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    PART 1 
 
    Excerpt from a 60 Minutes broadcast (CBS News, May 16, 2021) 
 
      
 
    Bill Whitaker (voice-over) . . . [But that began to change after an incident off Southern California in 2004, which was documented by radar, by camera, and four naval aviators. We spoke to two of them: David Fravor, a graduate of the Top Gun naval flight school and commander of the F-18 squadron on the USS Nimitz; and flying at his wing, Lieutenant Alex Dietrich.   
 
    It was November 2004 and the USS Nimitz carrier strike group was training about a hundred miles southwest of San Diego. For a week, the advanced new radar on a nearby ship, the USS Princeton, had detected what operators called “multiple anomalous aerial vehicles,” over the horizon, descending eighty thousand feet in less than a second. Fravor and Dietrich, each with a weapons systems officer in the backseat, were diverted to investigate. They found an area of roiling whitewater the size of a 737 in an otherwise calm, blue sea.] 
 
    Dave Fravor: “. . . and we saw this little white Tic Tac-looking object. And it’s just kind of moving above the whitewater area.” 
 
    Voice-over: [As Deitrich circled above—Fravor went in for a closer look.] 
 
    Dave Fravor: “The Tic Tac . . . just turns abruptly. And starts mirroring me. So as I’m coming down, it starts coming up.” 
 
    Bill Whitaker: “So it’s mimicking your moves?” 
 
    Dave Fravor: “Yeah, it was aware we were there . . . I want to see how close I can get . . . and when it gets right in front of me, it just disappears.” 
 
    Bill Whitaker: “Disappears?” 
 
    Dave Fravor: “Disappears. Like, gone.” 
 
    Bill Whitaker: “Did your back-seaters see this too?” 
 
    Dave Fravor: “Oh yeah. There were four of us in the airplanes literally watching this thing for roughly about five minutes.” 
 
    Voice-over: [Seconds later the Princeton reacquired the target. Sixty miles away.] 
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    I sank into my luxurious black office chair in San Diego, in front of an oversized computer monitor, and adjusted the camera angle until I liked what I saw on the screen. Not too bad, I thought, as I considered my own face staring back at me.  
 
    I had been fairly fortunate in the genetic lottery department, having been given wavy black hair that was in no danger of leaving my head, straight teeth, courtesy of years of braces, a symmetric face, and a wrestler’s build, although at the moment I was at least ten pounds over what should have been my proper weight class. And the camera supposedly added another ten. 
 
    Why hadn’t inventors come up with cameras that would subtract ten pounds? Now that would be a huge hit. 
 
    On the negative side of the genetic lottery, I had terrible seasonal allergies, learned at lightning speed but forgot most of it just as quickly, and was only five eight, short for a man.  
 
    I looked down at my own lap and smiled. I was wearing running shorts, the sort of comfortable attire almost expected nowadays for teleconferences and podcasts. As a bonus, since the camera showed nothing below my navel, I could well have been six-foot-two for all anyone on the other side of my monitor would know.  
 
    Behind me, at the perfect height for the camera to capture, were three long shelves filled with eighteen science-fiction thrillers I had written, along with many of these translated into multiple other languages, each on small stands to display their covers.  
 
    These had been moved here just a few weeks before by a full-service moving company, along with the rest of the contents of my office, helping me to settle into a second home I had just started renting. All eighteen volumes were thrillers set in the near future, and all of them explored epic advances in science and technology and the mind-blowing implications of these advances. And each contained backbreaking amounts of research on my part.  
 
    An obnoxious shrine to my work, no doubt, but I felt that I had earned it through blood, sweat, and tears. I had been a full-time author for twelve of my thirty-eight years, and I wasn’t a natural. For me it was often brutally hard work, especially the plotting and research. And even the writing came more easily to most than it did to me. I had scores of author friends who could write novel after novel as effortlessly as a politician could lie, never issuing primal screams at the top of their lungs, or tearing out their hair, or barely restraining themselves from throwing their monitors through windows.  
 
    I envied them their bliss.  
 
    I cleared my throat, preparing to utter my first words to countless streaming viewers, and tried to forget how disgusted I was with myself for lying to the host of the show, getting booked by promising to deliver the ultimate “what are UFOs really about?” reveal. Disgusted that I’d be addressing the entire audience, enough people to fill a hundred football stadiums, under false pretenses, blithely using them all for my own ends, utterly obsessed with achieving my goal.  
 
    Still, I insisted to myself, desperate to salve my tortured conscience, I did plan to deliver a comprehensive overview of the state of UFOs, along with information never before disclosed. This didn’t entirely justify my actions, but it did make me feel a little better. 
 
    I tensed as the countdown on the lower left corner of my monitor reached three seconds. Then two. Then one.  
 
    Pyrotechnics exploded onto my screen, the standard opening for the Mark Russell Podcast, consisting of futuristic music and dozens of images, each flashing across the screen for fractions of a second. Images of computers, DNA molecules, supercolliders, star fields, spacecraft, drones, holograms, and anything else that connoted science, technology, and futurism.   
 
    Given how our culture had become obsessed with these subjects, Dr. Mark Russell had been at the right place at the right time, and had a following numbering in the millions. Russell frequently interviewed Nobel-prize-winning scientists and tech industry titans alike.  
 
    And today a science-fiction author who hadn’t written a single word in over seven months, but who had convinced the host that he had found the Holy Grail of UFO answers.  
 
    Well, UAP answers, if one wanted to keep up with the current vernacular.  
 
    When the government had finally decided to take the subject seriously they had changed Unidentified Flying Object to Unidentified Aerial Phenomena, or UAP, to avoid the negative stigma of the original term.  
 
    This was the name the cool kids in the government and military now used, but I didn’t like it. Too fancy. Besides, when you saw an alien craft in the sky you said, “look at that strange object.” You didn’t say, “look at that strange phenomena.”  
 
    If I had to use a term other than UFO, I preferred another new term, UAV, which stood for Unidentified Aerial Vehicle.  
 
    In my book, though, they should have changed Unidentified Flying Objects to Mysterious Otherworldly Flying Objects—or MOFOs. This name was more accurate after all. And I’d give my last dollar to hear TV reporters using the new acronym.  
 
    “A fighter pilot today reported having an encounter with an aggressive little MoFo just outside of Nellis Air Force Base. According to the pilot ‘That crazy MoFo was coming at me like a bat out of hell.’” 
 
    I took a deep breath as the podcast’s signature opening video concluded, to be replaced by a bearded man in his forties, wearing eyeglasses and beaming enthusiastically. “Welcome, everyone, to the Mark Russell Science, Technology, and Futurism podcast,” he said. “I’m Dr. Mark Russell, of course, and I have quite a show for you today.  
 
    “My special guest for this edition of the podcast is Jason Ramsey, a bestselling novelist, speaker, and futurist well known to many of you. Jason’s science-fiction thrillers are packed with accurate science and technology and tackle such topics as artificial superintelligence, nanotechnology, super-soldier enhancements, time travel, quantum mechanics, cosmology, and more.”  
 
    Dr. Russell raised his eyebrows suggestively. “And this is the episode that just might make the history books, folks. Jason asked me not to promote this beforehand, but he isn’t here in his capacity as a writer. In fact, he’s spent the past seven months investigating what’s really going on with the UAVs that are cluttering our skies, using primary and secondary sources both. Today, he plans to share his blockbuster findings for the first time with this program.  
 
    “Jason, welcome to the podcast.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and stared at the host’s image on my screen, trying to forget the millions of people hanging on my every word. There would be no take-backs. This was live, and I already planned to leave them all hanging, which was bad enough. But if I said something stupid, or tripped over my own feet, I was stuck with it forever.  
 
    “Thanks, Mark,” I said, trying not to swallow hard. “Thanks for having me.”  
 
    “Before we begin, Jason, why don’t you tell the audience a little about your background and how you came to be a full-time writer.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, feeling awkward, and realizing that I probably should be smiling. “Science fiction was my first love,” I began. “And for a long time as a kid, my only love.” 
 
    I stopped there, not wanting to elaborate further. The truth was that I had been a voracious reader of hard science fiction since I could remember, vacuuming up countless pages of the genre like a blue whale inhaling krill. Not fantasy. Hard science fiction. Mind-blowing, breathtaking, hard science fiction.  
 
    When I walked the corridors of my grade school, or waited in line in the cafeteria for my ration of pizza and tater tots, I had my nose deep in a book, oblivious to the rest of the world. At that time, this behavior was considered odd, but in retrospect I was just ahead of my time. Who knew that just a few years later an entire generation would be unable to tear their eyes from their smartphones, and nearly everyone would become expert at walking and reading at the same time (except for the small percentage who became so engrossed by their screens they walked off of cliffs, allowing Darwinism to thin them from our ranks).  
 
    Basically, that was my childhood. While I excelled in baseball and racquet sports, and had one close friend, I had no interest in socializing. When I wasn’t at school or playing a sport, I was locked inside my tiny room reading science fiction.  
 
    I’d still be there today if not for puberty. Girls, whom I hadn’t really cared about previously, had suddenly become irresistibly appealing. So much so that they finally eclipsed science fiction in my imagination. I began to realize that if I didn’t change my trajectory, I would never meet any, let alone lose my virginity (an ambitious long-range goal for a boy who wouldn’t even kiss a girl until he was fourteen).  
 
    So at thirteen, I marched into the room of my older sister, Ashley, with whom I had never gotten along, and an epic friendship was born. In essence, I told her I wanted to find a way out of the pages of a book and the confines of my room, to eventually go out on a date with an actual girl, and asked for her help.   
 
    Ashley hated science fiction and thought I was the ultimate nerd—which I was if you didn’t count athletic ability—but she did have the social thing down pat and agreed to help me by giving me a social makeover and taking me to parties. 
 
    And it worked. Astonishingly, people liked me. Even female people.  
 
    Turned out I was harmless. A sweet, awkward kid. Kind of like a cute pet. Nice. Safe. Unsure of myself.  
 
    Which is how I remained, even now, at thirty-eight. Unsure.  
 
    Not outwardly, by any means, but deep down inside. Which explained the Mothra-sized butterflies I felt in my gut.  
 
    “Because of science fiction,” I continued, hoping my nerves weren’t showing, “I became fascinated by the mind-blowing absurdities of quantum physics. Ultimately, I entered a PhD program in this field at Stanford.” 
 
    “What area did you work on?” asked the host. 
 
    I had hoped to skip ahead to the punchline, but apparently that wasn’t going to be possible. “Something called retrocausality,” I answered. “Which basically means cause and effect in reverse. In the quantum realm at least, it’s becoming increasingly likely that future events can affect the present.” 
 
    “Can you give us an example?” asked Mark Russell.  
 
    I sighed. I was hoping to just get on with it, but it was his show. “It turns out that the laws of physics work perfectly well in either time direction,” I said. “Forward or backward. It’s also true that if you take two radioactive atoms, absolutely identical in every conceivable way, they will decay randomly. The first might decay immediately, while the second doesn’t do the same for an hour or more. Why the difference? After all, they’re identical. 
 
    “Scientists have never found any way to explain it or predict when this decay will occur. But there are theories that posit the information that controls the fate of these particles doesn’t come from the past or present.” I raised my eyebrows to build the drama. “It comes from the future. Cause and effect in reverse.” 
 
    “Very cool,” said Russell enthusiastically. “So how did you go from there to becoming a writer?”  
 
    “In my third year of graduate school I wrote a science-fiction story with retrocausality as the central theme. Basically, it was an exercise to see if I could present my thoughts on the topic in a fun, interesting way that even those untrained in physics could understand.  
 
    “Anyway, I posted it online—and it went viral. So I expanded it to novel length, and this went viral also. It didn’t take long before I decided that I was better at telling stories than in making physics breakthroughs. So I left Stanford to pursue writing full time.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” said the host. “And I know your many fans are happy things turned out the way they did.” 
 
    So was I, but I remained silent. The truth was that I was no Albert Einstein. In fact, I would have been a mediocre quantum physicist. My lack of a PhD was no loss to the world, and in my current capacity, I was able to provide millions with food for thought and a better understanding of scientific principles.  
 
    All in all, I was lucky I had found this calling, even if I wasn’t a natural. Even if coming up with new ideas and characters had become ever more of a struggle since that very first effort. For each of my novels I had used every good idea I’d ever had, and was then faced with the terrifying prospect of having to come up with an entirely new set of ideas from thin air. 
 
    Still, I had won the lottery and was well aware of it. The last thing I would ever do was complain, or get a big head. I had gotten lucky, and I still remained my own harshest critic.  
 
    But even though writing could at times be a torture, not too many people would feel sorry for a man who worked from home, answered only to himself, and earned millions by simply typing words into a computer. Besides, a little suffering was good for the soul.  
 
    At least that’s what I told myself.   
 
    “So let’s move into the central topic of this episode,” said Mark Russell. “Because, as I mentioned, you aren’t here to tell us about a new novel, or discuss science and futurism. You aren’t here to discuss writing at all.  
 
    “In fact, Jason, you asked to be booked on the show to explain what you’ve been doing with the past seven months of your life. You’re here to enlighten us all about what is undeniably the most important, and most fascinating, topic of our age. You’re here to give us a comprehensive final answer to a question that has tortured so many for so long. So I’ll give you the floor.”  
 
    Mark Russell raised his eyebrows. “Tell us what you’ve learned about UAP and extraterrestrials. Are they real? Are they here? And if so, why?” 
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    Here it was, I thought, staring at Mark Russell’s image like a deer in headlights. I had reached the point of no return. No matter what I did from here, I’d come off poorly. The best I could do was educate, stimulate, even if I failed to deliver on the promise I’d made.  
 
    This was a cardinal sin in my profession. If you wrote of mysterious events that were seemingly unconnected, you could surely capture a reader’s attention. But you had to pay it off. You had to tie it all up in a bow, come up with a surprise explanation that would make all the pieces fall into place. If not, readers would resent you for piquing their interest, for the sleep they lost as they raced through pages to find the epic answer, only to be disappointed when they learned it wasn’t really there. 
 
    That’s what I was about to do to Mark Russell’s considerable audience. 
 
    I started to panic, instantly regretting the desperation, the insanity really, that had led me to attempt this stunt, and wishing I could take it back. But of course I couldn’t. I was a suicide victim who had changed his mind only after stepping off the ledge. Now all I could do was fall. 
 
    I had finished my last novel almost a year earlier, and had finally hit a brick wall as I went to work on the next. I was completely burned out. Bereft of ideas at long last. I attempted a few feeble starts to a new novel and quickly abandoned them, wondering if I’d ever finish another one. 
 
    Finally, seven months ago, I gave up, realizing I was no longer passionate about writing novels. While I wasn’t paying attention, my passion had changed. My true passion had become getting to the bottom of the current UFO situation. I finally had to acknowledge this state of affairs and decide what I would do about it.  
 
    For most of my life I scoffed at the idea that UFOs were real. After all, there were a lot of crackpots in the world. And while I did believe intelligent life existed elsewhere in the universe, interstellar distances were incomprehensibly vast, and the speed of light, which could not be exceeded, was relatively plodding.  
 
    Yes, light traveled a distance of more than one hundred eighty-six thousand miles in a single second, but it would still take light four years to reach the nearest star.  
 
    Put another way, traveling at the speed of a 747 jet, a trip to our nearest stellar neighbor would take over five million years. Five million! And that’s if you didn’t count stops for refueling, which would take quite a while, as there was no jet fuel in outer space.  
 
    And the nearest alien intelligence was sure to be far more distant even than this.  
 
    Would extraordinarily advanced alien beings really traverse this unimaginable gulf just to blast patterns in our cornfields, mutilate our cows, and probe our anuses? Surely they’d have better things to do. 
 
    Besides, I had reasoned, governments were notoriously incompetent, and I’d believe squirrels were alien spies before I’d believe that every government on Earth was able to keep a secret of this monumental import.  
 
    But I had been wrong. Alien craft really were hanging out in our skies. It had become undeniable. Which made my brain explode on a daily basis. Because it was now absolutely clear to me that interstellar travel was possible, proof that other sentient life existed in our galaxy, a revelation to end all revelations. A mind-blowing indication that, despite our growing understanding of the laws of our universe, we were barely scratching the surface. 
 
    The clearer it became that these UFOs were real, the more obsessed I became with learning the truth. The more obsessed a lot of people became. Even Congress had entered the act. 
 
    I started obsessing on the subject through my work, with four out of my last five novels having something to do with alien visitors to Earth, or the discovery of super-technologies the aliens had left behind.  
 
    What I didn’t understand was why the entire world wasn’t stopping in its tracks, all eight billion of us, demanding to know what was going on. Yet people seemed to take this news in stride. Or they refused to believe it.  
 
    When the US government confessed that UFOs were quite real and shared video footage of numerous encounters in which mysterious vehicles were doing one impossible maneuver after another, many, like me, began a slow transformation from skeptic to believer. These UFOs had not only been observed by multiple people and technologies at the same time, but they had rubbed our faces in their total disregard for the laws of physics.  
 
    Wings? Heat signatures? Visible means of propulsion?  
 
    It turned out that none of these things were needed for a craft to hover, change direction instantly, accelerate with enough G-forces to turn us into paste, and travel at ludicrous speeds through space, air, and water.   
 
    But that was only the beginning. Because compelling evidence was coming out on a daily basis. This was soon backed up by outlets like the New York Times and 60 Minutes doing feature stories on the absolute reality of UFOs, and detailing numerous sightings. This was further backed up by Congress admitting to having received briefings on UFOs so compelling—so disturbing—they demanded a full report, which was delivered in 2021.  
 
    For most of my life, I questioned how anyone could possibly believe this nonsense. Now, I questioned how anyone could not.  
 
    Yet even now, a decade after this UFO report was delivered to Congress, when I brought up this earth-shattering new reality at parties, I was often met by unexpected, sometimes profound, skepticism. I still am. From highly intelligent people. People who looked at me as if I were the one drinking the Kool-Aid.  
 
    I soon came to realize that we now lived in a world in which no evidence would ever suffice. It’s a conspiracy when the government won’t admit to the reality of these impossible craft. And it’s a conspiracy when they do.  
 
    But why not? Given fake news and fake video, people are conditioned to disbelieve anything they don’t see or hear with their own eyes and ears. And it’s hard to blame them.  
 
    In my mind, though, it didn’t seem possible that all of the recent information was faked. So I finally decided to become proactive. To devote the rest of my life to learning the answers. I’d do whatever it took—even if it killed me. Which it might. Despite recent disclosures, it was possible there were parties willing to do anything to make sure certain remaining secrets never saw the light of day.  
 
    So I’d have to be bold, but also tread carefully. 
 
    “Before I get started,” I continued, “I should note a new pair of three-letter acronyms used to refer to UFOs. These are UAP and UAV. I rarely use UAP, even though it’s the more popular term. I tend to use either UFO or UAV.” 
 
    “Why is that?” asked the host. 
 
    “Well, Mark, everyone is familiar with the term UFO. So that’s my preference. But if I only used this term, those in the know would think I’m clueless.” I smiled. “Which isn’t the reputation I’m shooting for.” 
 
    Mark Russell smiled back.   
 
    “So let me address your first question first,” I said to the host and his audience of millions. “Are UAVs real? If even a fraction of the information that has come out over the past ten years is correct, this is no longer in question. There is absolutely no doubt they are real. None.  
 
    “Many of you have been following the UFO situation for some time. Still, I’d like to begin by providing a refresher course to put things into context. A thirty-thousand-foot holistic view of how we got to where we are, focusing mostly on modern times.” 
 
    “By all means,” said Mark Russell. 
 
    I cleared my throat once again and took a quick sip from a plastic bottle of spring water I had positioned out of sight of the camera. “We all know that UFOs have been in the global zeitgeist for upwards of seventy years. Possibly much, much longer. Cave drawings have been discovered in various locations around the world, dating back as far as twelve thousand years, depicting what look like humanoid aliens. Some believe that’s what they are. Others . . . not so much.” 
 
    I had spent many hours preparing for this, and while I was as low tech as it got, I had arranged to punctuate my presentation throughout with images and video snippets that supported my words. So when I mentioned cave drawings, I hit a key on my computer that allowed me to show the audience images of ancient cave art depicting what looked like tall, bug-eyed humanoids, a perfect flying saucer, and tiny humanoids with clear helmets. 
 
    “Some believe that certain biblical and mythological mentions of chariots in the sky and the like are really primitive human societies describing UFO sightings. Some believe that extraterrestrial fingerprints are all over the Pyramids of Giza, the seventy-ton heads of Easter Island, the fifty-ton monoliths at Stonehenge, and so on.” 
 
    Once again, images of the pyramids and such flashed onto the screen to add visual interest to my words.   
 
    “I won’t be weighing in on possible ancient extraterrestrial visitations today. There are hundreds of hours of wildly speculative television shows that cover any number of ancient mysteries that might be solved by invoking an alien presence. I encourage anyone interested in learning more to view them.  
 
    “But I’ll begin at the beginning of what I think of as the modern era, after humanity had mastered the power of flight. And then take a deeper dive into current events.” 
 
    I studied Mark Russell carefully, wondering if I was putting him to sleep, and giving him the chance to divert me from this course, but he looked to be enthusiastic about how I had chosen to begin. 
 
    “As early as 1941,” I continued, “a Polish merchant ship sailing in the Indian Ocean reported a strange globe, glowing with greenish light, that flitted about in the night sky. Other such sightings were soon reported from pilots and naval vessels. Sightings that all shared a number of commonalities. They were each made by sober, trained military personnel. The objects were more or less saucer-shaped. And the objects could hover, change directions more adroitly than a hummingbird, and dart off and disappear at fantastic speeds. 
 
    “The number of sightings increased dramatically in 1944, when pilots flying at night over Western Europe  reported seeing fast-moving, glowing objects following their aircraft. Objects that seemed to be toying with them, showing off, making wild turns and then simply vanishing. Pilots and aircrews reported that these objects flew in formation with their aircraft and behaved as if they were under intelligent control, but they never attempted to attack.  
 
    These sightings became so widespread that the Supreme Allied Expeditionary Force in Paris issued a press release in 1944 acknowledging them. Follow-up stories in the New York Times, the British Daily Telegraph, and Time Magazine, called these mysterious objects Foo Fighters.”  
 
    As I mentioned these publications, images of the headlines from these stories flashed onto the screen.  
 
    “This name was given to them by one of the first members of the military to see one, and was even adopted by a rock band many decades later.” 
 
    Mark Russell looked intrigued. “What does foo stand for, anyway?” he asked, as if this question had plagued him his entire life. Not that I hadn’t wondered the same thing. 
 
    “It was taken from a popular comic strip from the forties,” I replied. “A character in the strip had the catchphrase, ‘where there’s foo, there’s fire.’”  
 
    I shook my head. “I have no idea why any character would ever say that, let alone repeatedly—and it still doesn’t explain what foo is—but there you have it.” 
 
    “You do have to admit, though,” commented the host of the show, “Foo Fighter is a catchy name for a UAV.”  
 
    “No doubt,” I agreed. 
 
    I paused and took another swig of water. “But let me fast-forward to 2017, the year that everything changed,” I continued. “At least for hardened skeptics like me. But before I do, I should mention that these World War II sightings led to the first US Air Force project to study the UAV phenomena, Project Sign in 1947. This was followed by Project Grudge in 1949, and the famous Project Blue Book in 1952.  
 
    “And the US wasn’t the only nation to investigate UAVs. Australia, Brazil, Canada, Russia, the UK, and numerous other countries have all conducted their own investigations, and many of these are still active today.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Which brings me to 2017, which I consider the start of a new UFO era. The year the dam finally burst. The year that many hardened UFO skeptics, like me, began to change their stripes.  
 
    “Not because there were startling new sightings that year. Not because aliens landed on the White House lawn and held a press conference. But something even more incredible happened. The US military had a momentary burst of UFO honesty.” 
 
    Mark Russell laughed, which was a good sign. I was being seen by millions, yet could only gauge their reaction to what I was saying by looking at the cherubic face of the host.  
 
    “So what happened?” I continued. “A lot. But I’ll keep it as short and sweet as possible. Chris Mellon, Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Intelligence under the Clinton and Bush administrations met an unnamed individual in a Pentagon parking lot. There he was given a package containing three videos of military UAV encounters, one occurring in 2004, and two in 2015. Mellon then provided these videos and background to the New York Times, and a front-page story was born.” 
 
    I paused for a moment so the audience could see the image of the paper, with the referenced headline, now on their screen.  
 
    “The Times story unveiled a classified UAP program called the Advanced Aerospace Threat Identification Program, or AATIP. A program initiated by former Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid in 2007. In 2012, this program was renamed the UAP Task Force and was placed under the auspices of the Office of Naval Intelligence.” 
 
    I paused. “It turns out that for more than a decade, the Pentagon had been giving classified briefings on the subject of UAVs to congressional committees, aerospace company execs, and other government officials. Telling them of confirmed military sightings of UAVs that performed in ways considered to be impossible.” 
 
    I smiled. “But astonishingly, in what I had always considered to be impossible, the Pentagon finally confessed that everything in the Times story was true, and officially released the same three videos to the public. Despite this monumental breakthrough, Harry Reid remained unsatisfied, tweeting, ‘I’m glad the Pentagon is finally releasing this footage, but it only scratches the surface of the research and materials available. The US needs to take a serious, scientific look at this and any potential national security implications. The American people deserve to be informed.’ 
 
    “The Times story set off a flurry of activity, and much more information was obtained under the Freedom of Information Act. Including a January 9, 2018, letter to key members of Congress, in which the Defense Intelligence Agency disclosed that they had researched anti-gravity, warp drives, wormholes, and other means of interstellar travel.  
 
    Why? In their words, to determine the ‘advanced aerospace weapon threats,’ these technologies represented. Which I presume also included a better understanding of how alien visitors managed to get here. 
 
    “Much of this work was declassified and published in 2019. I encourage you to read three of these DIA-sponsored reports that I found especially fascinating.” 
 
    I threw the cover pages of all three onto the screen. “The first is entitled Warp Drive, Dark Energy, and the Manipulation of Extra Dimensions. The second, Traversable Wormholes, Stargates, and Negative Energy. And the third, Advanced Space Propulsion Based on Vacuum Engineering.” 
 
    I paused to give Mark Russell a chance to ask a question, but he remained silent, apparently transfixed by what I was saying. This came as quite a relief. Although I had yet to introduce anything that wasn’t in the public domain, my hope was that I could present it in a novel way, and in a comprehensive enough context that I would disclose information that would be new even to the most ardent UFO seekers.  
 
    “I’ll continue on to the present day shortly,” I continued, “but first I want to go back and explore what all the fuss is about. Go back to 2004, in fact, to the subject of the earliest video Chris Mellon provided to the New York Times. This footage involved sightings made by the USS Nimitz Battle Strike Group, also known as the “tic-tac” incident.  
 
    “These sightings, this incident, has become arguably the most famous in the history of UFOs. And since advanced sensor technology recorded this incident, and the government actually acknowledged it was real, I believe it will eventually eclipse even Area 51 and Roswell in the public’s imagination.”  
 
    I nodded solemnly. “In my own view,” I continued, “and in the view of many others, this was the pivotal game changer. One that finally broke through the most hardened walls of skepticism. Not just a demonstration of the reality of UFOs, but a demonstration of capabilities thought to be impossible.”  
 
    I paused to glance at one of several pages of notes I had placed out of sight of the camera and gathered my thoughts. Given how notorious this incident had become, how well known, it was going to be a daunting task for me to keep the audience fully engaged.  
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    “For two weeks in November of 2004,” I began, “US Navy Carrier Strike Group Eleven was conducting a training exercise off the coast of San Diego. This force consisted of the Nimitz, a nuclear aircraft carrier that served as the flagship, a Ticonderoga-class guided missile cruiser called the Princeton, two destroyers, and an attack submarine. Along with over seven thousand sailors.” 
 
    I glanced down at my notes once again as the video played, showing aerial footage of this full armada moving crisply through a majestic blue ocean. I wanted to describe the armada in some detail, thinking it important to emphasize the size, scope, and seriousness of the strike group. This would help me pound home the point that this wasn’t a sighting by a single drunken fisherman name Cletus, but by a truly awesome collection of military hardware, technology, and trained personnel.  
 
    “And lest I forget,” I continued, “the Nimitz Carrier Strike Group also included numerous pilots and an ungodly amount of airpower, including,” I added, reading from my notes, “Marine fighter and electronic attack squadrons, an airborne early-warning squadron, a helicopter sea combat squadron, a helicopter maritime strike squadron, a fleet logistics support squadron, and three strike fighter squadrons.” 
 
    I paused to catch my breath. “The USS Princeton was responsible for air defense protection for the strike group and possessed the most advanced radar system deployed anywhere in the world. For several days, this ship detected as many as a hundred UAVs—UFOs—flying in low Earth orbit.  
 
    “A number of these craft later descended to an altitude of about twenty-eight thousand feet. Periodically, one or more UFOs would then drop to sea level, or even under the surface of the ocean, at jaw-dropping speeds. How fast did they move? They were recorded traveling twenty-eight thousand feet in less than a second.” 
 
    I paused for this to sink in. “That’s a five-mile drop in the blink of an eye,” I pointed out with awe in my voice. “But I should warn you,” I added with a wry smile, “this was accomplished by professional extraterrestrials, so don’t try this at home.” 
 
    I glanced at Mark Russell, relieved that he was grinning at this horrible joke. These were definitely my people. 
 
    “Just to do the math,” I continued, “this rate of descent works out to twenty-three thousand miles an hour.”  
 
    I paused to let this sink in. “Well,” I continued, “as fun as it was for the military to watch the occasional UFO plunge to sea level on radar, it was finally time to get up close and personal. So two F-18 Super Hornets were dispatched to get a visual sighting of one of these craft, which was then just above the ocean. The four pilots in these two jets arrived at the radar coordinates provided by the Princeton, and they all clearly and unmistakably observed a tic-tac-shaped craft for five minutes.  
 
    “The pilots estimated the UFO was about forty to fifty feet in length, and ten to fifteen feet wide. With no apparent flight surfaces or means of propulsion. When one of the jets descended to get a closer look, the ship rose to meet it, and then darted off at such an impossible acceleration it basically vanished. It was picked up on radar a few seconds later.”  
 
    I paused for effect. “Sixty miles away!” I finished emphatically.  
 
    I then played a few minutes’ worth of snippets from the 60 Minutes interview of two of the pilots from 2021, so the audience could hear much of what I had just said in their own words, on a television program known for its seriousness.  
 
    “So how reliable were the reports of this encounter?” I asked, when the short clip had finished. “Well, suborbital radar from the ballistic missile defense radar systems on the Princeton caught the UFOs unmistakably in low Earth orbit. When they dropped below this altitude, they were observed using infrared video, other radar systems, and visually. And the submarine accompanying the strike group caught the craft on sonar, traveling underwater faster than any known object had ever traveled.”  
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “So did all of these various sensors malfunction at the same time?” I said with an incredulous tone. “Were all human observers drunk or hallucinating? Hard to imagine, isn’t it?”  
 
    Russell nodded thoughtfully. “What’s astonishing to me,” he said, “is that something this epic, this convincing, has been made public, and yet so many are unaware of it—even now. Or are aware but refuse to believe it could be true.” 
 
    “I’ve thought the same thing,” I said. “But I guess it’s a measure of our times. Humanity has never been faced with so many distractions. With so many outside agencies vying for our attention, like streaming services, social media, video games, and so on. And we’ve never been this cynical, this suspicious of anything we don’t see with our own eyes. I have to admit, often for good reason.”  
 
    The host considered my reply. “Perhaps your appearance will begin to change all that,” he said. “You’re about to make world-changing revelations on this program. Knowing the effort you put into your research, I can’t wait to see the evidence you’ll be bringing to bear. I have no doubt it will blow us all away.” 
 
    I managed a feeble, unconvincing smile, which wasn’t bad when you considered I literally felt like vomiting. That’s all I needed, to vomit on my keyboard live in front of millions of people.  
 
    I pulled my notes closer, took a long slug of water, and then several deep breaths, which I hoped weren’t obvious on camera. “Before I leave the Nimitz,” I began slowly, “let me read a few excerpts from a scholarly article from 2019. One entitled, Estimating Flight Characteristics of Anomalous Unidentified Aerial Vehicles in the 2004 Nimitz Encounter.” 
 
    I cleared my throat once again, grateful that my nausea had been temporary, and began.  
 
    “‘A number of Unidentified Aerial Phenomena (UAP) encountered by military, commercial, and civilian aircraft have been reported to exhibit ‘impossible’ flight characteristics, such as traveling at extremely high speeds, changing direction or accelerating at extremely high rates, and hovering motionless for long periods of time. Furthermore, these craft appear to violate the laws of physics in that they do not have flight or control surfaces, any visible means of propulsion, and can operate in multiple media, such as space (low Earth orbit), air, and water without apparent hindrance, sonic booms, or heat dumps.  
 
    “‘We consider the 2004 UAP encounters with the Nimitz Carrier Group off the coast of California. We estimate the most probable acceleration of the craft to be over five thousand Gs, with a maximum speed of forty-six thousand miles per hour, with no observed air disturbance, no sonic booms, and no evidence of excessive heat commensurate with even the minimal estimated energies.’”   
 
    I looked up from my notes. “Just to put this in perspective,” I said into the camera, “even our most robust unmanned rockets can’t withstand a fraction of these kinds of G-forces.” 
 
    I paused. “The paper shows all the math the authors used to arrive at estimates of the G-forces involved,” I continued, showing several pages of calculations on the screen to underscore this point, “as well as estimates of the power that would be required to pull off these feats. Using conservative assumptions, the authors find that the craft would have needed more than a thousand gigawatts of power, enough to run many millions of homes. 
 
    “The absurdity of this kind of power level,” I continued, “is referenced in the paper’s conclusion, which states:  
 
    “‘The fact that these UAVs display no flight surfaces or apparent propulsion mechanisms, and do not produce sonic booms or excessive heat that . . . we expect should be involved, strongly suggests that these anomalous craft are taking advantage of technology, engineering, or physics that we are unfamiliar with. For example, the Tic-Tac UAV dropping from 28,000 feet to sea level in 0.78 seconds involved at least 430 billion Joules of energy—which is equivalent to about 100 tons of TNT—released in three quarters of a second. One would have expected a catastrophic effect on the surrounding environment.’” 
 
    I shifted in my chair and took another swig of water, finishing the bottle. This next part would reveal information I was certain only a few handfuls of people in the audience would know about.  
 
    “Which brings me to a piece of recent history that I think solidly anchors all of this into some kind of surreal reality. What I and others have called the UFO patents. Just in case you don’t think what I’ve already shared is strange enough. 
 
    “I’ll focus on two of these patents, both issued in 2018,” I said to Mark Russell’s audience. “The first is entitled, Craft Using an Inertial Mass Reduction Device. This one involves an aerospace-underwater craft of incredible speed and maneuverability. A vehicle capable of flying just as well in space, air, or water without leaving a heat signature.  
 
    “Sound familiar? If you’re thinking this patent has to have come from the reverse engineering of an alien craft, you aren’t alone.”  
 
    I paused for effect as I put the title pages of both patents on the screen.  
 
    “The how of it all is quite interesting, taking me back to my grad school days. The invention involves the creation of a quantum vacuum around a vehicle using a dense, spinning, electromagnetic energy field. Such a quantum vacuum would repel matter that would otherwise impede the craft, greatly reducing the ship’s inertia, decreasing resistance, and leading to extreme speeds.” 
 
    I smiled. “Let me read you a sentence from the actual, issued patent. I’m a science fiction writer, and even I wouldn’t have been crazy enough to write a sentence this bold. Here it is: this invention would also enable us to ‘engineer the fabric of our reality at the most fundamental level.’     
 
    “That’s in the actual patent. Really! You can find the patent and read it for yourself. All you have to do is Google its official USPTA number, which is US10144532B2.” 
 
    I put the patent title page on the screen, along with its number, and asked Mark Russell if we could pause for a few seconds to let his audience find it if they wanted, and he enthusiastically agreed.  
 
    “Incredible!” whispered the host less than a minute later. “I have a feeling heads are exploding across America right now as members of our audience see this patent with their own eyes. I thought I was up to speed on everything UFO related. But apparently not.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. I had hoped this part of the show would wow the audience, and this was looking to be the case. 
 
   

 

 “Pretty surreal, isn’t it?” I said. “So let me direct you to patent number two. This is entitled, ‘Electromagnetic Field Generator and Method to Generate an Electromagnetic Field.’  
 
    “And the purpose of this invention?” I asked. “Basically, to deflect asteroids and to use as a force field against military attacks.”  
 
    I allowed a shallow smile to crawl across my face. “Again, I wouldn’t blame anyone for thinking I was making this up. But let me quote from the patent itself. ‘It is a feature of the present invention to provide a method and apparatus for generating an impenetrable defensive shield.’   
 
    “Impenetrable defensive shield?” I said incredulously. “Impenetrable is a mighty strong word to put in an actual patent that’s been issued by the actual US Patent and Trademark Office, isn’t it? And for those of you with interest, this patent’s number is US10135366B2.  I’ll wait again if anyone cares to take a look.”     
 
    There was another fairly long silence, finally punctuated by the host once again. “Jason, this is absolutely astonishing,” he said. “I mean, I have no words. I’d think this was a joke, but the US patent office isn’t known for its sense of humor.”  
 
    I raised my eyebrows again. “It gets even more interesting,” I said. “The patent assignee on these radical patents is the US Navy itself, with the author being an aerospace engineer at the Naval Air Warfare Center.  
 
    “According to documents at the patent office, the Navy’s application for the hybrid aerospace-underwater craft was initially rejected. No surprise there, right? The patent examiner didn’t use the word ludicrous, but who could blame him if he had?” 
 
    I leaned toward the camera with a conspiratorial expression. “But the story doesn’t end there,” I continued, lowering my voice to add to the drama. “Because I did say these patents were issued, didn’t I? So what happened? Turns out that after this patent was rejected, the Navy’s chief patent attorney, Mark O. Glut, appealed the decision. He apparently submitted further, unspecified documentation that assured the patent office that the craft was ‘enabled.’  
 
    “What does enabled mean? It means that he convinced the examiner that such a craft could actually be built. That it could actually perform as described.” 
 
    If this didn’t cause jaws to drop to the floor, nothing ever would. “And there’s still more. Because the Navy’s Chief Technical Officer also wrote to the patent examiner claiming that the Chinese were already ‘investing significantly’ in these technologies. Which makes you wonder if they aren’t ahead of us in the reverse engineering department.” 
 
    At this point I paused to answer a few questions about the Nimitz encounter and these patents and then moved on from 2004.  
 
    I didn’t describe subsequent sightings in nearly the detail I had used to describe the Nimitz encounter, but these made it clear that the Nimitz encounter had just been the tip of the iceberg.  
 
    I first quoted from an article entitled, Multiple F-18 Pilots Disclose Recent UFO Encounters, New Radar Tech Key in Detection. This described a widespread sensor upgrade on ships and jets beginning with the Nimitz Carrier group, which had led to a steady parade of sightings by the military, each uncannily similar to the one I had just described.  
 
    I then read excerpts from additional articles, with titles I showed on the monitor, such as, Navy Pilots Were Seeing UFOs on an Almost Daily Basis in 2014 and 2015, and Recent UFO Encounters With Navy Pilots Occurred Constantly Across Multiple Squadrons.” 
 
    In many of these encounters, radar showed UFOs in visible range of Navy or Air Force pilots, yet these pilots couldn’t see these craft, indicating the UFOs had an invisibility mode as well.  
 
    In my view, at least, the weight of the evidence had become crushing. But of course I had come to believe this. If not, I wouldn’t have quit my job to pursue answers full time. And I especially wouldn’t have been risking my life and reputation by appearing on Russell’s podcast. 
 
    I went on to quote John Ratcliffe, former Director of National Intelligence, who said: “Frankly, there are a lot more sightings than have been made public.”  
 
    I also quoted Harry Reid from many years earlier, when he suggested that numerous other countries were ahead of us when it came to investigating UFOs, and that, “We’ve got some stunningly good pictures of them. We can’t turn our heads and pretend they don’t exist. Because they do exist.”   
 
    Mark Russell looked delighted. “This is great stuff, Jason,” he said. “The patents, the scholarly articles, the quotes from US Senators and other high-ranking officials. You’ve really managed to drive home just how real this all is.”  
 
    “Thanks, Mark,” I replied. “They say that truth is stranger than fiction. I just never imagined that truth would turn out to be even stranger than science fiction.”  
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    I was pleased by Mark Russell’s positive reaction, but I was quickly running out of runway. I would soon need to take off or crash. Since I already knew I had no plans to take off, the ending was preordained. 
 
    I spent another five minutes sharing multiple accounts of UFO incursions at nuclear weapons sites around the world. For some time now, hundreds of US veterans had openly discussed these terrifying encounters that had been occurring since the beginning of the atomic age, and thousands of declassified government documents backed them up.  
 
    A well-known example, recounted by multiple Air Force officers, occurred in 1967, when numerous US nuclear missiles mysteriously malfunctioned moments after a disc-shaped craft was observed hovering near their underground launch silos.  
 
    Documents stolen from Russia in the 1990s showed that Soviet nukes were also visited by UFOs during the Cold War. In 1982, a number of Russian nuclear missiles were temporarily activated for launch, terrifying the officers in charge, but quickly returned to standby status—seemingly all on their own.  
 
    Well, all on their own if you didn’t count the UFOs reportedly hovering over the Russian base at the time.  
 
    Just to put a bow on this point, I once again quoted Harry Reid—and showed the actual video clip—when he had said, “I learned that at a number of our missile bases, personnel would come out at night and would see these objects in the air. And the objects would shut off all communications at that missile site. It didn’t happen just once—it happened quite a few times.”  
 
    To this point I had presented a mountain of sightings, along with a variety of evidence, and not all of it was circumstantial. Stories and sightings that had been accumulating for almost ninety years now. And yet somehow, they had all been easy for me and others to discount.  
 
    Collectively, you’d think all of these items would have a crushing weight, impossible to ignore. Yet for me, at least, this made them even easier to dismiss. Easier to conclude that humanity was simply highly suggestible, with UFOs being nothing more than a modern version of such self-perpetuating species-wide self-delusions as vampires, werewolves, and witches. 
 
    Until the Nimitz information was released and the pilots interviewed on 60 minutes. This was finally the straw that broke my skeptical back. I then had no choice but to view this other information in a different light.  
 
    Didn’t mean all of it was true. Or any of it. But it did force me to reevaluate things.  
 
    I finished my overview by quickly reviewing the unclassified UFO report to Congress delivered by the Director of National Intelligence on June 25, 2021. I put the cover of the report on the screen, showing DNI’s bright blue-and-gold seal and the simple title, Preliminary Assessment: Unidentified Aerial Phenomena.  
 
    I then showed and read what I considered the most important bullet point from the Executive Summary: “Most of the UAP reported probably do represent physical objects given that a majority were not only observed visually, but registered across multiple sensors, including radar, infrared, electro-optical, and weapon seekers.” 
 
    I went on to convey to Russell’s audience that the report was a huge disappointment, as I had expected. The government acknowledged well over a hundred unexplainable encounters and admitted the craft weren’t part of some secret US program.  
 
    But then they punted. Their takeaway was basically that they found no evidence that these flying objects were of extraterrestrial origin. But then again, they acknowledged, they couldn’t rule it out, either.  
 
    Yeah, no kidding. This was after they had conceded that much of what had been documented—including the crafts’ acceleration, immediate reversals of direction, and ability to submerge—were difficult to explain.  
 
    Difficult to explain? Really? 
 
    The popularity of reality television was difficult to explain. How the government could get away with spending many billions of dollars it didn’t have each year was difficult to explain. But this was technology that broke every law of physics known to mankind—something I would call impossible to explain.  
 
    But maybe that’s just me.  
 
    Still, I pointed out to Russell’s audience, even though this official report hadn’t added anything to what was already known, just the fact that it had been undertaken so publicly was a big step in the right direction. 
 
    I then explained that nothing all that noteworthy had happened in the years since 2021—just more of the same—and that I had basically come to the end of what I had hoped was a fairly comprehensive overview of the UFO situation. I had set the stage for a big reveal that I didn’t intend to deliver. I was Lucy pulling a football away from millions of Charlie Browns who wanted to kick it.  
 
    So I went through a very abbreviated version of my seven months of investigation, making it sound more consequential than it had been. And I salted in some bits of never before disclosed information I had learned, but nothing that was game-changing in any way.  
 
    I didn’t mention my partner in crime, Tessa Barrett, with whom I had fallen in love, because my life might depend on key members of the audience believing I was working alone.  
 
    And then, finally, I got to the moment of truth. Hopefully, I had supplied enough red meat that I wouldn’t get lynched, or my reputation destroyed. 
 
    “So that concludes what I’ll be disclosing today,” I said at last, trying not to wince.  
 
    Russell blinked at me in confusion. Was I kidding? his expression seemed to say.  
 
    I knew his confusion would soon turn to anger, so I quickly continued. “The truth is that I did find the answers I was searching for. All of them. The explanation for everything. Why the UFOs are here. Who sent them. What they’re doing. Why the government covered it up for so long, and why they’re revealing a little of it now.  
 
    “And if you think some of the information I’ve shared over the last hour was fascinating, you haven’t heard anything yet. But I have to apologize, Mark. I intended to reveal everything today. But something came up, which I’m not at liberty to disclose. Just before air time. Because of this I’m in a position to gather one last piece of evidence. Evidence that I believe will be robust enough to convince the most jaded skeptic of the truth of my story. So I need to stop here for now.” 
 
    “Are you saying you aren’t willing to share any of the answers you found?” asked Russell in disbelief. 
 
    “I’m really sorry, Mark. Like I said, a new development just before I came on your show changed the equation. The good news is that I’m certain I can get my hands on this evidence. And when I do, my revelations will be more earth-shattering than ever.”  
 
    “This is very disappointing, Jason,” the host said grimly. “If you knew you were going to hold back like this, why did you let me tease my audience that you’d be making historical revelations?”  
 
    I could tell he wanted to come at me with stronger language, possibly tear me a new orifice, but he was just able to moderate his ire. The show had been a hit as far as it went, after all, and we were live, so he managed to hide most of his justified anger. 
 
    I cringed, this time wanting everyone watching to see. “I really do apologize, Mark. I didn’t want for this to happen. But I expect to find what I’m after very soon. I’ll be at my rental home in San Diego for a few days finishing up some research critical to running down this last lead. I’ll then travel to a very exotic location for a week or so.  
 
    “When I do get this last piece of evidence, it will confirm everything I’ve learned in no uncertain terms. When I return in a week or two, I promise this show will get an exclusive on everything I have. And I guarantee I won’t hold back a second time.” 
 
    I could see the wheels spinning in Russell’s head. The show had gone well. I had given a comprehensive presentation the intricacies of which no one in his audience had known entirely, so even the most avid follower of UFO news had gotten something worthwhile out of it. And Russell had to be thinking that with a little word of mouth, a little paid promotion on his part, the show could go viral and attract scores of additional fans.  
 
    I had ended with the cliffhanger to end all cliffhangers. If he played his cards right, he could milk the hell out of my next appearance, which would be an absolute must-see installment of his podcast. Scores of fans would be calling in sick to catch it live.  
 
