quickly, gaining strength with each passing second. “I’m surprised you’re trying to spare them,” he added, his tone almost back to normal. 
 
    “I always try to avoid bloodshed,” replied Reed. “There’s been far too much already.”  
 
    “Twenty seconds!” shouted Gillespie. 
 
    “Listen up!” Reed shouted at the adjoining room. “All of you. Rico Gillespie is ordering you into a deathtrap! And he knows it. So keep an eye on him. I’m going to demonstrate my power so you’ll be able to see reason.” 
 
    He swiveled to face Aronson. “Now!” he barked.  
 
    In the great room, Rico Gillespie followed the fate of the four men that Hoyer had killed in Henderson. His severed head sat on his shoulders for several seconds, as if not realizing it had been cleanly cut, while blood began gushing from his neck. Finally, his pilotless body lost its balance and toppled to the floor, with his head landing several feet away.  
 
    Reed watched the remaining hostiles on the monitor. They reacted as if hit by a shock wave. They all began speaking at once and gawking at the separated body of their fallen leader in horror. Many held their necks in their hands and swiveled around in a blind panic, searching for invisible reapers with razor-edged scythes.  
 
    “Leave now!” shouted Reed to the remaining mercs. “Or your heads are next! Last time I make the offer.” 
 
    He didn’t need the monitor to know the mercs had accepted his terms. There was a rumble in the next room like a rampaging herd of bison. The men dashed for the exits in a panic. 
 
    Reed wasted no time on celebration. Instead, he rushed over to where Hoyer had left the gas mask and canister and picked both up. 
 
    “Can you untie me now?” said Aronson. 
 
    “I will,” said Reed, lifting the mask to his face. “But first I need to make sure it’s truly clear out there.” 
 
    “The monitor shows it is.” 
 
    “The monitor can’t see everything,” lied Reed as he affixed the mask to his face.  
 
    But instead of rushing from the room, he triggered the gas canister and tossed it under Aronson’s chair. The gas billowed up like a lighted road flare around the great physicist, who gasped it in, his expression reflecting nothing but shock and betrayal as he fell unconscious once more.  
 
    Reed blew out a long, relieved breath. So far, so good. But he needed to fetch a second anti-telepathy helmet from those that Hoyer kept at each safe house.  
 
    And he needed to do it quickly. 
 
    Because Bryce Aronson, with the help of his microscopic nanite physicians, wouldn’t be unconscious for long. 
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    Allie Keane awoke, unencumbered, and her memories came flooding back to her. How many times could one person be knocked unconscious in the course of a few weeks? Surely she had set the record.  
 
    Reed noticed that she was coming to and knelt down beside her chair. He drew her to him gently, holding the embrace for more than ten seconds, and then kissing her on the lips.  
 
    “What a relief,” he said softly. “I was beginning to worry. How are you feeling?”  
 
    “Splitting headache,” she said. “But, you know . . . alive. Human. At least I hope I am.” 
 
    She looked past Reed and saw Bryce Aronson and Tom Hoyer bound securely to steel chairs. Both were conscious, wearing ridiculous helmets, and had their mouths duct taped shut. “What in the world?” she said.  
 
    “Remember that thing that looked like a pack of gum I put on the end table the night we first made love?”   
 
    She squinted in thought. “Not really. I mostly remember the gun and knife.” 
 
    “Well, it was there. It was in the pocket of my pants when Hoyer had me digested. So it was also in my pocket when I was reborn. I did change clothing since, but I kept it with me. I figured if any weapon could come in handy in a world with people who can control nanites telepathically, this was the one. Well, as long as you’re wearing advanced comms that make you immune from its effects.” 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    “A sonic generator. I scooped it up during our escape from Utah. A truly nasty device. But one that couldn’t be more perfect for my needs. It didn’t look like a weapon so it didn’t get taken. And it’s able to knock out a roomful of people in an instant. Even before Hoyer could think the word bite.” 
 
    “Yeah, that would have been a real . . . problem,” said Allie, swallowing hard. “How did you know it would work fast enough?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” he said with grin. “But I sure as hell was hoping.” 
 
    Allie laughed. “Yeah, I can see that. Why did you wait so long to attempt an escape?” 
 
    “Wanted to keep these guys talking as long as I could. Learn as much as I could. And there was no guarantee it would work. Or, even if it did, that we could survive the mercs. So I was hoping other outs would present themselves.” 
 
    “Speaking of surviving the mercs, how did we?” 
 
    Reed told her. 
 
    “Amazing!” she said in admiration when he had finished.  
 
    “Thanks. I’m just relieved it worked.”  
 
    “Thank God,” said Allie. 
 
    “You might be right about that,” replied Reed with unexpected sincerity. “Maybe we do have God to thank. Or some other higher power. It sure felt like divine intervention to have the exact right weapon at the exact right time. One that looked innocent enough to avoid confiscation.” He shrugged. “I don’t know. Either that, or we were just that lucky.” 
 
    “Luck favors the prepared mind,” noted Allie. “You kept that device on you for a reason. Like you said, you knew it’d be ideal if you were blindsided in a world with nanites. And even then, I’ll bet you could put that generator inside the pocket of dozens of seasoned commandos, and only a few would be creative and decisive enough to leverage this chance into permanent freedom. If there’s any divine intervention, it’s that you were assigned to this case in the first place.” 
 
    Reed nodded, almost looking embarrassed. “Thanks, Allie. That means a lot to me.” 
 
    She gestured to Aronson, who was bound to a chair and listening intently. “But you couldn’t have done it without him,” she said. “So why is he being restrained? And how did you capture him? Based on what you just told me, your sonic device was out of juice, and Dr. Aronson was awake and wielding nanites.” 
 
    Reed described how he had donned a mask and used the gas canister to put Aronson out.  
 
    “As to the why of it,” he continued, “I did it because there’s still a lot going on that we don’t know about. And I’m not taking any more chances. We know for sure that Hoyer is a psychopathic monster. But that doesn’t mean Aronson isn’t one also. He just might be better at hiding it.  
 
    “The truth is that he is hoarding the nanites. That he’s keeping a miracle technology to himself. So I decided to give him the same deal I gave Hoyer. If he can convince me that he’s one of the good guys, I’ll let him go with my apologies. But he’d better be damned convincing.” 
 
    Allie glanced at Aronson, who didn’t seem troubled by this stipulation.  
 
    “I must have been out for a long time,” she said. “Are you telling me you haven’t talked to him yet?” 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you to wake up. So we could both hear what he has to say together.” 
 
    “You realize he convinced you he was the good guy the first time, right?” 
 
    “Not exactly. More like he convinced me that Hoyer was the bad guy. Mostly. But now I’m more wary than ever. And after the exchange we just had, I know a lot more than I did then. So let’s see if he can convince me again. Convince us.” 
 
    “He looks eager to give it a go.” 
 
    “Well, he has been awake for a while now. And it’s been a long day.” 
 
    “How long has Tom been awake?”  
 
    “About twenty-five minutes,” replied Reed.  
 
    “Why was I out so much longer? Aronson has nanites to help him recover. But Tom doesn’t.” 
 
    “That sonic generator really packs a punch. And you were the closest to it when it went off.” 
 
    “Well, glad I could finally join the party,” said Allie. “So what did you do to pass the time while everyone was unconscious?” 
 
    “Not much. First, I did something I don’t want Hoyer to overhear. I’ll tell you about it later.” 
 
    “Why not just knock him unconscious again?” 
 
    “I want him to listen to our conversation with Aronson. So I can get his take on it afterward.” 
 
    “Okay, so after this secret thing, what then?” 
 
    “I straightened the place up. I gathered fallen drones, weapons, tranquilizer darts that bounced off of Aronson’s armor, and so on. And packed them into a rucksack.”  
 
    “How tidy of you,” said Allie with a smile. “Probably smart not to hire a maid service on this one.” 
 
    Reed laughed. “Thanks,” he said. “My thinking exactly.”  
 
    “Did you do anything else?” 
 
    “One final duty,” said Reed. “After they were both awake. I escorted them one at a time to the bathroom. It was quite the lengthy and involved process. I had to make sure they didn’t try to escape.” 
 
    “Like you did?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. But the truth is, I really did have to go.”  
 
    “Speaking of that,” said Allie, “I’m behind in that department, too. Can you wait another few minutes while I use the bathroom?”  
 
    “Of course,” said Reed with a smile. “Just promise you won’t try to escape.” 
 
    “From you?” she said, staring warmly into his eyes. “Never.”  
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    “Purse your lips,” Reed instructed Aronson. “I’m going to pull off the duct tape.” 
 
    Seconds later Aronson’s mouth was freed, less quickly and painfully than the last time this had been done.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said, looking relieved, not only to be able to move his lips, but to finally be able to defend himself. “I know we’re all going to become good friends and allies. So call me Bryce. And I’m going to call you Zach and Allie.”  
 
    He frowned. “And no, this isn’t me being Casper the friendly psychopath. I’m just confident I can convince you to join me. For a second time.” 
 
    “You have the floor,” said Reed. “Tell us your story. We’ll interrupt when we have questions.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” said Aronson. He paused to gather his thoughts. “I’m aware of much of what Hoyer told you,” he began, “from the conversation I had with the . . . other version of you. What he said about ET Ops was largely true, for example. Although he wasn’t a newcomer. He was second-in-command. He fooled a lot of people to get there, and stabbed a lot of others in the back—although I only learned of that much later. One thing is certain, if you’re as talented as he is, and as ruthless, the sky’s the limit in terms of career advancement.”   
 
    He paused. “But I was one of the few scientists on the core team, like he said. And his description of my work on quantum entanglement and instantaneous communication was accurate as well.” 
 
    “Then congratulations are certainly in order,” said Allie. “No matter how this turns out, what you’ve accomplished is a stunning scientific triumph.” 
 
    “Thank you. I can’t wait to share the theoretical underpinnings with you. I consider it groundbreaking. But given your own groundbreaking work, I’m eager to hear your thoughts on—” 
 
    “Not to interrupt,” said Reed, “but don’t you think you should win us over before you start a scientific collaboration with Allie?” 
 
    “Of course,” replied Aronson, properly chastised.  
 
    “One more quick question before you continue,” said Allie. “Tom also told us you tried to obtain perfect encryption using quantum methods, but that this didn’t pan out the way theory suggested it would. Is that true?” 
 
    Aronson sighed. “Yes. Another one of the few accurate things he said. I only wish it wasn’t. But he lied about most of what he told you. Events are out of order, didn’t happen at all, or have been grotesquely twisted. So rather than try to compare my version—the truth—to his version, I’ll just tell you what happened. If something troubles you because it doesn’t line up with his version, I can address any concerns or questions you have.” 
 
    “Sounds fair,” said Reed, and Allie nodded beside him. 
 
    “This means that for the few instances Tom was telling the truth, I’ll be covering the same ground again. Apologies for the duplication.” 
 
    Reed smiled. “Duplication does seem to be the theme of the day,” he said. “But no need to apologize. I’m having you repeat the entire story you already told me. And even if you cover something Hoyer told us, your perspective on it will be different.” 
 
    Allie nodded. “Not to mention that these are events that will undoubtedly change the course of human destiny,” she said. “So if this information isn’t worth hearing twice, nothing is.” She nodded. “So go ahead.” 
 
    “About three and a half years ago,” began Aronson, “experiments I was conducting in quantum entanglement and FTL communication kept showing anomalous readings. But in a very specific way, pointing unambiguously to a signal originating a few hundred feet below the Adriatic Sea. And no matter how I shook the compass, so to speak, it always pointed to the same place. In my view, this indicated that something at this precise location was attempting instantaneous communication using quantum entanglement.” He shook his head, remembering. “I was absolutely stunned.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” said Reed. “Sort of like Alexander Graham Bell putting the finishing touches on the world’s first and only phone . . . and then getting an incoming call.” 
 
    Aronson’s eyes widened.  
 
    “You don’t like the analogy?” said Reed. 
 
    “No. I love the analogy. It’s spot on. But it’s also the exact same one you made the first time I went over this. Almost word for word. Maybe Tom was right. Either there is no such thing as a soul, and consciousness is just an emergent property of complexity. Or you’re still able to channel your old soul. I mean, you’re still you enough to think the same thoughts, even though your recent experiences were quite different than those of your original. My guess is that I could have said what I just said to a thousand people, and this analogy wouldn’t have sprung up in any of their heads.” 
 
    “It sure didn’t in mine,” said Allie. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Aronson excitedly. “But it did in Zach’s—twice. It occurs to me that we still have our original conversation recorded on his phone. When we’re finished, it might be an interesting experiment to listen to the recording and compare his reactions now, to his reactions then.” 
 
    “Good thought,” said Reed. “But there’s one problem. I had already been digested and reborn when we spoke. So this only compares the reactions of two copies of me to each other.” 
 
    Aronson frowned. “You’re right, of course. Too bad.” 
 
    “Even so,” said Allie, “experiments like these—conducted in a more controlled manner—could go a long way toward settling the debate about the human-ness of a duplicate. If a duplicate is identical, not only in structure, but in its every reaction and behavior, it gets harder to argue that it isn’t the same as the original.” 
 
    “But you’d expect minor variations no matter what, wouldn’t you?” said Aronson, as his powerful intellect seized on this thought and raced ahead. “It’s been theorized that the mind has a quantum nature. I know you believe this is the case yourself, Allie. Since the quantum world acts in a statistical manner, this would introduce a small degree of randomness to our thoughts. So responses given by an original and a duplicate would inevitably vary on occasion.” 
 
    “And if they didn’t,” said Allie excitedly, taking the baton and running with it, “that would be profound. And horrifying. It would be an indication that free will is an illusion. That our responses are out of our control. Present a certain stimulus and we react the same way every time.” 
 
    “Which would also mean—” 
 
    “You two do know this isn’t an academic symposium, right?” interrupted Reed. “Wow. Is this what it’s like getting two genius physicists in the same room? I’m just as fascinated by the possibilities as you are, and I know it’s relevant to our current situation.” He turned to Aronson. “But why don’t we get through your version of events first.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” said Aronson. “But as you’ll see as we proceed, the discussion of souls, consciousness, and so on is more than just relevant. It’s going to become the fundamental question. And once I’ve convinced you I’m not the bad guy, I can’t wait to spend more time with Allie.”  
 
    “Yeah, you and me both,” said Reed with the hint of a smile. “So, Bryce, you were saying that you detected a signal in the Adriatic Sea.” 
 
    “Right. Tom Hoyer was my superior within ET Ops at the time, so I informed him of this discovery. He was intrigued, but suggested we keep this hush-hush until we had time to check it out. No use getting everyone at ET Ops excited over a false alarm. So he arranged for an expedition, and we managed to retrieve the nanites.” 
 
    Reed nodded. The fact that these microscopic dynamos had been discovered in the Adriatic Sea tracked with what Hoyer had told them, but the rest diverged. Hoyer had said Aronson had taken a vacation and mounted the expedition on his own. The version they were now hearing seemed more likely. 
 
    “Does that mean the nanites were visible?” asked Allie. 
 
    “Fortunately, yes. But we had no idea what they were. They generated a signal. When we took them back to the States, the signal moved with them. But other than that, they were as inert as a block of lead. Trillions upon trillions of microscopic particles that didn’t do anything, and that we couldn’t learn anything about, no matter what electron or scanning tunneling microscope we used.” 
 
    “Which in itself is pretty stunning,” said Allie. 
 
    “True. And that wasn’t lost on us, either. So Hoyer set up a lab for me. Again, he convinced me to keep this secret for a while longer while we explored what we had. I trusted him, and he was as persuasive as only a high-functioning psychopath can be. So I agreed to keep it a skunk-works project until we learned more.” 
 
    He paused. “And I got nowhere,” he continued. “Long story short, I continued working on perfecting my FTL communication theory and resulting tech. I had solved how to receive signals—obviously—and was just nearing the finish line on how to send them when the nanites were discovered.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” said Reed. “Based on what Hoyer told us, when you perfected the second half of the puzzle, the nanites came to life.” 
 
    “Exactly. They were triggered when I completed my quantum entanglement theories and built a working FTL communication system. One that could send information as well as receive.”  
 
    “Hoyer told us an alien AI also came to life when the nanites were activated,” said Allie. “Is that true? And if so, is that why you’re so certain of what triggered the activation?” 
 
    “Yes and yes,” said Aronson. “It was the most mind-blowing day of my life. I had just completed what I had thought was my life’s work. And suddenly the nanites awoke, and I had absolute proof of the existence of advanced aliens. Something that, by itself, would rock the foundations of our civilization, impacting religion, science, cosmology, and confirming we aren’t alone in the universe. And that was only the beginning.” 
 
    “No doubt,” said Allie. “Because you were soon experiencing perfect telepathy. And then learning about perfect nanofabricators. Nanites that mostly exist in higher dimensions, making use of science that’s many thousands of years more advanced than our own.” 
 
    “That sums it up nicely,” said Aronson. “But there’s still more. Much more. Because the AI also gave me an abbreviated backstory on the origins of the species that created the nanites. And why the nanites are here.” 
 