    “Is there anything I can do to get you to tell us now?” asked Russell, but I sensed that he’d done the math and realized it would be better for him if I continued to refuse. “Can you at least give us a hint?” 
 
    “I’d love to, Mark, but I’m afraid I can’t. I’m confident that when I reveal the full story, you’ll understand.” 
 
    Russell held his miffed expression a little longer for the benefit of his audience. Finally, he sighed deeply and allowed his features to soften. “Well, in that case,” he said, “I’ll hold you to your promise of airing your findings on this podcast.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I assured him. “I’m a big fan of your show, Mark, and your audience, which is smart, rational, and scientifically literate. It’s an audience I can only win over with robust data. If I can convince you—and them—I can convince anybody. Which is what I intend to do. And soon,” I added again for good measure.  
 
    “Then I guess this concludes today’s episode,” said Russell. “Thanks for joining me, Jason. You provided quite a tour de force, even without the revelations you promised to make. I can only imagine how epic your next appearance will be. My audience and I are waiting to find out with bated breath.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mark,” I said, hating myself. “I think you’ll find that the wait will be worth it.” 
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    I pushed my office chair away from the computer and closed my eyes. I had officially crossed the Rubicon. I had leapt from the suspension bridge, and all I could do was hope that I had measured the bungee cords around my ankles correctly.  
 
    If not? Well, I’d make a big mess, and it would be the last measurement I ever made.  
 
    A striking, raven-haired beauty entered my office and eyed me carefully. I knew from experience that she could read my body language like a book. I wondered what my aura was telling her. My emotions were so mixed, I suspected it wasn’t telling her much. 
 
    “What did you think, Tessa?” I asked her, rising and planting a kiss on her exquisite lips.  
 
    And yes, Tessa Barrett and I were in the romantic stage of love. You know, the stage in which it’s impossible not to want to tear each other’s clothing off if certain stringent conditions are met. Like if we happened to be on the same continent.  
 
    Well, at least that’s all it took for me.   
 
    Tessa Barrett was thirty-three and irresistibly appealing to me across every dimension—looks, personality, sense of humor, and intelligence.  
 
    Appearance-wise, she was slender in all the right places, and not slender in all the right other places. A breathtakingly beautiful, girl-next-door face, sky-blue eyes to contrast with her deep black hair, and an athletic, regal bearing. And eyes and a face that gave off a dazzling glow from an inner confidence, a brilliant and savvy mind, and an exuberant love of life.  
 
    “I thought you did great,” she replied. “Most importantly, you struck just the right notes to paint a giant target on your back.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I said wryly. 
 
    “You also slipped in the bit about staying home for a few days fairly seamlessly,” she added. “Seemed organic, rather than rehearsed. If this questing investigator thing doesn’t work out for you, you might be able to make it as an actor.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a grin. “And I like the phrase questing investigator. Sounds a lot better than a stubborn idiot with a death wish.” 
 
    Tessa laughed. “I thought you’d like it,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. 
 
    “You know me too well,” I said. 
 
    And she did. Given this knowledge, it was an inspired turn of phrase. I was questing for the truth, after all. And the word quest hit all the right buttons of a former geek and former writer, even one who greatly preferred hard science fiction to fantasy.  
 
    Tessa inhaled deeply and her expression turned serious. “Are you ready to go?” she asked.  
 
    We had planned to leave right after I finished, but the part of my body that had a mind of its own was stubbornly insisting that I try to remain in my recently rented home just a little longer—preferably in the bedroom. It was worth a try, even though it was hard for me to imagine that Tessa could possibly want me as much as I wanted her.  
 
    And it wasn’t just her fetching figure that had me going. I’d be crazy about her if she was as plain as an unsalted cracker.  
 
    She had it all. She was funny and bright and talented and fun-loving and humorous. Not to mention a total bad-ass in every way, one who likely knew twenty ways to kill me with her pinky finger.  
 
    It was obvious why I was so crazy about her, but I felt like the luckiest man in the world that she seemed crazy about me. She truly could have had anyone. She was Helen of Troy with an irresistible personality. Diana Prince without the lasso, but with all of Diana’s good-heartedness, personality, and bad-assery.  
 
    To say I didn’t feel worthy of someone like her was an understatement. I really needed to marry this woman as fast as possible. I would have asked already, but I didn’t want to seem desperate to lock her in before she woke up—which I was.  
 
    I threw my arms around her lithe waist and shot her my sexiest look, which I knew was pitiful, but which I hoped would at least get her to laugh. “Any chance you’d be willing to make a slight change of plans?” I said. “Surely we have enough time to make love before we go.” 
 
    The corners of her mouth turned up into the hint of a smile. “Tempting,” she said graciously. “But I’m afraid we shouldn’t risk it.” Her smile broadened. “And don’t call me Shirley.” 
 
    I laughed. Tessa and I often used movie, TV, or other pop-culture references to joke or to make complex points, but in the six months we had been working together, I had never started a sentence with the word surely. So having her repeat a line from an iconic movie that was older than she was came as a complete surprise—and a delight.  
 
    “We could be finished and out of here in five minutes if that would make you feel any better,” I said stupidly.  
 
    Tessa rolled her eyes. “Really, Jason? Could you be any more romantic? Are you trying to get me more interested in staying—or less?”  
 
    I removed my arms from around her waist with a sheepish expression. She did have a point. This wasn’t my finest moment.  
 
    I sighed as my rational mind took over from my libido, and I was brought back to the harsh reality I had just created for myself.  
 
    It was hard to fathom just how much my life had changed during the past seven months, and it was quite possible this was only the beginning. Because when I decided to get to the bottom of the UFO situation, I decided to go all in. Whatever it took. 
 
    Which meant going so far out of my comfort zone I might as well have been in a different galaxy.  
 
    I’m the first to admit it, I’m not courageous. Some people jump out of airplanes, and some people remain inside sipping cocktails, cinching their belts tight at the first sign of turbulence. You can guess which category I fit into. Or used to fit into, in any case, before I was born again as a questing investigator. 
 
    After beginning my quest, I quickly discovered that I’d exhausted the kind of UFO research I could do from my home. To really learn what was going on, I’d have to venture into the field, knock on the doors of people who wouldn’t know me from Adam, and might not have any interest in answering my questions. Who might even find me enough of a nuisance to threaten—or worse, try to remove from the field. You know, by killing me.  
 
    I’m not ashamed to admit that the thought of being beaten or killed in pursuit of the truth gave me the willies. My idea of danger was eating eggs and sausage twice a week for breakfast, not seeking out a den of grizzlies to antagonize.   
 
    Not that I was helpless. Not entirely. I had been a thriller writer for over a decade, after all. And while the pen wasn’t nearly as mighty as the sword—despite the old adage—the pen, or keyboard in any case, had forced me to spend many hundreds of hours imagining myself in the most dire and dangerous circumstances, and imagining clever ways to get myself out of them.  
 
    Well, get my characters out of them to be more precise.  
 
    But this was pretty much the same thing. All writers had to put themselves into the heads of their characters when they wrote. I preferred my protagonists to outsmart their enemies rather than out-muscle them, even though most were special forces operatives who were as far above average when it came to physical combat as Albert Einstein was above average at physics.  
 
    People watch heist movies and become engrossed by the intricacies of the plan, the endlessly creative solutions required to pull off the spectacular robbery. If done right, most viewers find themselves marveling at the genius of the heist’s masterminds, the suave international men and women of mystery with the savvy to do what world-leading security firms insist can’t be done.  
 
    Few viewers consider that there is no seasoned team of master criminals to plan out every meticulous step. Only a single dweeby writer in his pajamas who is responsible for every miraculous solution, every twist and turn, every surprise, and every betrayal.  
 
    The actors might have made the planning look easy, but for the poor writer it was often grueling. 
 
    How many times had I painted my characters into a corner, chained them within an impenetrable fortress, surrounded by machine-gun-wielding psychopaths, leaving myself the headache-inducing task of figuring out a believable way for them to escape.  
 
    I quickly realized that the more I could learn about combat, black budgets, secret intelligence agencies, special forces training, and weapons of all kinds—both current and futuristic—the better I’d be able to come up with these solutions.  
 
    So I had taken martial arts classes, and had learned about weapons. I had practiced at gun ranges and picked the brains of special forces commandos. All as part of the research I did for my books.  
 
    I had then spent endless hours figuring out how one might use various combinations of weaponry and trickery to extricate oneself from life-and-death circumstances. 
 
    None of this magically imbued me with commando skills, or made me a hero, by any means. Even so, I had to believe these efforts made me slightly more formidable than your average accountant.  
 
    So I decided to go about getting to the bottom of UFOs as if I were a hero in one of my own novels. If I were one of my own civilian heroes, I wouldn’t be stupid or reckless. Or overconfident. I would recognize my limitations and hire a mercenary for protection. Someone who really did have the requisite training and skills.  
 
    And I’d hire this mercenary from an organization called a PMC, short for Private Military Contractor. I had cited these groups in a large number of novels. For good reason. They had grown like mushrooms in manure over many decades, and now fielded more soldiers in war zones than many governments.  
 
    Armies had gone private, and characters in a variety of my novels had hired mercs from these organizations by the score, often using the unethical variety who, for the right price, would carry out any order short of genocide.  
 
    These PMCs employed some of the most impressive commandos the world had ever seen, who had joined these outfits to cash in on their skills. I had spent an entire day touring a top PMC in my home town of San Diego two years earlier—Schoenfeld-Allen Protection Services, which had the unfortunate acronym of SAPS—and interviewing some of their personnel. The CEO, an ex-colonel named Brad Schoenfeld, had luckily read some of my work, and had graciously agreed to allow me full access.  
 
    It was an impressive outfit, considered one of the top three such firms in the country, and I could well have been at a NATO event given how many nationalities were represented by the personnel the firm employed.   
 
    While I was there Colonel Schoenfeld had one of his best mercenaries, Major Tessa Barrett, show me around and take me to lunch, thinking she would make a good impression.  
 
    And she had. A great impression, in fact. Having nothing to do with her gender or appearance. She was knowledgeable and friendly. She was a fan of my work, which was always fun for me. And Brad Schoenfeld told me that her proven skills when it came to combat, strategy, and tactics were off the charts.  
 
    Major Barrett insisted I call her Tessa, and she had answered endless questions about her training and her former stint with the elite Delta Force unit.  
 
    For almost four decades now, a number of special forces units had added women to their ranks. Not because a progressive culture had demanded it, but because it made good military sense.  
 
    Delta Force operators were trained to blend into any environment, including urban settings. But five athletic, military-aged males hanging out at the local soda shop to recon a group of high-value targets in the Balkans wasn’t exactly stealthy, no matter how much their clothing might have blended in. Less suspicious to have mixed-gender groups, or a male and female operative posing as a romantic couple.  
 
    Most of the male ex-commandos SAPS employed were stronger and faster than Major Tessa Barrett, but Schoenfeld made it clear who he’d rather have by his side when the chips were down. She also had the advantage of routinely being underestimated, making her especially valuable on stealth, plain-clothes missions requiring keen improvisational skills and deception.  
 
    If she pretended to be a scared, helpless woman, most men would fall all over themselves to help her, lowering their guard to non-existent levels. Even those who managed to keep their guard up could never imagine how skilled and lethal she truly was. 
 
    Yet I found Tessa to have a dazzling, friendly, unassuming personality, one I found surprising given her lethal skill set.  
 
    We hit it off immediately. So well, in fact, that we met for dinner a handful of times over many months. The chemistry between us was undeniable, having nothing to do with anything physical. She was well out of my league in the looks department, of course. But I was pretty sure she didn’t find me repulsive at least. 
 
    So, you know, I had that going for me. 
 
    Not that either of us found looks to be all that important. Both of us had been around enough to have learned otherwise.  
 
    Looks were nice in the beginning, but intelligence, stimulating conversation, empathy, loyalty, humility, and chemistry were the key for a relationship to go to the next level. To be honest, I had gone out with women almost as beautiful over the years and never asked them for a second date. In fact, I quickly came to realize what several of them used for birth control—their personalities.  
 
    At the time I was getting together with Tessa, both of us were in committed relationships, so we never acted on our feelings. Eventually, I had to stop having dinner with her, lest I say or do something that we’d both regret.  
 
    And that was that.  
 
    Until I contacted her six months ago, needing her exact skills, and her ability to appear harmless. And it turned out that, like me, she had been out of any serious relationships for almost a year.  
 
    As stand-up comedians will tell you—timing is everything.  
 
    So I purchased her services full time for a year from SAPS and my favorite CEO, as a personal bodyguard, for three hundred thousand dollars. To Schoenfeld’s credit, he discouraged her from taking the job, not aware of our dinners and personal chemistry. He expressed concerns that I was doing this for creepy reasons, and that if she took the bodyguard job she might need to be guarded from me. 
 
    While she found Brad Schoenfeld’s concerns to be sweet, she explained that we had forged a bond, that I had a real need, and besides, even if I were a creep, she knew twenty ways to kill me with her pinky finger.  
 
    Well, she didn’t say this last—that was my joke—but she did make it clear she could handle herself. 
 
    The rest is history. We tried to keep things strictly professional, but after a single month of fighting our growing attraction, we finally gave in.  
 
    It was a tale as old as time. Boy meets girl. Boy purchases girl to protect him. Boy and girl fall in love. Boy prays that girl won’t let him die horribly as he puts his UFO-questing nose where various parties don’t want it to be.  
 
    Once I laid out the case and my reasons for wanting to get to the truth, Tessa became almost as enthusiastic about my quest as I was. And we made good progress. We met with all the usual suspects, and many tried to help us the best they could. But it turned out that the sources who had been quoted so often, who had appeared on television and in the media, who we had thought to be at the very heart of the matter, didn’t have many more answers than they were disclosing publicly.  
 
    Even if they had told us something new, something huge, without verification we could never be sure of its veracity. Could we really trust any sources from the military or government? Not really. Not unless they provided unimpeachable evidence of what they claimed, gave us a joy ride in a UFO, or introduced us to an extraterrestrial.  
 
    There were theories that even those in the government or military who appeared to be rogue, who appeared to be leaking secrets, were actually doing this at the behest of their bosses—not against their bosses’ will.  
 
    Besides, politicians and intelligence agencies had brought lying and fake news to an art form, and morals and scruples had largely become non-existent. Most in positions of power in our current society, including most in the media, no longer thought twice about lying and misleading in any way that supported their agendas. The ends always justified the means. 
 
    And I’m disgusted to admit it, but in the end, Tessa and I acted the same way. I had become what I had railed against the most, behaving atrociously to achieve my own goals. It seemed the only way, and we did our best to mitigate our bad behavior. Still, we hated ourselves for doing it. Always will. 
 
    Not that we let that stop us. 
 
    To what am I referring? When we struck out, we started following people of interest. And Tessa bugged their homes and cars with high-tech wonders with capabilities beyond anything I had used in a novel. She also knew people who were able to hack phones and emails.  
 
    We did set up an AI to monitor these sources, listen in, and only alert us to data pertinent to our quest, but this didn’t exactly absolve us of our sins. I’m embarrassed to say that I wouldn’t write a hero who would stoop to these methods—yet I had done so myself. 
 
    Worse, while these actions did reveal new information, and new possible sources, we found ourselves no closer to grasping the big picture of what was truly going on than we had been at the beginning.  
 
    In fact, the more we learned, the more of a confusing mess it all seemed.  
 
    We had sold our souls to the devil with little to show for it.  
 
    But surely someone in the world had answers, even if this someone had green scales and a prehensile tail and hailed from a planet thousands of light years away.  
 
    And I know what you’re thinking. Don’t call me Shirley.  
 
    So I sat down and pondered what a hero from one of my novels might do at this point. And the answer became clear pretty quickly. 
 
    If you couldn’t find those who really knew what was going on, let them find you. Rattle their cages. Use yourself as bait. And I was in a perfect position to do so. 
 
    I wasn’t what you could really call famous, but I was well known enough in futurism circles to be able to reach a large audience. And I had established that I was serious and credible as a researcher. So all I had to do was get on a show like the one Mark Russell hosted, and convince the world that I knew everything, and would eagerly reveal it all in a short period of time.  
 
    Put a super-strong bluff out there, and let it be known that I’d be a sitting duck in my San Diego rental home for a few days, just in case the keepers of the beans were worried that I was about to spill them to millions.    
 
    Then wait and see if anyone tried to stop me. I hadn’t given out my address, but getting this would be child’s play for anyone who was worth attracting.  
 
    It was a Hail Mary pass for sure. A dangerous one. I mean, what idiot purposely kicks a hornets’ nest? Worse, a nest possibly filled with government, military, or even extraterrestrial personnel, who all might be wielding godlike technology.  
 
    This was the very reason Tessa didn’t want to loiter here. It was hard to imagine a hostile party reacting to my appearance within minutes, but there was much about the UFO situation that was hard to imagine, and she refused to take even the slightest risk if she could help it. 
 
    I had a lot of faith in Tessa Barrett. If anyone could keep me alive, she was the one.  
 
    But I couldn’t help shake the feeling that I was a kid playing with dynamite. And I couldn’t help but wonder if I had just signed my own death warrant.  
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    My small rental home was nestled within a gorgeous, densely wooded enclave ten miles from the San Diego coastline that was whimsically named Elfin Forest, a name that was hard not to love. Every time I turned onto Elfin Forest Road, I couldn’t help but smile, as I expected to see a family of hobbits at any moment amongst the spectacular flowers, trees, and vegetation.  
 
    And yes, even though I’m not a fantasy guy, I’m fully aware that hobbits aren’t elves. Still, somehow the name made me think of Frodo rather than Legolas.  
 
    I had rented the home recently, surrounded by nothing but trees for fifteen acres, just after I had decided to try to catch a school of sharks by baiting a hook with my own bloody carcass.  
 
    While it wasn’t spelled out in my homeowners-association bylaws, I had to believe that setting your home up to be the center of a war zone—possibly an interstellar war zone—would be frowned upon.  
 
    They say that fences make good neighbors. But I’ve come to believe that keeping your neighbors from becoming collateral damage in a deadly battle was important, too. 
 
    So I rented an isolated home, which on this day was seriously decked out with surveillance equipment and weaponry. Tessa had spared no expense or precaution. She didn’t have access to alien tech, but somehow she had access to human tech so advanced it would make a black-ops commando team green with envy. And she had handpicked eight of her colleagues at SAPS who had been deployed as optimally as was humanly possible.  
 
    It only took six hours before Tessa’s sensors picked up a rustle in our trap. She had insisted on leading the operation on site, but I had insisted with equal fervor that she quarterback the op from a distance. After our most contentious fight ever, I threatened to fire her if she didn’t relent, and hire someone who would do as I asked. The irony is that if I had hired anyone else, I would have been willing to let them take this additional risk.  
 
    So Tessa was with me in an empty warehouse we had rented in an industrialized part of San Marcos, a small district fairly isolated and rundown, fifteen minutes away from where I had rented a home. The inside of the warehouse was about the size of two basketball courts laid side by side. Exquisitely fine sensors, not even available the year before, had just picked up the most sophisticated drone Tessa had ever seen, a nearly perfect replica of a honey bee, as it flittered about the yard and entered the house through an AC vent. 
 
    While the sensors continued to track it through the vents, we didn’t pick up the video feed again until it emerged inside the family room. I stared at the exquisitely crafted fake insect with both amazement and horror. Without a tip-off from the sensors and a magnified image, it would have easily fooled us. The idea of a world in which swarms of drones like these could operate as self-guided bullets that couldn’t be stopped was highly troubling.  
 
    As was the fact that my plan seemed to be working. I couldn’t go to the mountain, but my appearance on the podcast was apparently bringing the mountain to me. 
 
    I swallowed hard. “That didn’t take long,” I said.  
 
    “I thought you’d be excited,” said Tessa. “This is what we wanted.” 
 
    “Yeah, be careful what you wish for,” I mumbled.  
 
    “Impressive toy,” said my companion, gesturing to the faux bee on the oversized monitor with her right hand. “But it doesn’t strike me as being impressive enough to be alien tech.”  
 
    “I agree.”  
 
    I stared at the bee as it flew around my temporary home and frowned. “But what if I didn’t have AC or any other means of ingress? It would be pretty useless.”  
 
    “I’m sure it has other tricks up its sleeve. Our military has something similar, although not as small and refined. I suspect it has a laser or a diamond saw attachment that can cut a tiny drone-sized hole in a window.” 
 
    “Well that’s comforting,” I said, making a face.  
 
    My eyes were glued to the monitor as the tiny drone thoroughly and soundlessly reconned my entire home, only to return to the bedroom to hover a few feet above where I appeared to be fast asleep.  
 
    To cage a tiger, you’d better offer up an irresistible steak. The steak in this case, my lifelike body double, was wrapped in sheets and blankets with its face buried deep inside a plush pillow.  
 
    Only the back of my fake head and black hair could be seen, not that Tessa hadn’t gone the extra mile. She had 3D printed a perfect likeness of everything above my neck, including fine hairs inside my nose, skin blemishes, and the works. Then she had rigged the model with silent motors that made my blanket-buried torso rise and fall, ever so slightly, emit a mixture of gases from a pressurized canister that would register as human exhalation, and even mimic the heat signature given off by a slightly overweight five-foot-eight former writer.  
 
    “Captain, are you and your team seeing this?” said Tessa beside me. 
 
    “Roger that, Major,” said her SAPS second-in-command through our comms, a captain named Emory Dombkowski. “We have eyes on one small drone in the master bedroom. No sensor or visual readings on anything else, electronic or human.” 
 
    Hearing Tessa addressed as “major” was strange. I knew of her past intellectually, but that didn’t square with the person I knew. She was the gentle, loving woman of my dreams. And while I had witnessed her demonstrating a keen tactical and strategic mind, I wondered if this would be the first time I’d see her transform from lovable Bruce Banner into the decidedly more dangerous Hulk.   
 
    “This drone might be part of a surveillance exercise only,” continued Tessa, “but we have to assume it’s on a recon mission to pave the way for nearby hostiles. Once they confirm the presence of the target, and that the coast is clear, I expect them to move in. I’m guessing within minutes.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said the captain. “I have cameras and men watching the roads leading to the house, along with approaches from the woods. I have several drones in the sky. No way they can get in and out without us knowing.” 
 
    Tessa caught my eye and sighed. Captain Dombkowski was the only one of the mercs to whom she had given the full story, yet he was stubbornly clinging to human assumptions.  
 
    “If the hostiles are aliens,” she pointed out to him, “or control alien tech, anything is possible. Invisibility. Teleportation. An ability to send fake feeds to sensors, cameras, and even observers. And so on.”  
 
    Tessa tilted her head in thought. “Given the drone’s lack of mind-blowing tech,” she continued, “I don’t think ET is involved in this—probably too busy phoning home,” she added with just the hint of a smile. “Still, make sure you and your team stay frosty, Captain. Have your men report anything and everything that’s even the slightest bit strange or suspicious.” 
 
    “Roger that, Major.” 
 
    “Assuming they breach as expected,” she added, “and aren’t wearing masks, I’ll trigger the gas from here. In that case, your job will be to mop up and bring them to the warehouse. If they are wearing masks, you’ll have to earn your pay. Just remember. Non-lethal force only. We’re drawing them in so we can interrogate them.” 
 
    “Major Barrett,” said a new voice through our comms, “this is Sargent Tobias Henry. I have eyes on a large Mercedes SUV turning onto the access road leading to the target residence. Six men are inside.” 
 
    “Why am I not seeing a video feed?” demanded Tessa. 
 
    “None available, Major. Electronic video and photography has been blinded. Best guess is that the SUV’s windows emit some kind of IR signal that throws a wrench into the works.” 
 
    “What’s your personal assessment of the hostiles, Sergeant?” she asked him. 
 
    “As you might expect. Clean-cut, military types in plain clothes. With mission faces on. All Asian. In my view, likely Chinese.”   
 
    Tessa and I exchanged surprised glances. We had baited a trap in America and had expected the first nibbles to be from the natives. But apparently not.  
 
    Attracting the American military—some super-secret organization like Majestic-12 or Men in Black—was one thing. Attracting a contingent from our country’s most dangerous rival on the world stage was quite another.  
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    The op went off without a hitch, which I could tell bothered Tessa quite a lot, as if she didn’t trust anything that came too easily. The six hostiles entered my rental home, Tessa remotely released the gas she had installed there, and they dropped like bags of wet cement.  
 
    And that was that. All that was left was for the team on site to secure my home and the fallen hostiles, which took almost an hour. 
 
    First the unconscious Chinese trespassers were frisked and their comms removed. It turned out they each had more hidden compartments in their clothing than a magician, compartments containing an array of common and advanced weapons both. Captain Dombkowski ended up with quite a pile when they were done, almost comical in size, which he put in a large rucksack for Tessa’s later inspection.  
 
    Then Dombkowski and his men hit their prisoners with enough sensors to choke a whale, checking for beacons, or bugs, or explosives, or a dozen other electronic gadgets that could make them dangerous, or allow them to be found by reinforcements.   
 
    The captain and a lieutenant named Mike Connelly brought the prisoners to the warehouse, secured and unconscious inside a moving fortress made to look like a standard Amazon delivery vehicle, complete with armaments that a tank would be proud to own.  
 
    We had borrowed this vehicle from SAPS, one that Colonel Schoenfeld admitted he had commissioned after getting the idea from one of my novels—which I thought was cool. Not that I patted myself on the back too much. It had been pretty obvious. Amazon maintained a massive fleet of these vans, and daily sightings of these delivery vehicles had become about as certain as death and taxes, so a perfect fake would never arouse suspicion. Besides, they were the ideal size for a stealth military transport, and their cargo sections were windowless.  
 
    Three other SAPS’ mercenaries escorted the fake Amazon van in three separate vehicles, making sure Dombkowski wasn’t ambushed, and others continued to man access points to my rental home, with the drones and sensors still in place.  
 
    I had chummed the water, and it was possible the Chinese were only the first fish I had attracted.   
 
    The six prisoners were then secured with multiple zip-ties to six identical steel chairs bolted to the floor of the warehouse. The place was brightly lit, at Tessa’s insistence, and was largely an uninterrupted empty space, broken only by a small bathroom in one corner.  
 
    She had seen to it that fourteen steel chairs had been bolted to the floor in a long row, since we didn’t know how many hostiles we might net, and she had brought in three couches, four desk chairs, two steel tables, and two computers. Two large monitors were attached to the wall behind the row of chairs, which were now showing tiled feeds of the outside of my rental home and the warehouse we were in.    
 
    Tessa had also brought in a large patio bench, made of attractive gray-stained wood, with an enclosed rectangular base that doubled as a concealed, seventy-gallon storage locker. Removing the bench’s three seat cushions would reveal the lid to a storage space crammed with combat weapons fit for the harshest battle, including bulletproof combat vests, automatic weapons, spare clips, grenades, flash-bangs, and even two shoulder-holstered rocket launchers. She didn’t expect trouble, but it was always good to have a glass box to break in case of emergency.  
 
    Finally, and most importantly, she had made sure to have a fully stocked refrigerator on site.   
 
    Tessa sifted through the rucksack Dombkowski had brought, the one filled with everything taken from the hostiles. She paused several times to assess gadgets that even she didn’t recognize, but didn’t waste further time with them. She’d have plenty of opportunity to take a full inventory later. She also made sure to run the prisoners’ faces through the most comprehensive and secret facial recognition databases in the country, but not a single one of them returned a match. 
 
    One by one they began to stir while Tessa and I looked on. Dombkowski and Connelly were just outside the closed warehouse door, two sentries trying to look inconspicuous and failing miserably.  
 
     “Who are you people?” Tessa demanded of the group when they had come to. “And what do you want with Jason Ramsey?” she added, nodding in my direction. 
 
    All six blinked as though they hadn’t understood a single word. 
 
    “Really?” she said, shaking her head in disbelief. “You’re a crack team operating within the United States. With weaponry and tech fresh out of a black lab somewhere. And yet none of you speak English? Insulting my intelligence isn’t a great way to kick things off.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile, marveling at this woman who grew more remarkable in my eyes, more extraordinary, by the day. And not just because I was in love with her. Even her most hated enemies would be forced to agree.  
 
    “Then don’t insult our intelligence,” said a man on the far right, the shortest of the six, in flawless English. “You know very well why we came after him. Or are you really going to pretend that you weren’t expecting company?”  
 
    Tessa’s face broke out into a broad, self-deprecating grin, which lit up the entire room like a supernova. “You’ve got me there,” she admitted. “So what was your intent,” she asked simply. “To learn Jason’s secrets? Or to kill him?”  
 
    “To learn his secrets,” came the immediate reply.  
 
    Tessa frowned. “Yeah, dumb question. If you were trying to kill him, you wouldn’t exactly admit it while you’re at his mercy, would you?”  
 
    “Maybe not. But in this case, it happens to be the truth.”  
 
    “So you’re the man in charge here?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Call me Ming,” he replied. “And you?” 
 
    “Call me Major,” said Tessa. “So now that we’re on a first-name basis,” she added wryly, “tell me, who do you work for? And I don’t mean the Chinese Communist Party. I mean specifically. And what is your mission? I want to know everything.” 
 
    “And I’ll tell you everything,” said the man calling himself Ming. “If Jason tells me what he knows first.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “I take it, then, that you saw my appearance on the Mark Russell Podcast. Good to know I was able to reach an international audience. But here’s the thing. If you’re so all-consumed with learning the secrets of UFO visitations, you only had to wait a week or two for my next appearance. A lot simpler than raiding a private home, don’t you think?” 
 
    I hadn’t expected a response and didn’t get one. “Which makes me think you already know everything I plan to reveal,” I continued. “And you were here to make sure my lips remain sealed. Permanently.” 
 
    Ming eyed me with a shrewd, calculating look, sizing me up. “You want to know why we’re here and who we represent? Fine. Tell us what you plan to say on the next show, and we’ll answer any question you have. Why would you object? You plan on disclosing it all to the world, anyway. And as you said, you’d only be telling us what we already know.”  
 
    He shrugged. “We’re also your prisoners, with no way to communicate to the outside world. So who cares what secrets we learn?” 
 
    Tessa and I exchanged troubled glances. The man made a lot of sense. If I really did know anything special about UFOs, I’d have told him. Even if he was lying and didn’t cooperate afterward, he was right. We wouldn’t lose much. After all, they were at our mercy.  
 
    The problem was that if anyone in this room could explain what was going on with the UFOs in our skies, it sure as hell wasn’t me. 
 
    Tessa stared at Ming and shook her head in disgust. “No deal!” she snapped. “This isn’t a negotiation. It isn’t a sharing session. It’s an opportunity for you to tell us all about yourselves and hope we spare your lives. Something I suspect you wouldn’t do if the shoe was on the other foot.” 
 
    “If you want answers, Major, this is the only way you’ll get them,” reiterated Ming stubbornly. 
 
    “Your English is too good not to understand the meaning of the words, ‘no deal,’” said Tessa. 
 
    Ming took a deep, troubled breath. “Then you’ve forced me to issue an ultimatum,” he said, almost sadly. “I’m afraid you need to free us and surrender. If Jason tells us everything he knows about UFOs, along with his evidence, we’ll leave you in peace.” 
 
    He paused to let this sink in. “If not,” he continued, shaking his head. “Well, if not, you’ll both be dying horribly within the next few minutes.”  
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    My mind was racing, and I could tell Tessa’s was also. They appeared to have no leverage, but why would they make a hollow threat? Tessa glanced toward the door, and I suspected she was debating ordering Captain Dombkowski and Lieutenant Connelly back inside, but that could well be what Ming wanted, perhaps aware than an assault force was gathering at the drawbridge, and hoping Tessa would displace the guards.  
 
    Reaching a decision in the blink of an eye, Tessa drew a gun and pointed it at Ming’s head with a speed that took my breath away. At the same time, her eyes flew wildly over the monitors, which didn’t display a single threat. “Explain!” she demanded. “Or you’ll be the one dying.”  
 
    “We knew we might be walking into a trap from the start,” said Ming calmly. “When our drone arrived, this seemed even more likely. Everything was too convenient. An isolated home, Jason sound asleep, and no one else nearby.” 
 
    “Yet you breached anyway.” 
 
    “It might not have been a trap. If it was, letting ourselves be caught might be the only way to get to Jason. So we prepared accordingly.” 
 
    “Prepared how?” snapped Tessa. 
 
    “We had our clothing impregnated with a powerful new explosive. Enough of it to take out anyone in this room.” 
 
    “Good try,” said Tessa. “But we checked. We didn’t find the signatures of any known explosive on any of you.” 
 
    “Like I said, this one is new. It has no signature. It’s not only undetectable, but more powerful than anything you’ve ever seen. As you Americans like to say, ‘a little goes a long way.’  
 
    “We have pea-sized electronic implants in our brains that allow us to trigger this explosive with our thoughts. You couldn’t kill us all before one of us did so, which would take you down with us. And don’t even think about removing yourself from the blast zone. If you make one move to leave this room, it will be your last.” 
 
    “Yours also,” noted Tessa. 
 
    Ming nodded. “Mutually assured destruction,” he replied.  
 
    I swallowed hard and felt my knees begin to buckle. Would he really blow himself up? Here was a rational player, not a raving lunatic or religious zealot.  
 
    Even so, there was something about Ming’s expression—absolute determination mixed with abject terror—that sold me. My intuition said he was telling the truth. And the tech was more than feasible. I had introduced characters in several novels with electronic implants in their skulls that could facilitate thought-control of external devices, and I was well aware that what Ming had threatened had been possible in the real world for some time now.  
 
    “You’re bluffing,” said Tessa.  
 
    “Am I?” replied Ming.  
 
    He barked a brusque command in Mandarin, and all at once a thunderous, concussive blast assaulted my eardrums, threatening to shatter them, and the head of the prisoner sitting on the far left exploded like a bloody watermelon, sending blood and splattered tissue raining down on Ming and his other comrades like grisly body art.  
 
    Dombkowski and Connelly reacted to the thunderous explosion by racing through the door, guns drawn, while I fought back vomit and collapsed to my knees in horror, trying to get my brain to operate again.  
 
    “Stand down!” I heard Tessa bark at the members of our team who had just entered, calmly and in full control of her faculties, making quick decisions while my mind was frozen, operating on the level of a terrified bunny. 
 
    Ming’s eyes moistened, and he appeared to be sick over the loss of his comrade. Yet he had still given the order. Maybe these guys were zealots, after all.  
 
    “Not a bluff,” he said sadly. “You just experienced the effect of a few grains of explosive embedded in a man’s skull. Our clothing has hundreds of times as much. Like I said, enough to kill anyone in this room.” 
 
    Connelly and Dombkowski had yet to react to Tessa’s command, forcing her to spin around and face them. “Weapons on the ground!” she demanded. “These prisoners are wearing suicide vests and holding deadman switches. You just can’t see them. Weapons down! Now!”  
 
    Her voice sounded as though it were coming from miles away as my rational mind struggled to break free of its paralysis. I had managed to keep my lunch down, but just barely. It was just lucky I hadn’t been hit by any human . . . remains. If I had found myself covered in what used to be a man’s brains, I’m not sure I’d ever stop heaving the contents of my stomach onto the floor.   
 
    How many times had I depicted similar gruesome scenes in my novels? How much carnage and grisly death had I written about, and seen in scores of movies?  
 
    But the best Hollywood special effects were nothing compared to the real thing. The earsplitting explosion, which had seemed to cave in my own head, and which had made me jump out of my skin. The odor that pervaded the air, of blood and brains and fecal discharge at the time of death, which heightened the terror I felt.  
 
    It was all far worse than I could possibly describe in words, despite having thought I was doing so on countless occasions.  
 
    I vaguely realized the captain and lieutenant had disarmed, and now wore the anxious expressions expected of anyone facing down multiple suicide vests.  
 
    “I know this isn’t your entire team,” said Ming. “So make sure none of them come here to investigate. You know what will happen if they do.” 
 
    “No one else on the team was on the comm channel during the explosion,” said Tessa. “No one has any reason to think anything is wrong.”  
 
    “You know not to test me, right?”  
 
    We all knew not to test him. The suicide of one of Ming’s men might not have been absolutely necessary, but it had made a bold and graphic case for his seriousness.  
 
    “Believe me, I have a full grasp of the situation,” said Tessa. “A rescue attempt will kill us all. It’s the last thing I want.” 
 
    “Good. You should also know that if the electronic signals in our brains get fried, the explosives will be triggered automatically. So toss your mini-EMP device near my foot so I can put it out of commission. I don’t like taking any chances.” 
 
    “What EMP device?” asked Tessa. 
 
    “Come on, Major. We’re prepared to die if that’s what it takes. Are you?” 
 
    Tessa frowned, but shoved a hand inside the waistband of her pants, at her left hip, and removed what looked like a black plastic key fob, a little larger than a lighter. As far as I knew, she had at least two hidden pockets sewn into each pair of pants she owned. She slid the device under Ming’s foot, and he promptly smashed it into tiny pieces.  
 
    “I feel safer already,” he said. 
 
    Tessa had told me that a number of elite special forces soldiers now carried EMP devices as a matter of course, both integrated into their rifles and in the form that Tessa carried. These devices would send out an electromagnetic pulse strong enough to disrupt all electronics within about a hundred-yard radius, the perfect weapon for the most desperate of circumstances.  
 
    Typically, it would only be used as a measure of last resort, since it would fry one’s own electronics. But the pulse could disrupt enemy cars, drones, computers, and in some cases, guns and prison cells, as more and more devices that had once been low-tech began integrating electronics into their designs.  
 
    I knew that Tessa would feel naked without this device, and I’m sure she had planned on using it. All in all, if Ming’s imaginary suicide vests truly were rigged to blow if electronics were disrupted, we were lucky he remembered to tell us in time. 
 
    “Now give me your comms, Major,” said Ming. 
 
    Tessa shook her head. “My men think I’m busy interrogating you,” she pointed out. “They won’t interrupt unless additional hostiles are approaching Jason’s rental home—or this warehouse. Which is information we all might find useful. 
 
    “Regardless,” she added, “if they contact me and I don’t answer, they’ll be here so fast your head will spin.” 
 
    Ming nodded. “You have a point,” he allowed. “Keep your comms.” He nodded toward his restraints. “But free us. Now!”  
 
    “Don’t even think about it!” I said to Tessa, feeling my mental faculties returning. “Why should we free you, Ming? So you can shoot us all in the head without having the courtesy of dying yourselves?”  
 
    “No. My offer stands. If you tell us what you know, we’ll leave you in peace. You think we already have the answers and came here to kill you. But we didn’t. All we want is to learn the truth. Depending on what that is, we plan to let you go. Worst case, we might have to take you prisoner so you can’t go public. But if this does become necessary, I promise you’ll live in luxury and be treated as an honored guest.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. “You’re lying, Ming. I know exactly how the Chinese Communist Party treat their prisoners. And it isn’t as honored guests.” 
 
    Ming glanced at his four remaining comrades and blew out a long breath, as if wrestling with a difficult decision. “We aren’t Chinese,” he said finally. “We’re from Taiwan. And I haven’t lied to you about anything.” 
 
    I stared deeply into Ming’s eyes, and my intuition told me that not only was he telling the truth, but that this changed the equation in dramatic fashion. “Free them,” I said to Tessa. 
 
    I turned toward the prisoners. “Okay, Ming, you have a deal. Answer my questions honestly and I’ll tell you everything I know.”  
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    Tessa and I sat next to each other on a tan cushioned sofa we had moved closer to the extended row of steel chairs, while Captain Dombkowski and Lieutenant Connelly sat in black leather desk chairs to our right.  
 
    All of us were facing the five remaining Chinese hostiles, now likely Taiwanese hostiles, seated at the edge of the steel chair row, as far away as possible from their exploded comrade, a gruesome headless figure held slumped in place only by the four zip ties still affixing him to the chair. Bits of brain and flesh decorated his corpse, while several quarts of sticky red blood that had poured from his open neck were pooled on the floor at his feet.  
 
    The men who had formerly been our prisoners had raided the rucksack the captain had brought, reinserting their comms and reclaiming possession of their weapons and belongings. Ming had a brief conversation with his comrades in Mandarin and then spent several minutes speaking with someone at a remote location through his comm.  
 
    “What was that all about?” I asked when he finished. 
 
    “Not important,” said Ming. 
 
    Tessa sighed. “He gave a situation report to his support team back in Taiwan,” she said. “He provided GPS coordinates to this warehouse. They’ve been flying a surveillance drone over the ocean, just off the San Diego coast. He ordered them to reposition it so it could watch all approaches to this site, in case I was lying when I said no one would be coming.” 
 
    She paused. “He then arranged for reinforcements and described his plan to drive our armored van to meet a helicopter in the desert for exfiltration. With their drone ensuring they aren’t followed. The helicopter will take them to a jet for the return trip home. They’ll be staying here for about an hour while everything is put into place.”   
 
    Ming looked utterly shocked, and it was clear that he’d been thrown off his game for the first time. “Very good, Major,” he said with an anxious expression. His eyes narrowed in thought. “Were you expecting us, then?” 
 
    Tessa shook her head.  
 
    “So you just happen to speak perfect Mandarin?” 
 
    “Lucky for me, huh?” she said with a smile. 
 
    I tried to maintain a poker face, but I was even more surprised than Ming. How had this not come up in the six months we’d been living and working together? And in the five that we’d been sleeping together?  
 
    I rose and walked the short distance to the refrigerator, getting a cold bottle of water for me and Tessa, and taking the beverage orders of the seven others now with us in the warehouse. Given the circumstances, and what had transpired here, this was a surreal attempt on my part to obtain a bit of normalcy, to attempt to keep our imminent discussion somewhat civilized.  
 
    Finally, we were all seated and facing each other once again. Our four-person team was on one side, and Ming’s five-man team on the other. Neither side was bound, or held any guns on the other, and all of us were dressed in plain clothing. As we sipped from various chilled beverages, an outside observer could be forgiven for thinking this was a friendly gathering.   
 
    Until he or she noticed the headless corpse six chairs over, or the bolts holding the chairs in place. Or learned that Ming and his four comrades were wearing potent suicide vests, mentally triggered, making the playing field anything but level. 
 
    Ming took a long drink from a cold plastic bottle of Diet Coke, a choice I found unexpected, and stared at me so intently it was as if I were the only one in the room. Since the magnificent Tessa Barrett was sitting beside me, this underscored the seriousness of the proceedings. I found it nearly impossible to look in her direction for long without my eyes settling on her radiant face, but maybe that was just me.  
 
    Even so, Ming’s single-minded focus on me made absolute sense. When he was a hostage, Tessa had been in control, and he had spoken mostly to her. Now that things had changed, I would become the center of his world. I had talked too good of a game for him to suspect I had zero actual answers.   
 
    “As I was saying,” began Ming, “we are not from China. In fact, my country has had a long-running dispute with the CCP. They’ve been clamping down on us harder every year, like a slow but unstoppable vise. Our guess is that within the year they’ll clamp down so hard it will make what they did in Hong Kong look like a honeymoon.”  
 
    He sighed. Not only hadn’t his eyes left mine, he rarely even blinked. “Tell me, Jason, are you familiar with the conflict between our two countries?” 
 
    “I am,” I said simply.  
 
    After my podcast appearance that morning, Ming’s team—no doubt already operating in the States—had been rushed to San Diego, and his question indicated that his hurried briefing on my background had left a lot to be desired.  
 
    On the other hand, perhaps the good folks who ran Taiwanese intelligence weren’t fans of my work. Given that my novels weren’t available in Taiwan, I guess they could be forgiven.  
 
    Anyone who had read my recent work would know that I had researched Ming’s part of the world fairly extensively. Taiwan was an island nation just to the southeast of mainland China, with a population of more than twenty-five million, whose autonomy was hotly disputed. While the governments and ideologies of China and Taiwan could not have been more different, Taiwan’s citizens were all descendants of Chinese settlers, hundreds, or even thousands of years earlier, so many of the inhabitants couldn’t be definitively distinguished based on appearance alone.  
 
    The CCP regarded Taiwan as a breakaway province, which it vowed to retake someday by any means, including force. Taiwan’s leaders, on the other hand, insisted they were a sovereign nation. One with its own constitution, democratically elected leaders, and more than three hundred thousand active troops. 
 
    Taiwan was all about democracy and freedom.  
 
    The CCP . . . not so much.  
 
    In fact, the Chinese government represented the most severe form of totalitarian communism found anywhere in the world, with the goal of complete control and repression of its own citizenry to go along with a grand array of appalling human rights violations.  
 
    “We believe China is a huge threat to every nation on Earth,” continued Ming, “and will stop at nothing to eventually dominate the globe. But it is especially a threat to my country. The CCP continues to insist that Taiwan is still part of China, and guarantees that it will get us back—soon.”  
 
    “I can see why you might find that . . . troubling,” I allowed.  
 
    Everything he said about the despicable ambitions of the current rulers of China was true, even though most Americans failed to appreciate the enormity of the looming threat. China often came across as cute and cuddly, and spread so much money around that the media and Hollywood routinely looked the other way when evidence to the contrary reared its ugly head.  
 
    When I first began writing novels the greatest threat to America and the world appeared to be fundamentalist Islamic terrorists intent on waging a Holy War to establish a Caliphate. So these tended to be my villains. I dutifully took care to explain each time that radicalized Jihadists vowing to wipe all non-Muslims from the face of the Earth and create rivers of blood in the streets didn’t represent the vast majority of peace-loving Muslims. Since there were only small pockets of Jihadists, and over a billion Muslims, nothing could be more obvious. Still, in today’s world, one needed to state this explicitly. 
 
    But then I began researching the leadership of China, and I was astonished by what I found. I had always thought the country was largely harmless. A promising market for American goods, and a wonderful supplier to American consumers. But the more I researched, the more clear and ominous their endgame became. It wasn’t as if it wasn’t all there to find, in their own words. Still, their reputation within the US tended to be excellent. China was ten times the threat of Russia, yet many Americans thought just the opposite.  
 
    So I began using the CCP as the antagonists in my novels, again making sure to point out what I considered obvious. That while the Chinese government was despicable, the poor Chinese people they were abusing were innocents—victims—and that my depiction of the CCP as villains had nothing to do with these fine folks.    
 
    Still, major Chinese publishers who had bought Chinese-language rights to my novels when terrorists were the villains suddenly lost interest in my work. Go figure. I try not to make it a habit of shooting myself in my own pocketbook, but I felt I had no other choice in this case.  
 
    Ironically, if I had been a Chinese national and had written a popular thriller in Mandarin about corrupt American politicians plotting to do evil to US citizens and the world, American publishers would have been extra eager to translate my book into English.  
 
    Say what you will about the ills of America’s political system, but it did allow for public criticism of the government, which had never been louder.  
 
    Contrast that with the CCP, who would never tolerate critics inside their country who were too vocal, and too public—at least not for long.  
 
    “I watched this morning’s Mark Russell podcast on the way here,” continued Ming, “so I don’t need to tell you about the money and resources China has thrown into investigating UAVs. But these efforts are even more immense than you know. No real surprise when talking about a country of  almost one and a half billion people. A country that never takes half measures. China has been convinced for a long time that UAVs are real. And the CCP has never buried its head in the sand the way your government often has.” 
 
    I nodded. This tracked with my own assessment. 
 
    “You’re also aware of their work on physics-defying propulsion and shield technology,” continued Ming. “You cited the US patents in these areas by name and made it clear that your Navy even told the patent office that China is heavily involved in these technologies. You conjectured that both sides are racing to reverse engineer found UAVs before the other, with profound benefit going to the one who wins the race.” 
 
    “Do you believe that China has already won?”  
 
    “Not yet, no. But our intel suggests they’re getting close.” 
 
    I nodded. Taiwan’s intel had to be excellent, given the threat China posed to them and their ability to infiltrate China in ways not available to countries in the West. I was convinced China hadn’t succeeded in perfecting UFO propulsion tech, but it was nice to have this confirmation.  
 
    If the CCP had aircraft that could perform a fraction of the miracles performed by the UFOs I described earlier that morning, they’d have used them. And we’d all be at their mercy.  
 
    “Does Taiwan know why these UFOs are here?” I asked. “What the extraterrestrials behind them want? That sort of thing?” 
 
    “We don’t. But it’s become the top military and intelligence priority of our nation. We believe that solving this puzzle is our only chance of keeping our independence from China. We’re convinced that these UAVs are real and that extraterrestrials are here. And we’ve mounted a massive investigation and intelligence effort to get to the bottom of it all. A task force with virtually unlimited power and resources.” 
 
    I considered this response for several seconds. “What about China?” I said. “They may not have perfected alien tech, but they still might know why the aliens are here.”  
 
    “They don’t,” replied Ming. “No more than we do. And no more than your own government does.” 
 
    He paused. “Apparently, though,” he added pointedly, gesturing in my direction, “there is one man who has solved the puzzle. Who might even have the answers to the remaining reverse engineering issues the two superpowers are facing. One man.” 
 
    Yeah, and I just wish I could find him, I thought.  
 
    Ming’s disclosures had been quite enlightening. I now understood Taiwan’s motivation for going to such extreme lengths to come after me. Why these men were so willing to sacrifice their very lives if that’s what it took.  
 
    “I get it now,” I said. “You don’t want to shut me up. You want to get me talking. You have to get me talking. Because you fear that your greatest adversary is about to win the race to perfect physics-defying technology. And I’ve convinced you I have the key to unlocking this very same technology. If not directly, than at least indirectly, by giving you insights into the aliens’ motivations.” 
 
    Ming nodded. “That’s right. But this isn’t just about Taiwan,” he insisted. “Trust me, if China does perfect this technology, they will rule the world with an iron fist.” 
 
    “But I’m an American.” I replied. “If I knew the secret to what drives these UFOs, wouldn’t I have already told my own government?”  
 
    “Maybe, but we’re convinced you didn’t. If you had, they’d make sure you were watched around the clock so you couldn’t tell anyone else. And they’d have stopped your podcast appearance this morning.” 
 
    Tessa glanced at me and raised her eyebrows. “You can’t fault his logic,” she said. 
 
    “Let’s imagine I do hold the key to alien tech,” I said to Ming. “And that I’ve decided to keep it from my own government. In that case, why in the world would I give it to yours?” 
 
    “Because we aren’t a superpower,” he replied. “We haven’t grown arrogant. You and China have long since become used to throwing your weight around. And corruption among the political classes in your countries seems greater than it’s ever been.” 
 
    He paused to let this sink in. “Which makes Taiwan a great choice to be the keeper of secret extraterrestrial technology and knowledge. A great choice to do what’s best for humanity as a whole. By preventing hostile powers like China from ever crossing the finish line. Or by supplying all nations of the world with an equal number of these craft.” 
 
    I studied Ming for several long seconds. “Thanks for answering my questions,” I said finally. “I believe that you’ve been honest with me.”  
 
    “I have been.” 
 
    “Why?” I said suspiciously.  
 
    “What do you mean, why?”  
 
    “Why would you be so forthcoming? Why not force me to tell you what I know? Why risk disclosing a task force that has to be your country’s most important state secret?”   
 
    Ming sighed. “I trust my intuition,” he replied. “I have a sense that you have good intentions and an open mind. And that you want what’s best for the world. So I decided that if I was honest, you would be too. If I’m wrong, coercion is always an option. As is bringing you all back to Taiwan to make sure what I’ve said here never gets back to China.” 
 
    “I believe the CCP is a significant global threat,” I said. “Just like you do. So no matter what, the Chinese will never hear about your task force from me.” 
 
    One of Ming’s comrades rose, and a smile slowly crawled across his face. “Too late,” he said in perfect English.  
 
    And with that Ming and his three companions slumped down in their chairs, instantly dead, as if their heads had been held aloft by strings that had been neatly snipped, causing their chins to plummet into their chests. As if the Grim Reaper had flipped a light switch and turned off their lives in the blink of an eye. 
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    My mouth dropped open. The four Taiwanese commandos had toppled like bowling pins, and our eyes had been drawn to this shocking spectacle, if only for an instant. The man who had risen knew we’d be unable to stop ourselves from reflexively glancing in horror at the freshly deceased men, and he used this momentary distraction to draw an automatic pistol. By the time our four sets of eyes returned to him, it was too late. 
 
    “Freeze!” he commanded, and I noticed the gun was pointed directly at me. “Even blink funny and Jason gets the first bullet!” he shouted. “One of you might hit me before I kill you all, but I’m still laced with explosives. If I don’t die instantly, I take out the room.” 
 
    My heart jackhammered into my throat.  
 
    “Everyone except Jason back up eight steps!” the man demanded. 
 
    I could tell that Tessa was hyper-alert, and that her mind was racing, but there was no way out and she knew it. She nodded at Dombkowski and Connelly, and all three shuffled backwards as ordered, leaving me an unwilling volunteer standing in front of the line. 
 
    The assailant didn’t waste a moment, closing the short gap between us and spinning me around expertly, so I was facing outward, sliding his left arm around my neck while shoving the automatic weapon into my back. Now I was not only a hostage, but a human shield as well, in case one of my allies had any wild ideas about taking a shot.  
 
    “Major, all weapons on the ground, or I’ll shoot him in leg. You have three seconds!”  
 
    “Do as he says!” Tessa ordered her two subordinates, crouching down and slowly, carefully, disarming. Dombkowski and Connelly followed suit.  
 
    The man with a gun in my back then ordered them to move away from the pile of weaponry now on the warehouse floor, so they wouldn’t be tempted to do something foolish. Tessa appeared calm and calculating, but I knew her well enough to tell that she was panicking on the inside, worried far more about my welfare than her own.  
 
    I had always wondered how brave I’d be if I were a hostage, or in a combat situation, and now I knew.  
 
    Not at all.  
 
    Not that bravery would have helped me. I had learned martial arts and certain fighting techniques to help me write hand-to-hand combat scenes, but I had no doubt this man was a trained commando. Never having used my limited skills outside of a dojo, I didn’t stand a chance.   
 
    Still, if it became clear the man holding me eventually planned to kill us all, I vowed to sacrifice myself to save Tessa. I’d force him to kill me, freeing her to do what needed to be done.  
 
    Even the thought of it made me dizzy. I had fallen in love with her, hard, but I really, really hated the thought of dying. I had occasionally pondered what it would feel like to be in a no-win situation, to know that death was imminent, and to purposely hasten this death to spare others. 
 
    An easy choice to make on paper. Less easy in real life. 
 
    The assailant introduced himself simply as Chen, and then raided Tessa’s supply of zip-tie handcuffs. He tossed three of them in her direction, which landed on the floor at her feet.  
 
    “Seat them each on a steel chair,” he said to her, gesturing to Dombkowski and Connelly, “and cuff their hands to the chair behind their backs. Then cuff your own hands, pulling the cuffs tight with your teeth.”  
 
    “I’ll cuff my men,” said Tessa defiantly, “but my hands remain free. If that troubles you enough to kill us all, so be it.” 
 
    “Are you crazy?” said Chen. 
 
    “I won’t bind my hands for you,” said Tessa. “I’m unarmed, and you hold all the cards. That will have to be enough for you. I promised to never let myself be bound again in circumstances like these. I’ve been raped before, and I’ll die before I let it happen again.” 
 
    She paused. “So if that’s your intent,” she continued, “have at it. Just know that I’ll be using my unbound hands to rip your tiny manhood right from your body.” 
 
    My head continued to spin wildly. Tessa had been raped? She spoke perfect Mandarin? How did I know so little about her? 
 
    Chen shook his head. “You may be quite attractive, but I have no interest in forcing myself on you.”  
 
    “Your assurances really mean a lot to me,” said Tessa sarcastically. “Because there’s no one I trust more than a man who betrays and kills his own team.” She shook her head. “No deal, Chen. I’ve made that mistake before.” 
 
     “Leave her alone!” shouted a hysterical voice, which I was surprised to realize was my own. “She’s at your mercy. Hurt her, or make her cuff herself, and I’ll never give you a single answer. Never!” 
 
    Chen’s eyes widened. “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?” he said in dismay.  
 
    I winced. I didn’t realize it would be so obvious. Now, even if I denied it, he’d know he could use her as leverage to get me to talk. If he threatened her, I’d have to improvise in a hurry. I told stories for a living, but coming up with convincing insight to explain so many strange and seemingly disconnected UFO puzzle pieces, while someone threatened to maim the woman I loved, seemed an impossible task.  
 
    Still, perhaps I could at least get him to underestimate her skills. “Yeah, you got me,” I said. “I am in love with her. Happy? But here’s the thing, she’s a signals intelligence expert. She’s never been in the field before. The PMC I got her from said she was unqualified to even be a member of this team, let alone lead it. But I insisted, because of my feelings for her, and I paid big money. The bottom line is that she isn’t armed and poses no threat to you. So let her keep her hands free.” 
 
    Chen considered for several long seconds, his arm still around my neck. He nodded at Tessa. “Okay,” he said. “You win. Cuff your men. You can stay unrestrained.” 
 
    Tessa breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you,” she said, and then bent to the task of binding the captain and lieutenant as she’d been instructed. 
 
    “Since your hands are free, Major,” said Chen when she had finished, “make yourself useful. Remove the comms from your colleagues’ ears, along with yours and Jason’s, and destroy them. Cell phones too. Same goes for Ming and his team. I won’t take my eyes off of you, so don’t think you can pull a surprise move.”   
 
    Chen punctuated his order by pumping several rounds into our computers and monitors, ensuring that when Tessa destroyed the phones and comms we’d be blind and mute in every way.   
 
    This guy was as careful as they came. He had a human shield protecting him and could blow us all up with a thought, but he was still taking care to ensure that he was the only one who could communicate with the outside world. 
 
     “What’s this all about, Chen?” asked Tessa when she had finished destroying the phones and comms. “Are you a traitor to Taiwan? Or are you a Chinese special forces operative?”   
 
    “A Chinese operative,” he replied proudly. “I infiltrated Taiwan’s military six years ago. I proved my worth until they trusted me enough to add me to their UFO task force earlier this year.” 
 
    Tessa nodded. “And your bosses in China were only too happy to let them continue their investigations unmolested.” 
 
    “Exactly. Once I was on the inside, the task force was like an addition to China’s own efforts. If Taiwan stumbled upon any answers, we’d learn them too.”  
 
    I was intrigued, despite myself. And focusing on Chen’s motivation was better than reflecting on my remote chances of survival.  
 
    “Then why blow your cover now?” I asked the man with a gun in my back.  
 
    “Why do you think?” said Chen in contempt. “Because of you, of course. Your podcast appearance has gone viral around the world. Chinese intelligence got wind of it right away, and mounted an op to get to you. They had a team in San Diego ready to breach—before Taiwan did. But when I told Beijing of Taiwan’s plans, my superiors thought it wise to let them go first. With me as an inside man.” 
 
    “Right,” said Tessa, nodding her head in disgust. “They were only too happy to let Taiwan’s team trigger any hidden landmines.”  
 
    “Exactly. And we also thought Ming might have more success in getting the truth out of Jason than we would. Ming is quite smart, and can be very sincere.” 
 
    “But he was in communication with Taiwan,” said Tessa. “If Jason talked, they’d get the answers also. Is that why you decided to take over, after all?”   
 
    “No. My comrades were prepared to block Taiwanese comm signals if Jason began sharing what he knows. I took over because Ming was taking too long. I needed to give myself a cushion before his reinforcements were scheduled to arrive.”   
 
    Tessa gestured toward Ming and his fallen comrades. “How did you knock them unconscious?” 
 
    “Didn’t you just accuse me of killing them? Of betraying and killing my team, as you put it?”  
 
    “I did. A mistake. The way they were slumped, I didn’t immediately notice their shallow breathing. So how did you do it?” 
 
    Wow. I still hadn’t noticed their shallow breathing. Good thing one of us was on the ball. 
 
    “Chinese military scientists studied the Taiwanese neural implants,” said Chen, “and found a way to control them. A way to use them against their owners. The downside of having electronics in your brain—they can be hacked. Using political prisoners as guinea pigs, our scientists found a way to make the implants emit a signal that causes immediate loss of consciousness.” 
 
    “They must have been very proud,” I said in disgust.  
 
    The Chinese commando ignored me. “Which reminds me,” he said. Without another word, he pulled his automatic weapon from my back and pumped three quick shots into the heads of three unconscious Taiwanese commandos, only leaving Ming alive.  
 
    I nearly jumped out of my skin as my ears were assaulted by the ferocious blasts from the gun just behind me. As blood blossomed from the gaping holes in the victims’ heads, my knees weakened and I dropped to the floor, horrified. I was dizzy, but too numb to even feel nauseated.  
 
    Chen yanked me back to my feet while I tried to process the atrocity he had just committed. He had executed three helpless men without a second thought, only sparing Ming for further interrogation, since Ming’s rank would give China the best intel on the inner workings of the task force. 
 
    Tessa’s eyes burned like twin lasers. “You shouldn’t have done that!” she said between clenched teeth, unable to hide her rage.  
 
    “It was necessary,” he replied simply. “We have to leave soon. And they’re loose ends who would hold us back.”  
 
    Tessa glared at him in revulsion. “Do you think my PMC colleagues and Ming’s reinforcements will let you just waltz out of here? I have human spotters and drones watching this warehouse. Ming has a drone doing the same. Leave here and a veritable army will follow.”  
 
    “Ming’s drone will only show what we decide to let it show. Remember, I’ve been with his group for a while now, and I know all of their control codes. Meaning my comrades in China do also.” 
 
    Chen raised his eyebrows. “And I have bad news about the rest of your team, Major. Since Schoenfeld-Allen is one of the top PMCs in America, we made sure to buy a few of its best mercenaries. Our own sleeper agents. We have them in all the top PMCs. We provide generous retainers, even though most of them will never be activated. If they are, we wire huge sums into their numbered Swiss accounts.  
 
    “For this job, we paid our mole five million up-front, with the promise of fifteen more when he carried out his mission. A measure of Jason’s importance to us.”  
 
    This time it was Tessa who looked as if she might vomit. “Impossible!” she spat. “No one at SAPS would betray us like that.” 
 
    “Really? I thought that was the entire point of being a mercenary—or a PMC, if you’d prefer—fighting on the side of the highest bidder. My country has found that in the West, regardless of profession, loyalty can be easily bought for a high enough price.” 
 
    “Even if you do have moles in our outfit,” said Tessa, “how could you be sure one would be assigned to this mission?” 
 
    “We couldn’t. You wanted your best people, which worked in our favor. Even so, we were lucky that one of our hires managed to get himself on your team.” 
 
    “It can’t be,” whispered Tessa in horror, unable to bring herself to face the truth, even knowing that Chen had nothing to gain by lying.   
 
    “Just after you brought us here,” he continued, “China’s inside man began eliminating the rest of your team, one by one. So efficiently that none of them even had time to issue a warning. So Taiwan’s drone won’t show us exiting, and your men can’t help you or sound an alarm. The mole in your camp is already on his way to Costa Rica with twenty million in the bank.” 
 
    Chen tilted his head, listening to information coming through his comm, and then grinned. “Even better news,” he announced. “My comrades have finished setting up outside. They’re ready for me to hand you over to them whenever I choose. Fifteen commandos, all from our elite South China Sword unit, serving as your escort. You’ll be long gone before Ming’s reinforcements arrive.” 
 
    “Is China our final destination?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course. You’ll even be getting an audience with the Politburo, so you can tell the leaders of our nation what these UAVs are doing here. I should add that you’re wrong about our government. You paint us as evil. Hitlerian. But that isn’t true. Children raised by a demanding father with an iron fist often turn out to be the most accomplished of all. Children raised by a father who wants only to be their friend, who is afraid of any discipline, often turn out to be complete failures.  
 
    “China’s government has long been forced to manage five times your population in a much poorer country. But look at us now. The CCP seeks only order and fairness. It strives for wealth creation. It’s true that our government is a dictatorship, but the CCP doesn’t engage in arbitrary acts of cruelty. Our citizens don’t have your freedom of political thought. But this is a small price to pay to ensure order and prosperity for well over a billion people.” 
 
    “Yeah, words spoken by every dictator throughout history,” I said. “Everyone is the hero of their own story. But the truth is—”    
 
    A heavy weight suddenly bore down upon me, draping itself over my back, buckling my unprepared legs and driving me to the floor. The man using me as a human shield had collapsed, and I was the lucky one to have cushioned his fall. Now Chen had me pinned as if he were a tree that had been felled across my body.  
 
    I squirmed out from under his considerable weight and turned to look at him. He now had the smooth, flattened hilt of a razor-sharp throwing knife sticking straight out of his forehead, and he stared back at me with dead, vacant eyes. 
 
    As I stared at Chen’s lifeless body, I had a flashback of seeing Tessa’s arm jerk and return to rest just before his collapse, her movement so rapid it had only registered on a subliminal level. It reminded me of a scene from The Incredibles, in which a boy named Dash placed a thumbtack on his teacher’s seat and returned to his own desk so quickly that his mischief could only be caught in slow motion.  
 
    Had Tessa really pulled out a hidden knife and thrown it as quickly and accurately as it seemed? While I was a human shield, leaving her no room for error?  
 
    As unlikely as this seemed, it was also the only explanation I could think of. Chen was living proof—well, dying proof to be more accurate.  
 
    As this was running through my mind, Tessa reached me and threw herself into my arms. After a relieved embrace, she quickly separated. “Keep speaking,” she whispered softly into my ear, “like Chen is alive. The Chinese team is listening through his comm. Make up a story. Hurry!”  
 
    She backed up farther as I gathered my thoughts, her eyes moist with emotion. I love you, she mouthed. She then turned to Dombkowski and Connelly and put a finger to her lips, signaling quiet.  
 
    I took a deep breath. “Sorry, Chen,” I said loudly, feeling like an idiot to be talking to myself. “I got a little dizzy there. But thanks so much for your words of concern,” I added sarcastically, hoping to cover for the fact that he hadn’t spoken. “Give me a minute for the vertigo to pass, and I’ll finish what I was saying.”  
 
    While I was pretending Chen was still alive, Tessa had hurriedly pulled the bloody knife from his forehead and made quick work of Dombkowski’s and Connelly’s restraints.  
 
    The trio rushed over to the patio bench and its hidden storage locker while I continued my filibustering, which wouldn’t work for long. I had maybe a minute before the commandos outside began to wonder why Chen was no longer responding to anything I said.  
 
    Tessa handed the captain and lieutenant bulletproof combat vests and donned one herself. All three filled the pockets with guns, knives, ammunition, and flash-bang grenades, and Tessa lifted a loaded rocket launcher to her shoulder, pointed at the entryway. 
 
    Her determination and competence were even more extraordinary than I had guessed. But I knew this wouldn’t be enough. Not against fifteen of China’s most elite soldiers.  
 
    I had arrogantly decided to play with fire. And not only had I managed to scorch myself into ashes, I was responsible for the death of innocents and would soon be responsible for the death of the woman I loved.  
 
    

  

 
   
    11 
 
      
 
    Tessa lowered the rocket launcher and rushed over to me, having calculated the odds and having found them wanting. She and the two SAPS mercenaries may have excelled at combat, but even with their arsenal they couldn’t prevail.  
 
    She must have realized the same thing I had, that the commandos outside were probably already pinging Chen, suspicious of his extended silence. When he didn’t respond, they’d know they were walking into an ambush. They’d send in drones to recon first, greatly diminishing the impact of our attack.  
 
    I stopped my filibustering as Tessa leaned in and whispered hurriedly into my ear, handing me a bulletproof combat vest as she did so.  
 
    Wow! I had been told she was master strategist and tactician, but in just a few sentences she was able to get across a plan that Sun Tsu would applaud. She had at least given us a chance to get out of this alive.  
 
    “I love you,” I whispered, slipping the combat vest over my head and Velcroing it tight around my torso. A lone tear escaped my left eye and crawled down my cheek.  
 
    What had I been thinking? If we did get out of this alive, I vowed to never be this reckless again. I’d marry her and cover us both in bubble wrap.   
 
    Tessa looked as though she might tear up again, but only for a moment, as she quickly shook it off. The resolve now etched on her face was truly impressive. She shot quick glances at Dombkowski and Connelly, who both nodded their readiness.  
 
    She faced me and blew out a long breath. Let’s do this, she mouthed. 
 
    I nodded at her and began. “South China Sword commandos outside this building!” I shouted, loudly enough to be sure a corpse’s open comm channel would convey my words. “This is Jason Ramsey. Your spy is dead! We killed him! We have this place booby-trapped like you wouldn’t believe. Attempt to breach and you’re looking at a bloodbath!”  
 
    I paused a moment to let that sink in.  
 
    “Still,” I added, “I can’t deny that we’re outnumbered. And mutually assured destruction doesn’t work for us. So I propose a deal. Let me and my friends walk out of here and surrender. If you promise not to hurt any of us, ever, I’ll be the picture of cooperation. And I do know the final steps you need to reverse engineer a UAV, by the way. So that’s on the table as well.” 
 
    Tessa nodded and shot me an encouraging smile. Perfect, she mouthed. 
 
    “If you agree to my terms,” I bellowed, “fire a non-silenced gun into the air.” I paused for several seconds. “If not, come on in and take your chances!” 
 
    Connelly and Dombkowski each shouldered a rocket launcher, with their business ends pointed toward the door, while Tessa whispered last-minute instructions into our ears.    
 
    After less than a minute, the crack of a gunshot from outside slapped gently against our ears, the roar having been diminished by the building’s walls.  
 
    Our terms had been accepted. 
 
    I heaved a sigh of relief as the captain and lieutenant set their rocket launchers on the ground and Tessa passed me a flash-bang grenade. I made a fist around it with my right hand and pulled the pin with my left, while my three allies did the same with flash-bangs of their own. 
 
    “We’re coming out now,” I bellowed. “I’ll come out first, with my friends behind me. All of us will have our hands up. I need you to back up twenty feet to give us space. Try anything—hurt anyone—and I’ll take my own life, just to be sure you never learn what I know.” 
 
    We walked in formation to the warehouse’s steel door. I closed my eyes tight and winced. Please God, I pleaded silently. I’m the reckless idiot who insisted on playing with fire. Please don’t punish any more innocents because of my stupidity.  
 
    I wasn’t a prayer kind of guy, but it had been said that there were no atheists in a foxhole, and this was turning out to be true in my own case.    
 
    I exited the warehouse with my three allies close behind, our arms extended over our heads as promised. All four of us hastily took mental snapshots of our surroundings, racing to get our bearings in the two seconds Tessa had allowed.  
 
    It was getting late and dusk would be arriving within the hour. The building and lot were surrounded by brush, cacti, and overgrown succulents. Beyond was a two-lane street that got little traffic, even during the busiest of times, which this was decidedly not. 
 
    In fact, this small industrial district seemed as quiet as a ghost town, not surprisingly, given that it was isolated and somewhat run-down, and that the workday had ended hours earlier. I noted with relief that the fifteen soldiers facing us, all dressed in plain clothing, had given us the space I’d asked for.  
 
    Impressively, they had somehow found the wherewithal to park two massive semi-tractor-trailers lengthwise in the empty lot, near our Amazon van, blocking their elite team from the view of most anyone driving nearby.  
 
    This all flashed into my mind in an instant, which is all the time I could afford. The elite military unit would note that we were each holding something in one of our extended hands and react at any moment.  
 
    I dropped the flash-bang at my feet and squeezed my eyes closed as hard as I could, knowing I couldn’t cover my ears in time to muffle the deafening thunder. 
 
    The blast, while not lethal, rocked me to my core and shook me to the ground like a massive earthquake. With my eyes squeezed tight and unable to hear, I couldn’t confirm that Tessa’s prediction was coming to pass, but the fact that I wasn’t dead yet made it likely.  
 
    The plan relied on our adversaries being unwilling to risk my life under any circumstances. My three companions might be tortured to death to get me to talk, or discarded without remorse once I had, but I was off the table. At least for now.  
 
    So I had created a literal smokescreen for us all, knowing they couldn’t fire blindly into it and risk hitting me.  
 
    I felt the concussive blasts of three additional stun grenades delivered by my companions within seconds of the first, all having been tossed into the midst of the enemy force, creating even more smoke, along with disorientation and chaos in their ranks. Tessa had decided against using actual grenades in this phase. While these would have been more lethal, the survivors would have killed us all, no longer worrying about hitting me by accident.  
 
    I could barely hear or see, but I was confident my companions were now sprinting away from the warehouse under cover of the smoke these flash-bangs had given off, in three separate directions, forcing the Chinese commandos to split up to go after them. Since I would remain where I was, they’d also likely hold a few men back to babysit their prize.  
 
    Meanwhile, loaded to the gills with weapons, Tessa and her SAPS colleagues could pick off soldiers one by one, thin out their ranks, and eventually circle back for me. Or hide, depending on circumstances. All the while frantically trying to flag down a civilian to get access to a phone.  
 
    This was the real endgame. Find a way to contact Brad Schoenfeld to send in the Cavalry, and stay at large long enough for the Taiwanese reinforcements to arrive.  
 
    The odds of this working weren’t great, but at least we’d have a fighting chance.  
 
    The smoke began to clear, and I noted with immense relief that I could see, although with bright stars still dancing on the periphery of my vision. My friends were nowhere to be seen, having darted around the sides of the warehouse and then splitting up from there, looking for high ground or cover.  
 
    The Chinese soldiers were pulling themselves off the ground and recovering, and immediately consulting phones and tablet computers. 
 
    Crap! I thought in despair. The way they studied these various monitors, it was clear they had launched a number of drones into the air before we exited, making it a simple matter for them to locate my three allies, and making it much more difficult for my side to hide and set up ambushes. 
 
    Even so, if one of my colleagues managed to reach a phone first, we could still get out of this. 
 
    Two soldiers rushed to where I had regained my footing and grabbed my arms, one on each side, and dragged me back to their base of operations just in front of the two parked trailers, while subgroups of commandos branched out and raced off, presumably to reacquire my friends.  
 
    Or kill them. 
 
    I was dragged in front of an older, distinguished-looking soldier, who had the distinct aura of command. He was standing at a makeshift plastic banquet table, scanning several monitors that were resting on top and barking orders in Mandarin into his comm. 
 
    He glanced up as I approached. “I’m Colonel Lu,” he bellowed in nearly unaccented English, making me suspect that fluency was a requirement for any operative from Taiwan or China assigned a mission within the United States. Both of us were suffering from the aftereffects of flash-bangs, so shouting was the order of the day. 
 
    Lu barked another order and then shot me a look of utter contempt. “Is this how you honor your word?” he yelled. 
 
    Off in the distance, the sound of automatic fire and exploding grenades rang out, indicating a hellish battle was being waged by my friends. All I wanted to do was to curl up into a fetal position, but I had to continue doing what I’d decided to do for some time now: speak and act the same way I’d have my fictional protagonists speak and act in a similar situation. Fantasize that I was actually competent.  
 
    “Come on, Colonel,” I bellowed back, not giving an inch. “Don’t pretend you planned to honor our deal. You and I both know you were going to kill us all when you got what you wanted.” 
 
    “No!” shouted Lu adamantly. “There can be honor, even among enemies. When I give my word, I keep it. Unlike you.”  
 
    He had me there. Hard for me to try to take the high ground on this one.  
 
    Maybe he really would have honored our agreement. But I couldn’t have taken that chance, even if I did have breakthrough knowledge about UFOs and extraterrestrials. Given that I didn’t, I couldn’t honor my promise no matter what, so my betrayal of the agreement was preordained. 
 
    I inched my way closer to Lu until I could see the panoramic feed from his team’s low-flying drones, albeit at a sharp angle. Two of the monitors displayed footage of raging gunfights. On the third, Captain Dombkowski was flagging down a rare vehicle that had entered the isolated industrial district after hours, an expensive Ford F-150 pickup. The driver was screeching to a halt, but before the truck came to a stop, one of Lu’s men put a bullet through the side window and into the driver’s neck, killing him instantly. The pickup continued moving forward, not coming to a rest for almost twenty yards.  
 
    Dombkowski raced after the runaway pickup, intent on accessing the deceased driver’s cell phone, but one of the Chinese commandos put a hole through the back of the captain’s head just as he reached the vehicle. 
 
    I closed my eyes in horror and my body went numb. I stumbled forward and collapsed to the pavement, despite the commandos on either side of me.  
 
    Two more lives taken because I had tried to be cute by going on the Mark Russell Podcast and purposely making myself a target. I had never hated myself more, which had the effect of greatly diminishing the immense terror I’d been feeling. If I were killed right now, it was hard to argue that I didn’t deserve it.  
 
    I calmed my roiling stomach and rose from the ground, a few steps closer to the monitors Lu was watching.  
 
    I zeroed in on the one showing Tessa and stared at the screen with my heart in my throat. My eyes became wet as I watched elite soldiers trying to kill the woman I loved, while I was helpless to do anything about it.  
 
    Still, she was like something out of a John Wick movie, a female incarnation, with grenades and flash-bangs to go along with knives and guns. And now with a Chinese sub-machine gun slung around her neck, which she must have taken from a fallen soldier.  
 
    She was a blur of motion, a trained athlete in her prime, the Steffi Graf of combat. She threw grenades and flash-bangs at just the right moments, and in just the right locations. Then, with her adversaries disoriented, she picked men off with an automatic pistol, or knives thrown with the remarkable accuracy she had shown in the warehouse, hitting two between the eyes with bullets and one with a knife, and then spinning around in the same fluid motion and diving behind an electrical utility box for cover.  
 
    She landed in a crouch like a cat, and the moment she did, she reached into her vest and removed a full magazine with stunning efficiency, slamming it into the handle of her weapon with the speed of a magician.   
 
    I glanced at Lu, who looked to be almost awestruck. More than that, he was beginning to look worried—for the first time.  
 
    I had watched Tessa kill three of the men coming after her, but I had no idea how many she had taken out before I had become a spectator. Lu grunted what I guessed was a curse while his hands flew over a tablet computer. Almost immediately at least ten drones swooped to the major’s position and began a vicious dive-bombing campaign. A smart move on Lu’s part, as he attempted to wreak havoc and disrupt Tessa’s focus as she battled or avoided the remaining commandos.  
 
    She swatted two of the drones down with the butt of the Chinese assault rifle she had acquired, and then spun around and laid down a spray of fire to the west, where two Chinese commandos had just emerged from around the side of a building.  
 
    This completed, she raced across a small field toward a nearby building, continuing to spray the area with bullets as she moved, chewing up ground at a blistering pace. But just when she neared the cover of the building, her right foot crashed through a patch of weeds that concealed a beach-ball-sized ditch beneath, and she was sent careening forward. She slammed into the hard ground, face-first, somehow managing to turn her head in time to spare her teeth and nose. 
 
    She was dazed for several precious seconds, during which time the enemy fire found its mark, piercing her soft flesh in several locations. Even so, she somehow managed to right herself and make it around the edge of the building to cover.  
 
    Not that this would matter. She was losing blood at a rapid clip, and didn’t stand a chance in such a weakened condition.  
 
    “Stop this, Lu!” I screamed out. “Hold your fire! I’ll do anything you ask. Anything! Just back off until she blacks out. Please! You’ve won. I’ll tell you whatever you want.” 
 
    The Chinese leader shot me a look of contempt, realizing that I could see the monitors and quickly adjusting them so I no longer could. He then shouted a stream of orders I couldn’t understand. 
 
    I stood there not knowing what was going on for almost three minutes. Finally, two soldiers appeared around the edge of the warehouse, dragging Tessa in our direction. She was covered in grime and blood, her hands and feet were bound with zip ties, and she had been all but stripped to ensure she harbored no concealed weaponry. 
 
    I could tell that she was barely hanging on to consciousness, still bleeding from multiple gunshot wounds, although the bulletproof vest she had worn had prevented direct hits to her torso. As I watched, her eyes slid shut, but seconds later she shook her head vigorously in an effort to force herself to stay awake.  
 
    “She’s a remarkable warrior,” said the colonel. “Remarkable. She killed six of my men. And even after she fell and was nearly fatally wounded, it took three more to finally bring her down.” He paused. “She’s as good as anyone I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    I was too numb to respond. Tessa needed medical attention desperately. That was all I could think about. I had to find a way to make that happen.  
 
    “Your other friends are dead,” continued Lu, as the two men hauling Tessa toward us closed to within ten yards. “But I heard you admit that you’re in love with her. So I kept her alive to teach you a lesson about breaking your word.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I spat in horror, electricity suddenly coursing through my veins.  
 
    Lu caught the eye of the commando to my left. “Kill her!” he ordered in English. “A single round between the eyes.”  
 
    “Nooo!” I shrieked at the top of my lungs, chopping the commando in the neck frantically with a knife-hand strike as he raised his pistol to fire, a move I completed with perhaps three times greater speed and precision than I had ever managed before.  
 
    The man fell to the pavement, unconscious.  
 
    Lu was clearly stunned by this development, but no more so than I was.  
 
    A second soldier stepped away from me and raised his gun to carry out Lu’s order, and I hit him in the bridge of his nose with a perfectly executed roundhouse kick, then instantly launched myself toward the colonel as the man was falling to the ground.  
 
    Lu managed to shoot me in the left thigh as I charged him like a bull, giving up a kill shot because of my value, but I continued on, ignoring the searing pain in my thigh and stripping the gun from Lu’s hand. In seconds, I was behind him, holding his own gun to his head, having moved faster than I ever dreamed was possible, and taking advantage of his reluctance to endanger my life.  
 
    Apparently, adrenaline, love, and desperation had unleashed speed and skill I didn’t think I possessed. I had acted like a rabid dog, calling on berserker rage to tap into some unknown reserve of strength and bravery.  
 
    The last three commandos nearby all drew their guns and pointed them in my direction.  
 
    “I just want to talk!” I shouted, knowing that having Lu as a human shield didn’t entirely protect me, as Chen had learned the hard way. “Tell them to lower their weapons.” 
 
    Lu issued an order in Mandarin and his men did as I asked, but I knew my time was short. 
 
    “You’re an honorable man, Colonel,” I said hurriedly. “I’m sorry I doubted that. My mistake. If I had trusted you, I would have honored my word. So how about we try this again?” 
 
    I considered negotiating for our release but was sure he would die before letting this happen. “Promise again you won’t hurt us,” I continued, “and I’ll surrender. Better to patch the major up and use her as leverage than to teach me a lesson. You saw my reaction just now. Kill her and I’ll find a way to take my own life. I meant that before, and I mean it now. Your Politburo wants to see me. Do you really want to explain to them how you let me die?” 
 
    I paused, but only for a moment. “So let’s end this. Give me your word you’ll treat the major’s wounds and I’ll let you go. No one else needs to get hurt.” 
 
    Lu remained silent. 
 
    “Come on, Colonel. Take me to China and I’ll tell your leaders all about our alien visitors. I’ll give you alien tech that breaks every known law of physics. If you agree, I’ll let you go right now. I’ll put myself at your mercy.” 
 
    I paused, making sure I still had Lu’s gun pressed firmly against the back of his head. But after several seconds, he remained stubbornly mute. Tessa had now been brought to within eight feet of me and had managed to retain consciousness, but she looked too weak to speak. If she didn’t get medical attention immediately, she wouldn’t stand a chance. 
 
    “Please,” I pleaded as panic threatened to overwhelm me. “Tessa’s running out of time. And so are you. There have been too many explosions, too much gunfire. We may be isolated, but we aren’t that isolated. The cops will be here any minute. You’ll kill them easily, but they’ll sound the alarm that you’re Chinese military, which will bring America’s armed forces into play.  
 
    “Let me help you get out of here,” I continued. “We came here in a fake Amazon delivery van. We can use it and all get out clean. It’ll be seen as a harmless van going about its business. But we need to move! Now!” 
 
    Lu remained silent, perhaps enjoying my ever-growing panic.  
 
     “Please!” I begged. “I’ll do anything you ask. Anything! But spare Tessa. Patch her up. Please!”  
 
    When Lu still didn’t respond, I backed up quickly and held the gun against the side of my own head. “I’m pulling the trigger in five. Four. Three. Two . . .” 
 
    “Okay,” said Lu finally, perhaps deciding he had tortured me long enough. “We have a deal.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I gushed in relief, immediately removing the gun from my temple and handing it to him. I then knelt on the pavement with my arms behind my back, ignoring the blood seeping from the gunshot wound in my thigh.  
 
    “I trust that you’ll actually honor our deal this time,” said Lu. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I lied. “You won’t regret this.” 
 
    But the fact was, he would regret it, and I knew it.  
 
    Still, I needed to take the win. I had transformed into an action hero somehow, and had bought time for Tessa. My success in getting the drop on several commandos was nothing short of a miracle. 
 
    The problem was, in our current situation, one miracle wasn’t going to be nearly enough. 
 
    Lu’s men zip-tied my hands behind my back and yanked me up to face him. My eyes widened as the colonel pointed a gun at me, one different from the one I had temporarily taken. 
 
    “I’m glad we’ve finally reached an understanding,” he said.  
 
    And with that, the Chinese colonel pulled down on the trigger, and everything went black. 
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    I gradually regained consciousness, flittering between a dream state and reality until reality finally won the day. Keeping my eyes shut, I felt strangely at peace, even after the memories of recent events rushed back into my consciousness. I had thought for sure I was dead, but apparently not. I vaguely recalled being shot in the neck, but instead of encountering death as a slug took out my jugular, I had felt a sharp stab instead.  
 
    Lu must have shot me with a tranquilizer dart. Which explained why I was still so calm. The drug hadn’t fully worn off.  
 
    It had been a good move on Lu’s part. I had been a harmless puppy who had turned into Cujo when Lu had threatened the woman I loved. I couldn’t blame him for wanting to sedate a rabid dog before I could do something else insane. Like causing harm to his men—or worse yet, in Lu’s view, to myself.  
 
    I slowly opened my eyes, and my vision swam into place. I was sitting in a spacious leather chair that was as comfortable as it was decadent. In front of me was a small but spectacular white marble table, and just across from me a duplicate of the chair in which I was sitting.  
 
    I heard a shushing sound to my left and jumped, barely managing not to scream out.  
 
    It was Tessa!  
 
    She was alive! Thank God! 
 
    She was sitting just a few feet away from me, her pointer finger across her lips, signaling silence. She was on the edge of a full-sized bed, bandaged extensively, but looking better than I ever could have hoped for. Her ankles were bound with zip ties, which in turn were attached by a flexible cable to a steel ring that had been welded to the floor.  
 
    I realized at that instant that I was trussed up the same way, to the same steel ring between us, although our leashes gave us about seven feet of play, enough to move around, stretch, or even lie at full length on the bed. 
 
    We were in a cramped but luxurious hotel room. New age, with what appeared to be white onyx walls curving up at gentle angles to meet the low ceiling above. A single lacquered wooden door at the end of the narrow, fifteen-foot-long room was shut, and two giant oval windows, with their wooden shades drawn, decorated both curved walls about four feet off the ground.  
 
    Tessa removed the finger from her lips and grinned happily.   
 
    I rose from the chair, noticing that my left thigh had been dressed and bandaged. I kept my weight on my right leg and sat beside Tessa, kissing her with great passion, so ecstatic that she was alive that I almost whimpered in ecstasy.  
 
    When we finally separated, Tessa pressed her lips to my ear. “Whisper,” she said, ever so faintly. “They don’t expect you to be up yet. When they laid me on the bed, I pretended to be unconscious. So we should have time to talk.”  
 
    I nodded, keeping our heads nearly touching so we could hear the faintest of whispers. She was right to warn me to keep it down. Lu had likely posted guards just outside the door, and it was best not to alert them that we were both awake.  
 
    “Where are we?” I whispered back.  
 
    “Inside a Gulfstream G-1000 Widebody.”  
 
    My eyes widened. Of course. Not the strangest hotel room ever built, after all. Instead, we were inside the fuselage of a private jet. One costing tens or hundreds of millions of dollars. I knew these craft were luxurious, but I had no idea they contained private bedrooms.  
 
    But why not? Air Force One had been sporting one of these for a long time. The president’s jumbo jet dwarfed the largest Gulfstream, but that didn’t mean the private jet company couldn’t offer a scaled-down version of the president’s master suite. 
 
    As if to prove to me that we were really in flight, Tessa pressed a button on the armrest of the chair I’d been in, and all four blinds slowly and noiselessly inched their way up to uncover the windows. I looked out of the large, oval panes of acrylic on opposite sides of the tube I was in, and was greeted by a wing both times, outlined in lights, driving the jet through a bottomless night sky.  
 
    “How many men beyond this door?” I asked. 
 
    “Colonel Lu and four others.”  
 
    “Are you okay? How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Surprisingly good,” replied Tessa. “They must not have hit any arteries. They sewed me up, administered antibiotics, and infused several pints of blood.” 
 
    She paused and then looked at me with an awestruck expression. “You were amazing, Jason. You saved my life.” 
 
    I beamed, trying not to dwell on the fact that the state of being alive would likely be temporary—for both of us.  
 
    “You moved like a trained commando,” she whispered. “I was sure I was dreaming when you got the drop on Lu. How did you do that?” 
 
    “When they threatened to kill you I lost my mind. I guess there’s something to be said for raw, unbridled animal instinct.” 
 
    “I guess,” she replied. “However you did it, thanks! And here I thought I’d fallen in love with a civilian geek.” 
 
    She had, but no need to burst her bubble. No need to tell her it was a one-in-a-million fluke, a lucky burst of unexpected courage and competence, which would never repeat itself.  
 
    “I passed out right after they darted you,” continued Tessa. “And didn’t regain consciousness until they set me down on this bed. But, apparently, they took the Amazon van as you suggested.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I heard them speaking when they thought I was still out.” 
 
    “In Mandarin?” 
 
    “Of course in Mandarin,” she replied, breaking into a broad grin. “Did you think they’d be speaking in Latin?” 
 
    I smiled sheepishly. Another stupid question on my part.  
 
    “From their conversation, I learned that they had a medic patch us up inside the van while they drove, and administer IV antibiotics and blood.  Apparently, it took them a few hours to eventually get to this jet, and we’ve been flying now for about two hours more.” 
 
    Tessa paused. “Finally,” she continued, “they don’t expect you to come to for at least another few hours. Maybe all that adrenaline you had in your system muted the effect of the drug.” 
 
    I nodded. Maybe so.  
 
    “While I was waiting for you to come to, I’ve been thinking through our options. They aren’t great.” 
 
    I nodded miserably. I was well aware. But something else was pressing on my mind. “Before you continue,” I whispered, “I need to ask, was what you said true? Were you raped as a prisoner?”  
 
    I gazed at her with loving, concerned eyes. “If so, I am so, so sorry. I can’t imagine how horrible that must have been.”  
 
    Tessa shook her head. “It never happened,” she replied. “It was a bluff. Sorry that I went there. But I needed to keep my knife-throwing hand free. That was the best strategy I could think of on the fly.” 
 
    I closed my eyes in relief. Thank God it wasn’t true. The thought of her suffering through such a despicable violation had plunged a dagger into my gut. But now that I was certain it was a bluff, I had to hand it to her. She had come up with a brilliant and effective ploy on very short notice.  
 
    “I’m so glad to hear that,” I whispered. “You were incredibly convincing.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry again,” she replied earnestly. But after a brief pause an impish smile came over her face. “But did you like the part where I threatened to rip his tiny manhood right off his body?”  
 
    I grinned. She had found the humor in a dark and serious subject matter to try to cheer me up, taking emotional lemons and making lemonade. “I did,” I replied with a twinkle in my eye. “And I’ve also learned something new about you. That you refer to your right hand as your knife-throwing hand. Really? Who does that?” 
 
    “You have one too,” replied Tessa, flashing a million-gigawatt smile. “It’s just you’d probably never hit anything with it.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that. But you, on the other hand, must have been the best knife thrower in the history of the Deltas.”  
 
    “I don’t know about that,” she replied in amusement, “but it’s probably best if you don’t get me angry while I’m chopping celery in the kitchen.” 
 
    I almost laughed out loud. “Good tip,” I replied. “So you could have taken out Chen at any time?” I asked, serious once again. 
 
    “Yes. I waited so I could learn as much as possible. The same reason Chen waited so long before derailing Ming.” 
 
    Now that this brief period of levity had passed, a profound sadness settled over Tessa’s features.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked her. 
 
    She sighed. “Not really. I despise having to kill. It’s a horrible thing to have to live with, even if I had no choice. But I’ll shake it off. Now isn’t the time.” 
 
    I understood. The carnage I had just witnessed was likely to leave permanent scars on my psyche, and was hard to get out of my head. And I hadn’t killed anyone.  
 
    I had long wondered if Tessa had ever been forced to take lives, but I had never brought it up. She had served with the Deltas, after all, a special forces branch famous for its counter-terrorism and hostage rescue operations, so it wouldn’t be crazy to imagine that she had.  
 
    What was certain was that she had just killed Chen—along with six others. I would have liked to let her talk it out, be there for her, but she was right, now was not the time.  
 
    “Do you think Lu will honor his word and not kill us?” I asked. “I did obtain his word under duress.” 
 
    “I’m not sure Lu’s intentions matter. Because I can’t imagine his superiors letting us live. So we need to stall. Stay alert. Wait for an opening. I don’t need much of one to work with. I’ve never felt more at the top of my game than I did at the warehouse. I had it under control, but I hit a freak ditch hidden by some weeds.” 
 
    “I saw on Lu’s monitor,” I told her. 
 
    “Good. So you know I got a bit unlucky. The bottom line is that I’m more skilled than I showed. Hopefully enough to get us out of this.” 
 
    I shook my head in awe. She had taken out Chen and six of China’s elite special forces single-handedly, and was only captured because of bad luck. If I hadn’t believed in her skills before, I sure did now. 
 
    “We just need to escape long enough to get a message to Brad,” she continued. “Given what’s at stake, he’ll get the resources of the entire US military to work on our extraction.”  
 
    “Okay. I’ll stay alert and ready. Take my cues from you.” 
 
    “Good. And something else. You need to come up with a plausible story about ET. The Chinese will never believe you were bluffing. Not after everything that’s happened. So use the rest of this flight to come up with a convincing plot that explains the aliens’ motivations. I’ll stop talking so you can figure it out. Our lives might depend on how compelling a story you can manage.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. Talk about pressure. Plotting a novel with this many complex moving parts could often take weeks. Months even. And that was when I didn’t have to pretend I had compelling evidence that it was true, because my readers all knew it was fiction.  
 