    Reed’s eyes widened. This was historic. To not only know that an advanced alien species existed, but to learn something of their motivations.  
 
    “The species responsible,” said Aronson, “originated thirty-three thousand light years away from us. On the second planet from their sun, a red dwarf.”  
 
    “How is that different from our sun?” asked Reed. 
 
    “Ours is a yellow dwarf. A red dwarf is smaller and less hot.” 
 
    Reed nodded. 
 
    “Anyway,” continued Aronson, “this species first achieved sentience over one hundred thirty million years ago.” 
 
    Reed whistled. “I can see why they might be a little ahead of us in the science department. What do they call themselves?” 
 
    “It doesn’t translate into English. I decided to call them the Ions. An acronym I found amusing.” 
 
    “Ions,” repeated Allie, deep in thought. She smiled. “Does that stand for Inventor of Nanites?”  
 
    “Outstanding,” said Aronson. “That was quick.” 
 
    “Great name,” said Allie. “A lot better name than Nanite Inventors, which would have been the Ni.” 
 
    “You two are killing me,” said Reed, rolling his eyes. “I’m not sure if I should be delighted that you seem to be on the same wavelength, or terrified.” He paused. “So what more did you learn about these . . . Ions,” he added. 
 
    “A fair amount. At least big-picture stuff. About six hundred thousand years after their species first arose, they invented their namesake technology. And then they began to think big.” 
 
    “How big?” said Allie. 
 
    “They had their nanites construct small interstellar craft by the hundreds of billions,” replied Aronson. “Consuming entire gas giants for the raw materials. That big.”  
 
    Reed drew back. “Gas giants like the planet Jupiter?” he said in disbelief. 
 
    “That’s right. Planets so big you can fit many hundreds of Earths inside. Engineering and construction on an unimaginable scale. So epic, they had to consume these planets in nearby solar systems, dead solar systems. Why? Because the gravity of these planets is so great, doing so in their own backyard would have altered the orbit of their home planet.” 
 
    Aronson paused while his small audience pondered the enormity of the Ions’ project.  
 
    “How could they possibly need billions of interstellar vehicles?” asked Reed. 
 
    “The vehicles weren’t for the Ions themselves. Each was loaded with a nanite cargo. Many times the number of nanites needed to support a distributed intelligence. So that even a subset could generate the AI function that came to life in my lab. Ultimately, these craft landed on every moon and every planet in the Milky Way galaxy. Every single one. ” 
 
    “Extraordinary,” said Reed. 
 
    “More than extraordinary,” said Allie. “Now that’s what I call an ambitious species. On a cosmic scale.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” said Aronson with an awestruck expression. “Because that was just the beginning.” 
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    Allie found herself spellbound, hanging on Aronson’s every word. She just hoped everything he was saying turned out to be true. His story felt right, felt true, but how many times did she have to be fooled before admitting she couldn’t see the wolf in sheep’s clothing? 
 
    “To continue,” said Aronson, “while the Ions perfected instantaneous communication, they never did learn how to travel faster than light. So their ships plodded along at sub-light speeds. But after a few hundred thousand years, their ships eventually blanketed the entire galaxy. When the resident AI on a given ship detected a planet with sentient life, it would land and observe surreptitiously. Or it would land and introduce the new species to the Ions, depending on how advanced the species was. 
 
    “When a ship came to planets or moons without life, or with life that wasn’t sentient, it would land in an inconspicuous place and send back data. Geologic characteristics, analysis of planetary life forms found, the potential for sentience, that sort of thing.” 
 
    Reed nodded slowly. “When you say the ships landed in inconspicuous places, you mean like deep under the Adriatic Sea.” 
 
    “That’s right. The nanites would land and immediately digest the interstellar ships that had carried them. Then they would—” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” said Allie. “Why digest the ships?”  
 
    “So less advanced civilizations couldn’t find them, reverse engineer them, and jump ahead of where they should be technologically. After disposing of the ship, the nanites’ job would be to transmit data back to the Ions, and carry out any orders Ion central might give them. The nanites were built and programmed to operate on geologic time. So if earthquakes or tectonic shifts made their location suddenly more conspicuous, they’d simply relocate to somewhere more off the beaten path.” 
 
    “How long have they been here on Earth?” asked Reed. 
 
    “A hundred twenty-nine million years,” replied Aronson. “Give or take.” He grinned. “Long enough to get a feel for the place, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Allie smiled, and noticed that Reed was too. It was becoming obvious to her that he liked Aronson, and hoped that he turned out to be the good guy in this drama. Assuming there was a good guy. She felt the same way. 
 
    “For about ninety million years,” continued Aronson, “the nanites hung out on Earth and sent information about our biosphere back home. But then, abruptly, thirty-nine million years ago, the nanite AI tells me that the Ions stopped responding entirely. They didn’t acknowledge receipt of reports, or issue any orders to the nanites to follow up on anything reported. After some investigation, the AI found that the entire Ion species had simply vanished.” 
 
    “Without saying goodbye?” said Reed. 
 
    “That’s right. They were simply gone. The nanite AI surmises that they had achieved a higher level of being. Perhaps they learned how to exist as pure energy. Perhaps they became trans-dimensional beings. But whatever they achieved, they are no longer responding.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” said Allie in awe. 
 
    Aronson smiled. “And yet I haven’t even gotten to the most important, mind-blowing part. Because for the Ions, getting their ETs to phone home wasn’t the only goal of their ridiculously ambitious project. It was the least of their goals, in fact.” 
 
    He paused for effect. “Their true goal was to spread their civilization far and wide throughout the galaxy.” 
 
    Reed tilted his head in confusion. “Spread their civilization how?” he said. “By giving the gift of nanites to the galaxy? By using them to make first contact with other species?”  
 
    “I should have phrased that better,” said Aronson. “When I said spread their civilization, I should have said spread themselves. Because their plan was nothing short of using their nanites as advanced scouts, as terraformers, and then as conduits for instantaneous travel to new planets.” 
 
    “You’re going to need to unpack that,” said Reed.  
 
    “Happily,” said Aronson. “Think about it. Why send nanites throughout the galaxy as opposed to just sentries? Why not just send specialized data collectors?” 
 
    He paused. “Because the nanites’ real mission was to pave the way for Ion colonization. If the nanites landed on a planet with life, it was off limits. They would send back data only. But if they landed on a lifeless planet, one in the right Goldilocks orbital zone for their species, the Ions could colonize.  
 
    “The steps would be as follows. A nanite ship lands on a dead planet and sends this information back to Ion-kind. The Ions decide the planet’s orbit and climate are suitable for their needs and send FTL instructions back to the nanites to terraform it. Or Ion-form it. To turn it into the Ion’s version of the Garden of Eden. To replicate in vast numbers and then transform the planet’s terrain, water content, atmosphere, vegetation, everything. In fact, if the Ions wanted to, they could turn any dead planet into a precise duplicate of the surface of the planet on which they originated.” 
 
    Allie’s expression had changed from stunned to even more stunned. “Of course,” she whispered in awe. “It makes perfect sense.”  
 
    “The rest is obvious,” said Aronson. “When the planet is ready for habitation, any group of Ions who have interest can populate it with their duplicates. And they don’t have to have their original selves melted down to do it, the way Tom did. They’re able to have trillions of nanites take a complete scan of them. Collect data on the composition and location of every atom. In a way that isn’t the least bit damaging. This allows them to obtain the same information our nanites on Earth get from complete dissolution of the object to be copied. They transmit the information instantaneously to the nanites on the planet to be colonized, and exact copies of the colonists are created. The duplicates have the same minds, the same memories, as the originals. To them, it seems as if they’ve simply been teleported to the new planet.”  
 
    Reed nodded slowly. “Hoyer said the same thing. When he was reborn here seconds after being digested in Nevada.”  
 
    “Exactly. This is the same, except without the need to be digested. And with destinations that could be tens of thousands of light years away.” 
 
    “Incredible,” whispered Allie. “And I thought they were ambitious before. I don’t even have the words.” 
 
    “How many planets did they end up colonizing?” asked Reed. 
 
    “Millions,” replied Aronson. “They spread out across the galaxy at the same rate as their ships.”  
 
    Allie’s eyes widened. “So when you said the Ion species vanished, did you mean vanished from the entire galaxy? From every single planet?” 
 
    “That’s right. All the planets they colonized have been vacant now for many millions of years. It’s easy to see why the AI believes they must have crossed into a new plane of existence. Nothing else could account for a disappearance of this magnitude.” 
 
    Allie squinted in thought. “Let’s back up a second,” she said. “You just told us that the nanites could generate all the data they needed to duplicate an Ion by simply scanning them. So why did Tom Hoyer have himself digested?” 
 
    “The ability to collect data from scanning rather than disassembling is a higher order function. One that we can’t access. A species has to prove they’re sufficiently advanced scientifically before they can make full use of the nanites. First, to even find them, a species has to be able to detect a broadcast that makes use of quantum entanglement. To activate them, including a first-level AI, and to be able to give them orders, a species has to prove they can send FTL signals as well as receive.” 
 
    Aronson paused. “Even then, certain higher order functions, like full-body scanning, are protected by encryption. The sum of massive primes.” 
 
    “Requiring a species to be advanced enough to perfect a quantum computer to get at them,” said Reed. 
 
    “Yes. The AI made this all very clear. Apparently, the Ions figure any species who can master both FTL communication and quantum computing is worthy of accessing all functions.” 
 
    “Which is where Allie comes in,” said Reed. “Again.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Aronson. 
 
    Allie blew out a deep breath. “It’s interesting that the Ions require a species to master quantum communication to awaken the nanites,” she said. “Do you suppose this was so the Ions could immediately communicate with whatever species achieved this level?” 
 
    “Good insight,” said Aronson. “According to the AI that is, indeed, what was supposed to have happened. If the Ions were still in the galaxy, they would have contacted me once I activated their toys. Would have asked permission to send an envoy of duplicates here. As the welcome wagon. A cultural exchange. And to discuss the nanites, their capabilities, safeguards and so on.” 
 
    “But because they left the building almost forty million years ago,” said Reed, “we’re on our own.”  
 
    “Not entirely. The AI is quite helpful. Still, it isn’t the same. And who’s to say how much we might have benefited from this particular cultural exchange.” 
 
    “Then it’s tragic that they’re gone,” said Allie. 
 
    “Yes and no,” said Aronson. “Because humanity now has an unimaginable opportunity. If we can survive long enough to take advantage. The Ions had first dibs on all planets. They colonized millions of them. And let me tell you, we’re talking prime real estate. But now the Ions are gone, and apparently, so are all sentient species that were at their level when this mass vanishing took place thirty-nine million years ago.”   
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “Which leaves humanity in the driver’s seat,” he said excitedly. “In position to inherit the Ions’ galactic network.” 
 
    “What?” whispered Allie in shock.    
 
    Aronson grinned. “Crazy, right? But also true. The AI made it clear that if we can demonstrate we’re worthy, unlock the next level of functionality, we can control their nanites—on every planet in the galaxy.  First, we can get them to send their data to us. Lots of data. Even given our ever-growing data-handling capabilities, we’d only be able to digest the smallest fraction of it.” 
 
    “No doubt,” said Allie. “It would be worse than drinking from a fire hose. It would be drinking from Niagara Falls.” 
 
    “True enough,” said Aronson. “But we can narrow the focus however we like. We’ll be able to absorb more than enough data to choose planets to terraform and colonize. Hello infinity.”  
 
    He smiled. “I’m partial to having a duplicate me built on a planet closer to galactic center. With the density of stars so much higher there, my understanding is that the star fields at night will be magnificent. But I’d want to read the travel brochures first.”  
 
    Reed shook his head. “This is so unreal,” he said. “You’re positive we can just take over their system?”  
 
    “The AI has assured me we can. If we can unlock the third level, break through the encryption, we’re in business. Which is why the soul discussion will become so important. According to the AI, the Ions believed their duplicates were every bit as alive, every bit as much an Ion, as the originals. Although they did have rules forbidding any Ion from bringing a duplicate to life unless it was at least fifty light years distant.” 
 
    “Right,” said Allie, “so there was no chance of a duplicate and original ever crossing paths.” 
 
    “That’s my guess,” said Aronson. “But the bottom line is this, if we can unlock these higher order functions, humanity can inhabit hundreds of planets. Thousands. And that’s just for starters. We’ll no longer have all our eggs in one planetary basket. If a stray black hole swallows Earth in thirty years, humanity will still survive. Nothing can wipe out our entire species, until we follow the Ions and others to transcendence someday.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” said Allie. “Again, there are no words to describe the enormity of it all.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” said Reed. “But at the risk of taking this conversation from the transcendent to the mundane, where does Hoyer come back into the story?”  
 
    Aronson sighed loudly. “Yeah, getting back to Tom does take the story down about a trillion pegs. But you’re right. It’s time to return to Earth for a while. From gods to psychopaths in one easy step.” 
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    Reed shifted his gaze to Tom Hoyer, the man in question. His eyes were still closed, but Reed had no doubt that he was listening to every word.   
 
    Reed had never seen Allie so mesmerized, and for good reason. Nothing this mesmerizing had ever been shared in human history. Given this grandiosity, it was a massive letdown to be reminded of just how small human beings could be.  
 
    “I learned everything I just told you,” continued Aronson, “and more, in a single day. During many hours of give-and-take telepathic discussion with the nanite AI. And I also learned about what the nanites can do. We might need a quantum computer to reach the next level, but FTL communication alone had given us access to a full panoply of nanite tricks. I learned that they could make anything, and how. I learned that they had a medical repair function, and I could inject trillions of them to patrol my bloodstream.” 
 
    “And you just took the AI’s word for that?” said Reed. 
 
    “No. Especially since this feature required advanced programming from the AI to implement. So I experimented with rodents first. I injected them with nanites and confirmed they could repair injuries without any deleterious effects to the specimens. Then I injected myself and conducted further experiments. I wasn’t eager to hurt myself in the name of science. So I began by giving myself tiny cuts. When these vanished before my eyes, I numbed myself so I wouldn’t feel pain and inflicted ever-worsening injuries on myself. The nanites were as miraculous as advertised. Ever since I injected them, I’ve been as healthy as a horse.”  
 
    He paused. “But backing up, the AI walked me through the nanites’ capabilities, and I put them through their paces to confirm what I’d been told. I had them digest any number of objects of varied complexity and remake them. I analyzed the duplicates under a microscope. And so on. Mostly with my mouth hanging open.” 
 
    “We know the feeling,” said Allie. 
 
    “But when I realized that they could also replicate themselves, I panicked. I’ve never been more awestruck, and I’ve never been more terrified.” 
 
    “Why so terrified?” asked Reed. 
 
    “You did hear the part about the nanites digesting planets the size of Jupiter, right?”  
 
    Reed winced. “Sorry. Epically stupid question.” 
 
    “Not at all. I’m glad you brought it up. I would have just glossed over it, which would have been a mistake. It’s too important not to have an explicit discussion. Even scientists don’t always have a full appreciation of the power of exponential growth. So let me lay it out. My experiments show that a nanite can make a copy of itself in about twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Twenty minutes?” said Allie. “Why so long? Nanites can reconstruct an entire computer in seconds.” 
 
    “Trillions of nanites working in concert can reconstruct an entire computer in seconds,” said Aronson. “And a truckload of them can manufacture a duplicate truckload of them in twenty minutes. But for this example, I’m talking about an individual, microscopic nanite copying itself—all by itself. Much like a bacteria or a cell would do. Coincidentally enough, twenty minutes is the exact length of time it takes a well-fed E. coli bacteria to make a copy of itself.” 
 
    Allie nodded. “Go on,” she said.  
 
    “At this rate of reproduction, a single nanite can become a million nanites in seven hours. In another seven hours, these million can also grow a million-fold, to a trillion. So in fourteen hours, one nanite can become a trillion. Fourteen hours. Add another fourteen hours, and each of these trillion can spawn a trillion of their own. So in twenty-eight hours, a little more than a day, a single nanite can become a trillion trillion nanites.” 
 
    He paused to let this sink in. “To carry this to its extreme, if you programmed a single nanite for runaway replication, you’d get a big enough swarm of nanites to consume all matter in the known universe—in less than a month. I’m talking hundreds of billions of stars in each of hundreds of billions of galaxies—not even counting the planets and other masses. An entire universe of matter digested and converted into nothing but nanites.” 
 
    Reed shrank back. “I can see how that might be . . . bad,” he said. 
 
    Aronson couldn’t help but smile at this purposeful understatement. “This is only theoretical, of course. Taking exponential growth to absurd extremes. It goes without saying that the universe is safe. The nanites would run out of raw materials after consuming a single planet, since they can’t jump to the next.”  
 
    Reed frowned. “But that’s hardly reassuring, since the single planet they’d be consuming would be ours.”  
 
    Allie swallowed hard. “No,” she said. “Reassuring isn’t a word I would use either.” 
 
   

 

 “So nanites represent the greatest constructive power ever unleashed,” said Aronson. “But also the greatest destructive power. Giving the nanites to the world is like handing out nuclear bombs to all eight billion inhabitants of Earth. Actually, it’s much worse. If just one person orders the nanites to continue replicating until they run out of raw materials, they’d consume the entire Earth in days. Turn it into a silver mass of uncountable nanites, all identical. We might recover from a nuclear explosion. But there’s no coming back when your entire planet is ghosted.” 
 
    He frowned deeply. “And the mental command to do it is simple. Anyone can give it. You don’t need a manual, or a degree in nuclear bomb detonation. You just have a small nanite erector set that you make run amok. If everyone had their own set of unencrypted nanites, we wouldn’t survive a day. If we assume no rational person would give such an order, an assumption I wouldn’t make, we’re still screwed. Too many of us suffer from mental illness. A single schizophrenic patient could end the world with a thought. Either not knowing, or not caring, what the consequences of this order would be.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Reed. “I’m beginning to see what might have caused you to panic.” 
 
    “The fact that the Ions left this runaway replication possibility unencumbered,” said Aronson in disgust, “unprotected, is inexplicable to me.” 
 
    Reed tilted his head in thought. “Maybe not,” he said. “Maybe it’s part of the Ions’ testing program. Correct me if I’m wrong, but almost all of their ships land on lifeless planets and moons. Of those few that do land on planets with life, the vast majority land well before sentience emerges.” 
 
    “I think that’s right,” said Aronson. “That was certainly the case with Earth.”  
 
    “And in most of these cases, I’d imagine,” continued Reed, “life never goes on to achieve sentience. Even if it does, how many species destroy themselves before they can activate the nanites? Before they’re able to harness quantum entanglement and develop FTL communication? I’d say a good share. We’ve been close to the brink on a few occasions since we invented the nuclear bomb ourselves.” 
 
    “Again, I think you’re right,” said Aronson. “I’d guess that only one in many millions of planetary landings result in the nanites being discovered by an emerging quantum civilization like ours.”   
 
    He paused. “But I don’t see your point.” 
 
    “My first point is this,” said Reed, “the Ions may have been reckless for leaving the self-replication function unencrypted. But given the nanites were sent to every celestial body in the galaxy, and given how few times the unencrypted nanites would present a danger, they weren’t that reckless. Not in the grand scheme of things. 
 
    “But getting back to my original thought,” continued Reed, “we’ve been required to pass tests to prove we’re ready scientifically, worthy scientifically, to use the nanites. So my second point is this: what if leaving the self-replication capability unencrypted is another test? Our final exam. A test of species maturity. Will we recognize the danger? And will we be able to take steps to prevent self-destruction? If we can’t, the Ions have eliminated a galactic neighbor too immature to use their technology. Too immature to venture out into the galaxy.” 
 
    “Yikes,” said Allie. “Total species elimination seems like an unduly harsh penalty for failing a test. It’s like if we handed a four-year-old boy a bomb, and then shrugged when he blew himself up. Yes, he was too immature to handle it. But maybe that would have changed if we had given him the chance to grow up.”  
 
    There was a long silence as all three participants in the discussion pondered the possibilities further. 
 
    “I think you make a great point, Zach,” said Aronson finally. “One I hadn’t considered. But so does Allie. So maybe there is more to it. Maybe the nanites do have a fail-safe embedded in their programming, which the AI isn’t telling us about. I asked why the self-replication function wasn’t encrypted, but the AI wouldn’t tell me. Maybe if we did order runaway replication, or something else equally self-destructive, the nanites would refuse to obey, after all. Perhaps going on to deny us any access to the nanites until we’ve matured further.”  
 
    “That would make more sense,” said Reed. “So the consequences of failing the final exam wouldn’t be extinction. They’d have handed us a gun to see what we’d do, not telling us it was loaded with blanks.”  
 
    “Could be,” said Aronson. “It’s definitely something to consider further. The problem I see is that the only way to test the theory is to order the nanites to do extinction-level damage. Worst case, it’s the end of the Earth and humanity, and we learn that the penalty for failing the Ions’ test really is . . . permanent. Best case, they’ve given us blanks. But even then, failing could well bring consequences, including a possible loss of nanite privileges. Either way, it’s the last experiment we’d ever want to try.”  
 
    “No argument here,” said Reed. “But go ahead and continue. I sent us off on a diversion.” 
 
    “An intriguing one,” said Aronson approvingly. “The point I was getting to is that after learning the self-replication function was unencumbered, I decided to delay telling Tom about the nanites until I could take some precautions.”  
 
    “Good choice,” said Allie. 
 
    Aronson sighed. “In hindsight, it’s obvious. But it wasn’t at the time. I trusted Tom with my life. He was charismatic, and brilliant, and the perfect boss and colleague. Still, the stakes were so high, the potential for disaster so great, my instincts told me no precaution I could take would be too great. So I hedged. I worked with the nanites for several weeks, while telling Tom that they remained inert, and that I wasn’t making any progress. And I tried to be as paranoid as possible during that time, preparing for any eventuality and instituting certain safeguards.” 
 
    “Like what?” asked Reed. 
 
    “I injected myself with nanite MDs, as you know. I stockpiled emergency supplies of nanites around the country, well hidden, rendering them invisible to further prevent them from being discovered. And I added encryption of my own. I blocked the nanites’ second level of functionality, encrypted them so that they could only replicate at my command. And so the AI would only interact with me.” 
 
    “So Hoyer was telling the truth about that,” said Reed. 
 
    “He was. Although he didn’t learn what I had done until much later.” 
 
    Reed nodded. “Go on,” he said. 
 
    “After a few weeks of working alone and making preparations, I finally told Tom that I had activated the nanites. As if it had just happened. And that I had also awakened an alien AI. But I told him the AI had made it clear it would only interact with me, and that it was fickle, and often not cooperative.” 
 
    Allie considered. “So if there were things you didn’t want him to know, you could just pretend that the AI had refused to answer.” 
 
    “Exactly. I also didn’t tell him about the Ions or their history.”  
 
    “Which means he didn’t know about humanity’s opportunity to populate the cosmos,” said Reed.  
 
    “Right. I wanted to wait. I trusted him as much as I’d ever trusted anyone. But I also needed to be more sure about him than I had ever been about anyone. So I told him that the alien AI had encrypted the nanites so they couldn’t make copies of themselves. Even though I had encrypted them myself.” 
 
    “What about the nanite MDs?” asked Reed. “He claimed earlier that you kept these to yourself.” 
 
    “I did. Like I said, the nanites required sophisticated programming from the AI in order to properly patrol and repair the human body. Tom was too smart not to understand that, and I wanted to downplay the AI’s capabilities.” 
 
    “And later,” said Allie, “he wasn’t able to use them in this capacity because you blocked his access to the AI’s second level of functionality.” 
 
    Aronson nodded. “But if he had injured himself when we were working together, I would have injected him then. The nanites could have healed him after the fact. And once I was sure I could trust him, I’d make sure he had them on board.”  
 
    “Sounds like you felt guilty about withholding them,” said Allie.  
 
    “I did,” replied Aronson. “Very much so. But events have shown me that I made the right call. Definitely.”  
 
    He lowered his eyes. “I did, however, make one unforgivable error,” he added in self-disgust. “It took me three days to realize I should have just encrypted all nanite functions, not just the AI and self-replication. It would have been simple to ensure the nanites only took orders from me, period. No matter what the order. But Tom had lulled me to sleep. He never once attempted to give an order, which gave me a false sense of security. Made me feel like the nanites saw me as their one and only boss.” 
 
    He paused. “Even so, after three days it finally occurred to me that I was being careless. That in addition to burying the AI and self-replication behind an encrypted firewall, I should have done that for all functions. I had removed the bullets from the gun, but had forgotten that this same gun could still be used to pistol-whip me to death. A costly mistake. One I’ve been beating myself up over ever since it came back to bite me. But let me wait a few minutes before I get to this part, if that’s okay?” 
 
    Allie and Reed both nodded. 
 
    “Anyway, when I told Tom the nanites had been activated and brought him up to speed—give or take some key lies and omissions—we began to work together. Tom insisted, and I welcomed the help and company. And brainpower. He really does possess a towering intellect. As does Allie. And from what I understand, Zach, you’re impressively bright yourself.”  
 
    “Thanks,” said Reed, “but we all know I’m not in the same league as you and Allie. And not in the same league as Hoyer, either, it sounds like.” 
 
    “I’m not even sure that I am,” said Aronson. “He’s that brilliant, as he so modestly told us himself. A monster, certainly, but he could have been a Nobel Prize caliber scientist. Even though he didn’t have formal training, his grasp of quantum physics, his ability to design experiments, was extraordinary. We conducted experiments on telepathy, invisibility, nanite capabilities, and so on. He brought plenty of insight to the party.” 
 
    Aronson let out a long breath. “But I didn’t agree to have him work with me for his scientific contributions. To be honest, I didn’t expect any. I figured this would give me the best chance to take his measure. Really decide in the trenches how much I could trust him. And he brought another important capability to the table. With the power he had as ET Ops’ second-in-command, he could keep close watch on leading-edge quantum computer research being conducted anywhere in the world.” 
 
    “Right,” said Reed. “Since a quantum computer would give you the key to unlock the nanite’s scanning capability. Not to mention give humanity the ultimate travel pass.” 
 
    “Not that I told him that,” said Aronson, “but yes.” 
 
    “What did you tell him?” asked Allie. 
 
    “That we needed a quantum computer to unlock the self-replication function. That it was important for us to be able to generate more nanites. Carefully. He pretended to be just as concerned about the destructive potential of unlimited nanites as I was. In fact, we had endless philosophical discussions. I was struck by how incredibly like-minded we turned out to be.” 
 
    “Except that you weren’t,” said Allie. “He was just feeding you what you wanted to hear.” 
 
    Aronson winced. “He had me believing whatever he wanted me to believe. Until he made his move against me, and I learned who he really was. But he made a mistake. I was days away from trusting him completely. Days away from telling him everything, giving him the keys to the kingdom. If he had only waited to attack me, the world would be at his mercy right now.” 
 
    Reed and Allie exchanged anxious glances. Had the future of humanity really pivoted on such a fine razor’s edge? 
 
    “But I’m getting ahead of myself,” said Aronson. “Right after I brought him up to speed, lies and all, we agreed that we should keep this secret. At least for the time being. We needed to learn what we were dealing with before any disclosures.” 
 
    “Except that you already knew what you were dealing with,” said Reed. “Knew the stakes, and the dangers.” 
 
    “For the most part, yes. If not, I would have insisted on sharing our discovery. But as it was, we didn’t even disclose it to the rest of ET Ops. Tom ran interference for us. He disguised the time he spent with me. And while I was sequestered away, he made sure I wasn’t bothered, had unlimited funding, and so on.” 
 
    “What a prince,” said Reed sarcastically. 
 
    “The horrible part is that I really thought so at the time. Soon enough, he convinced me to let him fake my death. I was reluctant, but he had this way of being persuasive. He explained that other members of ET Ops were wondering where I’d been, and that his excuses and lies were wearing thin. That the general in charge was insisting on in-person reporting when I returned from the overseas conference Tom said I was attending.” 
 
    “So you agreed,” said Reed. 
 
    Aronson nodded. “Tom took care of everything. He staged a fake auto accident.” 
 
    He paused, remembering. “I didn’t realize at the time that I had set myself up. He could now kill me whenever he wanted without any possible repercussions. No one could ever suspect him of murdering me.” 
 
    Aronson shook his head in disgust. “Because in the eyes of the world, I was already dead.”  
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    There was a long silence in the study. Hoyer’s eyes were still closed, and he remained perfectly still.  
 
    “So if I’m following you correctly,” said Reed, “Hoyer ultimately attacked you. Just days before you would have told him everything.”   
 
    “Wasn’t much of an attack,” said Aronson. “He simply hit me with a tranquilizer—effortlessly. I awoke in the lab, tied up, with an anti-telepathy helmet on my head. Exactly like I am now,” he added pointedly. “Then he taunted me. Revealed his true colors. Told me that he had learned a lot from me, but that I was no longer needed. And he held nothing back. He gave me a speech about his greatness. Bragged about being ruthless and predatory. Described his boredom, and his desire to become the most powerful man on Earth. Just for the challenge of it, if for nothing else. And he described his true thoughts about the nanites. How he planned to use them. It was a long conversation.” 
 
    “How did he plan to use them?” asked Reed. 
 
    “Can we come back to that?” 
 
    Reed nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    “Once Tom was done taunting me,” continued Aronson, “he pulled an eighteen-wheeler up to the lab and ordered our entire supply of nanites inside. I was stunned, but Tom was only too happy to explain, and gloat. He had gotten the better of me right from the start. The very first day I demonstrated the nanites, he discovered they’d take orders from him too. But he didn’t tell me that. Instead, he ordered the nanites to set up secret backdoor access for him, triggered by a certain thought. When triggered, the nanites would only follow his orders, not mine. By the time I finally had the sense to block them from responding to anyone but me, three days later, I was already too late.” 
 
    “So you were playing chess,” said Allie. “But he was thinking ahead more moves than you were.”  
 
    Aronson sighed. “I’m afraid so,” he replied. “Using his backdoor access to wrestle control, he stole the entire supply we’d recovered from the Adriatic. After he made off with the nanites he did what I should have done at the start, encrypted them to only take orders from him—of any kind.” 
 
    Allie and Reed continued to stare at him, unblinking, completely transfixed.  
 
    “But to back up,” continued Aronson, “he didn’t just walk off with the nanites and leave me behind to contemplate my mistakes. Stealing them from me wasn’t enough. First, he made sure to taunt me about the theft to rub salt in the wound. Then, he took a few steps back, grinned, and shot me in the kneecaps. Shattered them both. As calm and carefree as if he were taking a walk in a park. He waited there for a few minutes, relishing my shrieks of agony, and then left me to bleed out, just as casually as he had shot me.” 
 
    Aronson paused, remembering. “So why the kneecaps when he could have shot me in the head?” he continued. “It was obvious, but he still made sure to explain. He didn’t want me to have a quick death. A kneecapping was excruciating, and the relatively slower blood loss would prolong my life. A bullet to the head would have let me off easy. He wanted me to suffer.” 
 
    Allie’s lip curled up in disgust.  
 
    “Then he drove off with the nanites and my computers and left me to die. Later he was able to hack the computers and learn everything I’d been keeping from him. He learned the history of the Ions, and that I had encrypted the nanites to prevent them from reproducing. Fortunately, I had blocked this function before he even knew the nanites had been activated, so there was no backdoor entrance for him to exploit to get it back.  
 
    “He also learned that I had blocked the AI’s second level of functionality. And, finally, he learned about the nanites that patrolled my body.” 
 
    A smile crept slowly across Zachary Reed’s face. “That’s when it hit him that he hadn’t left you for dead, after all,” he said. “Instead, he had left you to be quickly healed by your microscopic doctors. He must have been absolutely furious.”  
 
    “That’s a safe bet,” replied Aronson. “His own cruelty screwed him over. I couldn’t have come back from a headshot. Fortunately, it took him several days to hack my computers. By the time he realized the nanites would repair my knees and stem my blood loss, I had already gone to ground.” 
 
    “In his version of the story,” said Allie, “he stole your nanites just before he attacked you on a private island.” 
 
    Aronson shook his head. “Pure fiction.”  
 
    “I’m surprised he wasn’t able to find you,” said Reed. “Given his skills and resources. And your lack of experience.” 
 
    “I was lucky in the beginning. I’ve read a lot of thrillers. And I did a lot of internet searching. Ironically, I was able to use the principal tool of the grid, the internet, to learn how to stay off the grid. But I got better and more savvy fast. Impossibly high stakes brings about impossibly high motivation.”  
 
    Aronson let this thought hang for several seconds. “As soon as I could,” he continued, “I accessed one of the emergency supplies of nanites I had hidden, thanking God that I had taken this precaution. Since these still responded to my commands, and I could unlock their ability to make copies of themselves, I was back in business in no time. I soon had all the nanites I could ever want, and access to the AI that these were able to collectively generate.” 
 
    “That’s quite a story,” said Reed. 
 
    “It is. And if you give me the chance, I’ll prove every word of it. I suspect you know the rest. I stayed off of Tom’s radar while forging secret agreements with the military. I did this to secure funding, yes. But also because I wanted to help our country, warts and all, maintain a leading military presence on the world stage. America isn’t perfect, but in my book it’s better than most alternatives.” 
 
    Allie nodded. “And you also made sure to get your own systems in place to monitor research into quantum computers.”  
 
    “I did,” replied Aronson. “Which catches us up completely. Using the obvious alias Steve Smith, I made sure Colonel Hubbard kept me informed of important developments. I was delighted when the commander rescued you and brought you to Fort Carson. You were the key that would unlock infinity for the human race. Open up the cosmos. Potentially open up true immortality, which I haven’t really touched upon yet. But just when I thought the game was over, and I had won, the Chinese got to you again. Even on a military base. And then Tom outplayed me from there.” 
 
    No one said a word for almost thirty seconds. There was much to digest. 
 