    But now I had to convince the shrewd, skeptical members of the Chinese Politburo that I wasn’t making it up. And instead of months, I had hours.  
 
    Talk about your deadlines. I never thought of the word dead in deadline as being literal before, but this time it was.  
 
    I moved a few feet away from Tessa on the edge of the bed and closed my eyes, trying to ignore my gunshot thigh, my cuffed ankles, and just where it was that I was headed.  
 
    After twenty minutes of straining, however, I wasn’t getting anywhere.  
 
    Why were there so many UFOs in our skies? Were aliens here, or were these craft automated? Why not either formally introduce themselves, or avoid being spotted entirely? Why this middle ground?  
 
    Where were they from? What was their endgame? And could I find a solution that might also account for some of the sightings and lore that had been springing up for generations? 
 
    I was still racking my brain ten minutes later when Tessa issued a bone-chilling gasp, startling me to full attention. My eyes shot open, and I found her staring out of the window directly in front of us and pointing.  
 
    I gasped even louder than she had, and my eyes almost bulged out of my head. A craft was flying with us, about fifty yards off our wing, surrounded by bright, glowing light. Not just flying. Showing off. It was shaped like a tic-tac, and was whitish in color, identical to the descriptions given after the Nimitz encounter.  
 
    For the first time in my life, I was seeing an actual UFO. Seeing one had long been a dream of mine, but given the suspect timing involved, this felt a lot more like a nightmare.  
 
    The craft had no wings, or blades, and made no sound, yet it flew alongside our private jet with effortless ease. Every five seconds or so it would dance around, change directions, or bounce erratically like a pinball just to leave no doubt as to its capabilities.  
 
    Yet I really couldn’t focus in on its precise appearance. It had an otherworldly shimmer about it that seemed to distort any light that tried to hit it. Which made sense. The issued Navy patents described aircraft that could project a sort of vacuum field around themselves, such that no air or water or anything else actually touched them—or could touch them. Perhaps this effect distorted light as well. 
 
    The Gulfstream began shaking violently, causing my heart to pound and my breath to stick in my throat. “Holy shit!” I blurted out, not caring about being quiet any longer.  
 
    I took Tessa in my arms to somehow shield her from whatever was coming, as the shaking continued to increase in intensity.  
 
    The outer walls of the jet began to groan, and seemed to be bulging out, as if powerful electromagnets had surrounded the aircraft and were pulling it apart. Yet other than being shaken like a Frappuccino, I didn’t feel any force acting upon me.    
 
    It was then that the fuselage issued one final, terrifying groan, and blew apart at the seams. What had been the body of a jet moments before had become shrapnel exploding outward on all sides and disappearing into the night.  
 
    At the same instant the zip ties binding our ankles to a ring in the floor were neatly severed, as though by an invisible sword, and just like that Tessa and I were surrounded by nothing but the vast night sky, as surely as if we had jumped from the plane, rather than it having been disassembled around us. 
 
    Gravity took hold immediately, and we began a free fall. I was too panicked even to scream. My heart was beating so fast I was sure it would burst out of my chest, but since my body was turning into a veritable icicle from the bitter, biting cold, and I was also suffocating, I could well be dead before that happened.  
 
    And these fates might be a blessing. If my freefall brought me to an altitude I could survive fast enough, I’d be warmed up and able to breathe just in time to slam into the ground at a hundred miles an hour like a glass meteorite, shattering every bone in my body.  
 
    I had thought I had experienced cold, and breathlessness, and terror, but nothing in my life had ever come close to this, and I felt myself blacking out.  
 
    Suddenly, everything changed. My fall was gently slowed as if by an invisible hand, as if by a Star Trek tractor beam, gripping me in some kind of benevolent force field and returning warmth and air to my immediate environment. I was still hanging high in the night sky, still near the altitude at the peak of Mount Everest, but was now quite comfortable. I could see through the field quite well, and picked out Tessa in a glowing force cocoon of her own, suspended in space not ten feet away. 
 
    The craft we had seen earlier was hanging above us. This time, however, another identical craft was just to the left of the first, and suspended beneath this second craft were our five fellow passengers, in various states of panic.    
 
    Then, as I looked on, the second ship and its dangling Chinese cargo vanished from sight. It seemed to me that Tessa and I were stationary, and I felt no acceleration of any kind, but I had the instinctive sense that we were moving at great speed.  
 
    Was I unconscious? Was I dreaming? How could this be real?  
 
    Then again, how could it be anything but?  
 
    As impossible as it seemed, I had spent seven months proving to myself that UFOs were real—and extraordinary. Still, that had been on an intellectual level. What was happening now was taking place on an emotional, visceral level. This increased the surreal factor of the experience by an order of about, well . . . infinity.  
 
    After no more than a minute or two the world exploded into sunlight. We had outraced the darkness and had come to a part of the Earth that was experiencing day. Now that my surroundings were illuminated, it was clear that we were traveling at a ridiculous speed, yet I didn’t feel any acceleration or wind of any kind. We were protected from such nuisances by the field surrounding us. Which was a very good thing. I was pretty sure that at the speed we were traveling, the force of the wind alone would have torn us to atoms.  
 
    Then, after just another few minutes, we were suddenly above a tropical island paradise. Tessa and I descended to the surface in a blink, and we were deposited next to each other in a seated position on a fine-sand beach, overlooking a magnificent blue ocean. The force field then disappeared from around us and our full weight returned.  
 
    The tic tac above us paused for a moment, dipped toward us a few times, as if tipping its hat, and then shot straight up, quickly vanishing into the heavens.  
 
    It was one thing to read and speak about forty-six thousand miles an hour—which was over twelve miles a second. It was quite another to experience it. To see a craft rocket upwards so quickly it seemed to blink out of existence.  
 
    I lifted myself up off the sand, putting my weight on my good right leg, and hopped the short distance to Tessa. She rose and we held each other, gazing out over the ocean with bewildered looks on our faces, totally speechless.   
 
    I heard something behind me and wheeled around as best I could, my guard up. 
 
    “Hello, Jason,” said a man ten feet away and closing. “Hello, Tessa. Glad you could make it.” 
 
    “Brad?” said Tessa in disbelief. 
 
    “In the flesh,” said the head of Schoenfeld-Allen Protection Services, who was casually dressed.  
 
    “You both look a little pale,” he added with the hint of a smile. “I hope you remembered to keep your arms and legs inside of the ride at all times.” 
 
    I blinked stupidly and didn’t reply. 
 
    “Welcome to the Tasman Sea,” said the colonel amiably, as if he were hosting a dinner party. “I’m guessing the two of you have a few questions.”    
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    Tessa and I sat in comfortable mesh chairs inside a spacious conference room. The room was luxuriously appointed, to be sure, but no more so than any number of such rooms found in the world’s wealthiest corporations. What set this one apart was location, location, location. 
 
    It was positioned on top of a thirty-foot cliff, and Tessa and I were facing a floor-to-ceiling window. Below us was a pristine white-sand beach that was being leisurely caressed by mild waves coming from an endless cobalt sea.  
 
    The view was absolutely spectacular.  
 
    We had built up quite an appetite and were making short work of the sandwiches and chips that our host had provided, along with an assortment of cold drinks kept in a full-sized refrigerator in the corner of the room. Other than food and drink, the expansive Cherrywood table held nothing but marble coasters and a stack of thick white napkins.  
 
    After greeting us upon our arrival, the colonel had asked which we preferred, to be briefed immediately? Or to wait until we’d showered, dined, re-dressed our many wounds, and gotten some rest?  
 
    And I thought I could ask dumb questions. 
 
    Did we want to get answers to the greatest secrets of all time, secrets we had nearly lost our lives to learn? Or did we want to wait so we could have a side salad with our meals and smell minty fresh?  
 
    Wild UFOs couldn’t keep us away. Well, maybe they could, but little else.   
 
    The colonel had mercifully driven us to the conference room in a large electric sand buggy. And while he had acted as a human crutch for both of us, the ten-yard trip to where he had left the vehicle had been slow and awkward. Tessa and I moved as if we were a hundred years old and in need of walkers, but, to be fair, getting shot will age someone in a hurry.  
 
    Schoenfeld had needed to excuse himself for a few minutes to attend to some pressing matters, but returned just after we had finished our meals carrying two mid-size nylon duffels. He handed one to each of us and placed a tablet computer face up on the table in front of him.  
 
    “What’s in the bags?” I asked as he took a seat across from us. 
 
    The colonel smiled. “Apparently, you and the major left your wallets behind in San Diego. Along with the remains of your crushed cell phones. Somebody did a hell of a job on them.” 
 
    “Yeah, that would be me,” said Tessa with the hint of a smile. “Sometimes you just can’t help yourself. Literally.”  
 
    “Well, your wallets and a few changes of clothing are in the bags. Along with new cell phones, with all of your data fully restored from the cloud.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “But isn’t our data supposed to be password protected?” 
 
    “It is,” said the colonel. “You know—theoretically.”  
 
    Tessa and I traded glances but didn’t pursue this any further, both just relieved to have these key items back in our possession. We each lowered our duffel to the floor beside us and focused once again on Colonel Schoenfeld.   
 
    “If I’m remembering correctly,” I said, “you told us that we’re now on an island in the Tasman Sea.”  
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “That doesn’t really help me,” I admitted with a self-deprecating smile. “Because I never even knew that such a sea existed.”  
 
    “Given all the research you do for your novels, I thought you knew everything.” 
 
    “Yeah, not so much. And geography isn’t my strong suit. If only I had access to my phone sooner, I could have looked a lot smarter.”    
 
     “It’s a subdivision of the Pacific Ocean.”  
 
    “Ahhh,” I said sagely. “That’s an ocean I’ve actually heard of.” 
 
    Schoenfeld laughed. “The Tasman Sea covers about a million square miles, located more or less between Australia and New Zealand. And east of Tasmania, which is a large island with over a thousand smaller islands around it. But we aren’t on any of these.” 
 
    I nodded, not at all surprised to learn that we were Down Under. After all, we had begun body surfing through the sky in pitch-darkness and had ended up in bright sunlight a handful of minutes later, having crossed any number of time zones.  
 
    I glanced at the local time shown on the top right corner of the tablet computer in front of the colonel. It read just after ten in the morning. Sandwiches weren’t my usual breakfast fare, but given how confused my body was when it came to the time, they had really hit the spot.  
 
    “Now that we know where we are,” said Tessa, “how in the world did we get here? I mean, I know how we got here. Hanging out below a UFO at thirty thousand feet. You know, the usual,” she added with a quick smile. “But did you arrange it? And if so, do you have aliens on call? And what about—”  
 
    “I’ll explain everything,” said Schoenfeld. “And I know you’re impatient. But let me go through this organically, in some sort of order.” 
 
    We both nodded. 
 
    “First, let me apologize,” he said. “I was caught with my head in the sand. It’s inexcusable. I was paying careful attention to your recent mission, since you’re both so damn important, but I took my eye off the ball. I knew you wouldn’t have to fight off any aliens. And since I thought you had enough good men and tech to see you through, I briefly attended to other matters once you had your Taiwanese prisoners fully secured inside the warehouse.  
 
    “I didn’t expect them to be rigged with undetectable explosives. Or for the Taiwanese to have a Chinese mole in their camp.” He shook his head in horror. “And I certainly didn’t expect one of our own men to betray us.”  
 
    No one spoke for several seconds. “There’s a lot to unpack there,” I said finally. “First, did you really just say that Tessa and I are so damn important? Why is that?”  
 
    The colonel winced. “Yeah, mentioning your importance was a little premature. I can see where it might pique your curiosity. I’ll need to provide a bit more context before I can tell you why. But it won’t be long.” 
 
    “You also said you weren’t worried about aliens attacking us,” pointed out Tessa. “Why? Because you’re allied with them?” 
 
    “That’s right. Another piece of the puzzle I’ll be getting to later.” 
 
    “Okay then,” said Tessa, looking somewhat surprised by his quick and direct admission. “That’s sure to be . . . illuminating.”  
 
    She paused. “But getting back to what you were saying. While I appreciate your apology, even if you had watched the entire op and never blinked, would that have changed anything?” 
 
    Schoenfeld considered for several long seconds. “Actually . . . no,” he said, a bit shocked by this realization. “Once Ming turned the tables on you and you were the hostages of men with suicide vests, any intervention on my part would have been too risky.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Tessa. “So there was nothing you could have done.” 
 
    The colonel nodded at Tessa appreciatively. “Thanks for that,” he said.  
 
    Tessa smiled. “Glad I could help.” 
 
    “What I did do,” continued Schoenfeld, “when I realized what had happened, was call on our alien allies for help. But when Chen took over and it became clear that China would be your final destination, we decided that the safest, most inconspicuous option would be to intervene over the ocean at night. My allies would need to have a UAV pull the jet apart, but since the Gulfstream didn’t file a flight-plan, no one would miss it. Extracting you in this way would create much less of a spectacle than extracting you from mainland California.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said emphatically, “seemed like a huge spectacle to me.”  
 
    “Yeah, no kidding,” seconded Tessa. 
 
    “What happened to Lu and his comrades?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re all safe. Taken to another of our facilities for interrogation. The aliens don’t like to intervene in our geopolitics if they can help it. But since the Chinese themselves made that unavoidable, it ended up being quite an intelligence coup.” 
 
    Schoenfeld paused. “And we found Ming alive in the warehouse. Since his countrymen have no doubt written him off for dead, this is a good opportunity for him to go off the grid. So we’ll be asking him to join us. He’s a good man, with a very impressive résumé.” 
 
    Tessa nodded thoughtfully. “You said Lu and his people were taken to another of your facilities. How many do you have?” 
 
    “Dozens around the world, with our primary facility deep under the Schoenfeld-Allen headquarters in San Diego.” 
 
    “So why were we brought here?” I asked. 
 
    “This is our most tranquil facility. I knew a UAV was going to crack open your jet like a walnut, leaving you in free fall without a parachute. So I figured you might appreciate some tranquility.”  
 
    “Good call,” I mumbled wryly. “Just for the record, I would have been equally terrified if I would have had a parachute.” 
 
    Tessa laughed.  
 
    “What if someone stumbles across this island by accident?” I asked. 
 
    The colonel shook his head. “It has a field around it that bends light, making it invisible. From the sea and air. Won’t show up on radar, either. And it’s off the beaten path, well away from any shipping or passenger lanes.” 
 
    I nodded. Of course it was invisible. I should have guessed. “So what, this is your own Themyscira?” 
 
    “My own what?” 
 
    “Themyscira. The invisible island of the Amazonians. You know, where Wonder Woman is from.” 
 
    “Never heard of it,” said the colonel. 
 
    I shook my head. Wow, he must not get out much. On the other hand, I allowed, when you have your own invisible island, perhaps you have better things to do than binge-watch superhero movies. Besides, he had probably long known of the Tasman Sea.  
 
    So I knew about pretend locations, and he knew about real ones. 
 
    “Well, thanks for the dose of tranquility,” I said.  
 
    He nodded. “You’re welcome. I didn’t expect to be in this hemisphere, but it will give me the chance to meet in person with a few key people in Australian intelligence working with us. So it’s a win-win.”  
 
    “That’s great, Colonel,” said Tessa, rolling her eyes. “But can we hear about these aliens already? Or are you planning to stall until we die of old age?” 
 
    Schoenfeld blew out a long breath. “Okay,” he said. “Here goes. Let me begin by giving you both a brief history of sentience in our galaxy. And then I can tell you how we fit in. We meaning me and my organization. And then how the two of you, specifically, fit in.” 
 
    I leaned forward until I was literally sitting on the edge of my chair, the spectacular scenery beyond the floor-to-ceiling window all but forgotten. “We’re all ears,” I said eagerly. 
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    Several colorful small birds flew past the expansive glass conference room wall and then circled back, as if aware of the magnitude of the moment and wanting to listen in. 
 
    “There’s a lot to cover,” said the colonel. “And it can be pretty mind-blowing. But I assure you it’s all true. Yes, it’s information provided by aliens, but after decades of working with them we’ve come to believe that it’s accurate in every respect.” 
 
     I was so giddy with anticipation, I felt like pinching myself. He didn’t need to prepare me for mind-blowing content. Even the most jaded skeptic would be open to anything after having flown across thousands of miles of sky, in minutes, while suspended below a UFO. As someone who had written science fiction for a living, getting the chance to learn what the colonel was about to reveal was my ultimate fantasy. 
 
    “There are twenty-two known intelligent species in the Milky Way Galaxy,” began Schoenfeld, “not counting humanity. All are members of a coalition that translates into English as the Benevolent Association of Sentient Species. We just call them the Galactic Federation, as hokey as that sounds—Galactics, or just the Federation, for short.”   
 
    “Did you choose the term Federation as a tribute to Star Trek?” I asked.  
 
    “I don’t think so, but the man who chose the name, Colonel Damian Spooner, was a fan, so it could be. But there aren’t really any parallels. In Star Trek the Vulcans made first contact publicly, and only after we fired up the first warp drive.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. I was the consummate Star Trek nerd, and I loved his answer. He may never have heard of Themyscira, but he got high marks for Star Trek knowledge, which in my view fully redeemed him.   
 
    “Why so few members of this coalition?” I asked. “Why aren’t there more intelligent species in the galaxy?” 
 
    “I’m surprised you asked that, Jason. In your fiction, you’ve listed reasons why humanity might even be alone in the universe.” 
 
    “I have. But only because I was trying to explain the Fermi paradox. Namely, if intelligent life can arise without special conditions found only on Earth, then where are all the aliens? In the billions of years the universe has been around, at least one species should have spread throughout the cosmos. But now that I’m convinced UFOs are real, I know exactly where the aliens are.”  
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “They’re hanging out off the coast of San Diego, keeping an eye on the Nimitz.” 
 
    The colonel laughed.  
 
    “So now that you’ve confirmed intelligent life is common,” I added, “I can’t help but wonder why it isn’t even more common.” 
 
    “Many of your fictional answers are still valid,” said the colonel. 
 
    “I’ve read Jason’s conjectures also,” said Tessa. “But I’m interested in learning what the aliens think.”   
 
     Schoenfeld nodded. “Of course,” he said agreeably. “First, most of our galaxy is inhospitable to life. The center of our galaxy is packed with an unimaginably dense array of stars. Fifty million times the density of our own stellar neighborhood.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, having touched on this before. “If the center of our galaxy is Manhattan, we’re on a small farm in Montana.” 
 
    “Exactly. The night sky anywhere near the galactic center would be a continual neon blaze, a wall of stars wherever you looked. But they would throw off so much combined radiation that it’s hard to imagine life being able to gain a foothold.” 
 
    The colonel paused. “But that’s just the beginning,” he continued. “The supermassive black hole in the center of the Milky Way is almost fifteen million miles in diameter and can blast out directed jets of matter that can traverse the entire galaxy.  
 
    “And then there are the supernovas. An exploding star can wipe out all life within twenty-five light years. For planets near the galactic center, the odds that a neighboring star at this range will go supernova is fifty million times greater than it is for us here.  
 
    “The spiral arms are nearly as dense with stars as the galactic center,” he continued. “They’re also home to countless stars that are just forming, which tend to blast out lethal radiation.” 
 
    Schoenfeld paused to let this sink in. “On the other side of the ledger, life needs plenty of heavy elements to emerge, which all come from dying stars. So if a planet is too far away from the action, it can’t gather the necessary ingredients.  
 
    “Fortunately for us, we’re on the very edge of a spiral arm, about twenty-five thousand light years from both the center of the galaxy and its outer rim.” 
 
    I nodded in delight. I had known that a planet needed to be well-positioned in its solar system for life to emerge—not too far away from its sun, and not too close. But I had never considered how this also applied to the entire galaxy.  
 
    “So you’re saying there’s a galactic Goldilocks Zone,” I said, using a common astronomical term—taken from the children’s fairy tale—which meant a zone where conditions were just right for life.  
 
    “Yes,” replied the colonel. “A Goldilocks Zone believed to extend from about thirteen thousand to thirty-three thousand light years away from galactic center. A region the Earth happens to be squarely within.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” said Tessa, unimpressed, “but so are billions of other planets.”  
 
    “That’s true,” said Schoenfeld. “I wasn’t saying this was the only reason there are so few sentient species. I’m just trying to be thorough. And I thought you’d find it interesting.” 
 
    “I, for one, find it very interesting,” I said enthusiastically.  
 
    “There you go,” said the colonel, flashing the hint of a smile at Tessa. “But you’re right, Major. This rules out a lot of stars and planets, but there are still plenty more. If we zero in on just the habitable zone, the Galactics believe that tens of thousands of intelligent species have arisen since the birth of our galaxy.” 
 
    My eyes widened. That was a huge number. A lot more than I would have guessed. “So what happened?” I asked finally. “Did all but twenty-two of them self-destruct?”  
 
    “Pretty much, yes,” replied the colonel. “For the obvious reasons you’ve detailed yourself.” 
 
    I nodded. It wasn’t a stretch to reason that any species capable of battling its way to the top of its planetary food chain would carry aggressive, primitive instincts along for the ride. In addition, it was probably a thousand times easier to develop weapons of mass destruction than to overcome the daunting challenge of interstellar travel, which would enable a species to spread its seed among the stars.  
 
    So if a species’ brutal upbringing and capacity for mass destruction outstripped its maturity—which was likely to be the case in almost every instance—the result was inevitable. It was a wonder humanity was still around, as we were inventing more and more ways to self-destruct by the year. 
 
    “How do the aliens know for sure this happened?” I asked.  
 
    “Member species of the Galactic Federation have come across dozens of planets that were wiped clean by weapons of mass destruction. More than enough to support the hypotheses that this is what happened to the vast majority.”   
 
    “What an epic waste,” I said sadly, a profoundly inadequate statement to eulogize the extinction of many thousands of intelligent races, each with populations likely in the billions. 
 
    “Yeah,” agreed Tessa. “The universe seems to have an evil sense of humor. Requiring ruthlessness for these species to attain dominance—and then trapping them in their solar systems until they destroy themselves.” 
 
    “Well, not always,” I said. “At least twenty-two planetary civilizations did manage to escape to the stars. And a few others may have managed it and gone on to become transcendent entities, perhaps learning how to exist as pure energy. Or vanishing in some other way from our plane of existence. Perhaps leaving to inhabit universes of their own creation. Or higher dimensions.” 
 
    The colonel nodded. “Our ET friends agree this is a good possibility,” he said. “Although they don’t have any direct evidence.”  
 
    I tilted my head in thought. “So how did these lucky twenty-two intelligences avoid self-destruction?” I asked. 
 
    “Easily,” replied the colonel with a twinkle in his eye. “Because they’re all what we might consider pathetic.” A broad grin came over his face. “Or maybe the term incredibly lame is a better way to put it.” 
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    I shook my head in disbelief. Was the colonel putting me on? For a bunch of lame species, the members of this Galactic Federation sure did a hell of a job making craft that defied the laws of physics as we had once known them. And of traversing the vast ocean of space between stars.  
 
    “Sure,” I said sarcastically. “I mean . . . obviously. Everyone knows that only the lamest survive. Which is why Darwin called it, ‘survival of the least fit.’ Or something like that.” 
 
    The colonel continued to look amused. “You think you’re making a joke,” he said. “But it turns out that on a galactic scale, survival of the least fit is actually the truth.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to hear this,” said Tessa.  
 
    I nodded. “Me either.”  
 
    “It’s actually pretty simple,” said Brad Schoenfeld. “Just as you’ve written, Jason, it turns out that almost all species who make it to the top of their planetary food chain have to be vicious, ruthless, cunning, and so on to do so. Like humanity. Like the countless species whose tech and violent tendencies outstripped their maturity and who are now in the dustbin of galactic history.  
 
    “But there are a vanishingly small percentage of intelligent species who were spawned on more gentle planets, where the fight for survival was relatively mild. Instead of evolution doing nothing but sharpening and magnifying their wolf natures, these species began as sheep—and stayed that way.” 
 
    I made a face. “That makes no sense,” I said. “Why would a species on a peaceful planet need to evolve intelligence? This is only necessary to ensure the survival of a weak species on a violent, hostile planet. A species outgunned on every other front—like we were. Which is why the Polar Bear never evolved intelligence. Because it has the natural strength and weaponry to survive just fine without it.” 
 
    “I can go into the history and theory later,” said the colonel. “And you’re correct in many ways, which is why these species are extremely rare. Tens of thousands of wolf-like intelligent species have cropped up in our galaxy. But only twenty-two sheep-like species. You quoted Charles Darwin. I’ll quote Jesus Christ. ‘And the meek shall inherit the galaxy.’” 
 
    I groaned, but was impressed despite myself. Answering one ironic misquote with another was a nice touch.  
 
    “These twenty-two species evolved in different epochs,” continued the colonel, “and at different rates. But all developed intelligence and technology at a rate we’d find incomprehensibly slow. Comparing our speed of progress to theirs is like comparing the speed of a rocket to the speed of a glacier.” 
 
     Schoenfeld paused. “The Wright brothers made the first successful flight of a propeller-driven, heavier-than-air plane in 1903. A flight that lasted all of twelve seconds. But only sixty-six years later, we landed a man on the moon. Sixty-six years later. Any idea how long it took for the average member of the galactic coalition to make the equivalent leap?” 
 
    “Sixty-seven years?” guessed Tessa wryly, causing me to laugh out loud, despite the seriousness of the occasion. 
 
    The colonel smiled despite himself. “Thousands of years,” he said. “For a number of them, tens of thousands. Same for every other advance you can think of.  
 
    “Humanity, on the other hand, invents and pushes back on the frontiers of science and technology at a speed that’s truly extraordinary. And this might go without saying, but, presumably, so did all the others who wiped themselves out.” 
 
    I paused in thought, intrigued. “So the quote that’s truly most relevant,” I said, “is slow and steady wins the race. I guess the trick is to advance so slowly, you’re mature enough to handle WMD when you get there.” 
 
    “Actually, no,” said Schoenfeld. “The trick is to start mature and peaceful enough to not self-destruct. It’s all part and parcel of the same thing. These species have been docile from the very beginning. They’re gentle and non-violent by nature, but lack passion, drive, ambition. In general, they’re stagnant, ossified.  
 
    “And they’ve all topped out, technology-wise. Granted, by our current standards, their technology is miraculous. But none of them have made a new breakthrough since before the first Homo sapiens appeared on Earth. Some members of the Federation first became sentient a million years ago. Some tens of millions of years ago. But they’ve all hit the same technology brick wall, running into it with all the speed and force of a snail. Meanwhile, we’re barreling toward this wall like a supernova.” 
 
    “Maybe there is nothing beyond the wall,” said Tessa. “Maybe there’s only so far that science can take you. Maybe faster-than-light flight, and conquering wormholes and other dimensions, is as far as it’s possible to advance.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said the colonel, raising his eyebrows. “But what makes you think they’ve achieved any of those things?” 
 
    “If they haven’t conquered FTL travel,” I said, “then how are they here?” 
 
    “They’re very patient,” said Schoenfeld. 
 
    I blinked in confusion. “So these small UFOs we see darting about can’t manage interstellar travel?” 
 
    “No. The aliens bring a large supply of these UAVs with them.” 
 
    “With them how?” I asked. 
 
    “They travel to other stars in powered, hollowed-out asteroids. You can fit countless UAVs inside of one. Not to mention many millions of . . . beings. Quite comfortably, in fact. Even ones that are relatively small, say in the twenty- to fifty-mile diameter range. You just need to honeycomb the inside, or layer it like an onion—think nested spheres—to create truly immense habitable surfaces. For the asteroid sizes I mentioned, each level of nested spheres can have surface areas in the range of thousands of square miles.” 
 
     “Are you saying that they travel in these interstellar arks for generations?” I asked. 
 
    “You’d think so, but no. They’ve perfected perfect stasis. Really a localized freezing of time. And they can push these asteroids to about sixty-percent light speed. So while many members of the Federation are spaced so far apart the trip takes tens of thousands of years, it’s all but instantaneous for the passengers. The stasis field doesn’t work near large gravity fields, so they have to first get beyond a solar system to use it, but this approach has done wonders for intergalactic discourse over millions of years.”   
 
    “Even with perfect stasis,” I said, “the prospect of a one-way journey that long is pretty daunting.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” replied Schoenfeld. “But it has allowed a true intergalactic community to develop. Over the eons, each of the twenty-two members of the Federation have welcomed twenty-one asteroidal mini-planets into their solar systems, one from the star system of each member species. These asteroids harbor several million inhabitants, so every Federation member species has a community of all twenty-two species in its star system, free to interact with each other as they see fit. The visitors can stay for as long as they like, or can travel back to their home planets on a stasis ship whenever they want.” 
 
    The colonel paused for the full enormity of this setup to sink in. 
 
    “If we left Earth and returned thousands of years later,” he continued finally, “we wouldn’t recognize the place—or the technology. Hell, even if we left for twenty years we wouldn’t. But their cultures and technology are stagnant—basically frozen in place. When they return, everything is pretty much the same.” 
 
    My mind was now officially blown. The idea that spacefaring aliens had topped out, had settled into the ultimate technological and cultural rut, was something I could never have imagined.  
 
    And the colonel had only spoken about Federation members visiting other Federation members. But what about exploration? Expansion? Why weren’t they all dividing up the galaxy and spreading across it? Was their cultural paralysis and lack of ambition truly enough to account for it all? I decided not to interrupt the flow of conversation to ask about this just yet, but it was foremost in my mind.  
 
    Regardless of the answer to this question, the idea that the Galactics had set up large populations of twenty-two species in twenty-two solar systems, so each member race could have a full-fledged intergalactic community orbiting its star, was breathtaking in both its audacity and simplicity. It was truly a brilliant solution to the problem of cross-cultural exchange between species separated by unthinkable distances.   
 
    “And while Federation species have never cracked faster-than-light travel,” continued the colonel, “they have perfected instantaneous communication. This contributes to the intermingling of cultures, as well, since perfect holograms can engage in virtual interactions anywhere in the galaxy. Think next-level Zoom calling with someone on a planet many light years distant.”  
 
     “Wait,” said Tessa. “Let’s back up to these powered, hollowed-out asteroid ships. Are you saying that a bunch of these are now hanging out somewhere in our solar system?”  
 
    “Not a bunch,” replied the colonel. “But there is one. One only. An ark about fifteen miles in diameter that houses thousands of representatives from each of the twenty-two species. All are here as observers, and all are housed together inside the same asteroid, with climates and holographic environments adjusted to suit individual species needs.” 
 
    He paused. “But if humanity ever became the twenty-third member of their coalition, each sentient species would send their own mini-planets to orbit our sun. Although it would take tens of thousands of years for them all to arrive.” 
 
    “And we’d be sending millions of our own people to each of their systems, correct?” I said. 
 
    “Correct.”  
 
    At first blush, it sounded like a tall order to get millions of people to sign up to travel to a solar system thousands of light years away—twenty-two times over. But I was sure it would end up being easy. The travel would seem instantaneous. And while passengers would arrive knowing that all of their friends and loved ones back on Earth were dead, huge numbers would  be willing to make almost any sacrifice for the opportunity to visit another star.  
 
    There were eight thousand million humans on Earth—give or take a few. So if only one percent of us were willing to make these journeys, that would be eighty million volunteers. 
 
    “Getting back to the here and now,” I said, “where is this spacefaring intergalactic UN headquarters located?”  
 
    “It’s hiding out in the rings of Saturn.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. “Of course,” I said. “Good hiding place.” 
 
    “They also have an automated base and automated craft—what you’d call UFOs—on the dark side of the moon. Which is where the one that rescued you and Tessa hailed from. This allows for a faster response time in emergencies, since it still takes these ships three to four hours to get here from Saturn, even at about fifty percent of light speed.” 
 
    “How long to get here from the Moon?” asked Tessa. 
 
    “Eight or nine seconds,” replied the colonel. 
 
    There was a long silence in the room as Tessa and I digested everything we had been told so far, our injuries long forgotten.  
 
    “You’ve raised more questions than you’ve answered,” I said at last. “For example,” I continued, ticking them off with my fingers, “does the Federation have a governmental structure? What kind, and how is it all managed? How long have their representatives been in our solar system? What are they really doing here? Why did they ally with you? Why keep it secret from the rest of the world?” 
 
    I paused. “And these are just off the top of my head,” I told him. “I have dozens more.”  
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” said the colonel with a smile. “But now that I’ve given you some background, why don’t I let you get answers from the horse’s mouth. I can ask my alien liaison to join us. He’s the being in charge of the alien expedition here. What do you say?” 
 
    I exchanged a giddy glance with Tessa. Our desperation gambit to get to the truth seemed to be working beyond our wildest dreams. “I thought you’d never ask,” I replied. 
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    The colonel rose from his chair and took a short trip to the refrigerator, returning with bottles of water for himself and Tessa, and a chilled bottle of apple juice for me.  
 
    “Thanks, Colonel,” I said as I took the offered bottle.  
 
    “From now on,” said Schoenfeld, “I’d ask you to call me Brad. Tessa and I often use each other’s first names already. And I’m hopeful that today will be the beginning of a strong working relationship between the three of us—even a friendship.” 
 
    There could be no doubt that my relationship with the head of Schoenfeld-Allen Protection Services had changed dramatically, but he was suggesting that it was likely to change even more. Who was I to disagree? 
 
    “Okay . . . Brad,” I said as the colonel took a long drink from his bottle of water. “Can you tell us this liaison’s name? And where he’s from? Also, you used a male pronoun. Can I assume his species makes use of sexual reproduction, with two principal sexes, or do they have a more exotic setup?” 
 
    “His language is unpronounceable,” said the colonel. “The closest approximation to his name that the human ear can make out is Nari, so that’s what we call him. And Nari is a male, in the same sense that you and I are. His species does consist of two principal sexes, which is the case with seventeen of the twenty-two species. Given how common this arrangement is for life on Earth, there must be a more powerful evolutionary advantage to it than we fully understand.” 
 
    “And the other five species?” said Tessa. “How many sexes do they have? And how do they reproduce?” 
 
    “A fascinating topic, but one for another time.” 
 
    The colonel was right. If we allowed ourselves to be distracted by every interesting question we could think of, we’d never get anywhere. But I had to admit, I was just as curious as Tessa.  
 
    “Nari and his people hail from a star we call Rho Cancri,” continued Brad Schoenfeld. “It’s a binary star system about forty-one light years away from us, in the zodiac constellation of Cancer. For this reason, we’ve taken to calling his species the Rho.”  
 
    “Good choice,” I said with the hint of a smile. “A hell of a lot better than the Cancri.”  
 
    I paused to consider this information further. They must have developed active measures to hide their presence from nosy neighbors. “Forty-one light years away seems awfully close,” I said.  
 
    “It is. The Rho are the closest to us, geographically, of any Federation race. By a large margin. They and three other species are also the dominant members of the Federation. Its unofficial leaders.”  
 
    “Why?” asked Tessa. “Are they the oldest?” 
 
    “No. The least docile. The most dynamic of the twenty-two. Still sheep compared to us, but everything is relative. Historically, these four species contributed the most when it came to reaching the current technological wall, despite not having managed to penetrate it any further. Due to the Rho’s geographic proximity to us, they have the most personnel orbiting Saturn and are in charge of Earth operations.” 
 
    “So when can we expect this Nari to join us?” I asked. 
 
    “I hope this isn’t too much of a letdown, but he won’t be joining us in person. Only a few species can breathe our air, and for some it’s actively poisonous, so they tend to stay in their designated levels within the asteroid. But Federation holographic technology is flawless. The only reason you’ll know that Nari isn’t in the room with us is because you’ll know that Nari isn’t in the room with us.” 
 
    I nodded. I was disappointed, but it made sense. And I had already figured that the Galactics had perfect holographic technology. Otherwise, living their lives on a spherical level inside an asteroid, no matter how spacious, would be too much of a challenge. I imagined their tech could easily make the members of each species feel as if they were living on the surface of their home worlds, including providing the proper air and gravity levels required for each.  
 
    I asked Brad about this, and he quickly confirmed that I was right.  
 
    “I should also tell you that Nari has been listening in,” he added, “so you and he won’t have to cover the same ground twice.” 
 
    “How thoughtful,” I said sarcastically. “Not creepy or an invasion of privacy at all.” 
 
    Brad ignored me. “Finally, the Galactic Federation is very much a democracy,” he said. “They have no Machiavellian alpha-males or alpha-females who are pathologically driven to seize power and rule others. So their decision-making is as collaborative as you might expect. Nari is more the figurehead than anything, so they can speak to us with a single voice. So he’ll often use the pronoun I. But it’s important to remember that most decisions he makes come about after consultation and voting by a large council.” 
 
    Within minutes we were facing a perfect hologram of what appeared to be a man crossed with an octopus. His face was light purple in color, elongated, and fleshy—or maybe spongy would be the better word. It was laid out in the same basic pattern as a human face, but with a smaller nose that only sported a single opening, eyes positioned farther apart, not the absolute forward-facing eyes of all Earthly predators, and a mouth that contained a smooth, uninterrupted wall of purple teeth, not separated into individual units like ours.  
 
    The being’s torso and legs were covered in loose, comfortable fabric of some kind, a neon blend of bright colors, with the only appendages exposed being two arms, placed where human arms would be placed, and looking like they had evolved from an alien version of the octopus. While the tentacle-shaped arms themselves only had vestigial evidence of suction cups, the six smaller tentacles at the ends of both main trunks, the equivalent of hands, retained tiny suction cups at their tips. 
 
    The colonel had pulled out the chair beside him to enhance the illusion, and Nari’s holographic image appeared to be seated in perfect 3D glory next to him around the table.  
 
    “I can’t tell you how much I’ve been looking forward to meeting you both,” said Nari enthusiastically after the colonel had completed introductions. The voice simulation program spoke in perfect, unaccented English. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, beaming, wanting to pinch myself. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you too. For my entire life. You’re the first non-human I’ve ever met.”  
 
    “So I’ve gathered,” said the tentacled alien, his silky baritone synthetic voice conveying just a hint of amusement. 
 
    I was determined not to get sidetracked by technical discussions, but I couldn’t help myself. “Your translator device is impressive,” I said. “How is it able to modulate its tone to convey human emotions?” 
 
    “The AI running it has absorbed the contents of your entire internet,” replied the alien. “Along with all books that have ever been published electronically, in every language. It has also absorbed many millions of hours of videos that feature members of your species. So it’s able to translate between our two languages instantly. And it knows from the word choices and body language of both of our species when humor is intended, or sorrow, and so on, and can inject this into its tone of voice.  
 
    “It also modulates our respective body languages. My holographic image there with you, and yours here with me, are tied into the AI. When I flutter the tips of my tentacles here, the equivalent of a human nod, it will move my holographic head up and down there—which you’ll correctly read as a nod.” 
 
    The colonel had just taken another swig of water and lowered the bottle onto a coaster in front of him. “The AI also translates idioms back and forth,” he added. “So it always gets the meaning right. It knows when to provide a literal translation, and when not to. So speak as you normally would. If you say that you’re ‘under the weather,’ the AI knows to translate this as ‘not feeling well.’” 
 
    “Very nice,” I said happily, finding myself in a nearly perpetual state of fascination. I stared at our alien guest. “Meeting you is the greatest single event that Tessa and I have ever experienced. First contact. Proof that humanity isn’t alone.”  
 
    My eyes narrowed in thought. “But you’ve met countless other species,” I continued. “Including humans. So why were you so keen on meeting us. Relatively speaking, we’re nobodies. Or were you just being polite?”  
 
    “Not at all,” replied Nari. “And I don’t consider you nobodies. In fact, as Brad has told you, you’re extremely important.”  
 
    I groaned. “Yeah, he did at that. I don’t suppose anyone would like to tell us why?” 
 
    “Not just yet,” said Nari in amusement, his holographic features actually smiling, a somewhat grotesque approximation of the real human expression. “But I can tell you that I’m quite impressed with your imagination, Jason. Your speculative fiction is fun to read, even though you get most of it wrong.” 
 
    I coughed in disbelief. “You’ve read my books?” 
 
    “Several, yes. The AI has translated all of them into Rho, in fact. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I said. “That’s awesome.”  
 
    In fact, it may have been the coolest thing that had ever happened to me. And in this case, I didn’t mind the piracy. It’s not the kind of foreign-language deal I could ask my agent to negotiate anyway. What would I tell him? “I’m okay granting literary rights to the Rho in the Milky Way Galaxy—but be sure to retain rights in Andromeda.”  
 
    Just the thought of it brought a smile to my face.  
 
    “I’m so glad you don’t mind,” said Nari. “And I promise to tell you why you’re important soon. But first, I’d like to tell you what we’re doing here. Why we’ve forged a relationship with Brad and his team. And why the human race is so vitally important to the future of the Galactic Federation.” 
 
    Tessa and I glanced at each other and nodded. “By all means,” I replied. “Please go ahead.”    
 
    “You and Brad discussed two categories of galactic civilizations,” the alien began, waving his tentacled arms as he spoke. “Humanity is in the first bin, along with an overwhelming majority of all others. These civilizations are fireworks. They blaze fast and bright but die out quickly. They’re what you and Brad have called wolf species. A few others—we think—managed to rein in their violent tendencies long enough to tame the stars. These quickly went on to achieve transcendence.” 
 
    The alien paused. “The twenty-two members of the Galactic Federation, on the other hand, are an entirely different animal. Not self-destructive, but stagnant. Not driven enough to reach the next level, as the super-species may have done. And not expansionary. No unquenchable desire to explore and expand the frontier like you would have.” 
 
    The alien paused. “In fact, our member species have all been declining in population for millions of years, despite medical technologies that have led to extraordinarily long lifespans. All are extremely comfortable, but bored. Unmotivated would be an understatement.”  
 
    What he said made sense to me. On Earth, the populations of third world countries were skyrocketing. But in many of the more comfortable, affluent countries populations weren’t growing at all, or were even in decline. If that was happening to our own ultra-aggressive, ultra-expansionist species, I could see how impossible it would be to maintain population levels for a docile, lethargic species. 
 
    Nari issued a heavy sigh, which I knew was just the translator’s interpretation of whatever equivalent utterance he had actually made. “We realized about a hundred thousand years ago that while wolf species are inevitably destined for extinction, so are sheep species. It’s only a matter of time. It might take hundreds of thousands of years, or it might take millions. We’ve been in a state of cultural and technological stasis for eons already. We’re old, in decline, tired. And while we each have representatives in twenty-one other solar systems, these populations have also been gradually falling.  
 
    “In short, we’re drifting toward extinction from sheer boredom and loss of will to endure. Loss of interest in having offspring. Our extinction will be as gradual as was our technological development, but it will happen.”  
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Tessa solemnly. “It seems the universe is unforgiving on both ends of the spectrum.” 
 
    “It seems that way,” replied Nari. “Which brings me to the importance of humanity. The Galactic Federation has been on the lookout for an ultra-aggressive wolf species since our own eventual demise became clear. We identified a few in our neck of the galaxy over the past hundred thousand years, but we got to them too late. By the time we could reach them, they had already self-destructed.” 
 
    “Why the interest?” asked Tessa. “To gain insight into the nature of drive and ambition?” 
 
    “No,” replied Nari, shaking his fleshy, holographic head. “To save such a species from extinction.” 
 
    “A sheep wanting to save a wolf?” I said skeptically. “Doesn’t sound very wise.”  
 
    “It may not be,” agreed Nari. “But many believe it’s the only way to save ourselves. Because if we can save such a species—humanity, for example—you can help the Federation drive our collective science to the next level. Provide a shot of vitality. You can jolt us out of our malaise—and then blaze a path to transcendence for all of us to follow.”   
 
    Nari paused. “In short,” he finished, “we’re here to save humanity so you can take the reins. So you can provide the leadership that the twenty-two members of the Galactic Federation so desperately need.”  
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    I shook my head in disbelief. It seemed like some kind of cosmic joke. A galactic coalition, wielding technology we could only dream of, betting their futures that a violent but talented child could be coaxed to grow up and lead them out of the proverbial wilderness.   
 
    All wolf and sheep species were headed to eventual extinction, but the Galactics had found a cheat. They would save us from our extinction so we could save them from theirs. A sort of perfect intergalactic symbiosis. I couldn’t decide if it was elegant, or just ironic. 
 
     “So you found humanity,” I said. “The wolf species you think you need. Before we destroyed ourselves.”  
 
    “That’s right,” said Nari. “About fifteen thousand years ago.” 
 
    “Incredible,” whispered Tessa beside me. 
 
    “For most of this time,” continued Nari, “we sent automated UAVs and probes to watch the planet and observe your progress. This was our first chance to follow a wolf species as it progressed from a primitive culture to the point of developing WMDs.  
 
    “Even given everything we had surmised about wolf species, your dazzling speed of ascent took us by surprise. The progress you’ve made in the last fifteen thousand years has been truly breathtaking, with the most adept member of our Galactic Federation having taken fifty times as long to achieve the same.  
 
    “In any case, the probes watched, and sent us periodic reports. Reports heavily sanitized by AI filters.” 
 
    “Sanitized?” said Tessa. “What does that mean?”  
 
    “Your species is so . . . violent. Capable of atrocities we can barely comprehend. Gifted beyond our wildest hopes, but brutal. For sheep species like the members of the Federation, this was too much to take. We don’t have the stomach for it. So we got sanitized reports from the AI, which spared us from having to witness the endless cruelties you inflicted on each other. Even the written descriptions were heavily watered down.” 
 
    “And yet here you are now,” I pointed out. “As active observers.”  
 
    “Yes. We had no choice. You were moving so blindingly fast, we couldn’t risk once again arriving on the scene too late to intervene. So we arrived from the Rho home system in the ark Brad told you about almost five hundred years ago. And we’ve been here ever since.”  
 
    “What about your squeamishness?” I asked.  
 
    “We still filter what we see,” replied the alien. “And we had thousands of years to prepare.” 
 
    “Prepare how?” asked Tessa. 
 
    “First, everyone on this mission was selected because they’re the most aggressive and ambitious members of their kind. Still more timid, pacifistic, and squeamish than the most sheep-like member of your species, but considered to be wolves in ours.  
 
    “Then, genetic engineering techniques developed over millennia were used to bolster these tendencies further. Enough that we can consider human barbarities, and even view lessor acts of violence, without becoming permanently traumatized. Enough that we aren’t cowering, cringing doormats paralyzed into inaction by a threatening look.”  
 
    Yikes. The Galactics were even more docile than I had imagined. When even their most hostile representatives had to be genetically bolstered to withstand a watered-down version of humanity, that was really telling. 
 
    “So you’ve been here,” I said, “orbiting Saturn, for almost five hundred years.”  
 
    “Well, we’ve been here for that long,” said Nari. “I haven’t personally. We all sign on for staggered tours of duty of approximately one hundred twenty of your years. Since our medical technology has led to extremely long lifespans, this isn’t too long of a commitment. I’ve been in charge since just after the end of World War II.” 
 
    “Interesting timing,” I pointed out. “So did the horrors of that war, even heavily watered down, break your predecessor?”  
 
    “I’m afraid so,” replied Nari with a frown. “Badly. He was supposed to lead for another forty years.” 
 