    “Let’s back up,” said Reed finally. “Allie and I agree that Hoyer is a monster. That’s a given. But we’re trying to make sure you aren’t one also. That you don’t have hidden agendas of your own. I get your fear of the nanites’ self-replicating mode. Believe me. But you can block that. You have blocked that. So why not give the nanites to the world? You’d be the only one able to whip up more, but you could whip up a batch big enough to give everyone a Hoyer-level supply. The world would be safe, and poverty would vanish. We really could have a utopia.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Aronson. “But probably not. First of all, you can’t put the self-replication genie back in the bottle. As soon as someone developed a quantum computer, my encryption could be removed. It’s only a temporary safeguard. I’m working on encryption methodologies that are foolproof, safe even from quantum computers, but that’s easier said than done.” 
 
    “Yeah, so I’ve heard,” said Reed miserably. 
 
    “Second,” continued Aronson, “even if I could stop them from reproducing forever, they wouldn’t bring utopia. In fact, possibly the opposite. You’re only looking on one side of the nanite ledger. You’re letting yourself get carried away by the heavenly possibilities, forgetting to take human nature into account.” 
 
    “How so?” said Reed. 
 
    “I’ve had a lot more time to think this through. First, you don’t need an infinite supply to use the nanites for destructive purposes. A few days after he left me for dead, Tom used the nanites to kill everyone in ET Ops. Just like that. What he accused me of doing. And there are plenty of options more destructive than digesting your enemies one by one. You could dissolve the first floor of a skyscraper, for example, and fell it like a tree. You could manufacture endless explosives. Dissolve the wings of a 747 in mid-flight. I think you get the picture.” 
 
    Reed cringed. “I only wish I didn’t,” he said.  
 
    “But there’s more. Tom figured out how to make backup copies of himself. How to create duplicates that are alive and conscious. Not to put too fine a point on it, but exactly as alive and conscious as you and Allie now are. So what does that do to a society when individuals can make copies of themselves? Crazed narcissists could make hundreds of duplicates. Thousands. And these aren’t exactly the type of people you want more of.  
 
    “The law would break down. Catch a murderer based on fingerprint evidence, and he’d just claim he made a duplicate, and the duplicate is responsible. What about property rights? Family rights? Who owns what? Do duplicates have any rights? And if so, how could you tell the difference between the original and duplicate?” 
 
    “Good points,” said Allie. “You’d have an epic mess around the world.” 
 
    “But let’s imagine these aren’t issues,” said Aronson. “Let’s imagine you would have the utopia of unlimited wealth, unlimited energy. No one would ever have to work again. Ever have to strive again. But would that be a good thing? 
 
    “I’d argue it wouldn’t be,” he continued, answering his own question. “Because we aren’t wired for utopia. Evolution didn’t drive us to the top of the food chain by allowing us to be content. Human evolution favors anxiety over happiness. Happiness dulls our sharpness. Anxiety, on the other hand, ensures we maximize our attention to possible threats to our survival.  
 
    “We’re also wired to challenge ourselves. To overcome adversity. Compete. Generate adrenaline. Achieve. Tom takes this to a dangerous level, but it’s in all of us. If we’re handed everything on a silver platter, we don’t really appreciate it. We grow complacent. Lazy. Bored. We’d go through life aimlessly, indulging our every whim, like the super-spoiled children of an absentee billionaire father.”   
 
    “Not necessarily,” said Allie. “We’d each be free to pursue our passions. Writing. Science. Painting.” 
 
    “This is true,” said Aronson. “Certainly for people like us. But I fear that most don’t have anything in their lives that they’re all that passionate about. But even climbing a career ladder, providing for oneself and one’s family, gives many among us purpose, even if they won’t admit to themselves that endless leisure would be a disaster. We’d have far too much time on our hands. We’d vegetate. My own belief is that drug addiction would skyrocket. And nothing would be earned. We’d have diamonds and caviar, not because we worked hard, built a business from the ground up, but because we were issued a set of nanites. Period. Those who slaved to get ahead will resent those who never lifted a finger, yet find themselves in the same place.” 
 
    “How are you making utopia sound like Hell on Earth?” said Allie. 
 
    “I’m sure I’m overstating the case. But all I’m trying to convey is that our species might not be ready for the perfect world we think the nanites will bring about. We have to consider unintended consequences. Another example, if the nanites patrol our bloodstreams and repair what would have otherwise been fatal injuries, and duplicates and immortality schemes abound, overpopulation could choke the planet. Despite the nanites providing unlimited food.” 
 
    Reed looked deeply troubled. “I’d love to tell you that you’re way off base,” he said, “but I can’t. I think you might be more right than wrong.”  
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    Allie stared at the bound and helmeted physicist, spellbound, ignoring the absurdity of it all, as if having a conversation with a man trussed up in this way was commonplace.  
 
    Aronson sighed. “Eventually, humanity will adjust,” he continued. “Eventually we will be on our way to utopia. But why would I play Santa with the nanites right now? Hit the world with the most disruptive technology we’ve ever faced? Why risk a worldwide meltdown?” 
 
    He paused to let this sink in. “Why take any risk,” he continued, “until we unlock the ability to spread our eggs to other planetary baskets?   
 
    “I thought true quantum computing was ten to twenty years away. But now it’s only one or two. Which is even more reason to be patient. If you’re running a marathon, why risk changing shoes one inch from the finish line? One inch from infinity and true immortality.” 
 
    “And one inch from a quantum computer rendering your anti-replication encryption useless,” said Allie. 
 
    “Exactly. Giving nanites to the world will be as disruptive to our society as anything has ever been. As I said, potentially causing as many problems as it solves—at least in the near term. But of course it has to be done. We’ll eventually get through to the other side. Eventually learn how not to become spoiled and complacent. To adapt. But the time to do this isn’t now. Or even when we unlock all nanite functions. The time to do it is when we can implement a foolproof way to block nanite replication.”  
 
    Reed nodded slowly. He turned to Allie. “What do you think?” he asked. “I’m not sure I can fault his arguments.”  
 
    “Me either,” she replied after a few seconds. She nodded at Aronson. “You mentioned true immortality earlier, and said you’d expand on it.”  
 
    “I did. Here it is in a nutshell. If we can break through the AI’s block, we can achieve true immortality. As opposed to the way Tom is attempting it. This assumes, of course, that you believe an identical copy of yourself isn’t missing some critical ingredient that makes you human.” 
 
    “Given that I am such a copy,” said Reed, “I’m prepared to believe that.”    
 
    “Me too,” said Allie. 
 
    “I think we can design further experiments to shed light on this, as we discussed. And I’m encouraged that the Ions seemed to believe copies of themselves weren’t missing any critical spark of life. But to continue, Tom has achieved a way to cheat death. But not forever. He can keep digesting himself periodically until he dies of old age. That way, if he dies along the way, he’s reborn with his memories largely intact. But older and older each time.  
 
    “Or,” continued Aronson, “he can use the data from a copy that was digested when he was much younger. When he’s ninety, he can be reborn as a forty-year-old. But he’d have one slight problem. He’d have a fifty-year gap in his memory. Not really a gap, because he’d be a newborn who never formed these memories in the first place, but you know what I mean.”  
 
    “That would be a total disaster,” said Reed.  
 
    “Exactly. But with the higher level AI and functionality, the nanites can take a scan of human beings, instead. In their prime. Say at the age of twenty-five. And then mix and match brain and body. They can take a backup recording of our brains every night—without killing us. The way our phones save photos and other data to the cloud at the end of each day. Lose your phone, no problem, just reload the data from the cloud into a new one. Same thing here.  
 
    “The nanites could even patrol your body to keep you young and healthy for a very long time. And even though they couldn’t halt aging forever, they could shore up your brain as you age to ensure it remains sharp. So even when you’ve lived for a thousand years, an up-to-date scan of your healthy brain can be transferred to your twenty-five-year-old body. With no memory gap. You could have your brain reborn in this prime body every few years if you wanted to. Hell, every day if you really wanted to. And the nightly backup copy would automatically be reborn in your prime body if you were ever accidentally killed.” 
 
    “But to prevent two copies of you from existing at the same time,” noted Allie, “you’d still have to melt down the original whenever you had your prime body reborn with your current brain.” 
 
    “True, unless you were creating a copy light years away. The difference is that you’d be able to keep your brain fully up to date at all times without being digested. And you could transfer an old brain to a new body without any memory loss—which Tom can’t do.”  
 
    “Futurists have been contemplating something like this for a long time,” said Reed. “They call it whole brain emulation.”  
 
    “That isn’t quite the same,” said Aronson. “Whole brain emulation involves transferring an electronic facsimile of a mapped brain into an artificial brain construct. Contained by an artificial body. This would be a form of immortality, yes, but would you still be you? Hard for me to imagine you would be. Even if we stipulate the artificial brain is the same as your original brain—which I’m not prepared to do—I think an artificial body would inevitably make you more robotic. 
 
    “With the nanite version, on the other hand,” continued Aronson, “you’d still have an actual wet, squishy brain in a messy human body. You’d retain all the things that make you the person you are. All the hormones, all the emotions, and all the primal drives. You’d still need to sleep, to eat, to digest. You’d still have a sex drive, and enjoy this activity as much as you ever did. Retain whatever empathy you originally had. And so on. Which is why I call this true immortality. No one would ever have to die again.”   
 
    Images of Allie’s parents flashed into her mind and she found herself tearing up from out of nowhere. She had thought she was digesting Bryce’s information with a dispassionate intellectualism, but this sudden barrage of heavy emotion suggested otherwise. 
 
    She could not have loved her parents more. But this didn’t stop the universe from cruelly taking them from her—forever. If Aronson was right, no one would ever have to suffer such a devastating loss again.  
 
    And no one would have to suffer the indignity of growing old and infirm. Of losing vitality. Of being helpless in the face of their physical and mental acuity melting away, as their own bodies and minds began to betray them.  
 
    Every human who had ever lived had been sentenced to death the moment they were born. Even a millennia ago, the average lifespan was in the thirties, and the vast majority of the population lived hard, short, and brutal lives, with no sanitation and at the mercy of disease and the environment. A razor-sharp sword of Damocles had dangled by a thread above every human neck since the beginning of time. 
 
    Billions upon billions of men and women had to go through their short lives knowing that oblivion was inevitable, and in constant fear that this oblivion was lurking around each and every corner. Knowing that everything they might strive to learn, to accomplish, would soon be savagely plundered from them by the Grim Reaper.  
 
    But the nanite technology could change all that. No one would have to know the ache, the torment, of losing a loved one. No one would ever have to grow old, with all that this entailed.  
 
    Several more tears slid down Allie’s checks, unbidden, as the full enormity of what Bryce Aronson was saying penetrated the emotional centers of her mind.  
 
    “Allie?” said Reed softly. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m good,” she said wistfully, wiping the tears away with the back of her hand. “Sorry. I guess I couldn’t help but think about my parents. About the cruelty of death.” 
 
    The room was silent for several long seconds. 
 
    “I’m sorry to evoke such painful memories,” said Aronson. “But your reaction just now makes me believe even more that you’re the same Allie Keane that you’ve always been. With the same hopes and dreams, loves and losses—and the same reactions to it all. Underscoring why what I just described, true immortality, delivered with the help of the nanites, blows whole brain emulation out of the water. Because we’ll retain our drives and emotions. And I’m coming to believe that it’s the symphony of these elements, in conjunction with our minds, that is responsible for the emergence of the soul in the first place.   
 
    “And if this is true, if copies really do contain the same magical ingredients as the originals,  we’ll not only be gaining immortality, we’ll be gaining eternity. With access to endless planets, humanity could expand its numbers into the trillions. Which would accelerate our scientific progress that much faster, since any advance made on any planet could be shared with all of humanity using FTL communication.  
 
    “Think of the possibilities. We could do social experiments with an all but infinite canvas to paint on. We could choose to populate numerous planets with perfectly diverse groups of us. And we could choose the opposite at the same time, at our whim.  
 
    “Vegans could have a planet of their own. And Buddhists.  We could have a planet full of elite athletes and a planet full of devil worshipers. Geniuses and psychopaths. Why not? There are plenty of planets for every interest group to have their own if they wanted. We could do experiments with any number of different governing philosophies. Learn what works the best and spread it around.”   
 
    “The future you’re describing really would be breathtaking,” said Allie. “But are you sure you aren’t missing something? Being misled by the AI? Because we’re glossing over a critical question in my view.” 
 
    “What question is that?” asked Aronson. 
 
    “Why us?” said Allie simply. “Why would the Ions hand over the keys to their galactic network of nanites to humanity? Just like that? Are we really just at the right place at the right time? Like a random woman at a grocery store checkout learning she’s the lucky millionth customer, grinning wildly as confetti rains down from the ceiling and she’s handed a giant cardboard check?” 
 
    “Nice visual,” said Aronson. “But I think this may be the case. But even if it is just luck, I still plan to cash the check. As Zach pointed out, most species in our galaxy are either much older than us, or much younger. The older ones may have all super-evolved into a higher plane, like the Ions. The younger ones are either primitive, or reached our level and self-destructed. So maybe we are just a lucky species with impeccable timing.” 
 
    Allie considered. “I don’t know, Bryce. If what the AI says is true, we’d be the Ions’ successor. I don’t think they’d do that for the lucky millionth customer no matter what. I think they’re patient enough to wait for the exact right customer. The deserving customer.” 
 
    “And you don’t think that’s us?” said Aronson. 
 
    “I don’t. Not at the moment. I think when you unlock the next level of AI, it will be higher order. Scary higher order. It’s shown us we need to pass successive tests to continue down the path. I don’t think these tests will stop when we get a quantum computer and decrypt our way to the AI’s next level. I think it purposely fired us up with the possibilities, but won’t let us inherit the stars until we get our house in order. Until we demonstrate we can use the Ion technology wisely. Until we demonstrate to the AI that we’ll adhere to the Ions’ strategy of only terraforming dead planets, and not interfering with other sentient species.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Or else the AI will only allow people who are well-meaning and benevolent to be duplicated on other planets. Based on some criteria, some measure of human nature that only an AI of this sophistication can make.” 
 
    “There’s no way to know,” said Reed, “but everything you’ve said makes a lot of sense to me.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Aronson. “It’s possible that the AI’s promise that the network will be available once we achieve mastery over quantum computing was a manipulation. Like you said, Allie, to motivate us to work on ourselves, to become more worthy. Perhaps the AI will keep pushing the goal posts back so we continue to strive to be our best.” 
 
    Reed nodded slowly, deep in thought. “I asked Hoyer early on if this tech could have been sent to us from the future. He said no, but despite what the AI told us, can we really be sure? Maybe we were selected to inherit this network because it’s really our network. A network built by our descendants many thousands of generations in the future. Maybe humanity spreads to the stars and achieves transcendence, but only because you, Bryce Aronson, found the nanites when you did. So millions of years from now, after our descendants have mastered time travel, maybe they send the nanites back to us—to you—to complete the loop. To be sure the history that catalyzed their ascendancy repeats itself.” 
 
    “That’s pretty far out,” said Allie, “even for us. Even for a universe with nanites, immortality, and galactic colonization in it.” 
 
    Aronson sighed. “Which doesn’t mean we can rule it out,” he said. “I’m not sure why they’d have the AI lie and tell us the nanites were of alien origin. But it would explain why control of this network might fall into our lap, as opposed to some other species. Because humanity eventually evolves to an almost god-like level, and wants to help its early ancestors—us—survive adolescence.”  
 
    “Like everything else,” said Allie, “we may never find out. But we should know in a year or two if the AI really will let us colonize other planets. And under what conditions.” 
 
    Reed sighed. “Not to rain on our parade, Allie,” he said, “but this presupposes Bryce is telling the truth. I’m convinced he is. But I have to keep reminding myself of how convinced I was by some of Hoyer’s wild fabrications.” 
 
    “I agree that caution is in order,” said Allie. “Is there anything in particular that troubles you about what Bryce has said?” 
 
    “Just one thing. Hoyer learned about the Ions and everything else just a few days after he stole the nanites. So why did he risk having himself digested? Why not wait until he had a quantum computer to unlock what Bryce has been calling true immortality? The scanning rather than digesting function? Which would also, presumably, open up the Ions’ network of planets to him.”  
 
    “Because,” replied Aronson, “like me, Tom thought a quantum computer might take twenty years to achieve. You know . . . BA.”    
 
    “BA?” said Reed.   
 
    “Yeah. Before Allie,” said Aronson with a smile. “He decided he wanted to be protected from death until he could unlock the nanites’ full potential. Once he finally succeeded, he would switch over to scanning. Lock in the age he was at when this happened, and never have to worry about memory gaps.” 
 
    Reed thought about this for several seconds. “That does make sense,” he allowed finally.  
 
    “No one gets how much is at stake here more than me,” said Aronson. “So I don’t blame you for not freeing me right away and removing this helmet. But I can prove everything I’ve told you.” 
 
    “How?” said Reed. 
 
    “For starters, put me in front of a computer. I can provide passwords and instructions to pull all kinds of files from the cloud that will support what I’ve been saying. Then, if you get comfortable enough to let me think instructions to my nanites for just a few seconds, I can ask the AI to answer your questions. You can take all the precautions in the world during the brief time I’m un-helmeted.” 
 
    “Sounds fair,” said Reed. “But before we do that, you’ve told us how you see things. But how does Hoyer? What is his plan? You mentioned you’d share it with us later. So what would he do if he was able to decrypt the nanites?” 
 
    Aronson glanced at the man in question. “He’s fully awake,” he said, “despite the closed eyes. At this point, I can’t imagine he wouldn’t be willing to tell you himself. So ask him. This way you’ll get to hear from the horse’s mouth. Or, more accurately, the psychopath’s.” 
 
    Reed nodded slowly. “Why not?” he said simply. 
 
    

  

 
   
    55 
 
      
 
    Reed ripped the tape from Hoyer’s mouth, this time not taking any care to lessen the discomfort.  
 
    Hoyer moved his jaw and lips around and opened his eyes. He turned to his fellow prisoner, looking almost amused. “I’d forgotten just how annoying you can be, Bricey,” he said smugly. “So swept up in your grand vision for the future of humanity. So soaring and hopeful. So selfless as you wield the most powerful technology ever produced. I’m pretty sure you have a Jesus complex.”  
 
    “Better than having a Lucifer complex,” replied Aronson. 
 
    Hoyer rolled his eyes. “Good one,” he said. “Trying to show us that razor wit that only you think you have?”  
 
    Reed glared at the major. “I didn’t free your mouth so you could spew playground insults,” he said. “Are you going to tell us what you’ve been after, or do you want more duct tape?”  
 
    “Why should I tell you anything?” said Hoyer. 
 
    “Because you want to,” said Reed. “In the worst way. Because you love to gloat. And to hear your own voice. And because even now, you think you have the upper hand. That you’re so superior to everyone else that you’ll somehow end up on top.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” said Hoyer with a self-satisfied smirk. 
 
    “Good,” said Reed. “And since you’ve heard Bryce’s story, this is your chance to contradict him.” 
 
    “No need. Everything he said was true. When he says he can prove it, I’m sure he can.” 
 
    “Good to hear. I hope you’re right. So you have the floor. Tell us what you planned to do if you were able to fully unlock the nanites.” 
 
     “Since I am going to get out of this,” said Hoyer with an arrogant sneer, “I won’t tell you what I planned to do, past tense. I’ll tell you what I fully intend to still do. The short version is this: exactly what I told you Bryce wanted to do when we first met. It’s possible I was projecting,” he added in amusement. “I plan to obtain ultimate power. The ultimate diversion from boredom. And while I’m keenly interested in switching to the improved version of immortality as soon as I can, I care very little about sending copies of me and others out to colonize the galaxy. I don’t care about not putting all of humanity’s eggs in one planetary basket. Because I don’t care about humanity. Or about utopia. Or even about the extinction of the human race.”  
 
    “What a surprise,” said Reed sarcastically. “And here I was about to nominate you for sainthood. But I’m not interested in what you don’t care about. I’m interested in what you do.” 
 
    “That should be obvious. I care about conquest. Control. Domination. Power. When I remove the limiter that prevents me from replicating my nanites, I’ll become a veritable god here on Earth. Immortal and invincible. The fact that sole ownership of the world’s only quantum computer will allow me to hack into any computer in the world is almost an afterthought. I’ll rule the globe forever. The most powerful dictator in history. Far too powerful to ever be dethroned. And bulletproof—literally. The first ruler ever who can’t be assassinated. Or more accurately, where successful assassination will only be a minor inconvenience. 
 
    “I’ll be in sole command of the most important resource ever, which I can leverage however I want. I can hold precious resources over anyone’s head. I can generate supplies of encrypted nanites that can’t replicate, and dole them out however I choose. To further consolidate my power. And when the improved immortality is available, I can dole that out too, retaining the ability to pull the plug at any time if a customer doesn’t toe my line. 
 
    “In short, I’ll rule for eternity. And all the while I’ll be more powerful than Roman emperors of old, a law unto myself. I’ll be able to kill anyone, or everyone, on a whim. Or grant eternal life. Isn’t that the very definition of God?”  
 
    “You’re even sicker than I thought,” said Allie. 
 
    “I’ll be doing humanity a service,” said Hoyer. “I’ll bring the planet together—under my leadership. And I’ll help heal the world. Our species needs some tough love to achieve its full potential. And I’m just the man for the job.” 
 
    Reed shook his head. “Even you aren’t that delusional,” he said in contempt. “Even you know that the human race will be better off, and achieve our full potential, if we all have access to nanites. Safe access. And if we become a species able to spread throughout the stars. You’re only against our expansion into the galaxy because you couldn’t possibly maintain control. If you think you can convince us that you have a single, unselfish reason for what you hope to do, think again.” 
 
    “Are we done here?” said Hoyer.  
 
    “Yes, we are,” replied Reed. 
 
    “Good. So now what? What do you plan to do with me?”   
 
    “To imprison you, of course. To keep you alive at all costs. You’ll be on permanent suicide watch. And just to be sure you don’t find a way to kill yourself, you’ll live most of your life drugged, unconscious. A truly nightmarish existence, basically living in a coma and being fed through a tube. We’ll revive you just long enough for interrogations. Once you’ve told us the locations of all of your reconstitution centers, and we’re convinced we’ve nullified them all, you’ll be treated more humanely. Not that you deserve it.” 
 
    “Wow,” said Hoyer, rolling his eyes. “I’m really quaking in my boots.”  
 
    “Not taking this seriously, are you?” said Reed. “It’s obvious you still think you can beat us. Still think you can find a way to kill yourself. But, trust me, that won’t happen. We’ll keep you a vegetable for years. So long that even if you finally manage a rebirth you’ll be much too late.” 
 
    “As much as I hate to disappoint,” said Hoyer, “I really have to go. Now. I just hung around this long so my smart lenses and I could hear what Bryce had to say.” He grinned. “But I do look forward to seeing you again real soon.” 
 
    Reed produced an exaggerated yawn. “Go ahead,” he taunted. “Don’t let me keep you.” 
 
    Hoyer’s eyes widened, and a look of panic suddenly appeared on his face. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” said Reed innocently. “Missing something?” 
 
    “You bastard!” screamed Hoyer. “I’ll kill you! When I’m free, I’m going to find you and slice you into ribbons.” 
 
    Reed flashed a broad smile. “Good thing you’ll never be free then, isn’t it?” he said. “Allie asked me what I was up to when you were unconscious. Now you know. I was being sure to remove the cyanide capsule from your false tooth. It must really sting to realize it’s gone after announcing such a dramatic exit,” he added, rubbing it in.  
 
    Hoyer lunged forward, desperate to rip out Reed’s throat, but his bonds held. 
 
    “Do you really think I’m a moron?” continued Reed calmly. “That I wouldn’t realize you’d have a backup to the suicide gas you installed in your safe houses?  Of course you would. Because what if you were captured outside? You’d need another means to kill yourself to escape.”  
 
    Reed glared at his prisoner in contempt. “And did you think I’d forget Rico Gillespie’s little stunt?” he added. “I can’t help but be insulted. Once I learned he was really your ally, how could I not guess that the two of you had installed matching suicide capsules?” He arched an eyebrow. “Tell me, do you guys also wear matching lockets with each other’s picture inside?” 
 
    Hoyer shot him a look of searing, all-consuming hatred. “Laugh it up now, Zachary. But I will beat you. And when that day comes, I promise I won’t forget this moment.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” said Reed. He walked over to a rucksack filled with confiscated weapons, removed a small tranquilizer dart, and returned. Then, gripping the dart firmly between his thumb and forefinger, he plunged it into Hoyer’s neck.  
 
    “Because our drug-assisted suicide watch starts right now,” he added in disdain.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Allison Keane never got tired of hiking near Bryce Aronson’s magnificent safe house in the Costa Rican wilderness. If you had to be sequestered, this was being sequestered in style. If there had ever been a paradise, a Garden of Eden, this was it. 
 
    They had been here almost a month, and she made it a point to hike for at least an hour each day, forcing herself to leave the lab and immerse herself in the natural world. 
 
    Not that she was exactly roughing it. Her nanites streamed invisibly through the rainforest behind her, at her beck and call. If she were cut by sharp foliage, twisted an ankle, or had a run-in with any dangerous fauna—unlikely, since she traveled with the ultimate protectors—the nanites coursing through her bloodstream would fix her right up.  
 
    And if a tree fell on her and killed her, she had made a recent back-up copy of herself, as had Reed. They would both be reborn, if necessary, reset, to just after they had journeyed with Aronson to Costa Rica and he had proven the accuracy of his tale. After he had given them complete access to the alien AI, along with a supply of nanites programmed to follow their orders. And after he had injected them with nanite MDs, and provided the decryption key that would unlock nanite replication.  
 
    Experience had made all three inhabitants of the Costa Rican safe house paranoid and suspicious, so the fact that they had come to trust each other so completely was remarkable. If Allie or Reed had to awaken as an earlier version of themselves, at least it would be a version aware of this abiding trust, along with full knowledge and control of the nanites.  
 
    They would never have chosen to follow in Hoyer’s footsteps, never have chosen to keep a copy of themselves in nanite memory, had this choice not been already made for them. Given that their originals were long dead, they had nothing to lose by having themselves digested and reborn, creating back-ups in nanite memory who would know the full state of play.  
 
    And the more time Allie spent in Costa Rica, the more convinced she became that she and Reed were the same as they had always been. In fact, she had never felt the presence of her soul more than she did now, in so many ways.  
 
    She felt it in her yearning for a better future for humanity. In the hollow feeling she had when remembering the atrocities she had witnessed. In her excitement and passion to perfect a quantum computer and put her theory into practice. And in the exhilaration she felt while hiking, as she inhaled the rich, intoxicating oxygen and kaleidoscope of jungle smells, and relished a beauty that continued to take her breath away.  
 
    Even more importantly, after Aronson had spent considerable time with his duplicated companions, he had declared them both to be as fully human as anyone he had ever met, an important data point coming from someone who had been born the old-fashioned way, exiting through a birth canal.  
 
    Perhaps most remarkable of all, Allie found herself happier than she had ever been.  
 
    When she had posted a pre-publication version of her qubit theory, how could she have possibly imagined the fuse that she was igniting? It had been such a simple act, but had quickly shaken the foundation of her entire life. Not just her life, but, ultimately, the lives of every human being from now until the end of eternity. 
 
    And when a Chinese operative had pointed a gun at her in the woods of Iowa and was squeezing down on the trigger, she had been sure she was dead. Permanently. If she had been told that she would survive this encounter, only to later be digested and killed by microscopic piranha in her sleep, only to be reborn and go on to be ecstatically happy, she wouldn’t have believed it. Who could have? 
 
    For Allie, the last piece of the puzzle, the most critical proof that her soul remained intact, was the overwhelming affection she had developed for her two companions. She and Zachary had quickly fallen in love, completing a journey that had almost seemed inevitable. And Bryce Aronson was becoming like a father to her, and she was growing to love him as a colleague, a mentor, and a friend. 
 
    As she continued on through the spectacular Costa Rican rainforest, she forced herself to come out of her reverie and stay in the moment. This was the best way for her to fully appreciate the splendor of nature. She grew ever closer to one of several waterfalls in the vicinity, this one a series of three that cascaded down multiple cliffs, the torrent of water falling more than a hundred feet in three separate steps. The falls were framed by tropical plants of all kinds, along with a variety of lizards and magnificent birds blazing with glorious color.  
 
    The sun peeked through the canopy at a dozen locations and produced vibrant rainbows through the mists. An idyllic scene that made her grateful she wasn’t still working out of a safe house in Henderson, Nevada.  
 
    She came to a halt at what she considered the perfect spot to admire the beauty of the waterfalls and jungle, and issued brief telepathic commands to her trailing nanites. She had already become so accustomed to controlling matter around her that she barely noticed as a comfortable chair suddenly grew to life behind her, and a pair of binoculars materialized around her neck.  
 
    As Allie dropped into the newly created seat, a bottle of cold water formed in her hand and she took a hearty swig.  
 
    She immersed herself in beauty and tranquility for another ten minutes, until a group of her nanites vibrated the air to recreate Bryce Aronson’s voice. “Hey, Allie, it’s me,” said the disembodied voice. “Just wanted to give you a heads-up that Zach has returned from his trip to the States. So you’ll need to head back if you want to beat him here.” 
 
    “Thanks, Bryce,” she said, knowing that the nanites in Aronson’s vicinity would deliver her voice. She could have transmitted these words telepathically, but she still found it more natural to speak. “He made better time than I thought he would. I’ll be back in less than an hour.” 
 
    She rose and ordered the nanites to turn the chair, binoculars, and bottle back into dirt.  
 
    “How’s the hike?” asked Aronson. 
 
     “Breathtaking,” she replied. “I saw an entire flock of Scarlet Macaws. And dozens of butterflies with transparent wings that were bordered in red. So, you know,” she added with a twinkle in her eye, “the usual.” 
 
    Aronson laughed. “Those butterflies are called Glasswings,” he said. “And it’s a rare treat to come across so many at once.”  
 
    An almost euphoric smile crossed Allie’s face. “Just another day in paradise,” she said, and her tone made it clear that while this phrase was often used sarcastically, she meant every word.  “See you soon.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After exuberant greetings all around, the three inhabitants of the Costa Rican safe house made their way to the third floor balcony, which provided panoramic views of the dense jungle canopy and any number of tropical birds flying above it.  
 
    The two physicists took seats facing Reed, who also dropped into a chair on the spacious terrace. Allie gazed warmly at the newcomer. “So how’d it go in the States?” she asked simply.  
 
    Reed had only been gone a few days, but had checked up on Allie three or four times, needing to hear her voice. She felt the same way. There was nothing like the romantic stage of love, and even a day apart felt like forever.  
 
    But even though they had spoken, he had avoided providing updates. Given how busy she was, spending every waking minute either in the lab with Bryce or immersing herself in the jungle, he hadn’t wanted to bother her with the mundane until his return. 
 
    “It went as well as could be expected,” he replied. “I managed to break into the labs of I-tech Medical without a hitch. I found the prototype infusion pump we were after and had it digested and rebuilt. When we’re done here, I’ll set it up.” 
 
    “I know that’s a good thing,” said Allie with a heavy sigh. “I just wish there was another way.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Reed. 
 
    The infusion pump in question was loaded with advanced sensors and a programmable AI, which they could use to automate the process of keeping Tom Hoyer in a coma. It was an inhumane fate that didn’t sit well with any of them. No one deserved to be kept in the limbo between life and death, not even Hoyer, but they had no choice. They had given up on getting him to disclose the location of his reconstitution centers, and if he regained consciousness while unsupervised, he might find a way to kill himself, unleashing their most dangerous adversary.  
 
    “Any leads on Rico Gillespie?” asked Aronson. “My contacts in the military have all come up empty.” 
 
    “I have too,” said Reed in frustration. “But I did manage to have the nanites assemble bugs and keystroke tracers within key intelligence agencies to expand our reach.” 
 
    Reed had taken himself off the grid immediately after the events in the Texas safe house, so he wasn’t able to collect his replacement contact lenses. Not that it would have mattered. They were useful only when paired with Eve, and if he was linked to the NSA’s AI, he could be tracked. 
 
    Along with handling security for their three-person team, Reed’s chief responsibility was finding Gillespie, who was the fly in the ointment. Reed had felt forced to kill him in Texas, even knowing he’d be reborn. If he hadn’t, Gillespie would have come at them in the study—hard. He could have attempted kamikaze attacks to free or kill Hoyer, knowing that his own death wouldn’t be permanent, while theirs would be.  
 
    Gillespie was exceedingly dangerous. Because he was slated to be automatically reborn whenever he died, he could take great risks. They were just lucky that Hoyer hadn’t given him access to the nanites. Even so, since Gillespie knew that true immortality beckoned, he wouldn’t rest until he found a way to free his psychopathic benefactor.  
 
    “How’s it been going in the lab?” asked Reed.  
 
    “Great,” said Allie. “Bryce and I are making even better progress than we expected. There’s a chance we’ll get there in less than a year.” 
 
    Reed blew out a long breath. “Then the fun will really begin.” 
 
    “You seem a little wary about that,” said Aronson. 
 
    “I am. Right now, life is great. First of all, I’m in love, which I suspect is pretty obvious.” 
 
    “That’s very flattering, Zach,” said Aronson, fighting to keep a straight face. “I’m fond of you too. But I’m afraid I only have one love, and that’s quantum physics.”  
 
    Reed laughed. “Then I guess I’ll have to settle for Allie.” 
 
    “Sorry, Zach,” said Aronson with a broad smile. “I couldn’t resist. Go ahead.” 
 
    “I was saying that everything seems right with the world. I’m in love, and fulfilled. I’m having fun playing with nanites. And I spend most of my time in the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen, with two people whose company I truly enjoy.” 
 
    Reed sighed. “But once Allie’s quantum computer is perfected,” he continued, “everything will change. Wildly. We’ll learn if we really have an unlimited travel pass. We’ll likely unleash an alien superintelligence. I’m sure nothing can go wrong there,” he added sarcastically. “And even if all does go right, we’ll still have to find a way to block nanite replication that not even quantum computers can breach. Then we’ll have to find a strategy to reveal the nanites to the world. The upheaval this will cause will be unprecedented.” 
 