    I understood completely. Talk about humanity at its worst. Even humans couldn’t stomach the endless atrocities of that time.  
 
    “Thankfully,” said the alien, “humanity has matured considerably since I’ve been here.”  
 
    “But we still have a long way to go, don’t we?” said Tessa. 
 
    “You do. Quite a long way. Still, you possess what none of our civilizations do—the drive, passion, and indomitable will to tame the universe. You won’t take no from the laws of physics. You’ll demand that the universe yield before you. You’re a species who will find a way to claw your way to transcendence, whatever it takes.” 
 
    I continued to be blown away by the epic paradox of it all. Timid species could survive their adolescences but didn’t have the drive to colonize, to blast through seemingly impenetrable scientific barriers. A soft, unambitious species, kind and caring and gentle—everything most of us wished humanity could be—could only go so far.  
 
    But Nari was right. Humanity was limitless. Our self-destructive qualities were the very ones we’d need to defeat the light-speed barrier, to challenge the universe on its own terms. We would manage to reach transcendence, make the universe kneel before us, through sheer tenacity and force of will.   
 
    “Incredible,” I said. “So being gentle and harmless is the disease. And we’re the cure.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Nari warily. “But a dangerous one. Not all of us are of like minds on this. The Rho think you could be our salvation. Others believe that you’ll just hasten our demise. That the cure will be worse than the disease.  
 
    “Take a thorn out of a lion’s paw and he may become your friend. Or he may make a light snack out of you. It’s impossible to tell. Humanity is like a hydrogen bomb on the cusp of detonation. If we can defuse you in time, and channel your explosive power into constructive pursuits, this enormous power can be harnessed to drive us all forward.”  
 
    “So that’s why you’ve had your ships track our fighter planes during World War II,” I said. “And muck around with missiles at nuclear silos in various countries. To be ready in case we need defusing.” 
 
    “Correct,” said Nari. 
 
    Many had conjectured that this behavior indicated the aliens were looking out for our welfare. But no one, to my knowledge, had ever guessed the aliens were doing this to ensure their own survival. That they were grooming a possible savior, hoping to defang it, steer it in a benevolent direction, and then hang on for dear life.  
 
    “Humanity dropped two nuclear bombs to end World War II,” I said. “Why didn’t you stop these from falling?” 
 
    Nari sighed. “Only America had the bomb at the time,” he replied. “So there could be no nuclear response. And it was clear that the bigger danger to your species was if the Axis Powers won the war. So we decided not to intervene, which guaranteed a quick victory for the Allied Powers. And while the math was utterly horrific, many times more lives would have been lost had the war raged on.” 
 
    I couldn’t fault this logic, as ghastly as such trade-offs were to contemplate. But this soul-crushing decision must have been the straw that broke the back of Nari’s predecessor—or his mind in any case. 
 
    Brad Schoenfeld had been silent for several minutes, but decided to chime in. “The Galactics kept to themselves for most of the five hundred years they’ve been here,” he said. “That changed twenty-six years ago, when Nari singled out my predecessor, the Marine colonel I mentioned earlier, Damian Spooner, for first contact.  
 
    “Nari sent an AI-controlled UAV to pick up the colonel and circle the entire globe—in just over thirty minutes. A demonstration that opened Colonel Spooner’s mind to new . . . possibilities. Then Nari had a long holographic conversation with the colonel, during which time he laid out everything we just told you.”   
 
    “Why choose someone in the US?” I asked.  
 
    “We were the most powerful and influential nation on the planet at the time,” said Brad. 
 
    I nodded. I’d like to think we still were, but I had to acknowledge that China may well have surpassed us.  
 
    “And why this Damian Spooner?” asked Tessa. 
 
    “Their AI carefully vetted all US military and intelligence personnel to find him,” replied the colonel. “They wanted epic competence, along with unimpeachable character. Someone they could count on to be ethical and wise—at least as ethical and wise as a human could be.” 
 
    Brad smiled. “And calm,” he added. “I reported to Colonel Spooner for several years before he retired, and let me tell you, calmness was his superpower.” 
 
    “Colonel Spooner was a great choice,” said Nari. “But you should know that we vetted Brad just as carefully, and he’s just as impressive.” 
 
    Tessa nodded at the alien. “So why did you decide to finally introduce yourselves?” she asked. “Why not just continue to be our guardian angels anonymously, as you did for hundreds of years?”  
 
    “Threats were growing,” replied Nari simply. “We decided that our efforts alone couldn’t guarantee your survival. In the early days, nuclear annihilation was the only near-term extinction-level threat. And during World War II, the global rise of fascism was a long-term threat. Had the Axis Powers won, even if you had never self-destructed, a planet controlled by the worst among you would surely destroy us before they would help us.  
 
    “But twenty-six years ago we decided we had to have boots on the ground. Human boots on the ground. The possible dangers were piling up quickly, and we didn’t have the ability, or the stomach, to police them all. They’ve only continued to grow since.”   
 
    He was right about that. Humanity was now facing any number of extinction-level events, including war, disease, nuclear weapons, poisonous gasses, asteroid strikes, pollution, lab-made black holes, and so on.  
 
    And dramatic improvements in genetic engineering over the past few decades had added bioweapons to the front of the list. It was getting to the point where a talented grade-schooler could engineer a virus in a basement capable of wiping humanity from the Earth. Given the many brilliant adults who suffered from mental illness, including delusions of grandeur and paranoia, it was a wonder such a plague hadn’t already been unleashed.   
 
    Or maybe it wasn’t a wonder. Maybe the aliens had something to do with our good fortune. 
 
    “So Colonel Spooner agreed to work with us,” continued Nari, “thinking it best to leave the military and start a PMC. With the top people in his organization being read in on his real mission.” 
 
    “Why a PMC?” I asked. 
 
    “A great cover when you think about it,” said Brad. “A military organization but not affiliated with any government, so it can draw personnel from across the globe. PMCs can deploy their people anywhere, at any time, and claim to be employed by a party who insists on absolute anonymity. And because we can trot out Nari and explain the stakes as part of our recruitment strategy, we can attract the very best. Men and women who retain huge pull with their governments and militaries, even after leaving.” 
 
    “Why wasn’t I read into the program?” said Tessa, looking somewhat hurt.  
 
    Brad winced. “A valid question,” he said. “Only about a third of SAPS personnel are. Most of the people I deploy have no idea of the bigger picture. Including the one who betrayed us to the Chinese,” he added bitterly. 
 
    “That still isn’t an answer,” said Tessa. 
 
    “I know,” said the colonel. “The truth is that no one is more qualified than you are. And you came through Nari’s vetting with flying colors. We were also aware that you and Jason were keenly interested in the subject of aliens. If you bear with us a little longer, I’ll tell you why we waited until now.”  
 
    Tessa didn’t look happy, but didn’t object. 
 
    “If Colonel Spooner started this PMC,” I asked, “why is it called Schoenfeld-Allen Protection Services?”   
 
    “Damian initially named it Military Services International,” replied Nari. “But when he retired he decided he no longer liked the word military in the title—too explicit—and urged his hand-picked successors, Brad Schoenfeld and Cynthia Allen, to name it after themselves.” 
 
    “I see,” I responded. “Is Cynthia Allen still involved?”  
 
    Brad shook his head. “She retired just a few years ago,” he said. “But just to back up again, once Damian Spooner was on board, and had recruited others, Nari gave him access to a computer and an associated AI thousands of times more advanced than anything we have.” 
 
    “Would you consider it an artificial superintelligence?” I asked warily. 
 
    The colonel shook his head. “No. Useful and powerful beyond measure, but the Galactics won’t allow an AI to achieve consciousness.”  
 
    “Very wise of them,” I said.  
 
    “Actually,” said Nari, “the dangers of unregulated computer intelligence is one of the things you get right in your novels.”   
 
    I smiled. It was good to know that I got something right. I gestured to the colonel. “Sorry,” I said. “Please go on.”  
 
    “Their AI has a very sophisticated predictive function,” said Brad. “A super-refined intuition that is uncannily accurate. Damian helped the aliens load it with all data available on the planet, classified and non-classified both. And the amount of data it has stuffed into itself since is truly hard to fathom. The AI draws on all of this to make predictions, detect possible threats, and make recommendations.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “Including stock market recommendations, which are nearly always right. Since Colonel Spooner’s time, we’ve made use of the AI’s stock picks to raise billions in off-the-books funding, ensuring we have more than enough money to fund all of our operations. We could have used the AI to implant money in bank computers, but this was a fun way to test the accuracy of its predictions.”  
 
    “But there’s a catch, isn’t there?” I said. “The AI can’t ever tell you how it reached its conclusions.”  
 
    “That’s right,” said Nari. “Very good. It thinks at the speed of light, and takes into account a nearly infinite number of connections among various data points, assigning complex probabilities to each. If it could explain everything that led to its conclusions, it would take hundreds of years. Just like one of your computers can do calculations in millionths of a second that would take you an eternity to do yourself.” 
 
    I had good reason to guess this would be the case. In 2017, a program called AlphaZero, using something called reinforcement learning, taught itself to play chess with superhuman skill—in less than a day. Programmers simply input the rules and told it to try to win, without providing any strategy or tactics.  
 
    After playing many millions of games—in only four hours!—it destroyed the world’s best chess players, computer and human alike, using a style of play that had never been seen before in the history of the game.  
 
    This performance was as alarming as it was stunning, because the programmers had no idea how AlphaZero was choosing its moves. It had grown far beyond its creators’ ability to fathom. 
 
    “While it would be nice to know how this AI arrives at its conclusions,” said Tessa, “it’s the results that matter. So what’s its track record when it comes to detecting major threats?”  
 
    “Extremely good,” said the colonel. “It’s alerted us to fourteen bioweapon attacks that could have wiped out humanity, and three nuclear attacks. It’s also given us enough heads-up and intel to break up countless terrorist plots, and find a way to defuse multiple regime-change attempts.” 
 
    Brad paused. “It’s a global effort. If our AI concludes that stopping a plot against Germany, or India, or somewhere else is more important than stopping a plot against America, we do that. Although we try to stop them all. We intervene ourselves in some cases. In others, we feed the intel to various protective agencies, our own and in other countries, in such a way that the intel appears to be homegrown.” 
 
    “That’s all admirable,” said Tessa. “But most of these aren’t extinction-level events.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” replied the colonel. “We’re balanced on a razor’s edge. Single events can spiral out of control, create a domino effect that can lead to World War III. So we don’t take chances.  
 
    “Consider the one glaring blemish on our record, the Covid 19 outbreak, which we and the AI missed entirely. You could argue that this wasn’t nearly an extinction-level event, so it wasn’t in the Federation’s purview to stop.  
 
    “But look at how devastating it was to the world economy and world psyche, even beyond the death and suffering it caused. We were lucky. Given its origins, the AI calculated a three percent chance that it would lead to WWIII all by itself.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said slowly, another major understatement.  
 
    I turned to Nari. “But getting back to the big picture,” I continued, “without your intervention, the odds we’d unleash some kind of WMD on ourselves were basically a hundred percent, right? So what are the odds now, given that we do have your help?”   
 
    “Still fairly high,” admitted the alien. “About eighteen percent.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Mainly due to social media,” replied Brad. “It’s the most divisive technology the world has ever seen. It’s polarizing and promotes our worst tendencies. Mistrust, tribalism, zealotry. And it fosters and aids in the mobilization of those intent on violence. We’ve been working on ways to eliminate social media for years, but short of killing the internet—which would cripple the world—we haven’t come up with any solutions. So we just have to continue battling the violence it inspires.” 
 
    “Believe me, I get it,” I said with a frown. “Social media isn’t just polarizing, it’s designed and tested to be addictive. It riles us all up on purpose to keep us glued to our screens. Still, with the advanced technology the Federation can provide, it’s hard to believe the odds of disaster are so high.” 
 
    “They can provide such technology,” said the colonel unhappily, “but they don’t. Even to us, their hand-picked allies. They have a strict edict about not putting these technologies into human hands. We’re destructive enough as it is. The AI we’ve been speaking about, which is hidden in a subterranean level of our San Diego headquarters, is about the only exception they’ve made.” 
 
    “What about the attempts to reverse engineer UAVs?” I asked. 
 
    “We know all about them,” said Nari. “There are only two such programs, one in America and one in China.” 
 
    “Right,” added Brad. “Only two UAVs have crashed over the last fifteen millennia. The US and China have each managed to obtain one of them, wrestling them away from their previous owners with a combination of money and force.  
 
    “When they were originally found, humanity didn’t have nearly the scientific wherewithal to make heads or tails of them. But that’s no longer the case. Still, according to Nari, neither side is as close as they think. And we’ll make sure they never get there.”  
 
    There was a long silence in the room. “Okay,” I said finally. “This has been eye-opening. And the list of questions I still have could fill a book. I’m sure Tessa feels the same. But can you finally tell us why you think we’re so important?”  
 
    The colonel winced. “Yes and no,” he replied cryptically. 
 
    “Crap!” I said, a pained expression coming over my face. “I made a wild guess a few minutes ago, and your answer makes me think I was right.”  
 
    “What was your guess?”  
 
    “That you have absolutely no fricking idea why we’re so important.” 
 
    “Good guess,” said Brad Schoenfeld miserably. 
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    I was even more disappointed than I thought I’d be. I had wanted real answers, and now all I’d be getting was another mystery.  
 
    “Your AI told you we were important, didn’t it?” I said in disgust. “But it couldn’t explain why.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s right,” said Brad. “The Galactic Federation’s AI is even more advanced than the one they gave us, and it said the same thing.” 
 
    I turned to Nari. “Did it at least give you a hint?” I asked.  
 
    The alien shook his head. “I wish it had. All I can tell you is that a few months before you visited SAPS, our AI strongly recommended that Brad recruit Tessa, and not tell her the true nature of his organization. Strongly recommended.” 
 
    “What?” she whispered in shock.     
 
    “What can I say?” replied the colonel. “The AI has a great track record, and you’re exceptionally qualified, so we made it happen.” 
 
    “I thought Tessa sought you out,” I said in confusion. 
 
    “So did she,” replied Brad. “But we arranged it all. We had a high-ranking friend of ours in the DIA tell Tessa’s commanding officer, General Sarah Gregory, that he suspected Schoenfeld-Allen Protection Services was working against the interests of the United States. He asked General Gregory to place an operative in our ranks, and suggested Major Barrett would be ideal.” 
 
    Tessa stared at the colonel in horror. “So all this time I’ve thought I was a double agent working for Sarah Gregory, not only were you aware of my status, you actually orchestrated the entire thing.” 
 
    “Sorry, Major. But the AI recommended not telling you about our alien friends. So if we hadn’t pulled the strings we did, how else could we have gotten you to join us? Given your character, we were convinced that you’d never sell out, no matter what we offered.”  
 
    I suspected Tessa wanted to be furious about having been manipulated, but the alien-inspired circumstances seemed to give her pause.  
 
    I remained silent myself, reeling somewhat from this new information. I was drowning in revelations of an alien nature already. The last thing I needed were more revelations about Tessa. She had joined SAPS as a double agent?   
 
    What else hadn’t she told me about? I was hurt, even though my rational mind told me I was being ridiculous. Just because she hadn’t confided in me that she was secretly working for the US military—or at least believed she was—didn’t mean she didn’t love me. Or trust me. Keeping this kind of secret from even a spouse was simply a requirement of the job.  
 
    Still, more and more, while she may have been the love of my life, I was beginning to worry that I didn’t really know her at all.  
 
     “Then,” continued the colonel, staring into my eyes, “when you asked for a tour of our company, both AIs strongly recommended that I introduce you to Tessa. And do everything in my power to maximize the time you spent together.” 
 
    Tessa and I traded horrified glances.  
 
    “So your AI is like some kind of matchmaker?” I said angrily. “Is that it? Did it know we met for dinner several times after my visit?” 
 
    “It never said anything about any dinner meetings,” replied the colonel, “but of course it knew. It has access to the entire internet, and can break through security like it isn’t even there, hacking any Amazon or Facebook account, and absorbing all emails, texts, and phone conversations around the world every day. It basically knows everything. Why do you think its predictions are so accurate?”  
 
    “Did it manipulate us into falling in love?” I demanded.  
 
    Brad blinked in confusion. “What?” he said with a stunned expression. “You two are in love? Wow. Congratulations. The AI said nothing about that.”   
 
    After Chen, I had begun to assume that one simply had to look at us to guess our feelings for each other, but apparently not.  
 
    “So what did the AI say?” I pressed. 
 
    Brad sighed. “It predicted you’d eventually hire Tessa to help you investigate UAVs. And that many months later, you’d go on the Mark Russell Podcast and attempt to use yourself as bait.” 
 
    My eyes widened. Incredible. Its accuracy was astonishing. 
 
    How could the AI possibly guess I’d go on Russell’s program before I had even thought of it? It was uncanny. More than uncanny, scary. 
 
    I felt so manipulated. So violated.  
 
    The damn thing probably had guessed I’d fall in love with Tessa. It just hadn’t felt the need to share this information with Brad Schoenfeld.  
 
    I wouldn’t be surprised to learn it had wanted SAPS to hire her for this very reason.  
 
    “Did it recommend you let me do the podcast?” I asked. 
 
    The colonel nodded. 
 
    “And you don’t have any idea why it made any of these recommendations?” 
 
    “None. All we know is that its predictive algorithms concluded that there’s a greater than seventy percent chance that you—Jason Ramsey—will play an important role in the ultimate success or failure of the Galactic Federation’s mission. A pivotal role.” 
 
    I suddenly couldn’t breathe. Just when I finally thought it couldn’t get any stranger. But this was worse than getting strange. Worse than shocking. I was pivotal? What the hell did that mean? What could I possibly have to do with any of this?  
 
    It was all insane. I felt like Thomas Anderson, mild-mannered programmer at a faceless corporation, suddenly learning he was Neo—the one. But I didn’t want to be Neo. I had just wanted to learn the truth about alien visitations. I didn’t want to be a central figure in the whole thing. 
 
    The AI must have gotten it wrong. It was only seventy percent certain, after all, and not infallible. All I knew was a little quantum physics and how to tell a story. There was no way I could be destined to play a meaningful role.  
 
    “There has to be some mistake,” I protested to the alien. “Your mission is nothing less than saving twenty-three intelligent races from extinction. So if I’m pivotal to the success or failure of this mission, that would imply that my actions can either save or destroy trillions of sentient beings. Is that really what you’re telling me?” 
 
    “Well,” said Nari calmly, “the actual number across all twenty-three species is now down to just over a hundred billion. But that’s what our AI is predicting, yes. Not that it hasn’t been wrong before.” 
 
    “Well it’s wrong now!” I insisted. 
 
    “Maybe so,” said the alien. “But in this case its . . . intuition . . . does seem particularly strong. Which is why we sent a craft to dislodge you from the Gulfstream jet. You must know we wouldn’t do that for just anyone.” 
 
    I looked around the room wildly, and noted that Tessa appeared to be almost as shaken up as I was. For maybe ten seconds no one spoke, and for one of the few times in my life, I was having trouble finding the words to express how I was feeling. 
 
    “This is absurd,” I said, almost hysterically. “I’m an ex-physics grad student and ex-writer. I have no other skills. I have no special abilities, and I’m not heroic in any way. I’m reasonably bright, but there are millions brighter. I have no combat training or experience. I can’t defend myself from a mosquito attack.” 
 
    “Not true,” said Tessa. “You were amazing back at the warehouse. You made China’s most elite commandos look ordinary.”  
 
    “Just dumb luck,” I said. “Fueled by love, adrenaline, and panic.”  
 
    Nari sighed loudly. “Not so lucky as you might think,” he said.  
 
    “What does that mean?” I demanded. 
 
    The holographic Nari winced, conveying this expression with remarkable accuracy. “Given your importance,” said the alien, “we, ah . . . took the liberty of infusing both you and Tessa with nanite technology. To enhance your performance levels. I know that you’ve written about super-soldiers, Jason. Well, the truth is, we kind of turned you into one.” 
 
    “What?” I whispered stupidly.    
 
    Nari nodded. “The strength and speed you displayed when attacking the Chinese soldiers,” he said, “was far too great to be explained by adrenaline or panic alone. Still, to give you your due, you did use your own fighting techniques. Your blows were just delivered a lot quicker and more effectively than they would have been otherwise.” 
 
    I stared at Brad Schoenfeld. “And you knew about this?” 
 
    His guilty expression said it all. “Yes. The aliens don’t like to visit in person. So they had a UAV deliver the nanites to me. I gassed you and the major in your sleep almost five months ago and administered the infusions myself. You didn’t feel any discomfort afterward, or find any puncture marks, because the nanites themselves healed you up.” 
 
    “I thought the Galactics didn’t share their advanced technology with us,” I said. 
 
    “They don’t,” replied Brad. “Usually. But their AI strongly recommended making an exception in this case.”  
 
    He blew out a long breath. “So here we are,” he finished. 
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    I closed my eyes for several long seconds as a wave of dizziness passed over me. It was all so incredible. And equally hard to believe.  
 
    I stared intently at Nari. “So these nanites are swimming around in my bloodstream right now?” I said. “And in Tessa’s?” 
 
    The alien nodded. “They are.” 
 
    “Great!” I said sarcastically. “I’m so glad we had a choice in the matter. So what do they do?”  
 
    “Do you want the entire list?” said Nari. 
 
    “Yes!” I screeched emphatically. 
 
    “Well,” began the alien, “they improve your immune system. Strengthen your skeletal system. Increase muscle density. Retard aging. Improve the oxygen-carrying capacity of your blood. Enhance strength, speed, and endurance. Allow for dramatic gains in vision and hearing. Improve balance and fluidity of movement. Heal wounds at speeds you would find astonishing. Enhance neuronal firing and mental capacity. And provide a database much larger than your entire World Wide Web for you to draw on at will.”  
 
    The alien smiled. “You know,” he added, actually attempting to channel a human sense of humor, “the usual.” 
 
    “Does that mean that Tessa wasn’t really near death back at the warehouse?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Nari. “It takes quite a lot to kill one of you now.” 
 
    “Wait a minute!” I said after a few additional moments of thought. “This is absurd!  If we were enhanced all these months, how is that we didn’t know it? Wouldn’t it be obvious from the start? I don’t hear any better, or think any faster, even now. My heart doesn’t beat like a metronome, and I can’t lift heavy objects with ease. Don’t you think I would have noticed?” 
 
    “We knew that you’d notice,” said Nari. “Which is why you didn’t. Our AI recommended enhancing you both, but not telling you about us until long afterward. So the nanites were programmed not to give themselves away. There are many billions of them in each of you, and they have a collective storage and computer-processing capacity beyond the best supercomputers on Earth.    
 
    “It turns out that they actively respond to your mental commands. So now that you know they’re there, you can consciously decide to hear better, or to be stronger. But absent your mental orders, they’ve been programmed to only reveal their presence in emergencies.” 
 
    “In emergencies,” I repeated. 
 
    “Right,” said Brad. “So if you suffered a minor laceration last month, they knew not to seal it up and give themselves away. But when you were shot, on the other hand, they made sure to do their thing.”  
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “Or when you risked your life by going up against trained Chinese commandos, they knew to give you a considerable boost of speed and strength.” 
 
    I had to admit that made a lot of sense. And it was odd that I didn’t feel any pain from a gunshot wound I had received only handfuls of hours earlier. I hadn’t really thought about it because I was so absorbed in what the colonel and Nari were saying, but the pain should still be considerable.  
 
    “Why don’t you and Tessa remove your bandages and wash up,” said Nari, as if reading my mind. “By now, I think you’ll find that you’re both good as new. No sign of any gunshots. No problem moving the way you always have.”  
 
    The alien smiled. “Or moving a lot better than you always have, if you want to.” 
 
    Tessa was quickly unwrapping one of the blood-tinged white bandages on her upper right arm as Nari spoke. Once the wound was exposed, she grabbed a handful of napkins from the stack on the table, and doused them with several ounces of water. She then gently cleaned dried blood away to reveal nothing but flawless skin, matching the rest of her unbandaged body.  
 
    It was the ultimate magic act. A bullet had ripped a hole straight through her bicep, and now there wasn’t even the hint of a scar to commemorate the event.  
 
    I didn’t go to the trouble of removing the bandage around my left thigh, since I had no doubt that I’d also find it fully healed. Instead, I rose from my chair and walked around the room, feeling no discomfort whatsoever.  
 
    Emboldened, I began doing jumping jacks. No pain at all.  
 
    Finally, I set my sights on touching the ten-foot ceiling, almost four and half feet above my head. I overshot so badly that I had to retard my ascent with my forearm so my head wouldn’t slam into the ceiling. It was as if I had launched myself from a trampoline.  
 
    I wanted to still be angry, outraged, that they had infused alien machines into my bloodstream without my permission, but the results were so profound, I was finding it hard to be anything but giddy.  
 
    I returned to my chair with an awestruck expression. “Okay then,” I said to the colonel and the alien across from me. “It appears that Major Barrett and I have become quite the, ah . . . power couple.” 
 
    I glanced at Tessa, but instead of a smile, her eyes were burning. “You should have told me about this, Brad. If I’d have known what I could do, we would have won the day at the warehouse.” 
 
    “If you weren’t so damned good to begin with,” he replied, “the nanites would have realized they needed to give you more of a boost, even without your conscious activation.” 
 
    “Really? That’s your answer.” 
 
    “They did heal you and save your life,” pointed out Brad. “And it’s not my fault the AI wanted you kept in the dark.” 
 
    It occurred to me that the nanites had helped Tessa more than she realized. After all, she had told me she had never felt more on top of her game. She probably would have prevailed over scores of elite commandos, and even more drones, if not for bad luck. And we had both regained consciousness in record time, which had to be due to nanite assistance.  
 
    Nari gestured to me and Tessa with his tentacles. “The neural boost the nanites can provide will take some time for you to master,” he said, steering the conversation to less contentious territory. “Assuming either of you decide to make use of it.” 
 
    “Can you elaborate?” I asked the holographic alien. 
 
    “The nanites can improve your speed of thought, and also bolster your brain’s memory storage capabilities. If you decide to activate the mental functions, the nanites will actively map your brain for about fifteen minutes to optimize their performance. Once this has been completed, you’ll have perfect recall of everything you experience, including retroactively back to the time they were first injected.  
 
    “Additionally,” continued the alien, “you’ll be able to access an enormous database—think the entire internet and then some—and pull in any information from it as if you’re accessing your own memory. No commands needed. The knowledge will just be there, seamlessly.”  
 
    Tessa eyed the purple-faced extraterrestrial. “You said this all happens if we decide to activate the mental functions. Why wouldn’t we?”  
 
    “Our research suggests that some humans won’t like the idea of messing with their own brains.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that. I was one of those people myself. “Will these neural functions affect our personalities?” I asked.  
 
    “They shouldn’t,” replied the alien.  
 
    I swallowed hard. “They shouldn’t?” I repeated in dismay. “Way to be decisive.” 
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    “I think we should stop here for now,” said the colonel. “I have some duties I need to attend to, and I suspect Nari does also. And we’ve just hit you with enough revelations to choke an elephant.”  
 
    “This is true,” said Nari. “More than most humans will have to deal with in several lifetimes.”  
 
    He was right about that. The jaw-dropping surprises had come fast and furious, each more epic than the last. It was a lot to digest, and I was eager to discuss things with Tessa.  
 
    “So what now?” I asked. 
 
    “I’d advise you to shower and have a few good meals,” said Nari. “And once you’ve had the chance to get a full night of sleep, and absorb everything you’ve heard, I’d like to speak to you both privately.” 
 
    The colonel’s eyes narrowed. “What about?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Brad, but I’d rather not say at the moment. I hope you understand.” 
 
    The colonel frowned, but nodded his assent.  
 
    “And after we’ve had our conversation?” said Tessa. “What then? Do you monitor us around the clock? Have an army protecting us? And if we’re so instrumental to the future, what’s our role? To join your efforts to stop WMD?” 
 
    “First of all, I can assure you that you’ll have full privacy. We won’t monitor your location or your actions. You can do or say whatever you like. You’re free to join Brad’s efforts—or not. We won’t constrain you in any way.” 
 
    “Your AI is telling you to leave us alone, isn’t it?” I guessed. “Not to observe us or to interfere.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” said Nari. “But this is how we would have proceeded regardless. Because we don’t know why you’re important. What role you may be destined to play. So we can’t lock you away in a guarded basement, or treat you like fragile glass flowers. We have to accept a certain amount of risk. Which means letting you go about your business. Letting you have the free will to make any decision you like, without being on a leash. Or in a fishbowl.”  
 
    “You really expect us to believe that you won’t still be secretly following our every move?” said Tessa. “Using sat-cams or whatever tech the Galactics can bring to bear.”  
 
    “Believe me,” replied the colonel, “I’m not happy about it. Not tracking you goes against my every instinct. But I promised Nari I wouldn’t, even though he’s just as tempted as I am.” 
 
    I studied Brad carefully as he spoke, and I believed he was telling the truth. 
 
    “So are we supposed to pretend we weren’t just rescued by a UAV?” said Tessa. “That we don’t know about the Galactic Federation?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” replied Nari. “I wish I could say. All I can tell you is that I’d like to have one more conversation with you tomorrow. After that, your life is your own. Which isn’t to say we won’t be there if you need us. Brad will give you his direct line. Call him and he’ll mobilize an army if you need one. Or mobilize us.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t we call you directly?” asked Tessa.   
 
    “You can’t,” said the colonel with a smile. “Unless you have a cell phone that can reach Saturn.”    
 
    “Right,” said Tessa sheepishly. “Of course.” 
 
    “Nari has given us access to complicated quantum communications equipment, but not much of it, and it’s the bulkiest of all their technologies. We’ve taken to loading this and holographic tech inside refurbished trailers, eighteen-wheelers, in key areas of the world. This way we have comm centers that are not only mobile, but provide private, self-contained rooms that aren’t part of any building.” 
 
    “Very creative,” I said. I turned to the alien. “At some point we’ll want to return to the States. When we do, can one of your vehicles take us?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Nari. “We’ll even let you ride on the inside this time,” he added with a simulated alien smile. This was his second attempt at humor, and I appreciated the effort. “And if you want to leave this island before we’ve spoken again,” he continued, “just let Brad know, and we’ll send a ship.” 
 
    “Now we’re talking,” I said with a grin. “Sure beats the hell out of calling for an Uber.”  
 
    I turned to Tessa. “I have an idea. Why don’t we shower and freshen up. Change clothes. And then have a UAV take us to a secluded tourist destination in mainland Australia. We can stay at a hotel and relax a bit. Sightsee. And then arrange to be returned here in twenty-four hours for our call with Nari.”  
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “What do you say?” 
 
    “You do realize we’re in paradise right where we are, right?” 
 
    I laughed. “I know. But I’ve never been to Australia. And I’d love to travel inside a UFO—as soon as possible.” 
 
    This was part of it. But another part of it was that I wanted some distance. From everyone, alien and human alike. I wanted for us to be alone, un-listened to and unobserved—at least if Nari was to be believed. I wanted to digest all that had happened, and discuss it with Tessa. Think. Regroup. And decide on next steps. 
 
    I shifted my gaze to the extraterrestrial in the room. “Since Australia is only seconds away for one of your craft, any chance we could take a brief detour on the way?” 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” asked Nari. 
 
    “Could we fly into orbit and get a view of the Earth from space?” 
 
    The alien smiled. “Why not?” he said. 
 
    Tessa broke into a broad grin. “In that case,” she said excitedly, “I’m definitely in.” 
 
    “Outstanding!” I said. “Nari, can you have a UAV waiting for us in ninety minutes? This should give us plenty of time to ready ourselves.”  
 
    “Ninety minutes it is,” said the alien.  
 
    While I hadn’t officially slept in a long while, I had been knocked out cold for several hours, and felt quite alert. Still, this would likely catch up to me, so I decided to see if I could do something about it. I hadn’t needed to consciously order my nanites to help me jump to the ceiling. I had simply been aware of their existence, and my interest in having them help me must have been obvious to them. I decided to try something more direct this time.  
 
    “Nanites,” I thought, “can you decrease my need for sleep?”  
 
    “Need for sleep has been temporarily diminished,” replied a voice immediately, causing my jaw to drop. I had the sense that no vibrations had touched my inner ear, that these words were the result of direct stimulation of the auditory cortex of my brain.  
 
    A giddy grin erupted across my face. I could get used to this. 
 
    I was stressed out about my possible role in the future of galactic civilization—who wouldn’t be?—but for the moment, I couldn’t be more content. I had been shot, taken prisoner, and had been inside a plane that had been torn to shrapnel around me. I had then begun to freeze and suffocate while plummeting to what I was sure was certain death.  
 
    And now? Now I had spoken with an actual alien and learned about the history of galactic civilization, as well as the vital role humanity was destined to play. 
 
    What’s more, Tessa and I were alive, healed, and enhanced. 
 
    All things considered, things were definitely looking up. 
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    Less than an hour later, Tessa and I were standing on a white-sand beach facing endless ocean. We were freshly showered and had changed clothing, and I felt better than ever. We had directed our nanites to enhance our vital signs and oxygenation levels, and they were working like a dream. Every cell in my body seemed to be luxuriating in a greater-than-usual oxygen environment, and I couldn’t even guess at what other tweaks the nanites were making to my physical wellbeing.  
 
    Whatever they were doing, I felt incredible. 
 
    It was just after noon, and we still had about a half hour before our ride was scheduled to arrive. The colonel had asked to have a short conversation with us before we left, and he was due to join us momentarily. 
 
     After some thought and research, we had decided on a mini-vacation destination. We figured that after about a ninety-minute joyride in a UFO, we’d arrive close to two pm. Given that we’d be leaving before lunch the next day, our tourism options were limited. Especially since we mostly wanted privacy and time to think. So touring vast national parks, the Great Barrier Reef, the Sydney Opera House, and so on, was off the agenda. 
 
    We needed somewhere we could relax and sit on our rear-ends, yet still feel we were getting a quality Aussie experience. 
 
    The answer was simple. Wild kangaroos.  
 
    Nothing said Australia to me more than these fascinating animals, and I had only seen them in zoos. To see a herd of these in the wild—or whatever a group of them were called—would be a perfect way to spend a few hours in Australia, and if I could catch one of these unique, two-hundred-pound creatures hopping at thirty miles per hour while making thirty-foot leaps, so much the better. 
 
    The colonel had asked the alien AI for assistance, and it had quickly recommended the perfect place, Murramarang National Park, over forty square miles of tropical forest and beach that ran along the south coast of New South Wales, just over a hundred miles from Sydney.  
 
    The Park was apparently thick with wild kangaroo, which hung out by the dozens near and on the beach, eating washed-up seaweed. Dolphins could often be seen frolicking just off these same beaches, with parrots and other exotic birds overhead.  
 
    Choose the right room and you could sit outside and see it all: tropical forest, beach, kangaroos, dolphins, and exotic birds. Given our time constraints, it couldn’t have been more perfect. 
 
    The colonel had asked the alien AI to book us at what it considered an ideal spot, the Roo View Lodge, which consisted of a line of twenty large tourist cabins with forest behind them and beach in front. Since the AI could hack any computer and create funds and fake electronic passports from thin air, the reservation was made in the blink of an eye. 
 
    So now we were all set for a UFO joyride, followed by the Roo View experience. Not a sequence of events I ever would have predicted if given an eternity of guesses.   
 
    Brad Schoenfeld finally arrived on the beach and marched over to us, carrying a large black rucksack, which he handed to Tessa. “I packed this with every last weapon, gadget, tool, and medical supply you typically take on missions, Major.” 
 
    Tessa raised her eyebrows. “You know me too well, Colonel.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate it if you’d arm yourself once the UAV drops you off.”  
 
    “You know that kangaroos are herbivores, right?” I said impishly. 
 
    “That’s very funny,” said the colonel, not amused. “Given your importance, it’s all I can do not to station an army around you.” 
 
    I grinned. “Well, you pretty much have,” I said. “If there was ever an army of one, Tessa Barrett is it.”   
 
    Tessa rolled her eyes at me and then turned to the colonel. “Thanks, Brad,” she said. “I’ll make sure I’m armed. But what’s up? What do you want to talk to us about? Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Everything is fine,” he replied. “It’s just that now that you’ve had the chance to meet Nari and learn what’s going on, I wanted to share some additional . . . thoughts. Especially since you’ll be meeting with him privately, and I have no idea what he plans to say.”  
 
    “Are you concerned about that?” I asked. 
 
    “Not really. But I hope you’ll consider sharing what he tells you. I know its heady stuff to learn that you might be some kind of galactic second coming, but I trust you’ll remember that your loyalties lie with humanity.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “Are you implying that you don’t trust Nari and his Federation?” 
 
    “No. I’m not implying that at all. As I said, I believe everything he told you is true, and that his intentions are pure. He’s been a valuable and steadfast ally.”   
 
    “Then what’s the concern?” asked Tessa. 
 
    The colonel sighed. “I just think there’s more to the story. More than we’re being told. And that makes me uncomfortable. These aliens and their AI have saved us many times. There’s no doubt about that. But they can also destroy humanity whenever they want. On a whim. We’d be helpless against their technology.” 
 
    “Their psychological constitutions wouldn’t allow it,” said Tessa. 
 
    “Maybe so,” replied Brad. “Or maybe one of their members with enough backbone could bring themselves to issue an automated command, and not watch the results. They did find a way to let Hiroshima and Nagasaki happen, after all. Their resolve would be even greater if they were convinced their fate depended on it. And remember, along with the Rho, there are three other Federation species less sheep-like than the rest.” 
 
    “I thought their fate depended on us?” I said. 
 
    “It probably does. But remember, they aren’t in complete agreement on that topic. Nari mentioned that there are members who believe humanity is more of a potential threat than a potential savior.” 
 
    He was right. A great example of why I needed time to digest what I’d been told and consider all implications. Nari had mentioned this so casually it had failed to properly register with me, but I could see why it would give the colonel pause.   
 
    “So you think there’s trouble in Federation paradise?” said Tessa. 
 
    “I don’t. Not really. Everything we know, every experience we’ve had with the Galactics, suggests that they’ve been nothing but saints. Still, I’ve secretly assigned a team to find a strategy we could use to defeat them. It would be foolish to do anything else. If Superman were real, humanity would be forced to keep a secret stash of kryptonite on hand, even while he was saving the day.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “Superman is amazing, right? A stalwart friend of humanity with a heart of gold. But he’s too damn powerful. So just on the one-in-a-million chance he might somehow turn against us, we’d want to be ready. It’s the only prudent thing to do.”  
 
    There was a brief silence, punctuated only by the calls of various island birds and the gentle crash of waves on the beach.  
 
    “Or do you disagree?” said the colonel. 
 
    “I can’t say I do,” replied Tessa. 
 
    “Me either,” I said.  
 
    It occurred to me that there was a better cautionary tale than Superman. God himself. He had created humanity, after all, and had been a very close ally of our species. Until the whole flood thing, when he had wiped us out. If even God could experience that kind of change of heart, I supposed the aliens could too. 
 
    “You said you thought the Galactics might not be giving you the entire story,” said Tessa. “In what way?” 
 
    “First, with respect to the rash of UAV sightings we’ve had over the past several decades. They’ve told us they’ve been showing themselves more and more to gradually acclimate humanity to the idea that we aren’t alone. Pull the Band-Aid off slowly rather than quickly. So when they do formally reveal themselves, it doesn’t throw our entire civilization into a tailspin. So our collective reaction is more, ‘it’s about time,’ than, ‘holy hell, let’s all jump off of buildings.’” 
 
    Tessa considered. “But you find this answer fishy, is that what you’re saying? That you don’t believe their coming out party would cause this kind of cataclysmic reaction on our part.”  
 
    “Actually, they could well be right. I believe their gradual reveal strategy is probably wise. I’ve given it a lot of thought, and I’ve seen a lot of research on the subject.” 
 
    I had too, and it was anything but simple. How would the aliens revealing themselves impact various religions? What would happen when we learned we weren’t as special as we thought? What about totalitarian regimes? Would their populations rebel against them when they learned that all twenty-two galactic civilizations were democratic, and dedicated to universal freedoms? 
 
    How angry would humanity get when the aliens refused to share their tech with us? Refused to lift us up, or cure disease?  
 
    And if they did share their tech, or just general knowledge, what effect would that have? Would it obsolete our every scientist and technology? The aliens could tap free and unlimited energy. Conquer gravity. Their computers put ours to shame. So ninety percent of the world economy would be in a shambles. Our cars, our roads, our electrical grids, our solar and fossil-fuel energy, our electronics, and every job and industry devoted to these pursuits would all be rendered worthless.  
 
    What about scientists who had spent their entire lives working on problems the aliens had long since solved? A space race was raging among tech billionaires, and many of us were thrilled to watch rockets landing gently on Earth, or taking off for Mars.  
 
    But if the aliens revealed themselves and their technology, these efforts, and the trillions spent on efforts like them, would become little more than quaint jokes.   
 
    And what would motivate people to go back to work, listen to an idiotic or hated boss, or continue to be a tiny cog in a global wheel, when their eyes had been opened to a new reality taking place on a galactic scale? Would workers and scientists quit in droves, all coming to believe that nothing they could possibly accomplish really mattered anymore? 
 
    Brad sighed. “It’s possible that if the aliens announced themselves today, the repercussions would be mild. But it’s also possible that they’d rock human society to its core. Lead to regrettable consequences that even the alien AI can’t foresee.” 
 
    “So if you don’t find their explanation fishy,” said Tessa, “what’s the issue?” 
 
    “I just get a feeling there’s more to the story. Even if there is, that doesn’t mean their intentions aren’t good. But when dealing with all-powerful aliens, it pays to err on the side of caution.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Yes. Their answers seem sketchy to me when we raise the subject of abductions, cow mutilations, and so on. They say they have no idea what these are about, and have nothing to do with them. They suggest they’re just shared delusions among a population now awakened to the idea of aliens.” 
 
    “Most experts think the same thing,” I said. “That we’re just highly suggestible, and UFOs are nothing more than the last entry in a long chain of mass delusions. You know, like vampires, werewolves, witches—that sort of thing.” 
 
    “I know,” said the colonel. “It’s just that they don’t seem quite as . . . chatty about this as they are about other subjects. Again, just a vague sense that they’re hiding something. Which I’ve only conveyed to my top people, along with the task force preparing countermeasures in case they turn on us.” 
 
    “I see,” said Tessa thoughtfully. “And speaking of this task force,” she added, “have they come up with any countermeasures?” 
 
    Brad blew out a long breath. “Not really, no. We’re still at the aliens’ mercy. But we have to keep trying. We have some ideas, even if they’ll take decades to perfect. Still, they haven’t told us their timetable for officially revealing themselves. For all we know, they’ll wait hundreds of years, hoping they can keep the status quo while we continue to mature. Which will give us the time we need.” 
 
    I nodded in thought. “And you’re having this discussion with us why?” I said. “To encourage us to report back to you on what Nari tells us in private?”  
 
    “Partially. But more importantly, I’d just like for you to keep your eyes and minds open. They’re giving you the VIP treatment. They’ve already given you nanite tech that much of the population of the world would kill for. And while their refusal to share tech can be maddening, it’s likely the Galactic Federation is the best thing that’s ever happened to humanity. God knows their actions have been beyond reproach, and they’ve saved countless human lives. Still, don’t let all of this lull you to sleep.” 
 
    “So you want us to remain just the slightest bit skeptical,” I said. “Just the slightest bit paranoid.” 
 
    “That’s right. That’s all I’m asking. Go out and find a way to save us all—humanity and aliens alike. But don’t get too mesmerized by your special treatment and alien toys. We can probably trust the Federation’s intentions a thousand percent. But always remember, they are aliens. So don’t think you can ever fully understand what motivates them.”  
 
    “I don’t even fully understand what motivates most humans,” I said. 
 
    “Exactly,” replied the colonel with just the hint of a smile. 
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    I expected a ride inside a UFO to be surreal, but not quite as much as hanging below one had been. 
 
    It turned out I was wrong. 
 
    Tessa and I were lifted from the beach by a tunnel of light and drawn inside the ship, while I tried not to picture every hokey B-list movie I had ever seen that showed this exact scene. 
 
    Like my novels, I guess Hollywood had at least gotten something right.   
 
    We were told the ship would respond to our commands, and not just when it came to flying, but when it came to its interior appearance and the view outside. We weren’t sure exactly what this meant until we entered the ship and opened our eyes. 
 
    The ship’s interior mimicked the beach we had just left! Perfectly! In a way that defied belief. It was absolutely astonishing. Perfect holography didn’t begin to do it justice. 
 
    We knew intellectually there couldn’t be a long sand beach and ocean as far as the eye could see inside a fifty-foot aircraft, but our senses were completely fooled. The floor not only looked like sand, but felt like it, making use of both holographic and nanite technology.  
 
    When we asked how this was done, the ship’s AI told us that many billions of nanites were used, each much larger than the ones now in our bloodstreams. These enhanced the holographic illusions by reconfiguring instantly to mimic any shape, texture, and material, natural or otherwise.  
 
    We could move in any direction for as long as we wanted, and while the floor acted as a sort of treadmill, ensuring we never really progressed, the topography and appearance of the ground changed as we walked, as did the scenery, creating a perfect illusion. In fact, despite knowing we were in a relatively small ship, the sense of vastness, of reality, was so great that we’d be hard-pressed to tell the difference between this and an actual beach, fake sun included.  
 
    How the holographic and nanite systems managed to work in concert to pull off this incredible feat, I’ll never know, but I could see how living on the inside of an asteroid could go from being sterile and claustrophobic to magnificent and limitless. 
 
    I ordered the ship to hover at ten thousand feet while we experimented with this magical toy, like primitives who had stumbled upon a working cell phone.   
 
    For the next five minutes we were like kids on Christmas morning, our eyes wide as we tore open package after package, desperate to see the surprises within. We had the ship mimic the inside of the Taj Mahal, and Notre Dame Cathedral, and the Oval Office, and the bottom of the Grand Canyon, and Niagara falls, and a dozen other famous locales, marveling at the perfection of each illusion.  
 
    With tech this remarkable, the fact that the ship could also fly around the world in thirty minutes was almost an afterthought. The owner of an immovable theater equipped with this kind of technology could charge anything he or she wanted for the experience.  
 
    We next experimented with the outer view. At first we ordered the entire ship to go transparent, but I quickly realized what a mistake this was, at least for me. After all I had been through, I thought the illusion of being suspended at ten thousand feet in the air wouldn’t bother me, but I was wrong again. While I knew intellectually a ship was around us and we wouldn’t plummet to the all-too-distant ground, the primitive fear centers of my brain didn’t seem to get the message.  
 
    After further experimentation we finally settled on the configuration we would use for this round of travel. The floor of the ship was transformed into the illusion of a lavish Japanese garden, complete with winding stream, while we left the sides fully transparent. This let me have my cake and eat it too. I could take advantage of the ship’s holographic artistry, while still getting a generous view outside that didn’t throw me into a state of panic.  
 
    We then asked the AI pilot to take us into space. We fixed our gaze on a mountain range to give us perspective as we rose straight up at more than twelve miles a second. While the mountains receded at a truly dizzying rate before quickly blending into a broader diorama, we felt absolutely no sensation of motion. We must have pulled thousands of G forces, but we could have been sitting in recliners at home watching TV for all we knew.  
 