    No one spoke for several long seconds. 
 
    “It is daunting,” said Aronson finally. “But we just need to take it one step at a time. The only thing we can be sure of is that immortality and galactic civilization will shake things up in a big way. But so what? We’ll adjust.”  
 
    Reed smiled. “I thought the only things we could be sure of were death and taxes,” he said.  
 
    “Well, yeah,” said Aronson with a wry smile. “But immortality will eliminate death. And unlimited wealth will eliminate taxes. So I decided that this was one old saying that needed an update.” 
 
    “Good call,” said Reed.  
 
    “It’ll all work out, Zach,” said Allie softly. “I’m beginning to believe in destiny. Not that we won’t face daunting challenges. But I think we’ve proven we’re pretty good at facing them. And Hoyer was right. We wouldn’t want it to be easy. Once you become an eternal being, you really need to keep busy. So even if we flail around initially, once we unlock true immortality, we’ll have all the time in the world to adjust.”  
 
    “Of course you’re right,” said Reed. “It’s just while I was away, I realized that I’m the happiest I’ve ever been. So I found myself selfishly hoping that nothing changes.” 
 
    “I know the feeling,” said Allie. “But we’ll just have to make sure that our lives—everyone’s lives—only get better from here.” 
 
    And for some reason, Allie was more certain than ever that they would. Once they broke through to the next level of nanite functionality they’d have to see where they stood. But assuming the AI had been telling the truth, they’d usher in the most transformative period in human history. It would be messy. Chaotic. Unpredictable.  
 
    And definitely not easy. When the nanites hit the fan, everything would change all at once. What had been scientific consensus would be quickly upended. Legal and social norms would have to be reinvented. Scientists and philosophers would redouble their efforts to understand the nature of sentience, to determine if duplicates qualified. Religions would have to reinvent themselves to contend with alien life, and contend with new questions about the soul. Did it vanish with its host? Or did it live for eternity somewhere else, with a human body and brain being simply a temporary receiver to direct its will?  
 
    But once this turbulent period was over, no matter how long it took, Allie vowed to be at the forefront of finding ever bigger goals for humanity. To lobby for epic projects befitting gods. Hoyer and Aronson were both right in their own ways. Without a challenge, humanity would lose its edge—would lose its way.  
 
    Lack of challenges would be especially dangerous given infinite lifespans. Death was cruel and horrific, but it did put a clock on achievement. With unlimited time, no fear of death, and nanites providing all material needs, humankind would be even more susceptible to the boredom, laziness, and hedonism that Bryce Aronson had warned against. 
 
    So projects would have to be devised immense enough to motivate trillions and occupy their time and effort.  
 
    Perhaps one goal could be to find a way to bridge the ocean of darkness between galaxies, beginning with Andromeda two and a half million light years away. An inconceivable distance, twenty-five times the distance between one edge of the Milky Way galaxy and the other.  
 
    And the ultimate goal, of course, would be transcendence to a higher state of being. But not just transcendence. The goal would be to achieve this state while still preserving the essence of what it was to be human. Otherwise, how would a transcendent individual be any different than a computer superintelligence, cold, unfeeling, and empty? 
 
    What good was existence without emotion? Without a beating heart to quicken during an intimate embrace. Without an ability to revel in beauty at a primal level, well beyond that of simple intellectual appreciation. Without the ability to love? 
 
    In short, without a soul?   
 
    The road ahead would be long and challenging for humanity. Allie vowed to ensure this was the case. Because it was critical for the species to continue to strive. Because there could be no rewards without challenges to overcome.  
 
    She had no idea how things would ultimately turn out. But she did know that she was  beginning this journey with two extraordinary people by her side, both of whom she loved. 
 
    And who could ask for more than that? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Discussion of the Novel  
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading The Immortality Code. I hope that you enjoyed it. If you’re interested in reading other novels I’ve written, I’ve included a complete list of my books, embedded with links to their Amazon pages, at the end of this section, along with my author bio.  
 
    At the conclusion of most of my novels, I include a section detailing what in the work is real, and what isn’t, along with a few personal anecdotes—and these sections have been extremely well received. So here I go again, beginning with a passage about how I came to write this novel.   
 
    But first, if you enjoyed this book, I’d be grateful if you could help spread the word by recommending it to friends and family, and posting about it on social media.  
 
    Also, since a large number of ratings, good or bad, can be instrumental in the success of a novel, please consider rating it on Amazon, throwing up as many stars as you think it deserves.  
 
    To do so, just go to The Immortality Code’s Amazon page, scroll down to where the reviews begin, and click on the link that says Write a customer review. 
 
    I love hearing from readers and always respond to email messages, so please feel free to write to “Doug” at douglaserichards1@gmail.com. Finally, you can visit my website, www.douglaserichards.com—where you can sign up to be notified of new releases—or Friend me on Facebook at Douglas E. Richards Author.  
 
      
 
    So now, without further ado, I’ll get right to it. I’ve listed the subjects I’ll be covering below in order of appearance. Since research and interpretations can differ, I encourage you to explore these topics further to arrive at your own conclusions. And if you aren’t interested in an early topic on this list, feel free to skip ahead to one that might interest you more.   
 
      
 
    
    	 How this novel came to be, and other personal anecdotes—Why nanites? Why alien tech? Straining my brain. Chumming the water. The squeaky keyboard crisis. Taking things for granted. 
 
    	 Going against consensus (breaking the mold) 
 
    	 Nanotechnolgy—3D printing gone wild 
 
    	 The human soul. Are we just the sum of our parts?  
 
    	 The Star Trek replicator 
 
    	 Quantum biology  
 
    	 Hot qubits  
 
    	 Quantum computers and decryption 
 
    	 Encryption a quantum computer can’t break  
 
    	 Tech Ops and the great US/China tech war 
 
    	 Graphene, carbyne, and octa-nitro-cubane  
 
    	 The psychopaths among us. 
 
    	 Smart contact lenses 
 
   
 
      
 
    How this novel came to be, and other personal anecdotes 
 
    WHY NANITES?: Whenever I fear that something I want to write is too far out there, I think of other things I take for granted that I find equally impossible. Like cell phones. Like scientists being able to sequence billions of bases of DNA in a single day. And most astonishing of all, like the ability of all creatures, great and small, to reproduce. 
 
    I had never really thought about this last until I took a graduate level course in developmental biology, which forever changed my appreciation of the miracle of birth. In this course I learned what’s known about how a fertilized egg becomes a human baby at the molecular level. The more I learned about it, the more impossible it seemed.  
 
    How does an organism convert food into the raw materials necessary to make more of itself? How could something as complex as a human being—as a human mind—be built up from a single magic cell? 
 
    The answer, of course, is that it can’t be. Can. Not. Be.  
 
    Of all the impossible things I can imagine, this is the most impossible of all. Trillions of cells, specializing and working in concert, all arising from a single cell. More than a hundred billion neurons all spawned from this same humble beginning, all in the right configuration to produce consciousness. It was utterly absurd. 
 
    When my wife became pregnant I was much more stressed out than I let on. Because I knew something that many people don’t. I knew that making a baby out of basically thin air wasn’t really possible. 
 
    Fortunately, my son, and later my daughter, didn’t know as much as I did, and stubbornly found a way to be born anyway. 
 
    Which brings me to nanofabrication. If babies are possible, why not this too? 
 
    So I fell in love with the concept of nanites, and I’ve used them as a peripheral part of several novels now, being sure to describe the miracle of human birth each time I do. I can’t help myself, and I find this example to be instructive when considering the miracle of microscopic molecular assemblers (although I have yet to come across this same comparison anywhere else).  
 
    For The Immortality Code, I decided to take the plunge and finally make nanites the star rather than a supporting player. I decided to bring them out of the shadows and into the spotlight. As usual, I had no idea how I might do this, or what the plot might be, but I was determined to find a way.  
 
      
 
    WHY ALIEN TECH?: Those of you who’ve read my other novels will know that along with nanites, I’ve introduced alien visitations, alien probes, and alien technology in a number of my recent works. I’ve done this for two reasons. First, as I’ve mentioned in previous notes, UFOs have become more real, and harder to explain away than ever. In fact, after considerable research, I’ve come to agree with the renowned physicist and science popularizer Michio Kaku. I quoted him in The Enigma Cube as saying the following: “When it comes to the existence of UFOs, we’ve reached a tipping point. The burden of proof used to be on the believers to prove that UFOs are real. Now the burden of proof has shifted to the government and military to prove that they’re not real. Because the evidence is overwhelming.” 
 
    Second, I write what I like to call near-future science-fiction thrillers. Which means that, unlike space opera, my novels take place on Earth and examine our society in basically its present form, and the impact various scientific advances might have on us. As advanced scientifically as I expect us to become in the next twenty years, this is still limiting, as there are certain technologies that will take much longer than that to develop. Perfect nanotechnology is one of these, as are the extraordinary capabilities of the cube from The Enigma Cube series.  
 
    In short, given recent admissions from our government that make it clear that the presence of UFOs among us is nearly indisputable, and given my interest in exploring tech that is hundreds of years beyond our current capabilities, I’ve found the idea of alien technology on Earth to be a useful plot device. This being said, barring any sequels, I strongly suspect that this will be the last of my novels to make use of such a device. 
 
      
 
    STRAINING MY BRAIN: I’m one of the luckiest people alive. I get to work from home and live my dream. I get to be creative and earn a living just from my imagination. So I know how annoying it is for me to complain even a little.  
 
    But here I go anyway. 
 
    The truth is that I probably make what I do harder than I should. First, I insist on doing considerable research, and juggling it all can at times feel backbreaking (or, more accurately, mind-breaking). And I use every good idea I’ve ever had in each novel. Then, for the next novel, I have to scramble and come up with more ideas. I like plot twists, and villains as brilliant as my heroes, and clever escapes. And these are all plot points I have to squeeze out of my brain, which sometimes feels about as easy as getting juice from a block of cement.  
 
    I’m not looking for sympathy, because I do know how lucky I am. Really. But I couldn’t resist writing a passage about my own often agonizing process for coming up with plots for my novels, using Allie Keane and theoretical physics as stand-ins for Doug Richards and plotting. The passage reads as follows:   
 
    And maintaining a laser-focused train of thought was everything for a theoretical physicist. Yes, she read literature and conducted other research, but radical breakthroughs were most likely to come about through thought experiments and insane leaps of imagination. Which meant hours at a time of lying on the couch in her office with her eyes closed, looking to be asleep, and trying to force her tortured brain to forge unique connections between unrelated physics knowledge and theories that she had crammed inside. Only stopping each day when her mind screamed for mercy.  
 
    Most of the time this exercise was pure, unadulterated torture. Flailing blindly in the abyss of her own thoughts, almost panicking as she went around and around in circles, unable to force a connection, drowning with no sign of a single buoy to grasp onto.  
 
    Her job description sounded like heaven to outsiders, being paid to lie around and be creative. Generate ideas.  
 
    If only truly revolutionary ideas didn’t require such agony to achieve, the mental equivalent of pushing the biggest of newborn babies through the tiniest of pelvises. 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure how this became my life, but my wife has gotten used to stumbling onto me during the day lying on our bed, or the floor, or the couch, with my eyes closed. “Are you sleeping,” she often whispers, “or are you plotting?” 
 
    Alas, while I wish it was more often the latter, it’s usually me struggling to find a way to push a plot forward, convinced that I’ll never find it. 
 
    This being said, there’s nothing like the supernova of a eureka moment finally striking . . .  
 
      
 
    CHUMMING THE WATER: When Colonel Hubbard describes her snorkeling outing, and dispersing an entire loaf of bread underwater, this was actually me. Yes, I’m that stupid.  
 
    It was a real Dr. Seuss moment. One fish. Two fish. Red fish. Yikes! A billion fricking fish!  
 
    So here’s a pro tip. If you’re trying to feed fish, don’t put yourself in the center of a million particles of food.  
 
      
 
    THE SQUEAKY KEYBOARD CRISIS: While writing this novel, the space bar on my keyboard began to squeak, which threw me into a panic. I’m a bit of a creature of habit. You’ve all heard the old saying, “You can’t teach an old Doug new tricks.” Well, nowhere is this clearer than with my writing habits.  
 
    This is my life. I spend at least forty hours a week in front of a computer, and writing is my sole source of income. So if I were to fall in love with a chair that cost thousands of dollars, I wouldn’t hesitate to buy it. But it turns out the chair I like the most costs seventy-nine dollars. I’ve tried keyboards lined with gold and diamonds (metaphorically), and have hated them all. I continue to use the most basic keyboard in the world, but it’s one I love. (I’m not sure why I tend to gravitate toward cheap, no-frills items, but I do). My keyboard is so old, in fact, that I can’t even plug it into a computer anymore without using an adapter.  
 
    Anyway, I ended up taking the keyboard to a computer repair shop to have it de-squeaked, which I believe is the technical term for it. To the repairman’s credit, he did advise me that the repair would cost twice as much as the keyboard is worth. Totally worth it. 
 
    Oh well. If only I had nanites, I would put my keyboard into memory so I could use it forever. On the other hand, I suppose I could find even better uses for the tiny creatures (if only they could write novels).   
 
      
 
    TAKING THINGS FOR GRANTED: As I began this novel, I happened to watch a short series on Amazon called Shock and Awe: The Story of Electricity. Wow! I knew I had taken the miracle of human reproduction for granted, but it never occurred to me just how much this was true for electricity also. I had never reflected on just how long it had taken humanity to tame this elusive substance—and just how important it was.  
 
    Talk about a game changer that transformed every aspect of our lives and world. And learning the history of humanity’s journey from only being aware of static electricity, to creating an electrical grid covering much of the civilized world, was eye-opening.  
 
    At the time, I knew I wanted Allie to come up with a breakthrough qubit, but I was researching in another direction. When I saw the part of the documentary about the torpedo fish, and how it had answered a question humanity hadn’t even thought to ask, it hit me that I could draw a parallel and make this qubit part more interesting (at least to me—hopefully to my readers as well ).  
 
    I also loved the idea of having an impossible-to-synthesize biomolecule that the nanites could facilitate, which dovetails beautifully with my personal experience as a pharmaceutical and biotech executive. As I mentioned in the end notes of another of my novels, the story about the quest to discover a way to make the anti-cancer drug, Taxol, using synthetic methods, is true. I was once the Director of Biotechnology Licensing at Bristol-Myers Squibb, the company that marketed this drug, and I know its history well. Human chemistry has come a long way, but we can’t come close to matching the variety and complexity of molecules that living things can produce.  
 
    So I wrote the scene that described Allie’s qubit innovations in the context of the history of electricity, and discussed how we’ve come to take this miracle for granted. 
 
    And then, just a few days later, we had a power outage. Really. I couldn’t make this up. 
 
    The outage ultimately only lasted twelve hours, but SDG&E was saying it might last as many as three days. That’s when you begin to feel a little panicked. 
 
    But even twelve hours reinforced my appreciation for this invisible, mysterious substance that powers our industries and our lives. First, I couldn’t write. The days of typewriters are gone. Without electricity, my computer and I were dead in the water. When my phone ran out of juice, I had to drive my car around to recharge it. Our food went bad, our freezer began melting, and lights, powered garage doors, microwave ovens, hot water heaters, televisions, and the like were rendered useless.  
 
    I went to my local grocery store for ice to try to salvage certain items from my freezer and learned that even this national chain was ill-prepared. They had one emergency generator, but that was only enough to keep the lights and registers on. If they hadn’t managed to bring in other generators they would have lost untold thousands of dollars of inventory. Whenever I think about the hundreds of steaks and thousands of quarts of premium ice cream they almost lost that day, I can’t help but tear up.  
 
    “Not Haagen-Dazs Deep Chocolate Peanut Butter,” I still scream in my nightmares. “Anything but that!” 
 
    But getting back to the power outage. Soon enough, as we’ve all seen happen before, day turned into night. Darkness fell.  
 
    But this darkness was a lot darker than I was used to.  
 
    What fun, sitting around by flashlight, watching my freezer drip water on the floor, and deciding if I was desperate enough to take an ice-cold shower in the dark. I wasn’t. Instead, I made reservations at a powered hotel. 
 
    It was remarkable how quickly the veneer of civilization faded away. Bigger cities can be even more reliant on juice than we were in San Diego. I read an account of the Manhattan blackout of 2003. The subways didn’t work, so people had to walk many miles to get home, and then many of them had to camp out on the sidewalk, unwilling to live in an apartment separated from the ground by fifty flights of stairs and no working elevators.  
 
    Finally, our power did return. But during the twelve hours it was gone, I guess the universe decided that my acknowledgment that we take electricity for granted was too intellectual, and it wanted me to experience this on a more visceral level.  
 
    Well played, universe. 
 
    Later that year, while I was still writing The Immortality Code, Christmas rolled around, as it tends to do, and the lights in my neighborhood were spectacular. I drove around in delight, thinking about what the scientific pioneers who had cracked electricity’s secrets would think if they could see my neighborhood today, with revolving holographic displays, colors and lights dancing in computerized choreography, light that appeared to be forever racing down icicles, and other dazzling combinations of color, computerization, and modern imagination. 
 
    Talk about showing off.  
 
    Finally, I’ll end this section by leaving electricity behind and quickly touching on two minor innovations that I also find noteworthy.  
 
    First up is a simple invention that made me wonder when it was introduced what took the collective genius of humanity so long. When I was a kid we lugged massive suitcases through airports until we thought our arms would fall off. Yet I’m pretty sure the wheel was one of humanity’s first inventions. So how did no one think of adding wheels to luggage for so many millennia? 
 
    Last, and probably least, are self-closing drawers, cabinets, and toilet seats. We had the same house for twenty years before I moved a few years back, and I had never encountered this technology. So while my wife took a tour of what was to become our new home, I remained behind in the kitchen for ten minutes, slamming doors and cabinets and watching in delight as they decelerated and came to a gentle close.  
 
    Meanwhile, I think my wife was talking to the realtor about me as she toured. I could have sworn I heard the words child and idiot, but it’s always possible she was talking about someone else  (okay, in my wife’s defense, I made this last bit up, but I’m pretty sure she was thinking it) 
 
      
 
    ADDENDUM: I finished the section above over a month ago, including the part about taking electricity for granted, which I presented in a somewhat lighthearted manner. In the past few days, however, the criticality of electricity has taken a much darker turn. Even though this novel is scheduled to be published very soon, I thought I would add a few words about this at the last minute. 
 
    As I write, Texas and several other states are experiencing both an arctic blast and a loss of electricity, with the number of people without power rising into the millions, and dozens dead due to this tragic state of affairs. As a resident of San Diego, which has a relatively narrow range of temperature extremes, I neglected to mention the even more devastating impact a power outage can have during times of excessive heat or cold. Even natural gas, propane, and oil furnaces can require electricity for ignition, power dampers, pumps, and so on.  
 
    At the other extreme, my son graduated from the University of Arizona in Tucson, and I visited several times when temperatures exceeded 110 degrees.  
 
    If power goes out during extremes of either heat or cold, the situation goes from an inconvenience to a potential catastrophe.  
 
    I hope that all those affected by lack of power in Texas, other states, and around the world—now and in the future—will be able to weather this loss, and will see a speedy return to normalcy.  
 
      
 
    Going against consensus (breaking the mold)   
 
    For purposes of this novel, I needed a young, down-on-her-luck scientist to produce groundbreaking work from out of left field. So out of left field that it would catch Tech Ops, and most of the rest of the world, completely off guard.  
 
    But as I was writing this character, it struck me that the greatest breakthroughs of all time have come from the unlikeliest of places. Newton and Einstein would have never been on the radar of a group like Tech Ops when they did their revolutionary work.  
 
    This was somewhat of an epiphany for me, so I thought I’d include it in the novel. Even beyond these two superstar scientists, consensus and dogma are usually stubbornly persistent, even in the face of compelling evidence against them. This is why I find the Schopenhauer quote so insightful. “All truth passes through three stages. First, it is ridiculed. Second, it is violently opposed. Third, it is accepted as being self-evident.” 
 
    This has proven to be true in my own (previous) field, molecular biology. In the first half of the twentieth century, it was widely believed that protein carried the genetic code. Scientists thought the composition of DNA was too simple to dictate the instructions for life, consisting of only four different nucleotides. In hindsight, of course, this was epically short-sighted. The English alphabet consists of only twenty-six letters, but is capable of coding an infinite amount of information. But this error was understandable. Scientists believed the nucleotide letters were random, conveying about as much information as a bowl of alphabet soup. In reality, DNA was clever enough to produce and copy billions of letters in perfect order.  
 
    Not alphabet soup, but the complete works of Shakespeare.  
 
    In 1944, an experiment was conducted that should have conclusively proven that DNA was actually the carrier of the genetic code, but these results were resisted and largely ignored. Scientists had convinced themselves that DNA was too simple to be the conductor of the orchestra, and clung to this belief. Again, once consensus is reached, it isn’t easily overcome, even by seemingly compelling research. It wasn’t until eight years later, after even more definitive experiments were conducted, that the tide began to turn, and the role of DNA became self-evident.   
 
      
 
    Nanofabricators—3D printing gone wild   
 
    Nano is short for nanometer, which is one twenty-five-millionth of an inch. Alas, the nanites depicted in The Immortality Code are hundreds or thousands of years away. Scientists are working in this direction, and have made considerable progress, but the field is still in its infancy.  
 
    Even so, scientists have long been getting better at visualizing and moving matter at the atomic scale. As early as 1989, IBM Fellow Don Eigler used a scanning tunneling microscope to manipulate individual xenon atoms to spell out “I-B-M”. This was followed in 1991 by the creation of an atomic switch, a critical first step in the design of devices of atomic dimensions. 
 
    As mentioned, the brilliant scientist Richard Feynman is considered the father of this field, having given a lecture in 1959 entitled, “There’s Plenty of Room at the Bottom: An Invitation to Enter a New Field of Physics.” During this lecture, Feynman indicated that it should be possible to make nanoscale machines that “arrange the atoms the way we want,” and “perform chemical synthesis by mechanical manipulation.” He also presented the idea of creating a microscopic surgeon that could patrol our bodies, a concept he called “swallowing the doctor.”  
 
    Since the capabilities I depicted in the novel are so far in advance over what is possible now, I thought I’d briefly turn to developments in 3D printing. I pointed out that some think of nanofabrication as a perfect, infinitely versatile, microscopic version of this technology.  
 
    While there are issues with such an analogy, this isn’t a horrible way to look at the technology. Both 3D printers and nanofabricators can be thought of as constructing a variety of objects one layer—or one atom—at a time, drawing on detailed programming.  
 
    3D printing has grown by leaps and bounds during the last decade and shows no sign of slowing down. This is a technology that increases manufacturing speed and versatility, especially of prototypes, and decreases costs. A technology that is improving every year.  
 
    I’ve provided a few excerpts below that I hope will capture the field’s momentum. 
 
      
 
    Nature, February 2020. “3D printing gets bigger, faster and stronger.” 
 
    EXCERPT: As a metal platform rises from a vat of liquid resin, it pulls an intricate white shape from the liquid—like a waxy creature emerging from a lagoon. This machine is the world’s fastest resin-based 3D printer and it can create a plastic structure as large as a person in a few hours, says Chad Mirkin, a chemist at Northwestern University. The machine is one of a slew of research advances in 3D printing that are broadening the prospects of a technology once viewed as useful mainly for making small, low-quality prototype parts. Not only is 3D printing becoming faster and producing larger products, but scientists are coming up with innovative ways to print and are creating stronger materials, sometimes mixing multiple materials in the same product. 
 
    Sportswear firms, aerospace manufacturers, and medical-device companies are eager to take advantage. “Major manufacturing companies are really adopting this technology,” says Jennifer Lewis, a materials scientist at Harvard University. 
 
    Says Iain Todd, a metallurgist at the University of Sheffield, UK. “We can get performance out of these materials that we didn’t think we could get. That’s what’s really exciting to a materials scientist.” 
 
      
 
    3D Printing Today, September 2020. “3D printing is making a giant leap into health. That could change everything:” 
 
    EXCERPT: You can print a lot of things with a 3D printer. A gun, a home, a dinner. Soon, you could even print new pieces of yourself. 
 
    While most uses of 3D printing involve extruding layers of plastic through a nozzle to create a three-dimensional structure, before too long, similar technology could let physicians print structures made of human cells—from tiny structures like ‘organs on a chip’, to huge ones like whole replacement organs.  
 
    “Bioprinting has a great promise,” says Dr. Ibrahim Ozbolat, a principal investigator at Penn State University. “It has a lot of advantages and capabilities, and good things are going on in the field.” 
 
    One of those things is making replacement organs. First, you have to get some stem cells from the person who needs the new organ, culture them in the right biochemical soup until you’ve got enough, then turn them into a bio-ink that can be extruded through a nozzle that’s two microns thick (or 1/80th the size of a human hair). The bio-ink will be pushed through the printer, usually onto a scaffold made of hydrogel. A bit more culturing, and you could have a usable tissue that can either be printed directly onto the patient in an operating theatre, or built in a lab and then implanted. 
 
      
 
    Futurism, April 2019. “Researchers Just 3D Printed The First-Ever Complete Heart Using Human Tissue.” 
 
    In what the Israeli media is calling a “world’s first,” scientists at Tel Aviv University have 3D printed a small heart using human tissue that includes vessels, collagen, and biological molecules—a breakthrough that they hope could one day render organ donation obsolete. 
 
    The technology is still many years out from human transplants, though—the team’s rodent-sized printed heart isn’t quite there yet. 
 
    “The cells need to form a pumping ability,” said lead scientist Tal Davir. “They can currently contract, but we need them to work together. Still, this is the first time anyone anywhere has successfully engineered and printed an entire heart complete with cells, blood vessels, ventricles, and chambers.”  
 
    To print the heart, the scientists created a “personalized hydrogel” to form “bio-inks,” according to a paper published today in the journal Advanced Science. 
 
      
 
    The human soul. Are we just the sum of our parts?  
 
    The argument presented in The Immortality Code that consciousness is an emergent property is perhaps the most popular scientific explanation for consciousness there is. On the other hand, what I call the radio theory of the soul is much more obscure.  
 
    Regardless, the question of what consciousness really is, how it comes about, along with questions of free will, are perhaps the most fundamental questions science and religion can ask, yet these still remain a mystery. While the words, emergent property, sound good, an explanation of how this truly works is lacking. 
 
    Personally, I’m not sure what to think. It isn’t obvious to me how a collection of microscopic parts can achieve glorious self-direction. Yet, if they can’t, this would imply that there is some other mysterious quality at work that can’t be observed or measured. 
 
    Neither answer is very satisfying to me. But as I’ve mentioned in my notes a number of times now, the more I learn about nature, physics, and cosmology, the more certain I am that I don’t have a clue, that anything is possible. I feel like an amoeba trying to understand the mind of Albert Einstein—so far out of my league that even things I feel certain about could be nothing but persistent illusions. 
 
      
 
    The Star Trek replicator 
 
    If you’ve read any of my books you won’t be surprised to learn that I’m a huge Star Trek fan. Not enough of a fan to attend conventions, so not really a pro, but a weekend amateur for sure. 
 
    Within the vast cannon of Star Trek lore are countless examples of the use of a replicator. Memory-Alpha defines a replicator as follows: “A replicator, or molecular synthesizer, was a device that used matter-energy conversion technology similar to a transporter to produce almost anything from a ship’s replicator reserves.” 
 
    I dutifully read this and other similar descriptions of replicator technology, which matched how I had always thought the tech would work, and then wrote this into The Immortality Code. 
 
    Imagine my shock, then, when I watched a new Star Trek Discovery episode after this section of the novel had been written, one that shot this part of the cannon to shit. Literally. 
 
    I hate to be critical, but I’m not sure what the writers were thinking. I’ve pasted a description of this unpleasant and unnecessary addition to the Star Trek universe below, from a ScreenRant article written in January, 2021, entitled, “The Disgusting Truth About Discovery’s 32nd Century Food.” 
 
    EXCERPT: Star Trek: Discovery season 3’s Admiral Charles Vance dropped a disgusting truth bomb about the food that comes out of Starfleet’s 32nd -century replicators: it’s all made from reconstituted feces. Since Commander Michael Burnham and the crew of the USS Discovery permanently jumped to the year 3189, they learned many disconcerting things about the state of the galaxy after The Burn, but the secret of the 32nd -century’s food replicators might just be the worst. 
 
    In Star Trek: Discovery season 3, episode 12,  Admiral Vance randomly revealed to Osyraa that all of the Federation’s replicated food is made from “our shit.” Vance munched on an apple as he explained about the Federation’s food originating from excrement. “That’s the base material used in our replicators. We reconstruct it on the atomic level and then reform the atoms. It’s pretty good for shit, and we don’t have to commit atrocities for it.”  
 
    Of course, it could also be said that the real atrocity is the fact that the people of the Federation eat resequenced feces.  
 
      
 
    Yuck! I get that they did this for the shock value. And I get that the replicator transforms the atoms, so the end product is no longer feces in any way. But still. Come on. This really wasn’t necessary.  
 
    It’s also patently ridiculous—which is what I object to most. If you can make an apple out of feces, you can make one out of dirt. They’re trying to suggest that times in the far future are so bad, this feces reclamation project is needed as a conservation measure, but I’m not buying it. First, the tech can convert energy directly into matter, so this goes against cannon, especially since 32nd century transporter technology is so good it enables personal beaming without a transporter pad. And second, even assuming the replicator requires matter, any Federation outpost can shave a few feet off the top of a nearby moon and have enough material to feed themselves for eternity.  
 
    But enough of that shit (sorry, couldn’t resist).  
 
    One last bit of relevant Star Trek trivia. I joked in the novel that as powerful as replicator technology is, the Federation seemed to rarely use it for anything other than making tea for Captain Picard. I later found a 2017 article from a website call TrekMovie.com that helped me to understand why, which I’ve excerpted below. 
 
      
 
    EXCERPT: One of the major bits of technology introduced in Star Trek: The Next Generation—and seen throughout the 24th century Trek shows—was the replicator. These handy devices could make almost anything and they were so ubiquitous, they were even seen in crew quarters. While an interesting bit of sci-fi tech, Star Trek: TNG and DS9 writer/producer Ron Moore feels they were bad for the show. In a new interview with Bleeding Cool Moore stated: 
 
    “Replicators are the worst thing ever. Destroys storytelling all the time. They mean there’s no value to anything. Nothing has value in the universe if you can just replicate everything. Nothing is unique. If you break something, you can just make another one. If something breaks on the ship, it’s “Oh, no big deal, Geordi LaForge can just go down to engineering and make another doozywhatsit.” Or they go to a planet and that planet needed something: “Oh, hey, let’s make them what they need!” The writers’ room just hated it and tried to forget about it as much as possible. 
 
      
 
    Quantum Biology 
 
    The idea that living organisms use quantum effects to their advantage is still somewhat controversial, and still somewhat fringe, but this is changing. For a good layman’s starting point in considering if consciousness, photosynthesis, and avian navigation are quantum effects, I would direct you to the following articles. 
 
    
    	 Discover Magazine (2018) “Down the Quantum Rabbit Hole: Fellow Scientists labeled him a crackpot. Now Stuart Hameroff’s quantum consciousness theories are getting support from unlikely places.” 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 The Scientist (2019) “Quantum Biology May Help Solve Some of Life’s Greatest Mysteries.” 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Nature (2021) “Birds Have a Mysterious ‘Quantum Sense’. For The First Time, Scientists Saw It in Action.” 
 
   
 
      
 
    Hot Qubits  
 
    Everything detailed in The Immortality Code about the difficulties of building a quantum computer, and just how fragile qubits can be, is accurate. For a good summary, I recommend a 2017 article posted on the Quantum Consultants website entitled, “What is so difficult about building a quantum computer anyway?” 
 
    The press release touting hot qubits is real, if by “hot” you mean a temperature that is still unimaginably frigid. And while this slight improvement does represent a huge leap forward, it’s easy to see how Allie’s room-temperature qubits would be a godsend.  
 
    I’ll leave this section with a brief excerpt that describes these “hot” qubits, from a 2020 piece on Singularity Hub entitled, “New ‘hot qubits’ let quantum computers run 15 times warmer than before.”
  
 
    EXCERPT: Quantum computers have to be run at near absolute zero because the quantum states they rely on are incredibly fragile, and the slightest disturbance can cause the information encoded in them to be lost. But reaching these temperature requires incredibly powerful refrigeration technology, and it can easily cost millions of dollars to keep even experimental devices at operating temperatures. 
 
    Now though, two separate groups have demonstrated that they can operate silicon-based quantum chips at 1.5 Kelvin (-456.97 Fahrenheit). That might still seem pretty cold, but it’s 15 times higher than where today’s leading technology operates, and can be achieved using just a few thousand dollars’ worth of refrigeration. 
 
      
 
    Quantum computers and decryption 
 
    The material in the novel about the potential of quantum computers, and the difficulty in building one, is all true—at least I think it is. This is a complex endeavor, and I’m far from an expert, so I can’t be sure I didn’t get something wrong. But it’s safe to say huge money and resources are being thrown at the problem, qubits really are as fragile as I describe, and do need to be kept at ultra-cold temperatures, and the media makes quantum computing appear much closer than it really is.  
 
    From my reading, it’s absolutely true that a full-fledged quantum computer could become the ultimate key to breaking encryption, and efforts to institute forms of encryption that are resistant to quantum computers aren’t going particularly well.  
 
    I’ll leave this section with excerpts from a few articles I thought were interesting. 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    WIRED, December 2019. “Revolt! Scientists Say They're Sick of Quantum Computing’s Hype.” 
 
    EXCERPT: This spring, a mysterious figure by the name of Quantum Bullshit Detector strolled onto the Twitter scene. Posting anonymously, they began to comment on purported breakthroughs in quantum computing—claims that the technology will speed up artificial intelligence algorithms, manage financial risk at banks, and break all encryption.  
 