    Once again, the laws of physics had become nothing more than the optional suggestions of physics.   
 
    The Earth from space was more glorious even than we had expected. It was impossible to gaze at our magnificent planet and not be moved by the experience, not feel a poetic sense of the shared journey of all mankind. We had seen pictures of the Earth from space, of course, but they couldn’t begin to do it justice, and to land-based mammals like us, the sheer magnitude of Earth’s oceans was awe-inspiring. 
 
    We whipped around the planet for almost an hour, reveling in the spectacle of the Earth and star-field from space while floating slightly above our Japanese garden. The ship could have produced artificial gravity for us, but that’s the last thing we wanted. I had thought weightlessness would be a blast, but I didn’t guess the half of it. I never realized just how harsh a taskmaster gravity really was, but I had to say, I was no longer a fan. 
 
    Finally, the ship informed us it was time to leave for our final destination. Gravity quickly returned as we raced toward the ground, and we arrived at Murramarang National Park in minutes. The ship made itself invisible, deposited us near the Roo View Lodge, out of sight of any onlookers, and confirmed tomorrow’s pick-up time and location.  
 
    The rest of the day and night was amazing. I mean, nothing could compare to our experience traveling here, but this actually came close. The cabins were perfectly positioned, and we saw our fill of kangaroos and birds, although the dolphins weren’t jumping. I guess you can’t have everything. 
 
    All the while we unwound, relaxed, digested, thought, discussed, and even chatted with our cabin neighbors.  
 
    At nightfall, Tessa and I were intimate—repeatedly—and if anything could ever top my UFO experiences, making love to the woman of my dreams while nanites increased both my endurance and nerve sensation came close. I had engaged in what I thought was great sex before. But I had never experienced sex so great that I almost blacked out, that I could almost feel my brain melting from the ecstasy of it all.  
 
    We both eventually fell into a blissful slumber, our naked bodies still enmeshed, closing out what had been the perfect day. 
 
    But that changed quickly.  
 
    Just after two in the morning, loud, rapid-fire knocks rang out from our wooden door. Tessa and I were torn from a sound sleep, and we both bolted upright, adrenaline bringing us to full alert. The continued rapping on the door was steady and purposeful, and forceful enough to wake the dead.  
 
    Tessa gestured for me to lie on the floor beside the bed, while she grabbed an automatic pistol and her phone and joined me there, making sure we weren’t in any line of fire. She turned her phone into a dim flashlight and slid it hard across the floor so it was close to the door, illuminating it enough for us to see in the darkness. 
 
    The knocking abruptly ceased. “Tessa Barrett and Jason Ramsey,” bellowed a deep voice with a slight Indian accent. “I know you’re in there. I mean you no harm. But we really need to have a little talk.”
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    “What should we do?” I whispered to Tessa, since neither of us had any doubt that she was in charge in this kind of situation.  
 
    “Nothing at the moment,” she whispered back. “We need more information.” 
 
    The man outside shouted through the door a second time. “You can’t fool me into thinking the place is empty! I know you’re in there! I just want to talk.” 
 
    Tessa considered. “Unlatch the door,” she whispered urgently, having reached a decision. “Come at it quietly and from the side. Then get back here. Quickly. Make sure that you and your nanites stay hyper alert.” 
 
    I felt a little awkward prancing through the room naked, but quickly did as she asked. I returned to lie on the floor next to her. 
 
    “Okay!” yelled Tessa to our unwanted visitor, her gun still pointed at the entrance. “Let’s talk! Give us a minute to throw on some clothes.” 
 
    “Of course,” came the loud reply. 
 
    We both wriggled into our undergarments, pants, and shirts while still on the ground, not wasting time on footwear.  
 
    “All right, then,” shouted Tessa when we had finished, “come inside with your hands raised over your head. It’s unlocked.” 
 
    There was no reply, but the handle turned and the door slowly opened. A man of average height stepped inside with his hands held high, closing the door behind him. Tessa rose from the ground and threw on the room’s lights.  
 
    “Who are you?” she asked as she approached him, her gun never wavering. 
 
    “My name is Bob Baga,” he replied. He was a handsome Indian man in his thirties, with a dark complexion and black hair. “And I’m unarmed.” 
 
    Tessa handed me her gun. “Hold this on him,” she said.  
 
    She approached the trespasser and frisked him, quickly verifying what he had said, and then took the gun back from me. 
 
    “Okay, you’re unarmed,” she said. “But keep your hands clasped and on top of your head anyway.” 
 
    The man named Bob Baga did as he was told.  
 
    “Jason, can you get the rucksack from the closet and put it on the floor next to me?” 
 
    I quickly did as she asked, having forgotten about the go-bag filled with weaponry that the colonel had asked her to take. After our arrival, she had removed a gun and had pocketed one other item, but had left the rest untouched.  
 
    “Okay, Bob,” she said loudly after I had deposited the bag beside her, “what’s this all about?”   
 
    Before he could answer there was another knock on the door, but this one was gentle, almost apologetic. “It’s Lisa,” said a familiar voice through the door, a voice with an Australian accent. “Lisa Day.”  
 
    Lisa Day was our cabin neighbor to the east, whom we had met while watching kangaroos. She was vacationing with a friend, Lisa Baruch, and both Australian Lisas had been as likable as anyone I’d ever met.  
 
    “Is everything okay?” she asked helpfully. 
 
    I remembered that she had brought a telescope with her on the trip and planned to rise in the wee hours of the morning to stargaze. She must have overheard some of the shouting going on through the door, followed by lights going on in our cabin, and was brave enough to investigate. 
 
    “Thanks, Lisa,” replied Tessa loudly enough to be heard outside. “But we’re good. Sorry for the commotion. We’ll try to keep it down.” 
 
    “No worries,” said Lisa Day pleasantly. “Just holler if you need me,” she added. “If you want company for breakfast, feel free to wander over after sunrise.” 
 
    “Will do,” said Tessa. “And say hi to Lisa Baruch for us,” she added. 
 
    “Well done,” said Bob Baga in low tones, stepping farther into the cabin, while I retrieved Tessa’s phone from the floor and handed it back to her.   
 
    “Before we were interrupted,” she said to the man in our room, “I believe you were going to tell me why you’re here.” 
 
    “I’m just a messenger,” he replied. “I represent someone who is eager to speak with you both.” 
 
    “Who?” asked Tessa. 
 
    “A woman named Michelle Kite.”   
 
    “Never heard of her.”  
 
    “I’m afraid that’s all I can tell you. She just wants an hour of your time to have a private conversation. After that, she’ll leave you in peace.” 
 
    “And if we refuse?” said Tessa. 
 
    “Why even go there?” said Baga. “Why not cooperate so we can stay friends.” 
 
    “Answer the question, Bob!” she demanded. 
 
    Baga sighed. “There are twelve trained assassins just beyond the tree line watching this cabin right now. Each wearing combat vests and backpacks packed with a complete enough array of weapons and supplies to fill an armory. If you come with me, we can avoid having to persuade you in more violent ways. Why not be civilized about this?”  
 
    He shrugged. “But it’s your choice.” 
 
    “You sure you brought enough men?” said Tessa, shaking her head.  
 
    “Funny you should ask that. When I first signed on for this gig, I figured one or two would be plenty. But Michelle showed me close-up satellite video of you in action. Near a warehouse in California. I have to admit, you were pretty special. Like Natasha Romanoff come to life.” 
 
    Tessa looked to be just as troubled by this news as I was. How had this Michelle Kite possibly gotten access to the footage Baga just described? Was she Taiwanese? Chinese? Something else? 
 
    “Thirteen of us is still overkill,” continued our visitor, “but at least we aren’t making the mistake of underestimating you. Besides, Michelle made the call. Shows how much respect she has for you. Still, given your skills, I’m going to need you to not only come with us, but hand over all of your weapons.” 
 
     Tessa sighed. “I’ll consider it,” she said. “But first you need to tell me more about this Michelle Kite. I can’t agree to a deal knowing nothing about her.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Baga. “Why not? In the interest of detente. Not that there’s much to tell. We’ve never actually met in person. But she has access to tech like I’ve never seen before.  
 
    “A little over three months ago she contacted me via email, using an address she shouldn’t have been able to get. She wired a hundred thousand US dollars into my account as a show of good faith, something else she shouldn’t have been able to do, and asked me to visit the back of a tractor trailer at a specified location. One she said contained sophisticated communication and holographic equipment. It lets her appear inside the trailer as a hologram. A flawless hologram. Puts the ones in Star Wars to shame.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “And you’re sure this woman is human?”  
 
    “You mean, as opposed to some kind of psychopathic monster?” 
 
    “No. I mean as opposed to someone not born on this planet.”  
 
    Baga snorted. “You’re kidding, right? She’s as human as you and me. Not everyone with advanced tech is an alien.” 
 
    I’m not sure why I had even asked the question. Of course this Michelle was extraterrestrial. There was no other explanation for how she had found us so quickly. We had come directly from space to the Lodge, in a vehicle requiring no ticketing, TSA screening, or co-mingling with others.  
 
    The Lodge sported no security cameras anywhere, as would be expected of a wilderness retreat, so there was no chance we were picked up by facial recognition. Although I couldn’t imagine how anyone could even suspect we’d be on the Australian continent, let alone where we were, since we had only made the decision ourselves hours before our arrival.  
 
    The only possible link to us was through the alien AI. It had fabricated fake IDs and flawless passports to book us here. So Michelle must have hacked it. Or maybe she hadn’t hacked it. Maybe this alien was an authorized user, which was possibly even more troubling.  
 
    Even absent this logic, the perfect hologram was a dead giveaway. And the communications trailer was a concept either borrowed from Brad, or it was actually one of his vehicles—in the flesh. And it was easy to imagine that this extraterrestrial would want to pretend to be human while interacting with mercenary soldiers.  
 
    Was she a Rho? Was she working with Nari? If so, to what end?  
 
    Regardless of the answers to these questions, she was very likely calling from the orbit of Saturn. Where else? Which was why quantum technology had to be used for a conversation to happen.  
 
    “So you began working with this . . . woman,” said Tessa, “three months ago. What have you been doing for her since?”  
 
    “I spent a month gathering a large team from around the world, at her request. All of us are on generous retainers. She activated those of us living in this hemisphere for the first time yesterday and rushed us to this site.” Baga shook his head. “And that’s the story. All of it.”  
 
    “That’s it?” said Tessa in disbelief. “That’s all you know about her? Then why in the hell would you accept this mission?”  
 
    Baga laughed. “I don’t think you’ve been paying attention. You did hear the generous part, right? I don’t have to know anything about her to know that her money spends. And she has lots of it.” 
 
    There was a brief silence in the room. 
 
    “If we go with you,” I said, changing the subject, “where will you be taking us?” 
 
    “To an eighteen-wheeler like the one I told you about. With communication and holographic equipment inside. It’s parked about a mile away, through the forest, on a gravel abutment just off the main road.” 
 
    “So you want us to go off to see the wizard,” I said sarcastically. “By following a yellow brick road. Why? Why not just drive the truck here?”  
 
    Baga glared at me in disbelief. “You’re here, so you know why,” he said, shaking his head. “This place is all but inaccessible. Just a narrow dirt road to get here, one that a car can barely clear. Even helicopters are forbidden, because they scare the wildlife.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Now I remember.” A better response than telling him we were dropped off by a silent UFO. 
 
    Tessa was deep in thought. “If this Michelle wants to talk to us so badly,” she said, “I’m guessing her money faucet gets shut off if we end up dead.” 
 
    “True, but she doesn’t have any problem with you being maimed a whole lot.” 
 
    “So what’s to prevent us from killing you now and calling in reinforcements?” said Tessa. “Just so you know, Jason is just as formidable as I am,” she lied.  
 
    “With respect to reinforcements,” replied Baga smugly, “try making a call. You can’t. Another bit of tech Michelle provided. She has a device that blocks all internet and cell reception, one we deployed before I knocked on your door. Go ahead, I’ll wait.”   
 
    Tessa checked her phone and shook her head. No reception, just as Baga had promised. 
 
    “And as far as killing me goes,” continued our visitor, “I took certain precautions. I knew I was putting myself at your mercy. So kill me, and my team will slaughter every man, woman, and child on these grounds—including your buddies next door. Innocents. Their deaths will be on your heads. And we’ll still capture you, despite your skills and our interest in taking you alive. We all have tranq guns along with our other weaponry, with doses high enough to knock out elephants.”  
 
    I was convinced that Tessa had known we were out of options for some time now, and would never gun down this man in cold blood, but I admired the way she tried to draw out as much information as she could before our inevitable surrender.  
 
    “How do we know you really have the team you say you do?” she asked. “A bluff is a lot cheaper than an army.” 
 
    Baga grinned and walked over to the back window. “I thought you might need proof,” he said, gesturing for us to look through the glass. “Shut off the lights for a moment.”  
 
    I hit the light switch, plunging the room into darkness.  
 
    “I have a comm that’s been broadcasting to my team,” said Baga. “To all personnel,” he continued, speaking directly to his men, “please provide the planned demonstration of numbers.” 
 
    An array of dancing red dots suddenly erupted onto the tree trunk just outside the back window. Ominous, gleaming circles that were unmistakably produced by numerous laser sights off in the distance.  
 
    “Better to see laser dots on a tree than on your chest,” noted Baga. “Am I right? Feel free to count them if you’d like.”  
 
    Tessa took one last look at the chilling collection of dots and switched the lights back on. 
 
    “You’ve made your point,” she said with a scowl.  
 
    “And remember, Michelle only wants to talk. Nothing more. Why risk your lives, and the lives of innocent parties, trying to battle thirteen of us?” 
 
    Tessa sighed, placed her gun on the floor at her feet, and then kicked it over to our assailant. “We surrender.” 
 
    “Good choice,” said Baga. “Now throw that rucksack onto the bed behind you. I want it out of reach. I’m afraid we won’t be taking it with us.” 
 
    Tessa did as he asked, but I could tell that it pained her to jettison the bag, like losing a trusted friend.  
 
    Baga turned to me. “Okay, Jason,” he said. “Now you. Slide your weapons over to me.” 
 
    “I’m unarmed. The major is all the protection I need. Try something stupid, and you’ll find that out the hard way.”  
 
    Baga ignored my threat. “You may be unarmed,” he said, “but I still need to check.”   
 
    He walked over and frisked me—thoroughly. When he was done, he turned to Tessa. “Your turn. In case you’re hiding additional weapons.”  
 
    Tessa shook her head. “You aren’t touching me,” she said with a fierce gleam in her eyes. “The gun was all I had. No way I’m letting you grope me.” 
 
    She was a convincing actress. She had used a similar strategy to avoid being handcuffed at the warehouse, but I couldn’t imagine it working this time. There was no way that he’d just take her word for it.  
 
    “Here,” she continued quickly, inverting her pockets one by one to show they were completely empty. She commonly sewed at least one hidden pocket into each of her pants, but before Baga could even begin to consider this possibility she raced ahead to her next distraction, a master magician at work, pulling her shirt over her head and unclasping her bra, dropping both to the floor. Seconds later her pants and panties followed. 
 
    She stood before our assailant completely naked and slowly spun around, demonstrating that she had no weapons hidden anywhere on her body. “Satisfied?” she snapped. 
 
    Wow. If Baga had ever been inclined to wonder about hidden pockets, he wasn’t now. It was a brilliant piece of subterfuge. Still, while the rational side of me approved, the unevolved lizard-brain side of me wanted to kill anyone who saw her in this state, as if I now had exclusive rights to this view. My possessiveness was primitive, unbecoming, and I ignored it, but the scientist in me was fascinated that it seemed to be wired into my DNA. 
 
    Baga didn’t reply, continuing to gaze at her naked form instead. After a few seconds, she began putting her clothing back on. “Trust me, Bob. No matter how long you stare, a weapon won’t magically appear.” 
 
    She finished dressing, and we both put on shoes. 
 
    “Let’s go,” said Tessa when we were done. “And remember, we need to go around the west end of the cabin. We wouldn’t want to bother any Lisas.”  
 
    “Good point,” I said. “They’re as thick as kangaroos around here.” 
 
    Baga laughed, but Tessa was as grim and focused as she’d ever been.  
 
    “Lead on,” she said. “Let’s go see this hologram of yours.”  
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    Baga followed us as we exited the cabin, pointing Tessa’s gun at our backs. The moon and stars provided just enough light to navigate by, and we could hear movement off in the distance, which I chalked up to kangaroos. They were technically nocturnal, but in the cooler months they could be active during periods of both the day and night. As soon as we passed the tree line and crossed into the woods the canopy blocked out what little light there had been, and we were only able to see a few feet in front of us.  
 
    Just before we were plunged into near-absolute darkness, I noted that we were joining a large group of Baga’s men, each wearing electronic night-vision goggles, sleek and ultra-efficient, and reminiscent of a pair of lab goggles.  
 
    “Stay silent,” whispered our host from point-blank range, even though I could only make out his rough form. “Call attention to yourselves and innocent people will die.” 
 
    “Nanites,” I thought forcefully, “can you do anything to help me see in the dark?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Please do so now,” I ordered.  
 
    The difference was stark and immediate. One moment I could barely make out my own hand, and the next I could see as if I were in a dim room, but clearly, with definition, and at a distance. The military had let me try their best night-vision goggles while I was researching a novel, and my vision was now better than it had been with those, without having to wear an electronic appliance on my face.  
 
    I coughed, and when Tessa turned toward me I winked, a movement she wouldn’t be able to see unless she had enhanced her vision as well. I wasn’t at all surprised when she immediately winked back. Of course she did. She had probably ordered the nanites to give her night vision the moment we left the cabin. 
 
    I surveyed my surroundings for the first time, and along with numerous scary-looking mercenaries, I was astonished by all the wildlife scurrying about. Bats flying through the trees, owls, and a variety of smallish animals, most of which had no counterparts outside of Australia and which I couldn’t identify.  
 
    I had forgotten that this would be the case. Australia was the driest inhabited continent on Earth, and I had read that over half of the native animals were nocturnal, allowing them to conserve water and avoid the continent’s often blistering heat.  
 
    Who knew that my brief stay in Australia would include a nocturnal experience? An added bonus. I just hoped it didn’t include a death experience, as well.   
 
    Baga activated an electric lamp, keeping it on its dimmest setting so as not to attract attention, and set off to the northeast, away from the one dirt road and possible detection, taking the hypotenuse of the right angle made by the two roads that led to the parked trailer.  
 
    The lamp illuminated just enough real estate for us to proceed without tripping or slamming into trees or other large foliage, but not enough to see the dozen hired killers, all wearing night-vision goggles, who formed a moving circle around us. A circle with about a twenty-five-yard diameter. 
 
    This configuration was smart. Killing Baga would do us no good, even if we took his weapons, since we’d be sitting ducks, surrounded by soldiers who could see us when we couldn’t see them. Or so Baga had every reason to believe. Which is why he wasn’t wearing night-vision goggles himself, ensuring that Tessa couldn’t dispatch him, don his goggles, and be able to see the enemy and unleash her bad-assery upon them.  
 
    It was yet another demonstration of the respect he had for her. Or the respect that Michelle had, possibly aware of Tessa’s enhancements.  
 
    We proceeded in a line with Tessa in the lead, Baga and his dim lantern behind her, directing her when necessary, and me taking up the rear, each separated by about three feet.  
 
    After walking for a quarter mile, Tessa tripped, falling to the ground awkwardly. She turned toward me and brushed dirt off her legs with one hand while idly massaging the inside of her earlobe with the index finger of the other, as if this was a subconscious habit—something I knew wasn’t the case. 
 
    She was sending a message. 
 
    I almost slapped myself in the forehead when I realized her meaning. I could use the nanites to enhance my hearing also. I had known about that, but I’d been clueless just the same. It was becoming clear that I did my best thinking while sitting in front of a keyboard, not in the field.  
 
    I ordered the nanites to maximize my hearing as we began walking again. As soon as we did, I heard Tessa’s unmistakable voice, a whisper so soft that even a dog might have missed it, but the AI knew to amplify it to almost normal levels.  
 
    “Can you hear me, Jason?” she asked. “If so, reply in the faintest whisper you’ve ever tried.”   
 
    “I can hear you,” I replied excitedly, barely moving my lips and whispering so faintly I wouldn’t have been able to hear my own words under normal circumstances. 
 
    I had almost expected for her to say “it’s about time,” but she didn’t. “I’ve already focused my attention above us,” she whispered instead. “I heard four drones, probably using infrared imaging to follow our movements. I’m now focused on our escorts,” she added, referring to the dozen men who continued to surround us on all sides as we walked, roughly configured in a grouping of three soldiers at each compass point. “I’d like you to do the same. Several are having whispered conversations. I haven’t picked up anything useful so far, but we need any intel we can get.”   
 
    “Will do,” I whispered back, my admiration for her continuing to grow, which I hadn’t even thought was possible.  
 
    I picked up various conversations for several minutes, but nothing useful. The men were on the bored side. Based on some of what I heard, it appeared that they had been hired from several different mercenary forces, and represented only a fraction of those available to this Michelle around the world.  
 
    Most had Australian accents, which I took to mean that this mystery alien had recruited teams of minute-men—minute-assassins—on every continent. I guess that when you controlled an AI that could generate unlimited funds, recruitment was a simple matter. 
 
    “Did you see that, mate?” whispered one of the Australian mercs to my west, about fifteen yards away. “What the hell is that thing?”   
 
    “It’s an echidna,” said a merc next to him. “Also called a spiny anteater. That little bastard is covered in spikes, you just can’t tell using night vision. They’re super unusual creatures. Mammals that lay eggs like a bird.”   
 
    “Then how can they be mammals?” 
 
    “They still nurse their babies, that’s why. Even if their babies are hatched.” 
 
    “What are you, mate, a bloody animal encyclopedia?” 
 
    “You asked,” came an amused reply. “Forgive me for knowing. This is a pretty sweet job, hey. Simple, ridiculously high paying, and even educational.” 
 
    The first merc laughed softly. “No kidding. A massive amount of money to go on a bloody nature hike at night. Thirteen of us just to escort a knockout girl through the woods, along with the lucky bloke who gets to shag her.” 
 
    “Not so lucky, at that,” said the second merc. “Not after Michelle is finished chatting with them. That’s when our real job begins.” 
 
    “No it doesn’t,” corrected his comrade. “Lieutenant Baga is doing all the heavy lifting. She wants them dead, yeah, but how many men does it take to kill them? I’ll answer that—one. Bob Baga. We just have to help dig the graves. The idea of killing helpless people in cold blood doesn’t sit well with me, but for the kind of cash we’re making, I’d pull the trigger myself.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open in horror and I stopped listening. The idea of being killed in cold blood didn’t sit right with me, either. For some reason, I had thought we were in a pickle, but was foolishly confident we’d get out of this unscathed.  
 
    But not if the thirteen killers with guns had anything to say about it. 
 
    “Jason, I’ve got some bad news,” Tessa whispered ahead of me.  
 
    “Let me guess,” I whispered back miserably. “You heard the conversation about the nocturnal anteater.” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. When Baga said they’d leave us in peace after our talk, I guess he meant they’d leave us to rest in peace.” 
 
    “But we can still take them,” I said, clutching at straws. “Right?”  
 
    “We’d better hope so. Either way, it looks like we’re going to find out.” 
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    I cursed inwardly. I had let Baga convince me we’d be okay, but we were back in hot water again. More like hot lava.  
 
    I’d been sure we were dead at the warehouse, and then in the jet, but then everything had changed. Hell had turned to Heaven. God had parted the sea and let us through, only to then collapse the walls of water to swallow up the enemy trying to follow.  
 
    I had gone from ultimate agony to ultimate ecstasy. Would it have been too much to ask not to return to the agony part in only a day?  
 
    I judged we were now about a half mile from our destination, so we didn’t have a lot of time. I asked Tessa if she had a plan, and in just a few sentences she told me. It was the same plan I had already guessed, not that getting it right had been much of a challenge. She had gone to great lengths to make sure Baga didn’t discover the contents of her hidden pocket, which made it obvious. The presence of sophisticated night-vision gear only made her strategy that much more effective. 
 
    Even so, we were greatly outnumbered, and anything could happen. And assuming we were triumphant—already an optimistic assumption—we might have further lethal obstacles to overcome before we could extricate ourselves from this situation.  
 
    I had resisted activating the mental side of the nanite package for the reason Nari had suggested. The added mental acuity, memory, and base of knowledge was more than tempting, but the changes sounded pretty irreversible, and I had no desire to risk messing with my own mind and personality.  
 
    On the other hand, I also had no desire to die in the woods of Australia. Or risk the woman I loved to this same fate. Feeling as if I had a gun to my head, I took a deep breath and ordered my nanites to install all mental functions at best possible speed. 
 
    “Let’s do this thing,” whispered Tessa just after I had given the mental order, her words once again at a level imperceptible to anyone without a nanite boost. “When our attack begins, find cover and stay put. I’ll get you a gun. Hopefully, you won’t need it, but I can’t guarantee it.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said, wondering when I would feel the effects of the nanites carrying out their recent orders. 
 
    “Okay. In five seconds—on my mark. Five. . . four . . . three . . .” 
 
    “Hold up!” I bellowed out loud, completely forgetting to whisper. 
 
    Baga spun around immediately. “What?” he said in confusion. “What is it?” he added before remembering to lower his voice. “And whisper. We don’t want to attract attention, remember?” 
 
    Even though I couldn’t immediately think of an explanation for my outburst, I remained calm as my mind raced. Perhaps the nanites steadying my nerves were helping.  
 
    “Sorry,” I said softly, clutching at my calf. “I have a cramp. I need to stop until it goes away. Sorry, Tessa,” I added. “I’m guessing you want to get this over with. But just bear with me.” 
 
    Baga looked confused by my apology to Tessa, but he didn’t question it. “You have one minute!” he told me, shaking his head in contempt. And rightly so. Who was in such bad shape that walking half a mile at night, at a snail’s pace, would give them a cramp?   
 
    “Actually, it’s gone already,” I said softly. “So I’m good to go.”  
 
    I had needed to explain my outburst, but I didn’t want to nurse a fake cramp any longer than necessary. While Baga was watching me I couldn’t communicate with Tessa. Even though my words would be unintelligible, he’d catch the slight movement of my lips.  
 
    “What was that all about?” said Tessa as soon as we set out again. “Why stop my countdown?” 
 
    “We shouldn’t escape now. We should wait until after our talk with Michelle.” 
 
    “No. That would be a mistake.” 
 
    “We have to learn who she is. What she wants. Since she plans to kill us anyway, she’ll have no reason to withhold the truth.”  
 
    There was a long pause. “We can’t risk it,” replied Tessa finally. “We have a good window now. Who knows what we’ll be facing after our meeting.” 
 
    “We can’t pass up this chance to learn what’s going on!” I insisted, although it was hard to use an insistent tone at zero decibels.  
 
    “What we can’t do is add to our risk. I’m sorry. I won’t gamble with our lives. Even with the ideal circumstances we have now we can’t be sure we’ll survive. And things could get a lot worse. I’m starting the attack with or without you.” 
 
    I sighed. She was right. Our lives were more important than satisfying my raging curiosity. “Okay,” I said in resignation. “Let’s do it.”    
 
    “Good,” she replied immediately. There was a brief delay as she got her game face back on. “On my mark,” she said, and I imagined her readying the small plastic device that she had squirreled away in her hidden pocket, her ace in the hole. “Three . . . two . . . one . . . mark!” 
 
    Tessa activated the device and an electromagnetic pulse shot outward at the speed of light, tearing through all electronics within a hundred-yard radius and frying them instantly. A weaker pulse would have passed through our bodies without notice, but this one had enough of a punch to make itself felt. 
 
    I reeled as a wave of dizziness and disorientation shot through me like a bullet, thankfully disappearing as quickly as it arrived. Moments later Baga crashed to the ground, unconscious, after a nanite-enabled Tessa had dealt him blows too quick for me to follow, even if we had been in broad daylight. As it was, the EMP had killed even the faint illumination Baga’s electric lantern had provided, sparing Tessa from having to destroy it herself.   
 
    I crouched behind a nearby tree while my partner tore through Baga’s pockets, accompanied by a chorus of shouts and curses coming from a dozen panicked mercenaries spread out around us, men who had all become blind in the same instant. The EMP had annihilated the sensitive electronic components that allowed their night-vision goggles to gather and amplify trace amounts of light, the sophistication of their equipment working against them. Some tried to revive the devices, unsure of why they had stopped working, while others tore them from their faces.  
 
    Baga’s strategy had been excellent, but Tessa’s mini-EMP had completely turned the tables. He had arranged for his men to be able to see us while we couldn’t see them. Now it was just the opposite. Even better, they thought we were all in the same boat, that we were just as blind as they were, having no idea how well we could see in the dark.  
 
    I heard other noises mixed in with the chatter coming from the mercs, which I soon realized were the death throes of several drones that had fallen from the sky above us and were now crashing through the trees.  
 
    Tessa finished relieving Baga of weaponry and quickly moved to where I was crouching, handing me a gun while she kept one that shot tranquilizer darts, demonstrating a clear intention to spare as many lives as possible. “Stay here,” she whispered. “Be back soon.” 
 
    Tessa moved like a cat when she wasn’t enhanced. But now she ate up ground with both fury and balletic grace, contorting through tight gaps between trees and jumping over logs and rocks to reach the three soldiers to our west in record time. She shot two in the neck with the tranquilizer gun and put the other in a sleeper hold, lowering him gently to the ground before moving on to the next group of men.  
 
    I felt useless from my protected perch. I was getting tired of Tessa risking her life to protect me. It was emasculating, at least according to the more primitive parts of my wiring, and I had to admit that I had never felt more like a man than when I had incapacitated commandos to save her.   
 
    But now? Cowering behind a tree while she did all the fighting? Not so much. 
 
    Just as she was about to reach the next concentration of three soldiers, one of them shot a chemical flare high into the night sky, which burst into life, illuminating the entire combat zone like an enormous flashbulb, except one that remained on. When the flare reached its apogee, fifty yards up, it sprouted an oversized parachute that would keep it in the sky for an extended period of time. Without being asked, the nanites adjusted my eyes so the new brightness didn’t blind me. 
 
    Baga had said his team was well equipped, but it was bad luck that this equipment included an item impervious to an EMP attack that could level the playing field—something even Tessa hadn’t anticipated. 
 
    The three men closest to my position could now see me clearly in all my cowering glory and reacted immediately, spraying bullets in my direction. Now that their own lives were on the line, they had decided that delivering me alive and cashing a paycheck was no longer a top priority.  
 
    I dove behind a tighter grouping of trees and rolled, coming up firing through a V made by crossing trunks. I hit the kneecaps of two of the hostiles, sending them screaming in agony to the ground, their guns dropped and temporarily forgotten, while the other soldier dove out of the line of fire, taking cover behind a moss-covered boulder.  
 
    My speed and marksmanship were breathtaking. Once I had unleashed the nanites, they had become adaptive, sensing what I needed and working to provide it. I had wanted to hit these men  in the kneecaps, and my eyes were able to zoom in on these targets like binoculars, coordinating the movements of my hand accordingly, so that I could aim a handgun with sniper-like precision.  
 
    I rushed toward where the third merc had taken cover while another of Baga’s men sent up a parachuted flare, keeping the light coming. The man I was after saw me racing toward him and rose to fire, but I reacted more quickly and accurately than any non-enhanced man could, even without combat experience, and shot the gun out of his hand, taking several of his fingers with it.  
 
    He screeched in pain and fell backwards as I continued rushing toward him, closing the distance and then hurtling over the boulder to land behind him. He spun around and looked up from the bloody remains of his hand just in time to see my shoe coming toward him, slamming into his face with enough force to break his cheekbone, and knocking him out. Even so, I had left him alive, a courtesy he hadn’t seemed worried about extending to me.  
 
    I had cruelly kneecapped two of the men, but it had been my only option short of killing them. It had been the only way to ensure they would be debilitated and in too much agony to recover quickly. But one had crawled to where he had dropped his gun and now had it pointed in my direction, his arm shaking from the pain and trauma of a shattered kneecap and significant loss of blood. He fired multiple rounds, but my superhuman reflexes allowed me to dive out of his line of fire and roll to my feet. By the time he could recover from the recoil and shift his arm to try again I was already upon him, and seconds later he was unconscious on the forest floor.  
 
    I rushed to where my second shooting victim was dragging himself behind a tree for cover and made short work of him as well. 
 
    No more than fifteen seconds had elapsed from the beginning of the engagement until its end, although the speed of my reflexes seemed to slow everything down and make it seem longer. 
 
    I quickly scanned the battlefield. Tessa was just finishing off the last of our mercenary escorts. She had taken out Baga and the first group of three men under cover of darkness, and while the next six had been able to see her coming, it hadn’t helped them. They were all down, and she looked completely unscathed.  
 
    A broad grin came over my face, and I felt a rush of triumph. We had done it! And I had even helped.  
 
    True, I had been amped up on the ultimate performance enhancers, so didn’t really deserve the trophy, but I was still exhilarated to have bested men who had been marching us to certain death.  
 
    Tessa rushed to my position, but instead of embracing me, as I thought she would, she barked orders instead. “Get a tranq gun and hit every last hostile to your right in the neck with a dart. Even those already darted. I’ll tidy up the men to your left. We need to make sure they’re down for the count before we leave here.” 
 
    She was right. How many times had I seen just the opposite in TV shows and movies? A psychopathic killer would be chasing a helpless woman through her house, and she’d manage to hit him in the head with a bat, or a pan, or something, and he’d go down, temporarily stunned, his gun flying. And then the woman would continue running, giving him the chance to shake it off, collect his gun, and be in position to take her life.  
 
    I always wanted to shout at the screen in frustration when I saw this folly. If you’re able to stun and disable someone hell-bent on killing you, you don’t continue running. You make sure they stay down. Period. 
 
    If not for Tessa, I could well have made this same mistake. 
 
    As we separated and went to work making sure the widely spread bodies remained out of commission, my enhanced hearing amplified the sound of a number of drones approaching overhead, and a group of soldiers in the distance coming our way—in a hurry.  
 
    I groaned in disbelief. We weren’t out of the woods yet—literally or figuratively. The alien must have had additional mercs stationed near her trailer, along with drones that had been beyond the EMP’s reach. Since Tessa’s device was single-use only, we’d have to shoot these from the sky one at a time. 
 
    While I was bracing myself for additional battle, three of the drones darted into view and dove down immediately toward Tessa at great speed, ignoring me completely. She was a blur of motion, gunning down two of them before they got close, but the third released a grenade at point-blank range above her. If not for superhuman reaction time and speed, she’d have been vaporized. As it was she managed to sprint away and dive for cover just in time to avoid this fate, but she landed with jarring force, and she remained on the ground, completely still.  
 
    Was she alive? Badly injured?  
 
    Not even the nanites could prevent panic from hitting me like a sledgehammer. I was desperate to get to her, confirm she was okay, hold her in my arms, and I bolted in her direction like I had been shot from a cannon. But while I was only halfway there another drone swooped down and hovered just above her head, a grenade payload at the ready.  
 
    “Jason, halt!” shouted an amplified voice coming through a speaker in the drone, the mercs’ need for quiet now gone after the loud battle and brilliant flares. “One step closer and she dies!” 
 
    I slammed on the brakes, still about eight yards away from my destination. Close enough to see that the woman I loved was stunned but still breathing.  
 
    “Toss your weapons away and sit cross-legged on the ground!” demanded the voice, with an accent that was distinctly Australian. “Now! She won’t dodge the next grenade! Do it!”  
 
    “No!” I shouted defiantly. “You won’t kill her! Michelle needs us alive!” 
 
    “She needs you alive,” said the voice. “Not the major. The boss has made it clear that you’re the most important, while she’s the most dangerous. So killing her would be a bonus.” 
 
    As the voice spoke, several additional drones arrived and joined the first, hovering at the ready over what appeared to be a barely conscious Tessa Barrett. 
 
    I was acutely aware that we would soon be dead no matter what happened here, but also that it might pay to hold on for as long as possible. I wanted to satisfy my curiosity regarding the alien who had set this in motion, yes, but even more so, I believed in the old adage, where there’s life, there’s hope. We were in a secluded forest in the dead of night, but if the pitched battle had attracted attention, we might yet get another opening. 
 
    I made a show of tossing several weapons away from me and sitting on the ground. “Okay, I’ve done as you asked. Now leave her alone!” 
 
    “Of course. For as long as you cooperate.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Nick Nicola,” said the voice emanating from a drone. “Captain Nick Nicola. Formerly with Australia’s Second Commando Regiment, and now a gun for hire. Michelle insisted we keep additional men near the trailer. Men Lieutenant Baga was instructed not to mention. I thought she was being insanely paranoid,” he added. “But apparently not.”  
 
    Both original flares had long since landed, but the oncoming soldiers had shot additional flares into the night sky to keep the light coming until Captain Nicola and three other reinforcements arrived on site, which they did less than a minute later.  
 
    They bound my hands behind my back and tied my ankles together, although the zip ties were configured to give me enough slack to be able to shuffle forward at a reasonable clip.  
 
    Tessa was bound the same way while still sprawled on the ground. Only a few minutes later she was able to shake herself fully awake, and I finally felt like I could breathe again.  
 
    Captain Nicola introduced himself and had two of his men pull her to her feet. The flares had all died out by now, but we were still illuminated by the much lesser glow of several electric lanterns of the type Baga had used.  
 
    Once Tessa was standing the captain studied her for several seconds. “You really are something,” he said in admiration. “But let’s finish this bloody hike already, yeah?” 
 
    “You’ll have to carry us,” she practically hissed in reply. “Why go with you willingly? We know we’re slated for the morgue once Michelle is done with us.”  
 
    “Where did you get that idea?” said Nicola. 
 
    “You won’t admit it?” 
 
    “It isn’t true,” he insisted. 
 
    He was obviously lying. I only wish Nari and the colonel had been lying when they had insisted we wouldn’t be watched. I had been happy at the time that we’d be left alone. Another instance of be careful what you wish for biting me in the ass.  
 
    “Can I have a word with you?” I said to the captain. “Alone.”  
 
    Nick Nicola considered my request. “Why not?” he said with a shrug, ordering his men to back away far enough to be out of the range of a quiet voice. “Okay,” he added when his subordinates had finished repositioning, “you have my attention. What is it?”    
 
    “Look around you, Captain,” I said softly. “Your men are all unconscious, but also still alive. Killing them would have been much easier for us, and much less risky. But we spared them, even knowing they weren’t willing to spare us.  
 
    “So I’m asking you to do the right thing. For us—and for yourself. We have access to enormous wealth. Whatever Michelle is paying you to kill us, we’ll pay you ten times as much not to. You and everyone involved.” 
 
    He didn’t respond in any way, giving me no hint as to whether he was receptive to my offer.  
 
    “Your employer doesn’t have to know,” I continued quickly. “Just fake our deaths. Shoot in our direction and we’ll fall down dead. You collect from her, and then from us.” 
 
    I shook my head. “And don’t tell me this will ruin your mercenary reputation. With the money I’m offering, you can retire on your own island.” 
 
    Nicola looked at me and a flicker of a smile came over his face. I couldn’t decide if he was intrigued or just amused.    
 
     “You make an interesting argument, mate,” he said finally. “I’ll noodle it over while you’re communing with our holographic boss.”   
 
    “You do that,” I said. “Just remember that we spared your men, and can make all of you very, very rich.”  
 
    I thought about adding that Tessa and I could be critical to the future of humanity and twenty-two other intelligent races in the Milky Way galaxy, but decided against it. I mean, as reasonable as that sounded, there was a tiny chance he wouldn’t believe it, and we’d lose whatever credibility we had.  
 
    Our fortunes had taken a sharp turn for the worse yet again, but Tessa and I made a hell of a team. Maybe even more formidable than Tessa alone, although that was debatable. 
 
    And maybe it was just my imagination, but my thoughts did seem to be coming faster and with greater clarity than normal, as if my mental systems had been flushed of all grime and then lubed, leaving neuronal impulses to race through a sparklingly clean mind unimpeded. 
 
    I could only hope that I really was turning into the best version of myself mentally, and this wasn’t just my imagination. Because if we wanted to have any chance of surviving the next few hours, Tessa and I would both need to be at our best—and then some. 
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    The trailer, fifty-three feet in length, was open when we arrived, with a steel ramp already extended. The semi was parked on a large gravel abutment off the main road in such a way that it was surrounded by woods on three sides. We were marched up the ramp into the bowels of the well-lighted compartment, which appeared to be completely empty, save for a three-foot section parallel to one long wall that was partitioned off across its entire length. Although it was hidden, I had no doubt this housed quantum communication and holographic technology. 
 
    We were soon hogtied to chairs against one wall so thoroughly that no level of enhanced reflexes or strength could possibly help us. While this was taking place, several mercs were readying the vehicle for travel, retracting the ramp back into its storage compartment and closing the back doors.  
 
    Not leaving anything to chance, Captain Nicola and his three comrades joined us inside the trailer compartment, standing guard near the back of the truck, automatic pistols drawn.  
 
    The semi moved onto the road and then slowly picked up speed, not waiting for the scores of mercs we had incapacitated to return to consciousness. Given the ruckus we had caused, our captors had decided that leaving the area immediately was more important than additional soldiers, and they had made the right call. We were bound and guarded so thoroughly that escape was impossible—even for us.  
 
    Given we were now on the move, our chances of rescue were lower than ever. I felt as if our lives came down to my attempt to bribe the captain. He was our only hope. I had to figure out a way to continue to make our case, to make our importance and wealth clear to him while he was in hearing range, playing to him while pretending to play to the alien. 
 
    We had been bound for almost a full minute before our holographic host flashed into existence, appearing to be seated in a chair about five feet across from us inside our rectangular cave. Her appearance was as nondescript as it got, as if some computer had taken the images of every woman on Earth, of every possible ethnicity, and put them in a blender, coming up with an improbable mixture of them all. She was average in height and weight, and wore black slacks and a tan blouse, a combination that was the essence of not standing out.  
 
    “Jason Ramsey and Tessa Barrett,” she began. “I go by the name of Michelle Kite. I’m so sorry for all the trouble, but I really do need to talk to you.”   
 
    “Yeah, your people made that very clear,” said Tessa.  
 
    “Why does the inside of this truck look like the inside of this truck?” I said. “You can do a lot better than that, right? How about making it look like we’re in orbit around Saturn. You know, so we can feel like we’re in the same place that you are.” 
 
    The Michelle avatar smiled, no doubt using an AI program similar to the one Nari had used to convert languages and expressions back and forth. But in this case, not only did her alien expressions get translated, they were made to emerge from a human face. “Fishing for information, Jason?” she said in amusement. “Okay, I’ll bite. The answer to your unasked question is this: yes, I am calling from the interstellar asteroid ship orbiting your sixth planet.”  
 
    She paused. “And to respond to the question you actually asked, apologies for the drabness of this trailer. I’ve arranged for our conversation to be shielded from the guards at the back of the compartment. They won’t hear a single word we’re saying. But I can’t do the same for elaborate holographic and nanite interiors. And I’ve revealed too much advanced technology already. I wouldn’t want them to get the idea that I’m not really human.”  
 
    “Yeah, perish the thought,” I mumbled sarcastically, but I was still focused on what she had said just before this. Our escorts couldn’t hear our conversation. More bad news. So much for trying to steer the conversation in a way that would play to the captain.  
 
    “So are you Rho?” asked Tessa. 
 
    Michelle shook her head. “I am not,” she replied. “For that matter, neither is Nari,” she added. 
 
    I was surprised to hear the Federation leader’s name, although her tone made it clear that she and Nari were anything but friends.  
 
    “Do you know him personally?” asked Tessa. 
 
    “That isn’t important. What is important is that I’m aware that he spoke with you.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said in confusion. “Why did you say that Nari isn’t a Rho?” 
 
    “Mostly because Nari isn’t a Rho.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” I said. 
 
    “It means that he and his race are not from the Rho Cancri system as he claims. And he and his people don’t look anything like the hologram of himself he shows you. No more than I look like the woman speaking to you now.”  
 
    “Why would he lie about that?” asked Tessa skeptically. 
 
    “Why, indeed,” said Michelle. “You’ll just have to take my word for it, since I don’t plan on discussing it further. We don’t have time to dig into every subject.” 
 
    I wanted to press further but knew it would be futile. “So what species are you?” I asked instead. 
 
    “I’m not willing to say. I represent a faction made up of several member species of what you call the Galactic Federation. But I won’t get more specific.”  
 
    “Why not?” I said, truly at a loss. “You plan to have us killed after we’re done here anyway. So what could it hurt?” 
 
    She cringed as I said this, as if even contemplating future violence against us was too much to bear. “What could it hurt?” she said. “Probably nothing. I can’t imagine you escaping given your current circumstances. But you must know there’s a mystical quality surrounding you. Look at what you’ve managed to survive so far, the odds you’ve managed to defy. So it’s better if I pretend you’ll get the chance to inform my enemies of everything I tell you. That way, I won’t disclose anything I’ll come to regret.” 
 
    “So why are we here?” demanded Tessa. “And why should we engage with you when we know your intentions?” 
 
    “I can’t really force you to. But there is no doubt that humanity is wired to be ultra-curious. In fact, you’re the most curious species in the known galaxy. We suspect all wolf species—as Nari now calls them—have this same drive to learn. To know. And this drive is especially strong in the two of you, even among your fellow humans.  
 
    “So if you engage in open conversation with me, answer some of my questions, I’ll try to answer some of yours. Regardless of what might . . . transpire . . . afterward, I think you’ll continue to engage with me on this basis alone.”  
 
    I blew out a long breath. She had us there. “Okay,” I said. “Let’s take this step by step. Will you answer Tessa’s question? Why are you so desperate to speak with us?”  
 
    “I was hoping you could tell me what Nari had to say to you.” 
 
    “He didn’t share that information with the rest of the ark?” asked Tessa. 
 
    “Maybe yes, maybe no. Either way, I’d like to hear it from you.” 
 
    I turned to Tessa. “What do you think?” I asked her. 
 
    “I have no idea. It’s your call.” 
 
    I considered the situation for several long seconds. “Okay . . . Michelle. Here goes. He told us about the Galactic Federation. That each of its twenty-two members have twenty-one hollowed-out asteroids hanging out in their home systems filled with representatives of each galactic species. He told us that all twenty-two species are passive, technologically inert—sheep—and that we’re the only wolf species the Federation has been able to find before it self-destructed.” 
 
    Michelle nodded thoughtfully. “Go on,” she said.  
 
    “He told us that all members of this Federation are dying out, ever so gradually. So you’re here to save us—so we can save you. Spark you back to life. Catch up to you scientifically and then hurdle over the immovable scientific wall that has you stumped, leading you into a new age.” 
 
    “Succinctly put,” said the extraterrestrial. The trailer shook violently for just a moment, perhaps as the mighty vehicle hit a pothole or some other minor obstruction. I glanced at our four guards, but all had managed to stay on their feet, and several were now gripping tie-down straps with their free hands.  
 
    The Michelle avatar leaned forward. “Did Nari tell you that you might be important?”  
 