    The provocations perplexed experts in the field. Because of the detector’s familiarity with jargon and the accounts it chose to follow, the person or persons behind the account seemed be part of the quantum community. Researchers were unaccustomed to such brazen trolling from someone in their own ranks.  
 
    The anonymous account is a response to growing anxiety in the quantum community, as investment accelerates and hype balloons inflate. Governments in the US, UK, EU, and China have each promised more than $1 billion of investment in quantum computing and related technologies. Each country is hoping to become the first to harness the technology’s potential to help design better batteries or to break an adversary’s encryption system, for example. But these ambitions will likely take decades of work, and some researchers worry whether they can deliver on inflated expectations—or worse, that the technology might accidentally make the world a worse place.  
 
    Most quantum researchers take a softer public stance, but they too have begun to voice their anxieties, particularly in response to a specific hyped announcement: Google’s quantum supremacy demonstration, in which the company’s researchers performed a largely useless mathematical problem on a quantum computer faster than a supercomputer. Since reports of this demonstration first leaked in September, many researchers have expressed concern that the word “supremacy” suggests quantum computers are now better than conventional ones, which is patently false. While Bermejo-Vega thinks Google’s demonstration does provide scientific value of the technology’s viability, she emphasizes their success was “narrow.” In addition, all quantum computers, including Google’s, perform inconsistently because they are prone to errors that researchers don’t know how to correct. “Google’s computer is mostly still a useless quantum computer for practical purposes,” Bermejo-Vega says. 
 
      
 
    Forbes 2019, “Quantum Computing Poses An Existential Security Threat, But Not Today.”  
 
    EXCERPT: Google’s announcement on October 23, 2019 that its scientists have achieved quantum supremacy was greeted with delight by physicists and computing engineers because the company had accomplished a feat that few thought possible this early in the development of quantum computing. “Our machine performed the target computation in 200 seconds,” the announcement said, “and from measurements in our experiment we determined that it would take the world’s fastest supercomputer 10,000 years to produce a similar output.” 
 
    A reduction in computing time from 10,000 years to a little over 3 minutes is more than just a game changer—it redefines the whole concept of the game. 
 
    But while it was wowing scientists, computer security experts became worried. Very worried. The reason is that difficulty in computing a decryption algorithm is at the heart of some of the most popular types of encryption. The encryption that’s used in your WiFi could be cracked in seconds. Likewise, the encryption that you use for everything from web browsing to banking transactions would no longer be protected. 
 
    “From a cybersecurity perspective that scares me,” said Alissa Knight, senior analyst with Aite Group’s cybersecurity practice. “What this proves from my perspective is that we should no longer rely on cryptographic algorithms for security. We need to move into a way to defend against quantum computing attacks.” 
 
    The National Security Agency is working on solutions to what the agency is calling the “Post Quantum world,” and is working to find means of protecting data against any current and future means of encryption cracking. 
 
    Right now, the answer is still a work in progress. But this also means that you need to be planning for how you’re going to protect your organization in the post quantum world, even though we don’t know for sure when it will be here. 
 
      
 
    Newsweek, December 2020.  “As China Leads Quantum Computing Race, U.S. Spies Plan for a World with Fewer Secrets.” 
 
    EXCERPT: Back in 1994, when quantum computers existed only as so much chalk on a blackboard, mathematician Peter Shor invented what may soon prove to be their killer app. 
 
    Shor trained his efforts on a calculation called “factoring,” which ordinarily nobody but a mathematician would care about, except it just happens to be an Achilles’ heel of the internet. If someone were to invent a computer that could perform this operation quickly, messages that are currently hidden from hackers, terrorists, military adversaries, governments, and competitors would be as easy to read as a Stephen King novel. [Note, I’m pretty sure they meant to write “A Douglas E. Richards novel,” but accidentally got it wrong.] 
 
    Dozens of engineering teams, from big companies like Google, IBM, and Amazon to universities and startups, are racing to build a full-scale working quantum computer. China is reportedly spending $10 billion on the effort, building a center devoted to quantum computing and artificial intelligence. 
 
    China’s ambition in quantum technology has caused something of a Sputnik moment in the US, nearly as ominous as the Russian satellite in 1957 that kicked off the race to the moon. It wasn’t long ago that Chinese engineers were perceived as copycats. That is no longer the case. The long-term worry is that the US loses its technological edge.  
 
    When quantum computers go live, what will happen to all our secrets? Will we wake up one day to find that China has been reading our mail? The NSA and other intelligence agencies are already preparing for a world where all their secrets are vulnerable. Shor’s algorithm, once a fanciful conjecture, is beginning to look like a threat. The question is, is the threat imminent?  
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Encryption a quantum computer can’t break  
 
    Quantum computing, encryption, and decryption are all highly complex fields that are way over my head. So it’s hard for me to make definitive statements on what the future might hold. Based on my research, though, I am confident that if a quantum computer is perfected, and if we persist in using the most widely used current encryption protocols, cybersecurity is in a world of hurt.  
 
    There are several issues I mentioned in the novel that make transitioning to quantum safe encryption more of a challenge than first realized. These are all true, although possibly overstated for dramatic effect.  
 
    There is also great excitement at the prospect of quantum cryptography, a theoretical system for encryption that cannot be breached, but as I noted in the novel, this might not be the panacea many people hope for.   
 
    I’ve excerpted passages from a few articles below to shed further light on these subjects. First, an article about conventional encryption methods being worked on that researchers hope will be immune from quantum computers. And second, an article that describes some of the potential issues with quantum cryptography. 
 
      
 
    MIT Technology Review, August 2020. “The quest for quantum-proof encryption just made a leap forward.” 
 
    EXCERPT: Many of the things you do online every day are protected by encryption so that no one else can spy on it. Your online banking and messages to your friends are likely encrypted, for example—as are government secrets. But that protection is under threat from the development of quantum computers, which threaten to render modern encryption methods useless.  
 
    While quantum machines are still a long way from being able to break modern encryption, NIST, The National Institute of Standards and Technology, launched a competition in 2016 to develop new standards for cryptography that will be more quantum-proof. The race is long, with the winners set to be announced in 2022.  
 
    . . . If so much time and effort is being put into heading off a security disaster, when will we see a quantum computer that can do all this? 
 
    Last year Google famously boasted it had achieved “quantum supremacy” by finding a task a quantum computer could do that was essentially impossible for a classical computer. It was an important milestone, but it didn’t usher in a new era of quantum computing, and experts from industry and academia were quick to criticize it for a range of reasons. 
 
    In reality, we’re likely a decade or more away from a quantum computer that can solve useful problems—which gives NIST time to make a decision so the transition to quantum-safe cryptography can begin.  
 
    “It takes a long time to standardize and get cryptographic algorithms implemented and into products,” says NIST’s Moody. “It can take 10 to 20 years. We need this process done before a quantum computer is done so we’re ahead of the game.” 
 
    Not everybody is convinced that the time will be well spent, however. 
 
    “The next step is quantum computers solving a useful problem, which they haven’t done yet,” says Vadim Lyubashevsky, a cryptographer at IBM. “If that doesn’t happen for a long time, I think companies will forget the hype and implement the weakest thing that comes out of NIST until they are suddenly reminded of the problem in 30 years.” 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    SPIE.Org News, November 2020. (Note: SPIE is the International Society for Optics and Photonics). “Hacking the Unhackable.”  
 
    EXCERPT: Although quantum encryption can’t be tampered with, the devices built to generate and receive the photons, electrons, or clouds of ions used in quantum encryption are far from perfect. Researchers call this the implementation problem. 
 
    “You can’t attack the quantum code, but you can attack the setup,” says cryptographer Michele Mosca of the University of Waterloo in Canada. 
 
    Hackers—often other scientists—take advantage of these imperfections, using their wits to uncover loopholes that can compromise the security of quantum messaging. What’s more, some of these attacks can be accomplished without legitimate participants ever knowing about the breach. 
 
    Vadim Makarov, a burly physicist with a flowing beard, is famous for finding such loopholes, known as side channels. Now director of the quantum hacking lab at the Russian Quantum Center in Moscow, Makarov found a relatively simple way to steal a quantum key without a trace a decade ago. 
 
    . . . In another mode of attack, physicist Hoi-Kwong Lo of the University of Toronto and his colleagues focused on exploiting the timing involved in how some quantum encryption systems encode messages, introducing errors that prevent the parties from knowing the code has been stolen.  
 
    “There are a lot of tricks to the trade,” says Mosca. 
 
    In patching these loopholes, new, unexpected ones may arise, notes physicist Dirk Englund, head of the quantum photonics laboratory at MIT. That’s because QKD typically relies on simple mathematical models to describe the operation of the devices involved in the encryption. If the actual devices behave differently than the models, it could leave real-life QKDs vulnerable to hackers, noted Victor Zapatero and Marcus Curty of the University of Vigo in Spain in a recent Nature article. 
 
      
 
    Tech Ops and the great US/China tech war   
 
    ET Ops and Tech Ops are not real organizations—as far as I know. In the novel, I write that Tech Ops was born after the head of American Black Ops read a short book written by a man named Gordon Chang, entitled The Great U.S.—China Tech War. While Tech Ops is fictional, this book is not. 
 
    If you Google “The US China tech war,” you’ll find plenty of additional reading material. I’ll provide a few excerpts below. To begin with, I’ll share the headline from an article in the Wall Street Journal (January 2021). “The U.S./China Tech War Won’t End Under Biden. A softer touch is likely, but Democrats and Republicans share concerns about the threat to core American industries and China’s techno-authoritarian ambitions.” 
 
      
 
    Here are a few more excerpts. 
 
      
 
    National Defense, December 2020, “U.S. Already 0-1 in Tech War with China.” 
 
    EXCERPT: Chinese President Xi Jinping told the United Nations General Assembly recently that his nation has “no intention to fight either a cold war or a hot one with any country.”  
 
    That may be. But what is really happening is a “technology war.” There is little awareness among the American public about this undeclared war, but it’s well understood in Beijing. The term “Tech War” may one day describe the age we are living in as “the Cold War” did after World War II. 
 
    The United States lost a major battle that it didn’t even realize it was fighting when China over the past decades established monopolies on several critical rare earth elements and a few other strategic minerals—a topic that this magazine has touched upon several times over the years. 
 
    This will prove to be a major strategic defeat as these elements are the building blocks for many of this century’s emerging technologies. Smartphones—and even some U.S. weapon systems—don’t work without them. 
 
    Then there is the battle for 5G dominance. 
 
    “Despite the growing importance of high-speed connectivity, the United States—which paced the world in developing and deploying so many other transformative technologies—is falling behind in the 5G race, while China is sprinting ahead,” says a report, America’s 5G Moment of Truth, released by The New Center think tank. 
 
    The Tech War has several battlefronts other than 5G. Among them are: aviation, space technology, biotech, quantum sciences, robotics, military technology, and artificial intelligence. 
 
      
 
    CMC Markets, March 2020. “US-China Tech War: Who Will Dominate Future Tech?” 
 
    EXCERPT: There is a technology competition taking place behind the ongoing US-China trade war, and the fight to gain this tech supremacy will have a far-reaching impact, along with huge commercial and national security advantages. 
 
    The so-called fourth industrial revolution—represented by 5G communications, artificial intelligence and quantum computing—is emerging among the world’s top technology giants, most of which are based in the US and China. 
 
      
 
    I’ll end this section by writing a few words about the Chinese Communist Party. The Chinese government has become more and more oppressive to its people in recent years, and this trend shows no signs of abating. If you have further interest in this topic, a quick internet search will provide considerable reading material. I recommend reading a 2016 article in Time Magazine entitled, “Five Ways China Has Become More Repressive Under President Xi Jinping,” which calls China “The world’s worst jailer of the press.”  
 
    And that’s only the beginning. The Chinese government exerts a draconian online censorship regime, as well as ideological control over education and mass media. They restrict religious freedom and persecute human rights activists. Women and girls in China confront sexual abuse and harassment, employment discrimination, and domestic violence. China is also imprisoning over one million Muslims in what they officially call an effort to prevent terrorism, extremism, and separatism.  
 
      
 
    Graphene, carbyne, and octa-nitro-cubane   
 
    Everything written in The Immortality Code about these three materials is accurate. If you’re interested in learning more, a simple Google search will produce plenty of reading material. Some of the articles I read include: 
 
      
 
    
    	 New Yorker Magazine, 2014. “Material Question: Graphene may be the most remarkable substance every discovered. But what’s it for?”   
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 ExtremeTech.com, 2013. “Carbyne: A new form of carbon that’s stronger than graphene.  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Nano Magazine, 2019. “Why are there challenges with graphene manufacturing?” 
 
   
 
      
 
    Like graphene and carbyne, octa-nitro-cubane is also a form of carbon, in this case formed into a cube. I’ve used this wonder material in previous novels, and it is indeed thought to be the most powerful non-nuclear explosive known, and nearly impossible to produce, requiring forty chemical steps to synthesize even a tiny amount. If you do Google octa-nitro-cubane, be aware that the word doesn’t really have any hyphens. I took the liberty of adding these in for ease of reading.  
 
      
 
    The psychopaths among us 
 
    As with many elements of this novel, I have touched upon psychopathy in previous works, mostly because psychopaths make great villains, and because I’m fascinated by this condition. Almost a decade ago I made an in-depth study of what makes psychopaths tick, and spent almost a year appearing on dozens of radio programs to discuss this condition.  
 
    I was fascinated when I first learned that the brains of psychopaths differ from those of non-psychopaths, and also that psychopaths represent one percent of the population. They are predators—cold-blooded, callous, and cool under pressure—and we are prey. And while their emotions are shallow and superficial, they can be unbelievably charming and charismatic.  
 
    They can be accountants, lawyers, and politicians. They are the unscrupulous coworker who plays the boss like a fiddle, takes credit for your work, and stabs you in the back with a smile. Or the charmer who moves in with a girlfriend, sucks her dry financially and emotionally, and then spits her out and moves on without a care in the world.  
 
    For anyone interested in the topic, I highly recommend reading a lay book by Robert Hare, the guru of the field, entitled, “Without Conscience: The Disturbing World of the Psychopaths Among Us.” 
 
      
 
    Smart contact lenses, telepathy, and subvocal communication 
 
    I’ve used all of these concepts multiple times now because I find their potential breathtaking. This is the last section of the author notes. Those of you who have read my previous novels may want to stop reading, or skip ahead to my author bio if you have interest, as you’re likely to have already read the information presented below.  
 
      
 
    Computerworld, May, 2016. “Why a Smart Contact Lens is the Ultimate Wearable.” 
 
    EXCERPT: Smart contact lenses sound like science fiction. But there’s already a race to develop technology for the contact lenses of the future—ones that will give you superhuman vision and will offer heads-up displays, video cameras, medical sensors, and much more. In fact, these products are already being developed. 
 
    Sounds unreal, right? But it turns out that eyeballs are the perfect place to put technology. 
 
    Contact lenses sit on the eye, and so can enhance vision. They’re exposed to both light and the mechanical movement of blinking, so they can harvest energy. 
 
    University of Michigan scientists are building a contact lens that can give soldiers and others the ability to see in the dark using thermal imaging. The technology uses graphene, a single layer of carbon atoms, to pick up the full spectrum of light, including ultraviolet light.  
 
    Sony applied for a patent for a smart contact lens that can record video. You control it by blinking your eyes. According to Sony’s patent, sensors in the lens can tell the difference between voluntary and involuntary blinks.  
 
      
 
    Telepathy and subvocal communication: I could fill hundreds of pages detailing the various advances in both hardware and software that make the creation of something like Eve almost inevitable, but I’ll spare you. There is just too much, and I suspect that no reader doubts that an AI of this size, and with these capabilities, is just around the corner. 
 
    Computers that can recognize human thoughts and engage in a sort of telepathy are being developed now, and prosthetic limbs and video games, among other items, can now be controlled using thoughts alone. I could have used this as the means of communication between Zachary Reed and Eve, but chose subvocal communication instead. 
 
    So before I leave this section, I’ll share an excerpt from a 2014 article from New Scientist, entitled, “NASA develops ‘mind-reading’ system.”  (Despite the title, this is about subvocal communication.) 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    EXCERPT: A computer program that can read silently spoken words by analyzing nerve signals in our mouths and throats has been developed by NASA. Preliminary results show that using button-sized sensors, which attach under the chin and on the side of the Adam’s apple, it is possible to pick up and recognize nerve signals and patterns from the tongue and vocal cords that correspond to specific words. 
 
    “Biological signals arise when reading or using silent, sub-auditory speech, with or without actual lip or facial movement,” says Chuck Jorgensen, a neuro-engineer at NASA. Just the slightest movements in the voice box and tongue is all it needs to work.  
 
    The sensors have already been used to do simple web searches. In everyday life, they could even be used to communicate on the sly—people could use them on crowded buses without being overheard, say the NASA scientists. 
 
      
 
    So this concludes The Immortality Code author notes section. I hope that you found it interesting. Now, as promised, I will provide my author bio and list of books.  
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