    “He did,” I replied. “And I know that you think so too.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be interested in us otherwise. Also, you said we had some sort of mystical quality. An existence so charmed that even though we’re at your mercy, you still fear we might escape. Like we’re in a fantasy tale, and you’re worried we might be unkillable because we’re key figures in an ancient prophecy. You know, one that foresees a soldier and a novelist saving the galaxy.” I raised my eyebrows. “If a prophecy like this were true, we couldn’t die until it was fulfilled.” 
 
    “You have quite the imagination,” said Michelle. “But I don’t believe in fantasy.”  
 
    “No, but you do believe in a predictive AI. One that says I’m vital somehow. And that Tessa also has an important role to play. Not an ancient prophecy, but one compelling and enigmatic enough to make you superstitious.” 
 
    “You’re more perceptive than I thought you’d be,” said Michelle. 
 
    I was more perceptive than I thought I’d be, thanks to the nanites making me sharper than normal, which I was now convinced was happening.  
 
    “So did Nari give you any specifics on why you’re important?” she asked. 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Why do you think you are?” 
 
    I smiled. “This is what you’re really after, isn’t it? You’re desperate for some insight—any insight—as to why we’re the chosen ones in this AI prophecy.”  
 
    “I would like to know that, yes. But I also wanted to meet you. Take your measure. Evaluate the being that our best AI calculates is so important.”  
 
    “Before you kill him,” I said. 
 
    She shrank back. “If you keep going there I’ll be forced to cut this short.” 
 
    “I thought you were genetically enhanced to handle this sort of thing,” said Tessa. 
 
    “We are, but it’s still quite uncomfortable to speak about your untimely . . . passing.” 
 
    “Yeah, well imagine how uncomfortable it is for us,” I said. “So why don’t we just call the whole thing off.” 
 
     “I wish I could. I really do. I don’t bear either of you ill will. Did Nari tell you that not all twenty-two members of the galactic community see things the same way?” 
 
    “What you mean is, did he tell us that some races in the Galactic Federation think humanity is much more of a threat than a solution?”  
 
    “Yes. There are a number of factions, and each has its own point of view. Nari’s species, which you incorrectly call the Rho, are the ones calling the shots. But many disagree with them.” 
 
    She paused. “To be clear, our conclusions have nothing to do with you, personally, Jason. Everything we know about you tells us that you aren’t a bad person—for a human. Not prone to violence—unless it is forced upon you. Imaginative. Thoughtful. A good story teller.” 
 
    She sighed. “If you were Adolf Hitler this would be a lot easier for us.” 
 
    “Sorry that my decency is making this so difficult,” I said in contempt. “Even more reason to call the whole thing off.”  
 
    Michelle looked ill. “I can’t tell you how much I’d like that. Again, we have nothing against you, or even against humanity as a whole. You are who you are. Nari’s people, and others, think we can tame a wolf. But my faction is convinced that the wolf will turn on us as soon as we let it out of its trap.” 
 
    “Do you deny that you’re all headed toward extinction?” said Tessa. 
 
    “No. But we think we may be able to delay this considerably. It’s a long way off. Anything can happen. Perhaps genetic engineering techniques can heighten our parental instincts, drive us to reproduce more, get more excitement from existence, and so on.  
 
    “But you wouldn’t be the same,” said Tessa. “Tampering with your psyches in this way would kill something vital to the makeup of your respective species. Alter the very qualities you most value about yourselves. If not, you’d have taken this step already.”     
 
    Michelle sighed. “You’re right,” she admitted. “But while we haven’t found the right genetic recipe yet, there’s plenty of time for that to change.”    
 
    “And what if it doesn’t?” I said.  
 
    “Then it doesn’t. But humanity still wouldn’t be the answer. I’d still rather die in my sleep than be torn to pieces and devoured by a wolf.” 
 
    I had to admit, she had a point.  
 
    “In our minds,” continued the alien, “we have no choice. We’d love to just leave Earth in peace, which is what we’ve been advocating for from the start.” 
 
    “Right,” said Tessa. “Leaving us alone to eliminate ourselves as a future threat.” 
 
    “We only wanted to ensure no one meddled in your affairs. Now our goal is to play the least invasive role possible while restoring what should have been the natural course of events. We aren’t interested in actively participating in humanity’s demise.”      
 
    “Just in making sure this demise comes to pass,” I said. “By actively participating in the demise of me and Tessa. The flies in the ointment. The mystical humans who might somehow help Nari and the not-really-Rho succeed here.” 
 
    Michelle lowered her eyes. “I wish there was another way. You deserve better.” 
 
    “There is a another way,” said Tessa. “Like Jason’s been telling you. Call it off. We’ll promise to go away and have nothing to do with Nari—or the Federation.” 
 
    Michelle shook her head, looking ill once again. “I can’t. But thank you both for speaking with me. I’ll be taking my leave now. I am so sorry you got caught up in this.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, still desperately trying to find a way out, no matter how remote the chances. “Are you aware that Nari wanted a private meeting with us today? To tell us things he didn’t tell us the first time around?” 
 
    Michelle looked intrigued. “I’m not.” 
 
    “It’s true,” I assured her.  
 
    “Do you have any sense of what he might say?” 
 
    “None,” I replied. “But let me make a proposal. How about you let us go so we can find out what he wants. We promise to report it all back to you. It’s possible he’ll share details about our roles that will convince you we don’t present a threat to your plans. I’m asking you to wait just a little while to give us that chance.” 
 
    Michelle shook her head. “As tempting as your offer is, I can’t let you go. So I’m afraid we’re done here. For what it’s worth, it has truly been an honor to meet you.”  
 
    Before we could respond she directed her voice to the back of the trailer, lifting whatever barrier had prevented our guards from hearing us. “I’m leaving now, gentlemen,” she said. “Please proceed as ordered. A computer will be watching. Once it confirms that you’ve carried out your . . . duties, additional monies will be wired into all accounts, as promised.” 
 
    With that, the extraterrestrial vanished, not waiting for a response. Her meaning wasn’t explicit, but it was very clear.  
 
    Her AI would confirm that we’d been killed, and then report back to her in the sanitized, watered-down way that Nari had spoken about. Not having to witness our murders, she could almost pretend she had simply erased two pesky line items from a ledger. Good for her. 
 
    I looked into Tessa’s beautiful eyes as several tears rolled down my cheeks. “I love you, Tessa.”   
 
    “I love you too,” she replied, tearing up herself.  
 
    She turned and fixed her gaze on Nicola and his three subordinates, who had now moved to within ten feet of us. “Don’t do this, Captain,” she pleaded. “You’re making a big mistake. Like Jason said, we can make you and your men rich beyond your wildest dreams. And we have tech that makes what you’ve seen here seem primitive. You can have that too. 
 
    “Give me five minutes,” she continued frantically. “Five minutes! And I can prove it to you. More than prove it. I can convince you that Jason Ramsey is important to your own survival. Show you why Michelle wants him dead so badly. You can always kill us. We’re at your mercy. So what do you have to lose? If I fail to convince you, shoot us.” 
 
    Nicola lifted a tranquilizer gun to chest height and pointed it at Tessa. “Don’t you ever shut up?” he said in contempt, pulling the trigger and driving a dart deep into her neck. The drug took immediate effect, and her head lolled to the side.  
 
    The captain turned to his three comrades. “Now that’s better,” he said with a wink. “She was getting on my last nerve.”  
 
    Nicola took several quick strides until he was just a few feet away from where I was bound. “Just so you know,” he said. “I did her a favor. This way, she won’t see the end coming.” 
 
    He turned back to his subordinates and flashed them a cruel smile. “I’ve got this,” he said. “You can stand down. Only the girl posed any kind of threat.” 
 
    “Why?” I implored him. “What’s the rush? Why won’t you let us prove what we’re saying? Why turn your back on a fortune?”  
 
    “You sicken me,” he replied with a sneer. “Why won’t I take a bribe? Because when I agree to do a job, my word is my bond.” He raised his gun and pointed it at my head at point-blank range.  
 
    Tessa and I had tried everything we could to cheat death, but it was all for naught. Now, she was unconscious and I was all out of ideas. This was really it, the end of the road. 
 
    I closed my eyes and braced myself for the inevitable. 
 
    A moment later the thunder of gunfire rang out, and a bullet exploded through my brain, killing me instantly.   
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    My eyes shot open as gunfire continued to erupt, and I realized my senses and mind were working quite well.  
 
    Perhaps I was less dead than I thought.  
 
    The captain was facing away from me, and his three comrades were all down, riddled with bullets and as dead as I thought I had been. 
 
    My eyes widened as I realized what had happened. I hadn’t been shot, after all. The captain was taking my offer. He had decided to betray Michelle, but didn’t trust his men to go along. So he had put on a performance, making sure they wouldn’t suspect he was about to gun them down in cold blood. 
 
    I sucked in a deep breath of air. He sure had me fooled. 
 
    “Thank you,” I managed to whisper inside a trailer that had suddenly become as quiet as a tomb. “You won’t regret it. You’ll have every bit of money that I promised.” 
 
    Nicola shook his head. “I don’t want your bloody money,” he said. “I was never going to let you die—no matter what.” 
 
    “What?” I said, blinking in confusion. 
 
    “I only pretended to work for Michelle. Same with the man who’s driving this truck, and the one following in a car.” 
 
    “Then who do you really work for?” I asked. 
 
    “Hold that thought, mate,” he said. “Let’s not talk further until we’re out of this truck. What we say here will get back to Michelle. I had no choice but to come out of the closet, but no need to give away any more information than necessary.”  
 
    “Why tranquilize Tessa?” I demanded. “Was that just part of your performance?” 
 
    Nicola shot me a withering glare. “What part of let’s not talk until we’re out of this truck did you not understand?”  
 
    “Right,” I said sheepishly. I owed this man my life, the least I could do was honor his wishes. 
 
    He issued orders to the man driving the truck and we came to a gentle stop. Within minutes he freed me and Tessa from our restraints. The road continued to cut through jungle, and there were woods on either side of it. The driver helped carry Tessa to flat ground just inside the tree line to the east that was illuminated by the truck’s lights, and deposited her gently on the ground.  
 
    Nicola powered on a bright tactical flashlight and handed me another as the driver closed the trailer doors and continued on his way. We could see a smattering of other cars and trucks pass by through the trees, but few were on the road at this pre-dawn hour.   
 
    “My other ally is waiting in a car nearby,” explained Nicola. “He’ll pick us up when we’re done talking.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said. “But back to my question. Why did you knock Tessa out?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you, but not right now. Just know that she’ll be fine. The tranq should put her out for hours, but my guess is that she’ll be awake a lot sooner than that.” 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked again. “Did you even give us your real name?” 
 
    “Sorry, mate, but no. I really was a captain in Australia’s Second Commando Regiment in a past life, but I’ve been off the bloody grid for a long time now. So far off that when that extraterrestrial hologram calling herself Michelle asks her AI to find out who I am, even it will come up empty.” 
 
    “You know she’s an alien?” 
 
    “I do. I know a lot of things. As it turns out, more than you do.”  
 
    He paused. “By the way, you might as well still call me Nick. It’s the name I’ve been using for a while, and it’s as good as any.” 
 
    “So you don’t trust me with your real one?” 
 
    “I don’t come from a very trusting organization. But I’m hoping I can get you to join us. Then we won’t keep anything from you.” 
 
    “What organization?” 
 
    “We call ourselves the Sentinels. The one secret group in the universe that’s actually looking out for humanity. Started by humans and run by humans.” 
 
    “And you want to recruit us?” 
 
    “We want to recruit you,” he replied. He gestured at Tessa, lying peacefully on the hard ground. “Not her. I’ll explain why later.” 
 
    I desperately wanted to explore this further, but decided to let the captain lay things out in his own way. “You’re aware that others want to recruit me also, right? Recruit us.” 
 
    “Well aware. I intend to give you my whole recruiting pitch in a minute. You know, be all that you can be. The few, the proud, the Sentinels. But first, what did Michelle want with you?” 
 
    Despite this man’s help, my guard was up. I was quickly learning that the situation was far too messy to trust anyone. I’d have to rely on my instincts to tell me when to be honest, and when to hedge. “She wanted to know what this other group, the one who wants my services, told me,” I answered, my gut telling me to be honest in this case. 
 
    He nodded. “You mean Nari and the Galactic Federation.”  
 
    My eyes widened. Perhaps he did know more than I did, at that. There seemed to be a whole wide world of people who were better informed than me.  
 
    “That’s right,” I said. 
 
    “And did you tell her the truth?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And what was that truth? What did Nari tell you?”  
 
    “He wanted me to join him. The Galactic Federation. Their predictive AI thinks I’m important.” 
 
    The captain raised his eyebrows. “Apparently so,” he said in amusement. “Did Nari tell you why?” 
 
    “Michelle asked the same thing. The truth is that I have no idea.” 
 
    Nicola frowned. “So did he play to your ego? Tell you that they were grooming humanity to take over the whole show? Which is as absurd as your president going into the jungle and telling a group of howler monkeys that as soon as they stop flinging feces around he’ll give them the keys to the White House.” He shook his head in contempt. “And I imagine he gave you the, ‘we’re here to save you so you can save us’ line?” 
 
    I shrank back. He was suggesting in no uncertain terms that I’d been played. Despite this, my gut still thought otherwise. “There was a lot more to it,” I replied. “I thought what he said was credible, although there are deeper truths that he didn’t disclose.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “He all but told us. He wanted a private meeting today, presumably to be more forthcoming.”  
 
    Nicola’s eyes narrowed in thought. “That’s something I didn’t know. I was about to try the hard sell to get you to join us right now, so we can get out of here. But this calls for a change of plans. You need to have this meeting with Nari. Learn what he wants to tell you.”  
 
    There was a rustling in the underbrush, and I swung my flashlight around to the location of the sound, but nothing was there. I suppose I could have enhanced my vision and hearing, but I was content knowing I could do so almost instantly should the need arise. 
 
    “You said Nari wanted a private meeting,” continued the captain when I had brought my head and flashlight back to their starting positions. “Does that mean one without even Brad Schoenfeld in attendance?” 
 
    Okay, so he knew about the colonel also. Why was I surprised?  
 
    “That’s correct,” I replied. “Just me and Tessa.” 
 
    “Brad is a good man. But he’s allowed Nari to mislead him. He’s come to trust the alien far too much. An easy mistake to make. Nari has saved humanity’s collective asses more than once, after all.” 
 
    “Brad doesn’t trust him as completely as you think,” I said. 
 
    “Interesting,” said Nicola. “And good to know.” 
 
    “So why can’t we—” 
 
    The captain held up a forestalling hand. “Wait one.”  
 
    He tilted his head for several seconds, listening to a faint voice I heard coming through his comm. “Shit!” he barked miserably.  
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Apparently, some sleepless American tourist at the lodge you were at saw the flares we set off. Ten minutes ago he called his girlfriend back in the States, and it came up in their conversation.” 
 
    These words had come at a rapid-fire pace, as if he was suddenly in a big hurry.  
 
    “So why is that such a problem?” I asked. 
 
    “Because Schoenfeld’s AI digests every bloody communication on Earth,” he said just as rapidly, “written or verbal. Normally it wouldn’t care a whit about a sighting of flares, but since you’re in the area, this must have stood out like a nuclear explosion. No doubt the colonel has already scrambled a team to the general area, waiting for the AI to pinpoint your location. So my recruitment pitch will have to wait. I need to get out of here before his team arrives. Like five minutes ago.” 
 
    He paused to think for just a moment and then raced ahead. “So do this. Meet with Nari. Find out what he wants to tell you. Pretend to believe him, and then contact me so I can get you out of there. Then I’ll tell you what’s really going on.”  
 
    He removed a business card from his wallet and shoved it into my hand. A cellphone number was written on it, but nothing else, not even a name.  
 
    “This number is secure, even from them,” he added quickly. “Memorize it and destroy the card. It will give you a private line to both my phone and comm, so you can contact me at any time, day or night, and it’s tagged so I’ll know it’s you. I’ll answer immediately, no matter what I’m doing. I can arrange to have you picked up so they aren’t aware and can’t follow. I have access to tech that’s equal to theirs. UFOs of my own.” 
 
    “How in the world is that—” 
 
    “I’ve already overstayed my welcome,” interrupted the captain, as a sleek sports car arrived on the shoulder of the road fifteen feet away, right on cue, and the passenger door sprang open. “Wouldn’t do to get captured. I wish you could come with me, but we’ll all benefit from learning what Nari plans to tell you.”  
 
    “Why should I trust you more than I trust him?” 
 
    “I did just save your life.” 
 
    “So did he,” I pointed out.  
 
    “I can’t prove it in the few seconds we have left,” said the captain, his words spilling out ever faster as his desperation to leave continued to grow, “but he and the Galactic Federation don’t have humanity’s best interests at heart. Really! I’ll fill you in when we meet again. And Tessa isn’t who you think she is. That’s why I knocked her out. So we could speak in private. I’ll tell you about her next time too.” 
 
    “Tell me now!” I demanded. 
 
    Nicola moved through the trees a short distance to his ride while I followed. “Are you aware that’s she’s been infused with nanites? Microscopic robots that enhance the shit out of her?” 
 
    “I am.”  
 
    Nicola dropped into the passenger’s seat of the car. He slammed the door closed and immediately hit a button to lower the window. “You know the aliens don’t give this tech to anyone but their own, right?” he said while the window was still sliding down. 
 
    He must have no idea that I was now enhanced myself, but something in my gut told me to keep it that way. “Usually that’s true,” I replied. “But they made an exception in Tessa’s case. She’s had them on board for about five months.” 
 
    Nicola snorted. “She’s had them on board for most of her life, Jason. I’ll send you footage of a mission she was on with the Deltas in Tehran—three years ago—that will prove it. From a camera no one knew was there. I’ll put it in your cloud account, in a file labeled Nick. I’ll encrypt it so that it stays invisible to the AIs.”   
 
    “What will it show?” 
 
    “Her team was ambushed, and she was the only one to make it out alive. Watch the footage of her in action and you’ll have no doubt that she was enhanced, even then.”  
 
    “Did she know she was?” I asked. “She might have just thought she was naturally skilled.”  
 
    The captain rolled his eyes. “You’re not getting this, Jason,” he said in disbelief. “I told you, Tessa Barrett isn’t who you think she is. She works for Nari. Has her entire adult life.” 
 
    “What? Are you saying she’s an alien?” 
 
    “No. She comes from top drawer human stock. She was a hundred percent human—and special—even before Nari’s geneticists made modifications in the womb to hone her into a perfect specimen. Beauty, athleticism, intelligence—she’s got it all. You have eyes and a brain, mate. You must see how bloody extraordinary she is.” 
 
    This hit me like a dagger to the gut, and I suddenly felt dizzy. Of course I saw how bloody extraordinary she was. I had long marveled at her luck in the genetic lottery department. But maybe it wasn’t entirely luck, after all.  
 
    Suddenly, I picked up the faint sound of multiple helicopters in the sky, and so did the captain. They were far off but closing fast.  
 
    “Look, Jason, we’re truly out of time. Don’t tell Tessa and Nari about me and my organization. Tell them you paid me off and then arrange to wire money to sell the story. I’ll send transfer instructions. Tell them I tranqed Tessa so my mates would lower their guards. Let them think I’m just a clueless gun for hire like the rest. But contact me after your meeting and I’ll tell you the truth.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” 
 
    “Then you don’t. Your choice. We don’t do coercion.”  
 
    The car window began sliding closed.  
 
    “Wait,” I blurted out, “One last question about Tessa.” 
 
    The captain stopped the window halfway up. “Hurry!” 
 
    “Are you telling me that Nari’s geneticists went to Ohio and abducted her mother when she was a fetus? Engineered her? For what reason?”  
 
    “To have her at the ready when needed. And no, I’m not telling you they visited her mother in Ohio. Because her mother was off-world at the time.”  
 
    The car began rolling away as Nick Nicola shouted his last words through the partially open window. “What I’m telling you is that Tessa Barrett wasn’t born or raised on Earth.”
  
 
    

  

 
   
    PART 5 
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
    28 
 
      
 
    I was so stunned I barely remember the helicopter journey back to the island. Tessa awoke within the first few minutes of the flight as she and her nanites fought off the effects of the tranquilizer, but I barely spoke to her.  
 
    She had thrown her arms around me and had shed several tears of joy that I was alive and well, but I was so numb that it was all I could do to fake the proper reaction.  
 
    If there was a limit to the density of surprises one person could endure, I had surely passed it. 
 
    I had gone on the Mark Russell Podcast to shake the trees, bait a hook with my own body, and get answers as to why our skies had become littered with UFOs. Since that time, I had gotten an avalanche of answers, beyond my wildest hopes. The only problem was I couldn’t be sure which, if any, were true. Made worse by the fact that many of the answers conflicted with each other. 
 
    The real truth seemed to be buried under more layers than an onion—or a hollowed-out asteroid. How many different parties were there? With how many different agendas? 
 
    And how could I trust any of them? 
 
    Who were the Sentinels? Who was Nick Nicola? How did he know so much? And most importantly, could what he had said about Tessa Barrett be true?  
 
    It was painful to even contemplate. What if what I had with Tessa wasn’t real? What if I was being played by a woman I had come to love with a passion so immense it was almost frightening?  
 
    The nanites could ease physical pain, but not the excruciating emotional pain I would suffer if this proved to be true. It would be the ultimate betrayal, impossible to forgive, even if the entire galaxy was at stake. 
 
    As we whipped through the sky on the way to a hidden island, I was desperate to confront her, hoping against hope that she’d be able to offer a convincing denial, but terrified that she wouldn’t.  
 
    Still, I fought off the urge. I needed to know what Nari planned to tell us first, before making a move that would reveal Captain Nicola as being more than just a clueless mercenary, and change the complexion of everything. 
 
    I’d have discounted what Nicola had said about her, except that it answered a number of questions. How Tessa could be so damned amazing. How such an amazing woman could fall for me in the first place, when she could have any man in the world. And why Nari had arranged to put her in my path. 
 
    So I sat in silence on the way back to the island, sulking and licking what could well be imagined wounds, while Tessa was visibly concerned about my well-being. I’d have blamed my uncharacteristically morose mood on a headache, but with nanite MDs coursing through my bloodstream, this was no longer a valid excuse.  
 
    Brad had sent a local team to rescue us, but had remained on his private island. He was there to greet us warmly upon landing. Tessa had called ahead to provide him with an outline of what had happened, but saved most of it for the full debriefing he had requested with Nari present. 
 
    I, for one, couldn’t wait to complete the debriefing so we could have our private meeting with Nari. Once this was completed, I’d have some hard choices to make. Some possible confrontations to initiate. But I needed it to happen quickly, before I couldn’t help but demand answers from Tessa, or give away what I was feeling.  
 
    Tessa asked to delay the meeting for an hour to give us time to shower and depressurize, and the colonel readily agreed. I insisted that Tessa shower first, which gave me time to check my cloud account. Sure enough, Nick had already placed a file with his name—his alias—inside.  
 
    The video was only eighteen seconds long, but it was filmed outside, and I could see Milad Tower rising into the sky off in the distance, an unmistakable Q-tip-shaped landmark in downtown Tehran. Tessa’s unit had been wiped out in the ambush and were in pieces on the ground, but Tessa had been taken prisoner for reasons unknown. Perhaps they thought a stunningly beautiful woman would make an ideal hostage, or perhaps their leader wanted her for himself. Regardless, after disarming her, they dropped their guard, and in that moment she struck, so quickly and precisely that the five men she wiped out seemed frozen in place by comparison.  
 
    It wasn’t pretty, but it was conclusive. Tessa had been enhanced at the time. The footage left no doubt. It wasn’t dated, but it had to have been before she was supposed to have been injected with nanites, since we hadn’t spent a single night apart since that time.  
 
    Unless the video wasn’t real. Definitely a possibility given the technology I had seen recently, which would make a perfectly faked version child’s play. Still, I found it quite disturbing, to say the least. 
 
    I showered in a daze and soon found myself back in the same conference room we had been in before, overlooking the ocean.  
 
    Déjà vu all over again.  
 
    But what a difference a day made. This time dawn had yet to break. And when I had left the island less than twenty-four hours earlier, I had never been inside a UFO, traveled into space, faced an alien with murderous intent named Michelle, or met a member of an organization named the Sentinels.  
 
    Oh yeah, and I had never seen a wild kangaroo, but that somehow didn’t seem quite as remarkable. 
 
    Brad was with us in the room, joined by Nari’s hologram, and we began. I let Tessa handle the entire debrief up until the part when she’d been hit with a dart. She was a military professional and did a better job of conveying relevant information than I could have, and I was still reeling from the possibility that she wasn’t what she seemed to be. 
 
    “Jason?” I vaguely heard the colonel say, as if his voice had traveled through a mile of cotton. “Jason?” he repeated. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I shook my head to clear it. “I’m fine,” I replied.  
 
    “Are you sure? I just asked you twice to pick up the baton from Tessa, and you seem to have completely zoned out.” 
 
    “Sorry. A lot on my mind. And I didn’t need to listen to Tessa, because I lived it.” 
 
    “That’s true,” said Brad. “But you also seem uncharacteristically . . . subdued. You’re positive everything is all right?” 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    The colonel didn’t look entirely convinced, but didn’t press. “Then can you go ahead and pick up where Tessa left off. I’m sure you can guess where that is.” 
 
    I nodded. “There isn’t much to tell. The man calling himself Captain Nick Nicola shot her with a dart, and pointed a gun at my head. I heard a shot and was sure I was dead. But—spoiler alert—I wasn’t. He had killed his three comrades instead, surprising them.” 
 
    Nari recoiled as I spoke, even after setting the AI to sanitize our report in real time, aware that the debriefing, especially Tessa’s part, wouldn’t be pretty. So the AI was transmitting a euphemism-laced, slightly defanged version of the actual story to him.  
 
    “Why did you say the man calling himself Nick Nicola?” the colonel asked. “Did he tell you that name was an alias?”  
 
    “Uh, no, he didn’t. I just wouldn’t be surprised if it was.”  
 
    The colonel considered this reply. “Right,” he said finally. “I guess you novelists never stop thinking through the angles, do you?” He waved his hand at me. “But please, go ahead. What happened next?”  
 
    “He told me he’d decided to accept my bribe. That I needed to wire him ten million US dollars.” 
 
    “But you couldn’t have done so,” said Nari. “You didn’t have access to our accounts.” 
 
    “Yeah, no kidding.”   
 
    “So why was he willing to let you go?” pressed the alien. 
 
    “He didn’t have a choice. He heard the helicopters coming for us and wanted no part of them. I promised that if he emailed wire instructions, I’d honor my end of the bargain.”  
 
    “And did you get the instructions?” asked Brad. 
 
    I nodded. “I’ve already forwarded them to you. You can try to trace him from the email address he used, but I think he’s too careful for that to work. He saved our lives, so I expect you to honor my word.” 
 
    “Of course,” said the colonel. 
 
    “Why did he knock out Tessa?” asked Nari. 
 
    “So his men would lower their guards,” I lied. “He acted like a cruel prick, also, one who was relishing the prospect of killing us. But it was all just theatre.” 
 
    “Well, he probably is a cruel prick,” noted Brad. “But in this case, one who wanted a ten-million-dollar payday.” 
 
    That was pretty much all I had to tell them. They had a few more questions, which I answered, but soon enough the debriefing was complete.  
 
    Once it was, the colonel turned his attention to the octopus-like visage of our alien guest. “So what do you make of all this?” he asked. “What in the hell is going on over in that interstellar ark of yours? I normally wouldn’t care about the Federation’s domestic squabbles. But in this case, when a faction of yours wants to wipe out the human race, I’m keenly interested. So we need to talk in depth about the Federation member calling herself Michelle, and this faction of hers.” 
 
    Nari sighed. “I know we do,” he said. “Ironically, this was one of the subjects I had intended to share with Jason and Tessa today.” 
 
    “But not me,” said the colonel. 
 
    “No, not you. Our AI has long advised me not to share certain information with you and your organization, this included. Even now, the AI is advising I only tell Jason and Tessa. But as good as the AI can be, it’s still just a tool. I have to use my own judgment. And my judgment tells me it’s time you knew everything.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I foolishly thought I already did,” said the colonel. 
 
    Nari produced the Rho equivalent of a wince. “I know, Brad,” he said solemnly. “I only wish that were true.”  
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    The colonel looked hurt and angry—for good reason. I was still reeling from a brutal betrayal, and I hadn’t worked with Tessa nearly as long as Brad had worked with Nari.  
 
    On the other hand, I doubted he was as madly in love with Nari as I was with Tessa.  
 
    Still, the colonel could take some solace from the fact that Nari had added him to the guest list for our private meeting, which apparently was about to begin, against the recommendation of the Oracle-like AI.  
 
    Well, assuming the AI had really recommended against it. I could no longer assume that anything was true.  
 
    “I know I have a lot of work to do to regain your trust,” said Nari to the three human meeting participants, as if he had read my mind. “So I intend to be entirely honest with you in every way. I won’t spare you from any truths, no matter how unpleasant or problematic.” 
 
    Brad glared at the alien, still visibly upset, but didn’t respond, so I took the liberty of kicking things off. “So who is this Galactic Federation member calling herself Michelle?” I asked.   
 
    “I don’t know,” replied Nari. “All I can tell you is that the entire incident you just experienced is extremely troubling. I already told you that not all factions agree with our collective strategy, but I’m astonished that any would take steps such as these. I find it nearly impossible to believe.” 
 
    “And yet it happened,” said Tessa. “So you’d better start rethinking your assumptions.” 
 
    I frowned, now suspect of her every utterance. Was she really the love of my life rebuking a strange alien being? Or was she the partner of a strange alien being, and just pretending otherwise? 
 
    “And speaking of assumptions,” continued Tessa, “maybe it wasn’t such a great idea not to guard Jason, after all.”  
 
    “What happened is horrible,” said Nari. “And every instinct in my being wants to do everything possible to watch and protect both of you. But the AI says this is a mistake, that we need to provide the maximum degrees of freedom to let things play out.”  
 
    The alien sighed. “It’s possible this will turn out to be wise,” he continued. “Despite how maddeningly cryptic the AI can be. For example, what were the consequences of letting you go to Australia, unwatched, rather than quarantining you on a guarded island?” 
 
    He paused to give us time to think about it. “Well,” he continued, answering his own question, “we learned about a rogue faction within our ranks, one far bolder and more dangerous than we ever expected. And because of what happened, I’m disclosing things to Brad I wouldn’t have disclosed otherwise. It’s possible the AI envisioned some of these things, and this is partly why Jason is so critical in the first place.”  
 
    This was certainly something to ponder further, but not now. I had a lot more questions. The ones I was most eager to ask involved Tessa, but these would have to wait. For now, I decided to ask a question about something Michelle had mentioned that I had found particularly inexplicable, and intriguing.  
 
    I stared deeply into Nari’s alien holographic eyes. “Michelle told us your species really shouldn’t be called the Rho,” I said. “And that your hologram doesn’t represent the real you. Is that true?” 
 
    Nari issued a heavy sigh and then nodded. “It is,” he replied. “A deception I’m not proud of, but one considered necessary. I’ll elaborate later.” 
 
    The colonel’s mouth dropped open. “Necessary?” he said in disbelief, his eyes now burning angrily. “How can a hoax like that be necessary? What rationale could you possibly have?”  
 
    I understood his outrage. I felt the same. This single answer had revealed that Michelle had told the truth about something that Nari had been lying about. Lying about for a very long time—to his staunchest ally. And this was after Nari had already admitted he had been withholding key information.  
 
    If I hadn’t been shaken up already, I would be now. How many layers thick was this onion? And would I ever be able to sort truth from lies?  
 
    Outside the wall of glass behind Nari and the colonel, dawn was breaking. The sun was just beginning to rise behind us, causing patches of ocean to glisten like wet diamonds, but I was too preoccupied to bask in the beauty of the scene. If not for the nanites, my body would be desperate for sleep. Even with them, I was emotionally spent.  
 
    “I can only promise to provide our rationale,” said Nari. “You’ll have to decide if you think it’s valid. I’d like to think you’ll understand why we made the choices we made, even if you don’t approve. But that will be entirely up to you.” 
 
    I continued to be struck by how reasonable the alien leader made everything seem, even his lies.  
 
    “So let me begin,” continued Nari. “I’ll lay it all out for you the best I can, and then I’ll field questions. Not that you shouldn’t feel free to jump in along the way.” 
 
    All three of us nodded our understanding. 
 
    “First,” he continued. “Intelligent life in the galaxy doesn’t just consist of one wolf species—you—and twenty-two sheep species. There is another. One that’s in a category of its own. A species that makes humanity  look like sheep. A marauding species spreading across the galaxy like locusts, obliterating all intelligent life in its path. We call them the Swarm.” 
 
    I thought the colonel was going to explode. “Sure,” he said bitterly, “a marauding species that obliterates all intelligent life. As long as you were only withholding something unimportant. I was worried it might be something big.” 
 
    Nari didn’t reply, and I hoped the translation AI was able to reproduce Brad’s exact tone and expression, dripping with sarcasm. 
 
     “Let me guess,” continued the colonel. “Earth is directly in their path?” 
 
    “Yes. As is the entire Galactic Federation.” 
 
    “Perfect!” hissed Brad. “Easy to see why that wouldn’t be important for us to know.” 
 
    I shook my head. “So when you told us that all Federation members were gradually going extinct from stagnation,” I said, “that isn’t true, either.” 
 
    “No,” said Nari. “That is true. I just left out that the Swarm will destroy us long before that happens.” 
 
    “What reason could you possibly have to keep that from me?” demanded the colonel.  
 
    “We wanted to gain your trust before hitting you with an ugly truth. Everything I’ve told you previously has been accurate, with the exception of the physical appearance of my people, and the star system we call home. Everything.  
 
    “We are headed toward gradual extinction. We were desperate to find a species like yours to lead and inspire us, and to drive us into a glorious and peaceful future. Even before we detected the Swarm.” 
 
    “But your ugly truth is that you first need us to lead you in a war against them,” I said.  
 
    Nari nodded. “That’s right.” 
 
    “That not entirely true, either, is it?” said the colonel. “You don’t need us to lead you into battle. You need us to fight the Swarm for you—all on our own. With you providing tech and moral support in the background. Sheep don’t go into battle.” 
 
    “Nor would you want us to,” said Nari. “And again, while you’re our only hope, we’re your only hope also. If we weren’t here, you’d destroy yourselves before the Swarm did. Even if you did survive your adolescence, you wouldn’t develop the technology to detect them for a long while. You wouldn’t know they were coming until they were almost here, and you’d be utterly helpless against them. So don’t discount what we bring to the table too quickly.” 
 
    He paused for this to sink in. “If humanity wasn’t in any jeopardy from them,” the alien continued, “but we were asking you to fight to protect us, anyway—to fight our war for us—then that would be a different story. But your necks are in the same guillotine as ours. 
 
    “Still,” continued the alien, “as I’ve already said, if we told you about this upfront, we feared losing your trust, your goodwill. You aren’t a trusting species. Managing first contact with humanity was perilous enough. Gaining your trust difficult enough. But introducing ourselves and then letting you form the mistaken impression that we’re saving you so you can become the galaxy’s mercenary soldiers? You’d never believe our intentions were anything more than selfish. Desperate. You’d never believe we truly intended for you to lead us, even absent this threat. 
 
    “Our AI was adamant about not telling you. It advised us to do so only after we had formally introduced ourselves to all of humanity. After your species had adjusted to the reality of the Galactic Federation. After we had all worked together for a period of time, and learned to trust each other.  
 
    “The AI was also concerned that if your species knew you were even more important than we were letting on, you’d make demands of us. Demand advanced technology ahead of your readiness to use it, putting yourselves in jeopardy from which even we couldn’t protect you.”  
 
    “So when did you plan to tell us?” asked Brad. 
 
    “Between one and two hundred years from now. Depending on how well your relationship with the Federation was going. And depending on how quickly you continued to mature and develop your science and technology.”  
 
    Nari frowned. “Believe me, we were painfully aware that the longer we kept humanity in the dark, the angrier you would be about our previous silence. And the more it would strain our relationship.”   
 
    “Where is this Swarm now?” I asked.  
 
    “A little over twelve hundred light years away. Are you familiar with the use of right ascension and declination to pinpoint celestial objects?” 
 
    I shook my head no. 
 
    “Then let me simplify,” said Nari. “Imagine the galaxy is a standard map, with Earth in the center. The Swarm is sweeping in from the east like a raging, unquenchable forest fire, consuming everything in its path. And it turns out that humanity is the easternmost intelligence in the galaxy, other than the Swarm.” 
 
    “So it will hit us first,” I said. 
 
    Nari nodded. 
 
    “Well, isn’t that lucky for your Federation,” said Tessa. “The only species with a chance to stop them just happens to be out in front, guarding the rest.” 
 
    “The current members of the Federation are quite lucky, yes,” agreed Nari. “Using our map metaphor, our home star systems are all to your west. Some of us believe this is just a happy coincidence. Others are convinced that luck has nothing to do with it. That there is a higher power looking out for us all, or that the universe itself is sentient.” 
 
    I would have loved to explore this further, but there were more important things going on. A number of scientists thought the universe could be conscious, and I had even read a paper that had investigated similarities between the human brain, with its hundred billion neurons, and the cosmos, with its hundred billion or more galaxies.  
 
    Ignoring the vast difference in scale, the authors had found the structures were remarkably similar. Neurons and galaxies were both assembled together in a complex web, spread out in long filaments and nodes that linked them up. Additional analysis revealed that the distribution of the neuronal network in the brain and the distribution of matter in the cosmic web were eerily similar. 
 
    “What do you mean by the current members of the Federation?” asked the colonel. “I’ve never heard you use that phrase. Are you implying there used to be others?” 
 
    The alien AI somehow made the Nari hologram look nauseated. “Yes,” he whispered in horror. “Two others. Both five to six thousand light years to the east. They were the first to encounter the Swarm.” 
 
    I winced. “I take it that it didn’t go well.” 
 
    “The Swarm destroyed their home systems and wiped them out, down to the last man, woman, and child. Along with all the Federation representatives living there. Most of the intel we have on the Swarm came from these encounters. As far as we know there is no defense against them. Small populations of these two races still exist in the home systems of all Federation members, but they are dwindling, and the loss of their home planets and the vast majority of their populations has only hastened this decline.”  
 
    “So there are really twenty-three asteroids orbiting each home system,” I said. “Not twenty-one. And we’re only the easternmost intelligence in the Federation now. After two others have already fallen.” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “Which still makes us the tip of the spear,” said Brad. 
 
    “A bad metaphor, I think,” replied Nari. “More like the first crops in line to be picked clean by locusts.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “When do you expect them to arrive here?”  
 
    “They aren’t in any hurry. I’d say three to four thousand years.” 
 
    “Does that mean they haven’t conquered FTL travel?” I asked. 
 
    “No need. Given they’re a super-wolf species whose tech in many ways surpasses our own, we believe they could manage it if they really cared to. But like the locusts I’ve been mentioning, the Swarm stays together as an unstoppable mass, at least on a galactic scale. They’re relatively slow and steady, picking clean everything they pass.” 
 
    “It’s good that they’re moving so slowly,” said Tessa. “Three thousand years is a long time to prepare for an invasion.” 
 
    “But not nearly long enough,” said Nari sullenly. 
 
    “It’s worse than that,” I said. “I’ve previously put considerable thought into how one might defend a planet from an approaching armada. The conclusion I’ve come to is that it’s impossible. A planet is the ultimate sitting duck, regardless of defenses. So we’ll need to engage them long before they reach us, as far away from Earth as possible. Slow down their approach. Buy ourselves as much time as possible for continuing preparations in our home system, to tip the scales in our favor. If we don’t take them out before they get here, it’s game over.”  
 
    “I agree completely,” said Brad.  
 
    Nari nodded. “Our AI tells us the same thing. The difference is that we needed an AI to explain why defending a planet from an armada is ultimately impossible. But Jason figured this out easily, without any military training. Yet another reason humanity is our only hope. A sheep, and even a sheep’s AI, can’t possibly strategize like a wolf. Or fight like one.”   
 
    “Given that we do excel at war,” said Tessa, “and given thousands of years to advance technology and stockpile weapons—even given Jason’s abbreviated schedule—why do you still think this isn’t enough time?” 
 
    “I’m not sure that any amount of time is enough,” said Nari. “I can have the AI go through the record with you at a later date so you can see what the Swarm is capable of, and how they operate. The AI has shared severely watered-down versions of their campaigns with us. Even these are atrocious enough to make the human race seem about as dangerous as a litter of kittens. They’re ruthless, fearless, and predatory in the extreme. They have an insatiable appetite for expansion. And they’ll stop at nothing to achieve their objectives.” 
 
    The alien paused. “I’ve been using locusts as a metaphor,” he continued. “But army ants are a better one. Army ants are on the march throughout a colony’s entire existence, killing everything they encounter. Everything. To not kill would be an impossible concept to them.  
 
    “Like your army ants, the Swarm is entirely nomadic. They can stay in one place temporarily, but never permanently. They’re genetically driven to press ever forward to find new prey, after destroying all life where they live. Intelligent life or non-intelligent, it’s all the same to the Swarm.”   
 
    “How lovely,” said Tessa sarcastically. “They just keep sounding better and better.” 
 
    “We’ve repeatedly tried to open up a dialog with them,” continued Nari, “but they have no interest. They don’t want to dominate us or rule us. They simply want us annihilated, completely wiped from existence. As far as we or our AI can tell, they basically can’t be stopped.” 
 
    As a fan of Star Trek, I couldn’t help but be reminded of the Borg, except the Swarm was organic rather than cybernetic. Still, the whole ‘resistance is futile’ thing wasn’t such a great tag line when it was no longer fiction.  
 
    Yet another relevant quote flashed into my mind from the Terminator franchise: It can’t be reasoned with, it can’t be bargained with. It doesn’t feel pity or remorse or fear. And it absolutely will not stop! Ever! Until you are dead. 
 
    “But since the Swarm is intelligent,” said Tessa, “won’t it modify its behavior? I understand its possible unwillingness to stop killing non-intelligent life. We take life to survive, ourselves. Even vegans take plant life. Because we have no other choice. But an intelligent colony of army ants could at least bring itself to draw the line at fellow intelligences.” 
 
    “One would think,” replied Nari. “But apparently not.”  
 
    If not for the nanites, I’d definitely have a raging headache at this point. “So you’re faced with the ultimate wolf species,” I said. “Absolutely untamable. A cross between the Borg, army ants, and the Terminator. So it makes sense that you’d want to forge an alliance with a lesser wolf—like humanity. But why would Michelle still want us out of the picture? That doesn’t make sense. We have to be the lesser of two evils, right?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Nari. “It’s no mystery there’s been dissension in our ranks, but I never guessed any faction would actively take steps in the hope of pushing humanity to extinction. The only reason I can think of is that they’re convinced you’ll fail against the Swarm. And even though your species is the lessor wolf, it’s already in our henhouse. So humanity becomes the bigger, more immediate threat.”  
 
    “Suppose this faction does eliminate us,” said Brad. “What would their plan be then?” 
 
    “I’m not certain,” replied the alien. “My guess would be one several dissenting factions have previously advocated for. Flee farther west. Stay ahead of the Swarm.”  
 
    He shook his head. “But I think even they know this strategy is doomed to failure. The Federation representatives in your star system have been selected for their bravery and hearty constitutions. And then genetically modified to ensure these traits are further amplified. So we’re all many times bolder than the boldest of our compatriots back home. Most of whom won’t have the stomach to flee. Our lifespans are so long that existence is often dreary, and many will welcome an end to it all. Even if none of this were true, we can’t outrun the Swarm forever. Soon enough, those who try will get thinned out until they’re extinct, much sooner than we believe will happen if we team up with humanity.” 
 
    Nari sighed. “The bottom line,” he continued, “is that in the long run, over geologic time scales, humanity remains our only chance for survival. Our only chance to grow and thrive. With or without the Swarm in the picture.”   
 
    The expressions around the room were uniformly somber. No one spoke for several long seconds as we all digested what the alien had just said.  
 
    “Why didn’t Michelle mention this Swarm?” I asked, breaking the silence.   
 
    “I don’t know,” replied Nari earnestly. “I don’t understand anything she did.” 
 
    I nodded, deciding to move on. “Then what else can you tell us about what makes the Swarm tick?” I asked. “It’s a weird coincidence, but they sound almost identical to a species I invented for a novel a few years back. One I patterned after army ants, actually. The similarities are kind of uncanny.” 
 
    “I don’t think I ever read that one,” said the colonel. 
 
    “Me either,” seconded Tessa. 
 
    I grimaced. “Well, truth be told, it was the least successful novel I’ve ever written. So I’m not surprised.” 
 
    “I read it,” announced Nari. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “No kidding?”  
 
    “No kidding,” repeated Nari. The alien cringed just slightly. “And in the interest of full disclosure, I’ll reveal another uncomfortable truth. The similarities between the Swarm and the species in your novel aren’t entirely coincidental.” 
 
    I made a face. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means that I didn’t just read the book. I helped put the idea for it into your head.” 
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    I stared at the octopus-like alien with my mouth open. “Come again?” I barely managed to blurt out. 
 
    “The Federation has technology that allows us to influence sentient minds, but only the slightest amount.” 
 
    “What do you mean influence?” demanded Brad Schoenfeld. “What, like some sort of mind control?” 
 
    “Not at all. Just feeble persuasion. Not even persuasion. We can give a gentle, subconscious nudge, and only while you’re sleeping.” 
 
    I wanted to scream. To express my outrage that I had been manipulated. To perform a mental self-examination and determine to what extent I had been compromised, and the implications of this tampering. But I forced these thoughts and emotions down. If ever I needed to come at something clinically, dispassionately, this was the time. 
 
     “Why only during sleep?” I asked. “Because you don’t have a conscious mind to contend with?”  
 
    “Exactly. Consciousness is a quantum effect. Even your scientists have begun to realize this. So quantum methods can be used to penetrate the brain’s defenses, but only when the subconscious is in control. Even then, inserting the simplest of thoughts or ideas into a mind is laborious and painstaking, no matter how advanced our technology has become. And even subconscious minds have plenty of fail-safes, means of resisting such attempts. The effort required is immense.”   
 
    “Yet you went to this immense effort,” I said in disbelief, “just to plant an idea for a novel into my head? I don’t believe it.”  
 
    “It’s true,” said Nari. 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Because the AI had already identified you as someone we wanted to recruit. You have an inventive mind. A fertile imagination. You’re someone capable of devising complex strategies and tactics that can be effective even in an interstellar war, one involving a treacherous enemy, incomprehensible distances and energies, and novel technologies. You’re known for writing protagonists who think their way to victory, bluff or trick their way to victory, more often than they fight their way to victory.  
 
    “We need this type of outside-the-box thinking. And not just from you, but from a collection of people like you whom we’ve considered gathering. But you were the first we focused on. A test case.” 
 
    “It sounds as if I was a focus long before the AI decided I was critical to your entire effort.” 
 
    “That’s true. That came later. Initially, we targeted you because the AI concluded that even without military training, you could be of considerable value. In the near term, for a variety of reasons. And much later, prior to and during the war with the Swarm, as a master strategist.” 
 
    I shook my head in confusion. “How could I be of value in a war that won’t begin for thousands of years?” 
 
    “We can extend your life so that you stay young and healthy until long after the war begins. Or we can get you out of this system’s gravity well and put you in time stasis for whatever period is required.” 
 
    Again, things were taking a turn for the absurd. An alien had just told me I might live for thousands of years. The only problem was, I’d almost been killed on multiple occasions in the past seventy-two hours. I’d be lucky to see my next birthday, let alone the sixth millennia.  
 
    “So you see,” continued Nari, “we were hoping you could help us in the near term—and in the distant future. But only if you agreed, of course, of your own free will.” 
 
    “Free will?” I repeated in disbelief. “Really? When you’ve admitted to implanting ideas in my head while I sleep?” 
 
    “Again, raising ideas for you to consider, not forcing them upon you. We can only nudge you in a direction you already want to go, that you’re already open to. The AI saw you as doubly valuable. In the immediate future, to help us think through a possible strategy to reveal ourselves to the world. Help us to think through the fallout from such a revelation, and the fallout when your species truly understands our technological capabilities.  
 
    “You’ve thought and written extensively about this, Jason. About how humanity might handle becoming aware of aliens. How your species might handle scientific and technological revelations. You’ve specialized in writing about disruptive technologies and their impact on your civilization. You’ve taken deep dives into the pros and cons of it all. How tech can be used to bring about paradise, or misused to bring about utter destruction.” 
 
    The alien paused. “You’ve also distinguished yourself with respect to the thoroughness of your research, and the accuracy of many of your technological predictions. You’re known as being sober and thoughtful. So we wanted you to be an influencer. Along with a strategist, think-tank analyst, and possible public relations specialist.” 
 
    “Oh, is that all,” I said sarcastically. 
 
    “Actually no,” replied the alien. “You also might be the perfect spokesman to personally reveal our existence to the world. Explain what’s really going on. Once we decided it was time for full disclosure, we thought we might ask you to tell our story. Your appearance on Mark Russell’s program was a dress rehearsal in a way, and it went viral immediately. Beyond our most optimistic expectations. Which shows your credibility. People trust what you say.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Not anymore, I thought. At least if I failed to go back on the podcast as promised. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “So you decided I was someone potentially worth recruiting. With some skills you thought might be useful. But why not just come to me? Why, ah . . . nudge me in my sleep to write a book starring a Swarm-like species?” 
 
    “We wanted to hone our ability to reach your subconscious mind, and this was a good way to do that. Each mind has subtle differences, and it takes some experimentation to optimize the effect. And while it was a long shot, we hoped the book would be wildly successful, be made into an iconic hit movie, and become part of the cultural zeitgeist.” 
 
    “Nice of your AI to be looking out for my career,” I said wryly. “But I still don’t get it. How would it have helped you if this particular book had become a hit?” 
 
    “An iconic fictional character paints a million words,” said Nari. “Has a life of its own, one that can span generations. Lord of The Rings and Star Trek are prime examples. So if your book spawned a movie, and so on, and became iconic, it would give humanity a clear referent when we finally revealed the truth about the Swarm. People get pop culture references immediately, and all that they entail. You just used them yourself to characterize the Swarm. You said they were part Terminator and part Borg.  
 
    “Imagine there really were a species out there identical to the Borg. If we introduced them in that way, drawing a comparison, huge numbers of you would instantly understand everything this species is about. In ways that are both visceral and comprehensive.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Then it looks like you bet on the wrong horse. Not only didn’t this novel become iconic, it was my least successful.”  
 
    “We knew it was a long shot. But if we were going to hone our ability to nudge you, at least this had a chance of helping us achieve a goal, remote as it was.”  
 
    “So if this was mostly just about fine-tuning your mental voodoo,” I said, “how have you influenced me since?” 
 
    Nari paused to gather his thoughts. “Well, we nudged you to visit Schoenfeld-Allen Protection Services,” he began. “In addition, we hoped you might help us with PR, as I mentioned. Help us think through the timing and content of possible disclosures. So the more expert you could become regarding the theories and history of UFO and alien interactions with humanity, real or made up, the better the job you could do.”   
 
    I thought about this. “So what are you saying? That you pushed me in my sleep to become obsessed with aliens and UFOs?”  
 
    “You were already obsessed. One of the reasons you were chosen in the first place. But we did nudge you to become even more so. That’s how it works. A bit like hypnotism. Contrary to fiction, you can’t hypnotize someone to commit armed robbery, or jump off a building, against their will. A person can only be hypnotized to do something they would already be willing to do otherwise. Same with this. We can strengthen a tendency, put a thought into your sleeping head, but it can’t contradict how you feel consciously.” 
 
    I was fascinated and horrified both. “So I was already obsessed,” I said, “but not so obsessed that I’d be willing to quit writing to pursue the truth. That I’d dedicate my entire life to it.” 
 
    “There’s no way to be sure,” said Nari, “but I suspect this is the case.” 
 
    He paused. “And here is the most interesting part. The more time that passed, the more our AI concluded that you were vital to our success. And the more the AI concluded that you were vital to our success, the more attention we focused on you. And the more attention we focused on you, the more our AI concluded that you were even more vital. Until your predicted criticality reached astonishing levels, for reasons we still don’t understand.” 
 
    “So Jason was just a minor player in the beginning,” said Brad. “So minor you didn’t even tell me he was on your radar.” 
 
    “That’s right. He was just meant to be the first of many highly imaginative people we hoped might join us. Again, assuming they would choose to of their own free will. We never expected his importance to escalate the way it did.”   
 
    “Anything else we should know?” I asked.   
 
    “Yes. You’ve been a test case for our recruitment program. But you aren’t the first of your kind whose subconscious we’ve tried to impact. It turns out that creative types are the easiest to influence. The most imaginative among you, the most open to wild ideas, are also the most susceptible to our technique.  
 
    “So we’ve been gently guiding a number of your key scientists for hundreds of years, accelerating your already torrid pace of scientific development. By just the slightest amount. Still, with the Swarm heading our way, every year counts.” 
 
    “Why use subtle techniques to influence scientific minds?” I asked. “Why not just give scientists the answers? If you want to catapult us to your level in a single decade, you could make that happen.” 
 
    “We’ve already discussed that. You know better than I do the dangers of putting tech in the hands of a species that isn’t ready for it. You already advance too fast for your own good. We took a big risk accelerating you even a little. In fact, there are those of us who argued we should slow you down, so your maturity could catch up to your capabilities.” 
 
    I nodded. A possibility that hadn’t occurred to me, but one that could spark a fascinating philosophical debate. 
 
    “So we arrived at a compromise,” continued the alien. “We’d withhold all of our science and tech. But we would help key scientists on the trail of pivotal breakthroughs, as long as they were close enough to the finish line to be pushed over it with a few simple ideas. Which required scientists brilliant enough, and receptive enough, for our limited influence to spark a eureka moment.” 
 
    “Can you give us an example?” said Brad. 
 
    “Of course. The most famous example is Albert Einstein and his theory of General Relativity. Not as definitive a theory as you currently believe, by the way, but still a vital stepping stone to further advances. In any event, as close as Einstein was to a breakthrough, we provided a key insight—the key insight—that we believe got him to the finish line ten years faster than he would have otherwise.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Are you suggesting you were responsible for what Einstein called the happiest thought of his life?” I said in dismay. “That you put it into his head?”  
 
    Nari nodded. “We did.” 
 
    “What thought are we talking about?” asked the colonel.   
 
    “The simple thought that cracked General Relativity,” I said. “The eureka moment when Einstein realized one couldn’t tell the difference between the effects of gravity and the effects of acceleration. With this insight, the rest of the theory began to fall into place.”   
 
    Nari turned to the colonel and sighed. “I’m so sorry we didn’t tell you about this program, Brad.  But it was something else we couldn’t disclose while we were still building a relationship. If you learned at the start that we could put certain thoughts into human heads, you’d distrust us forever. You’d never believe that we can only give you feeble nudges, and only push you where you already want to go. Even now, after we’ve built up significant trust, this disclosure will damage our relationship in ways that are impossible to calculate.”  
 
    “That’s for sure,” I said. “From now own, I’ll always wonder if my ideas and interests are my own, or just manipulations. And if I’ve been manipulated a lot more than you’ve let on.” 
 
    “You haven’t been,” said Nari. “But I do understand your suspicions. Given how much we’ve kept secret, who could blame you? It would have been much better for your peace of mind if you had never learned any of this. But after the unpredicted, and unprecedented, actions of the faction represented by Michelle, it was time to put our cards on the table.”  
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said as a horrifying thought occurred to me. “If the Federation can influence minds, the Swarm can too, right?”  
 
    “Even if they can,” said Brad, “they’re still over a thousand light years away.”  
 
    I shook my head. “Distance may not matter. Not entirely. Not when we’re talking about quantum phenomena. And if my guess is right, that’s the area where their superiority over the Federation is the greatest.” 
 
    “We both know you aren’t just guessing,” said Nari simply. 
 
    “What does that mean?” said Brad. 
 
    “It means I know a lot about the Swarm,” I said. “Because Nari and his people were whispering in my ear as I slept, helping to shape the species in my novel. So even though the book was a relative failure, they did succeed in schooling me on what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “That’s exactly right,” said Nari. 
 
    Tessa nodded in my direction. “So maybe you should provide the backgrounder on the Swarm you were just asking Nari for,” she said. “I haven’t read this particular book of yours, so I still need to know more about what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “Good idea,” said Nari. “I’m sure Jason can do an excellent job.”  
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. The wild turns never stopped coming. Still, as horrified as I was by certain aspects of the past few days, I had never been so fascinated or intellectually engaged.  
 
    If not for sinister factions, an enigmatic organization named the Sentinels, worries that my mind had been tampered with, and suspicions that Tessa had betrayed me, I’d have been in geek heaven by now, Swarm or no Swarm. 
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    As if the past seventy-two hours hadn’t been unbelievable enough, I was about to borrow from one of my own books to describe a real-life menace that threatened the entire galaxy. At the risk of being immodest, I did think I had a better-than-average imagination, but even I couldn’t have conjured up a story as mind-blowing and surreal as what I was actually experiencing.  
 
    But here we all were. 
 
    I turned to Nari. “Some of what was in my novel may not apply to the actual Swarm. Let me know if I say anything you know to be untrue.” 
 
    “I will,” he said. 
 
    I cleared my throat and began. “The best way to understand the Swarm is to imagine a planet on which army ants developed a collective intelligence,” I said. “A hive-mind. A concept that has long been a staple of science fiction.”  
 
    “Right,” said Tessa. “I’m familiar. Usually, they have an intelligent queen who controls unintelligent drones.” 
 
    “Not in this case. Each member is intelligent individually, and the hive is even more intelligent collectively. Each member can switch back and forth from being an independent operator to being controlled by the hive-mind.” 
 
    I paused. “So you can use the singular or plural when referring to the Swarm, since both apply. They’re a single super-organism. But they’re also a species numbering in the billions or trillions comprised mostly of identical clones.  
 
    “But to continue, it’s highly likely that their home planet was dominated by separate and warring colonies of army-ant-equivalents for millions of years. Non-sentient colonies. So ruthless and dominant that the only threat any of them faced were competing colonies of their own species.” 
 
    “And then one of these colonies developed intelligence,” said Tessa. 
 
    “Exactly. An evolutionary miracle that gave them a decisive advantage, allowing this colony to quickly wipe out all others and dominate the planet.”  
 
    “Just to be clear,” said Nari, “they may or may not resemble actual ants. We have no idea. Their behavior clearly evolved from a progenitor matching the behavior of these insects almost perfectly, but their appearance is still a mystery.” 
 
    The alien waved a tentacle in my direction. “Go on,” he said. 
 
    “Given this evolutionary history,” I continued, “you end up with a ruthlessly aggressive species. But one that isn’t tribal like ours and other wolf species. Individuals will never war with each other, because they’re part of the same superorganism. The Swarm was never in danger of self-destructing, only of failing to curb its violent expansion across its planet, its instinctive compulsion to devour everything in sight.” 
 
    “Which would bring on starvation,” said Brad. 
 
    “Exactly. From their own excesses. So their highest and only priority from the start was getting off their planet. Finding a way to conquer interstellar travel so they could march across the galaxy the way they had once been compelled to march across their planet.” 
 
    “A goal they achieved in record time,” said Nari. “This single colony now ranges across hundreds of cubic light-years of space.” 
 
    Brad frowned deeply. “Sounds like even the Federation will be outnumbered fifty to one.”  
 
    “At least,” said Nari.  
 
    “Great,” I said, rolling my eyes. “We’ll get the chance to know what it feels like to be an ear of corn as a thick cloud of locusts approach.” 
 
    Brad grimaced from the mental picture I was painting. “You implied that such a species would also excel at quantum technology,” he said. “Why?” 
 
    “Because a hive mind requires faster-than-light communication to operate. Human brains are extremely dense. But imagine if the neurons in our brains were spread out over the entire planet. There would be too great a time lag for signals to properly fire across these separated neurons. Our brains couldn’t possibly work. Not unless these signals could travel instantaneously, something that only quantum entanglement can make happen.” 
 
    “I see,” said Tessa, nodding slowly. “So even if the nodes of the hive-mind’s collective intelligence, the drones, are separated by millions of miles, the hive-mind can still function.”  
 
    “Exactly. So unlike us, they evolved quantum senses—out of necessity. While the quantum realm is anything but intuitive to us, it is to them. We’re a blind species trying to calculate instances of the color red. They’re a sighted species who recognize this color at a glance.” 
 
    I paused to gather my thoughts. “Finally, even though the hive-mind is a single entity, its consciousness and attention are splintered in millions of different directions. Only a tiny fraction of its total mental power is devoted to any one endeavor, as it sorts through sensory information and other data collected by its many billions of individual drones.”   
 
    I strained to remember if there was anything more in my novel that my comrades might find noteworthy, but I came up empty. “And that’s about it,” I added. “At least the main highlights.” 
 
    The colonel turned to Nari with a troubled expression. “The Galactics have to know more than that, right?”  
 
    Nari frowned. “A little,” the alien replied. “But not much. Our intelligence is woefully deficient.” 
 
    There was a long silence in the room as everyone gathered their thoughts. 
 
    “What about what Jason said earlier,” said Tessa finally. “Can the Swarm influence human minds? Even from thousands of light years away?”  
 
    “They can,” said the alien wearily. “But it takes a lot of their collective consciousness working in concert to do so. It’s complicated. In some ways immense distance doesn’t matter at all. In some ways it matters a lot.  
 
    “It has to do with the number of possible four-dimensional positions a quantum particle can take between two locations. As your own mathematicians have learned, some infinities are larger than others. Fortunately, distance does limit what the Swarm can accomplish in the human influencing department. It requires such a herculean effort on their part they do it sparingly.” 
 
    “Sparingly!” snapped Brad. “Are you kidding? Is that supposed to make us feel better? You could have wiped humanity out at any time, but haven’t. Instead, you’ve been helping us.  So learning that you can implant a thought or two into our brains is one thing. Learning that a species that makes the one from Aliens look soft and cuddly is quite another.” 
 
    “Believe me,” said Nari. “I understand your concern. But there is more good news than bad.” 
 
    “How so?” said the colonel. 
 
    “First, they can’t control anyone. They can do more sophisticated things than we can, but they are still quite limited. Second, tampering is imperfect, so it leaves a distinct quantum signature. Their tampering is more robust than ours, and therefore harder to detect, but it still sticks out like a sore thumb.” 
 
    “Do you scan for such signals?” I said. 
 
    “We do. We can’t scan everyone on the planet, but we keep track of everyone on Brad’s team, and millions of others in positions of power. Whoever our AI believes could be a threat, or a security risk, if compromised.”  
 
    “Including me and Tessa?” I said. 
 
    “Especially you and Tessa. But there is a difference. We scan these others I spoke of constantly. We’d be alerted the instant the Swarm penetrated their minds. We stopped monitoring you two when you were injected with nanites, which won’t allow you to be compromised in this way. Even so, we still scan you on occasion—just to be sure. In your case, Jason, your mind still retains the quantum signature of our intrusions. But the Swarm would leave a distinctly different one.” 
 
    “Just how protective are the nanites?” I asked. 
 
    “One hundred percent. They’ve been programmed to prevent any mental tampering, even by us. Every citizen of every species in the Federation is equipped with them.” 
 
    “How nice for the Galactics,” said Tessa. “But how about extending this immunity to all of humanity.” 
 
    “We could do that,” said Nari. “We could issue nanites to your entire population. But we’ve already described the dangers of providing such tech globally. We weighed the pros and cons and concluded that leaving you susceptible to mostly feeble tampering, which we can detect, is the less risky option.” 
 
    “Is this just an academic discussion?” said Brad, “or have you actually detected tampering by the Swarm?”  
 
    “We’ve detected it, yes. Since the early 1950s. We actually find it encouraging.” 
 
    “Encouraging?” repeated Tessa in disbelief. 
 
    “Yes. It’s true that their tampering has put us in an awkward position, which I’ll explain. Has made our relationship with you more problematic. But the fact that they’re going to this kind of trouble to disrupt our efforts here is heartening.” 
 
    The colonel nodded thoughtfully. “Because it indicates they’re at least somewhat worried we might advance enough to stop them. That we might be a possible threat.” 
 
    “That’s right. However they’ve gained their intel, they’re showing you respect. In our view, the timing of their attempts at intervention are a clue. We believe they got intel on your Second World War and decided you were too ruthless and bloodthirsty to ignore.” 
 
    “Great,” said Brad, rolling his eyes. “I couldn’t be prouder.”  
 
    “We believe it isn’t just your dark side that has them worried,” said Nari. “Humans may be ruthless, selfish, violent, and malevolent. This is true. And these are traits to be feared.  
 
    “But what has them just as worried, we believe, is that you are equally passionate when it comes to positive traits. Individual humans are capable of astoundingly powerful displays of love, loyalty, self-sacrifice, and heroism. And a creativity when your backs are against the wall that likely exceeds the Swarm’s.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” I asked. 
 
    “Because we doubt the Swarm’s back has ever been against the wall,” replied Nari. “Not since they developed intelligence. Humanity thrives on competition, which is why professional and recreational sports are such a huge part of your culture. The Swarm, on the other hand, hasn’t had a real contest for as far back as they can remember. They might beat humanity—probably will—but you won’t just roll over for them.” 
 
    “Let’s get back to their interventions in human minds,” said the colonel. “Tell us more about these.”   
 
    “At first, they mostly tried to influence dictators and psychopaths to get them to destroy the world. But these were obvious targets already on our priority lists, ones we were continuously monitoring. So we were able to easily thwart their efforts every time.  
 
    “Because of this, they changed gears. They began to focus on relatively inconsequential humans who weren’t on our radar. We still keep tabs on millions of key people, as I’ve said, but none of them have been tampered with since the late fifties. Which makes sense. The effort required for the Swarm to exert influence at this distance, even given quantum considerations, is enormous. So rather than waste it on targets obvious to us, they came up with a more subtle plan, one we have no way of stopping.” 
 
    “Which is?” I prompted.  
 
    “They excel at invoking complex dream states during sleep. Nightmares, actually. Barely remembered in many cases, but terrifying, traumatic. These don’t impel desired actions, but they get the victims to feel certain emotions.” 
 
    “Like what?” asked Tessa. 
 
    “Like panic. Fear. Distrust.” 
 
    “Of what?” I said. “Or whom?” 
 
    Nari blew out a long breath. “Of Federation leaders,” he replied. “My people in particular. Because we’re leading the Earth expedition. They’re trying to make sure humanity has an almost instinctive distrust of us. They want us discredited, feared. They’re playing the long game, and they’ve done an admirable job of boxing us into a corner.” 
 
     “I still don’t get it,” said Tessa. 
 
    “They’ve been creating horrifying hallucinations and nightmares, starting in 1961. Implanting hazy memories in various people around the world. Memories of being abducted and experimented upon. By us. Of undergoing horrifying and invasive medical procedures, and psychological ones as well. We come across as sinister, enigmatic, uncaring—even evil. It’s a false flag operation, and they’ve been successful. Stories of these abductions have become part of your cultural zeitgeist. Ingrained.” 
 
    “I don’t remember any abduction stories involving aliens who look like you,” said Brad.  
 
    “Precisely,” said Nari. 
 
    My jaw dropped open as everything suddenly became crystal clear. The Swarm had begun this frame-job in 1961, which was long before the aliens had made first contact with Damian Spooner.  
 
    “I get it now,” I said. “Most of these abductions have reportedly been perpetrated by a species now known as the Grays. Small gray humanoids with smooth skin, large, hairless heads, and big black eyes. That’s who you actually are, isn’t it, Nari?”    
 
    The alien nodded somberly. 
 
    “So they did box you in,” I said, impressed with the Swarm’s plan, despite myself. “After these mind-implanted abductions became common knowledge, you couldn’t make first contact as yourselves. They had already sown too much distrust.”   
 
    “That’s right,” said Nari miserably. “They poisoned the image of our entire species. So Michelle was correct in saying we don’t look like the form you see in front of you.” 
 
     “And she was right about something else,” I said. “Something I thought would never make sense. But it does. You really shouldn’t be called the Rho. Because you don’t really hail from Rho Cancri. You’re really from Zeta Reticuli, which is also about forty light years away from Earth.”  
 
    “We are,” said Nari. “The Swarm made sure our home star system became part of your lore also. The Grays from Zeta Reticuli, a truth they managed to turn toxic. They framed us for abductions we didn’t commit. Abductions that didn’t happen, but were implanted in victims’ minds. We had no choice but to lie. If we made first contact as ourselves, it would end in disaster.” 
 
    “But you caught their strategy in time,” said Tessa.  
 
    “Yes, but eventually our true appearance and origin will become known to all of humanity. And then it will be much worse. Not only are we the famed Grays of nightmares, which few will believe were implanted in human brains by our enemy, but we’ve been purposely pretending otherwise since the very beginning. Talk about suspicious. So they’ve penned us in. If we didn’t catch their ploy, our first contact with you would have blown up. And even though we did, we were forced to begin the relationship with a big lie.”  
 
    I could see his predicament. And if this was his only lie, it would be easily forgivable.  
 
    But the actual number of omissions and mistruths were too high to count. Nari had told Brad that the Galactics knew nothing about these abductions, and suggested they were mass delusions. He had withheld vital information. Like the presence of the Swarm. Like their manipulations of human minds. And so much more. 
 
    Nari had done a spectacular job of providing compelling rationale for each and every mistruth, but collectively, the weight of these deceptions was bearing down on me like an elephant, crushing my ability to trust. And Nari’s greatest deception, at least as far as I was concerned, had yet to be discussed. 
 
    I thought back to what Nick Nicola had said about Tessa in the woods, and the entire scene flashed into my mind with perfect clarity. 
 
    I barely managed to stifle a gasp. 
 
    It was as if I was there again. As if I was watching everything I had seen at the time on a large monitor, frozen in place, as vivid as it was in real life. The same with sounds. And I realized I could play back my conversation with the captain as if it were a video recording. I could walk through an instant replay of everything we had said, word for word. 
 
    Not only that, but I could focus on things on the periphery of my vision and hearing I hadn’t focused on before. Insects clinging to nearby leaves in the darkness. The calls of owls off in the distance. 
 
    If anything, Nari’s description of the extraordinary mental enhancements brought on by the nanites were understated. And according to the alien leader, the nanites had been busy recording everything I had experienced since they’d been injected five months earlier.  
 
    On a whim, I reached back to the warehouse for the words Ming had spoken to his true comrades after incapacitating the Taiwanese commandos. He had spoken Mandarin, but I could still replay each and every word. Not only that, I could now understand them. 
 
    Perfectly. 
 
    As Nari had promised, my mind was tapping into an onboard database, accessing it in such a way that it seemed like my own knowledge, my own memory. 
 
    Which meant that Nicola was almost certainly right about Tessa. I had been shocked that she had known Mandarin. But she hadn’t. Not until she had needed to. And then she knew it automatically, which she could have done for every language spoken on Earth. Automatically, with help from our little friends.  
 
    I always knew that she was brighter than me. But who could have guessed that she had actually been playing dumb. I now realized there had been countless instances when she had asked questions to which she had already known the answers. As smart and knowledgeable as I had found her to be, she had been holding back, not wanting to appear superhuman.  
 
    All of this flashed through my now well-oiled mind in just a few seconds. Even so, I had missed what Nari had been saying. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said to the alien. “Could you repeat that?” 
 
    “I was saying that I think we should stop here for now. I’ve given you plenty to think about. But I’d like for Brad to hold back. I have a few things I’d still like to discuss with him. Things that don’t require your presence.” 
 
    I thought about this. “Understood,” I said, rising from my chair as Tessa followed suit beside me. “I’m not sure how much of what you’ve told us is true,” I said as I prepared to exit the room. “But I can say this. It’s been quite the tour de force. Regardless of your veracity, you’ve put on a dazzling show.”  
 
    “It’s all true,” said the alien simply. 
 
    “I’m sure it is,” I replied with an insincere smile. 
 
    One way or another, I vowed to find out. 
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    I sat on a thirty-foot cliff with my legs dangling over the edge, gazing at the sandy beach below and the waves forever rippling onto the island. Exotic birds flew overhead. Now that I could telescope my vision at will, I had a new appreciation for birdwatching.  
 
    I had asked Tessa to give me forty-five minutes of alone time, so I could digest everything we had heard in isolation, and I guessed I had just a few minutes remaining until she rejoined me. 
 
    I dreaded the coming confrontation with her, but it couldn’t be avoided. Best case she had lied to me for noble reasons. Worst case, our relationship was a sham. Simply another manipulation by Nari and his Galactic Federation.  
 
    Given everything I knew, it was hard to imagine it wasn’t the latter. 
 
    My newly optimized mind had reviewed much of what had happened since I had gone on the podcast, but it was of no help. I had to confront Tessa, and then Nari, if I wanted any hope of separating fact from fiction.  
 
    I couldn’t begin to guess at the consequences of confronting her—confronting them—but in this case, consequences be damned. And I planned to get right to the point, something I’d been itching to do since she regained consciousness in the helicopter. 
 
    Tessa joined me right on schedule. As I stood and walked over to her, she attempted to embrace me, but I rebuffed the attempt, no longer even trying to hide how cold I was feeling toward her.  
 
    “Jason?” she said anxiously. “What’s wrong? You haven’t been yourself since Australia.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. “Really?” I snorted in contempt. “You haven’t been yourself since—ever. Right? At least around me. Is anything about you or your past true? Do you care about me at all?” 
 
    Tessa shook her head in horror and looked almost panicked, something I had never witnessed before. “Jason, you’re starting to worry me,” she said softly.  
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” I replied. “Worried that your cover’s been blown? Well, you should be. Because it has been. I know you weren’t born on Earth. I know you’ve been working for Nari for many years. And I know you’ve been enhanced with Nanites for much longer than five months.” 
 
    Her eyes widened but she didn’t reply. 
 
    “Do you deny it?” I bellowed.  
 
    Tessa shook her head. “I don’t,” she said weakly. “But I can explain. My background isn’t what I’ve described. But I do care about you. Deeply. More than you could ever know.” 
 
    She looked distinctly ill, and tears began streaming down her cheeks. “I love you, Jason,” she said emphatically. “More than I thought it was possible to love. You have to believe me.” 
 
    I stared into her dazzling blue eyes, and they appeared to be the loving eyes I had come to know. I had seen what a good actress she was, but even the best actress couldn’t produce this volume of tears at the snap of two fingers.  
 
    Relief washed over me as my intuition told me she really did love me. She really did have my best interests at heart. And as long as this was true, I was sure she had good explanations for the rest. 
 
     Even sobbing, her eyes were alive with intelligence and personality, her bearing was regal, and her girl-next-door beauty barely waned. But as she stood in front of me, seemingly vulnerable, a sick feeling erupted inside the pit of my stomach.  
 
    “Nanites,” I thought at my microscopic passengers, “are you able to stimulate the release of tears on command?” 
 
    “We are,” came the immediate reply, an answer that felt like an ice pick stabbing into my chest.  
 
    Tessa’s tears were slowing, and she was wiping them from her face with the back of her hand. “I know how this looks,” she said. “I know how much we’ve thrown at you. That you’re feeling manipulated. That you don’t know who or what to trust. But trust how I feel about you. Because I’ve never lied about that.” 
 
    “Spare me the lovesick puppy-dog act,” I spat bitterly as the hurt and betrayal I felt hardened my heart, and I forced myself to become as cold and clinical as she had become emotional. “I only want facts. Lie just a single time and I’m out. The galaxy and you can both go to hell.” 
 
    Tessa cringed in pain as if I had just delivered a physical blow. “But how could you possibly guess?” she whispered. “What would make you think I haven’t been entirely straight with you?”  
 
    “Not entirely straight?” I shouted back in disbelief. “Telling me you like my shirt when you don’t is not being entirely straight with me. Telling me you knew nothing about Nari when you’ve been actively working for him? That’s a betrayal of biblical proportions.”  
 
    I shook my head. “So you’ll be answering my questions, not the other way around. If you don’t like it, you can leave. Or you can kill me. I don’t care anymore.” 
 
    “Well I do,” said Tessa as yet another tear slid from the corner of her left eye. “And you will again, too. I’ll make you see how much you mean to me. And why I couldn’t tell you about my past right away—which I was planning to do very soon. So ask me anything. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.” 
 
    “Are you even human?” I began. Nick Nicola had assured me she was, but it was worth a direct question. 
 
    “Of course I am,” she said. “You know every inch of my body,” she added, almost sadly. “Intimately. Spock might have had a human mother and Vulcan father, but in real life, different species aren’t sexually or reproductively compatible.” 
 
    God she was good. Referencing Star Trek to someone like me was a masterstroke of manipulation. But I was done being manipulated, and this just made me angrier. 
 
    “So you’re human. Good to know. But you weren’t born on Earth, either. So explain that. Explain everything.” 
 
    “When Nari took over the reins of the Earth mission just after the Second World War, he and the entire Galactic Federation were appalled—horrified—by the atrocities and sheer barbarism our species exhibited. They had known we were wolf-like with a history of violence, but we really outdid ourselves during World War II. To say it freaked them out is an understatement.” 
 
    She paused. “Would you like to find somewhere to sit? This could take a while.”  
 
    “Standing is fine. Keep going.” 
 
    “Okay. Your show. Just let me know if you change your mind. Anyway, the Galactics decided they needed to study us in a more controlled setting. Humanity has come a long way since the forties, but back then, who could have blamed them for thinking we really could be as big a threat to them as the Swarm?” 
 
    “So they just whisked a bunch of experimental subjects off the planet?” 
 
    “Basically. In a much more sophisticated manner. They approached the best and brightest our world had to offer, tens of thousands of people from a variety of cultures, and speaking a variety of languages. And they made each an offer.” 
 
    “What kind of offer?”  
 
    “They asked them to volunteer to leave Earth. It took considerable time and effort, but the Galactics convinced the human prospects that they could dramatically extend their life spans if they agreed. Convinced them they’d live a life of luxury and technological sophistication beyond their wildest dreams. Filled them in on the Swarm and explained the stakes involved.” 
 
    “Getting me to understand and believe all of this was challenging enough,” I said. “And I came to the party open-minded and seeking answers. Not that you haven’t given me reason to doubt everything Nari has told me,” I added as an aside. “But convincing a wide variety of people in the nineteen forties seems like an impossible ask.” 
 
    “Difficult,” said Tessa, “but not impossible. Why do you think the so-called Foo Fighters made themselves so obvious at the time? Because the Federation wanted humanity to begin acclimating to the idea of intelligent life on other planets, so they made them as showy as possible. And it worked almost immediately. Foo Fighter publicity around the world made the people of that time more open-minded to aliens than they would have been otherwise.” 
 
    She paused. “Also, you’ve seen yourself how compelling a single ride in a UFO can be, complete with changeable holographic interiors. Long story short, the aliens were able to present a compelling case. And they continued adding hundreds of hand-picked volunteers each year until twenty-six years ago, when they decided it was time to approach Damian Spooner and openly ally with humans on Earth.”   
 
    “And everyone the Galactics approached agreed?” I said in disbelief. “To book a one-way trip to Zeta Reticuli?” 
 
    “First, not everyone agreed. Those who didn’t had their memories of all interactions with the Galactics erased. And they weren’t taken to Zeta Reticuli. They agreed to live out their lives on the asteroid ship traveling around Saturn.”  
 
    She blew out a long breath. “Which is where I was born.” 
 
    Incredible. I had believed for some time she had been born off-planet, but to hear it from her own lips was insane. I had briefly dated a woman who had been born and raised in Panama, and I had thought that was exotic. But the rings of Saturn? Just a tiny bit more. 
 
    “And this program was orchestrated by Nari?” 
 
    “Mostly, yes.”  
 
    “For what purpose? So he could have thousands of human guinea pigs at his disposal? Living in a fishbowl?”   
 
    “Not exactly. And while I doubt you’ll believe it at the moment, there was full disclosure and free will involved in all of it. Nari divided up volunteers by their nationalities, and representatives of each nation inhabited a perfect holographic replica of a standard town in their country. The thousands of Americans who were recruited were all set up on the asteroid within a holographic representation of a small town in Ohio. Current TV and radio broadcasts from the actual town were piped in to keep everyone in the cultural loop. Later, internet, streaming services, and the like were also added.” 
 
    Tessa sighed. “So when I told you I was raised in a small town in Ohio, that wasn’t entirely a lie. For the first eight years of my life, I really thought I was in Ohio. Who knew that the Buckeye State orbited Saturn?” she added with a smile, hoping to thaw me out.  
 
    I scowled, making sure she knew her attempt at levity had failed. “Go on!” I demanded. 
 
    “They did inject us all with nanites, which were able to record our brain patterns and keep a perfect record of our hormone levels, emotions, and so on. And they did observe our day-to-day interactions with each other, our culture, and our behavior. And their AI put us through certain holographic simulations—tests—which seemed all too real. These were designed to assess different facets of our ethics, sense of loyalty, creativity under pressure, savagery, self-sacrifice, passion, competitiveness, and so on. In a controlled setting.  
 
    “They wanted to get a handle on the yin and yang of humanity. The extent of both the positive and negative ends of our behavioral spectrum. This data was fed into their AI to help it make even better predictions about us. They also wanted to choose a few handfuls of us to seed back into the world to assist them in preventing our self-destruction.” 
 
    “You mean when they finally got over World War II and decided this was a good idea again.” 
 
    “Come on, Jason. Can you blame them for waiting? You know the basics of that war. Fascism everywhere. Six million Jews exterminated by Hitler. Estimates of up to eleven million Russians starved or overworked to death by Stalin, or directly executed. Over fifty million dead from the war around the world, and as many as thirty million dead from disease and famine.  
 
    “Between 1937 and 1945, the Japanese military murdered as many as six million Chinese, Koreans, and others, many of them civilians. During something called the Nanking Massacre alone, the Japanese slaughtered hundreds of thousands of Chinese and raped thousands of women.” 
 
    She paused to catch her breath. “And there’s plenty more. Pearl Harbor. The dropping of atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Joseph Mengele conducting deadly experiments more atrocious than anything out of the worst horror film, and so on.” 
 
    I had to admit, she had a point. This was an ugliness so pure that even Satan himself would be appalled by it, let alone the sheep of the Galactic Federation. Hard to complain too much if the Galactics had concluded at the time that humanity wasn’t worthy of saving. I might have concluded the same. 
 
    “And we tend to think of this war as the pinnacle of our dark side,” continued Tessa. “But it isn’t even close. It’s true that more people than ever were killed. But only because the world population was so much larger than it had been in our early history.  
 
    “The An Lushan Revolt in China in the eighth century likely killed almost twenty million people, over ten percent of the world’s population, which would equate to nearly a billion deaths today. The Mongol conquests of China in the thirteenth century resulted in at least this many deaths. The Fall of Rome thinned the human population by an amount that would be equivalent to hundreds of millions today. And so on.” 
 
    She paused. “So it’s easy to understand why the Federation would want to study us more thoroughly before deciding if we really had the potential to be their friend and ally. And especially if we had the potential to lead them, or to be their savior. To be honest, I’m surprised they concluded we’d eventually evolve away from our savagery.” 
 
    “If they did,” I said.  
 
    “They obviously did. Or else they would have left us to rot.”  
 
    “That remains to be seen. I’m not taking anything at face value.” 
 
    Tessa nodded unhappily. “Fair enough,” she said.  
 
    “Go on,” I snapped again. 
 
    “They also wanted to measure how quickly we could assimilate their science and technology. And how quickly we could adapt to the nanites and learn to optimize our performance.” 
 
    “Were all newborns genetically enhanced in the womb?” I asked. “Like you were?”  
 
    Tessa stared at me in dismay. “How do you know so much?” she said. “These can’t just be random guesses. But I can’t think of anyone who could have told you.” 
 
    “Are you going to answer the question?”   
 
    She sighed. “My genetics were modified slightly in the womb, yes. But that wasn’t the norm. A small percentage of the humans born on the asteroid were genetically enhanced, but most were not.” 
 
    “So they could compare and contrast the optimized and unoptimized versions.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “So when did Nari send you back to Earth to work your way into the Deltas?” I asked.  
 
    Most soldiers had to ratchet up their effort and performance to a hundred and fifty percent of normal to have any hope of making such an elite unit. Tessa had been forced to ratchet hers down. 
 
    “Almost nine years ago now,” she replied. 
 
    “And then Nari arranged for you to join Brad’s PMC under false pretenses.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “So I was just an assignment, wasn’t I?” I whispered, unable to hide my anguish at the prospect. “Nothing more. Were you told to get me to fall in love with you? To pretend you had fallen in love with me?” 
 
    “It wasn’t like that,” protested Tessa, looking like she might break into tears once again, as though she cared deeply that I was hurting. “The AI did get it into its head that we’d be good together. It somehow calculated that your chances of being instrumental in the defeat of the Swarm were slightly greater if we fell in love than if we didn’t. Again, taking a nearly infinite number of interrelationships between many trillions of data points into account in a way far too complex to explain.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I thought it was ridiculous. The AI had an impressive track record, but human relationships are much too subjective to accurately predict. And how could our being in love possibly impact a future war with the Swarm?  
 
    “When I objected to the assignment, Nari and the AI both insisted that I could just be myself. They specifically told me not to fake anything. I honestly thought there was no way I’d ever fall in love with you. I’ve interacted with countless men during my stay on Earth, and none of them did much for me. I wasn’t even sure I could fall in love.”  
 
    She lowered her eyes. “But I did,” she said softly. “The damn AI was right.” 
 
    Tessa lifted her head and gazed deeply into my eyes. “It’s like that Star Trek episode—” 
 
    “Enough already!” I said. “Did they train you with pop culture references they knew I’d respond to?” 
 
    “It isn’t like that,” protested Tessa. “I’m a geek at heart—which is one of the reasons I did fall in love with you.”  
 
    She allowed herself the hint of a smile. “Those of us living in fake Ohio saw all the shows and movies that you did. On our fake televisions and in our fake movie theaters. And I watched a lot of them growing up. Besides,” she added with a twinkle in her eye, “having a nanite-assisted photographic memory and quick recall helps me wield pop-culture references like a Ninja.”  
 
    From what I had seen, she did a lot of things like a Ninja. “What about—” 
 
    I never finished the sentence. One moment the sky was a perfect blue expanse, not interrupted by even a wisp of a cloud for as far as the eye could see. The next moment four tic-tac UFOs appeared high above us, arriving so quickly it was as if they had always been there.  
 
    I glanced at Tessa, and the astonished expression on her face told me that this was a surprising development even for a trusted spy born inside a hollowed-out asteroid.  
 
    While I watched, all four vehicles rose out of sight in the blink of an eye. Then, in another blink, one of the four raced back down to two hundred feet and exploded into a white-hot mass of fire and superheated matter, an explosion seemingly powerful enough to rip a hole in the very fabric of the sky.  
 
    The force and fury of the explosion was apocalyptic, at least the equivalent of several nukes, and I knew that no power on Earth could prevent me from being vaporized in the next instant.  
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    As I stood on a bluff overlooking an ocean, the blinding explosion dissipated, and Tessa and I were left completely unscathed. What had seemed like irresistibly strong forces, like heat scorching enough to feel at home on the surface of the sun, had somehow failed to make their presence felt. 
 
    “What in the hell just happened!” I shouted at Tessa. “And why aren’t we dead?”  
 
    “The island is protected by an invisible force dome,” she replied hurriedly. “The ship didn’t explode on its own, it crashed into the dome at tens of thousands of miles per hour. And the dome must have held.” 
 
    The other three alien craft suddenly reappeared at their original positions above us and immediately began sending an immense barrage of energies at the force-shield, unimaginable forces that now made the dome visible as a rainbow of shifting, shimmering colors.  
 
    The shield blocked most of the hellish forces directed against it, but even the tiny fraction that leaked through caused a powerful earthquake that rattled the entire island like a dog shaking itself dry. Tessa and I were thrown off our feet and onto the hard ground.  
 
    “Brad!” screamed Tessa into her comm, which, unlike mine, she had never removed. “Brad, come in! The dome is under attack from multiple UAVs of unknown origin. You need to have Nari scramble AI-controlled ships from the Moon! Now!” 
 
    “I can’t!” came the colonel’s frantic reply, which my enhanced hearing could pick up even though Tessa’s comm was embedded deep inside her ear. “Nari and I ended our connection before the attack began, and I can’t get him back. It’s like my attempt is being blocked.”   
 
    “Impossible!” bellowed Tessa. We made no effort to rise from the ground as the island continued its convulsions, and I began to panic that it would shake apart like the Gulfstream jet we’d been in.  
 
    “I’m ordering all military forces on this island to protect you and Jason,” said the colonel. “With their lives if necessary.” 
 
    “If the shield doesn’t hold,” replied Tessa, “nothing can help us. This has to be Michelle and her faction,” she added. “How else to explain UAVs? Or your inability to reconnect with Nari? Humans sure as hell don’t have the tech to pull that off. So it’s an inside job.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said the voice of Brad Schoenfeld.  
 
    In the distance dozens and dozens of human soldiers erupted onto the surface from underground barracks, as if someone had kicked an ant-hill. They tried to stay on their feet as the island continued shaking and to stumble in our direction, carrying out the colonel’s orders, but few managed to remain upright for more than a handful of seconds at a time.  
 
    “Will Nari catch on to what’s happening?” asked Tessa. 
 
    “Unlikely,” said Brad’s voice in her ear. “Not unless I can reestablish our connection. Assuming Michelle can block all sensor readings from the area, he has no way to know things aren’t normal down here.” 
 
    All at once, in a last brilliant rainbow of blinding energy, the dome collapsed, and at the same instant the energies directed at it ceased, saving the island from destruction and all inhabitants from certain death.  
 
    “The dome is down!” shouted Tessa as the closest dozen of at least a hundred soldiers stationed on the island neared to within fifty yards of us and accelerated, now able to advance without the island trying to throw them off its back like a bucking bronco. “Repeat, the dome is down!” 
 
    “Copy that,” said the colonel through Tessa’s comm. “I’m giving up on restoring communications with the asteroid. Coming to you now.” 
 
    The three UFOs now began crisscrossing the island, leaving huge clouds of . . . something . . . in their wakes, clouds that quickly fell to ground level and swept over vast patches of real estate. Any soldier touched by the vapor collapsed to the ground instantly, as if the gas was the personification of the Grim Reaper himself.  
 
    Several soldiers who had seen the carnage the approaching wave of gas had wrought managed to fasten gas-masks on their faces, but these didn’t lessen the effects of the gas one iota. 
 
    The first group of soldiers reached our position and encircled us, but we all knew this gesture was the essence of futility. The gas was racing toward us faster than we could possibly run, and this time we had no magic dome to protect us. 
 
    I zoomed in on downed soldiers a hundred yards away and detected the slight rise and fall of several chests. They were still alive! The gas had only been used to knock them out. 
 
    I was ecstatic at this revelation, but my relief lasted only seconds. As the cloud began to envelope me, and just prior to losing consciousness, I had just enough time to remember that this use of non-lethal force made perfect sense. Michelle had made it clear that she didn’t want anyone killed. 
 
    In fact, the only person in all the world she wanted dead was a former writer named Jason Ramsey.  
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    I awoke with a start. How long had I been out? All I could remember was the gas hitting, and then feeling a searing pain in my brain, as if the life were being squeezed from every last neuron individually.  
 
    I took a quick survey to get my bearings. Soldiers were still strewn about the island, but instead of UAVs overhead, a half-dozen or more standard human helicopters were out over the ocean to the west, racing toward us.  
 
    I had the sense that these had to be Michelle’s mercenaries once again, her human eyes, ears, and hands on the ground—no doubt coming for me. Tessa gasped beside me and bolted upright, taking in the scene in one glance. 
 
    “We’ve only been out for a few minutes,” she said, having had the wherewithal to note the time just before the cloud hit us. “We got lucky. This must have been a gas the nanites were able to counteract fairly readily. 
 
    “Follow me,” she ordered, beginning to run toward the south. “Hurry!” she added, picking up speed. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked when we hit our full stride, running at an Olympic pace without even breathing hard.  
 
    “To a secret bunker Nari asked Brad to install underground. A shelter of last resort. Invisible from all sensors.” 
 
    “Wasn’t this island supposed to be invisible too?”  
 
    Tessa grimaced. “Not to an insider like Michelle, apparently. But don’t worry, this hiding place is smaller and better concealed than the island. Protected by a force-shield of its own. And completely off the books. Not even the Federation AI knows about it, so Michelle can’t possibly know. It’s fully sound-proofed and well stocked with food and drink. We can hole up there until Nari wakes up to what’s happening down here.”  
 
    We soon neared the entrance to a subterranean structure, one of several from which soldiers had emerged. After winding through a veritable maze of hallways, we entered a small elevator with buttons for three levels. Tessa reached over and pressed the first and third button simultaneously. “This will take us to a level that isn’t on the menu,” she explained.  
 
    Within minutes we were inside the alien equivalent of a panic room, which Tessa could control using her nanites, and she quickly activated the force screen. The bunker was the size of a great room in a mansion, and contained a large refrigerator, a standard stove, a kitchen table, and several couches and beds. 
 
    “Why human appliances?” I asked. 
 
    “This was built for the benefit of the Federation’s human allies. I’m sure you’ve figured out that the Galactics never make personal appearances here on Terra. Remote-controlled craft only.” 
 
    Tessa paused. “Hold on,” she said. “I’m going to make the walls transparent.” 
 
    She must have given her nanites a mental command, because the walls disappeared around us, although the borders were outlined in green, presumably to prevent us from slamming into them by accident.  
 
    “This way we can see and hear anyone approaching,” she explained. “But no one can see or hear us. From outside, all anyone will see is a hologram of natural rock, as if the excavation of this underground level ended abruptly.”   
 
    “How long do you think it will take Nari to clue in to the threat and send a rescue mission?” 
 
    “He’ll only suspect something’s wrong if he can’t reach us. Or Brad. He has an entire galactic coalition to run, so I doubt he’ll try for at least half a day, probably several.” 
 
    “That’s a long time to have to hide,” I said miserably. 
 
    “Look on the bright side,” said Tessa, trying to cheer me up. “It will give me ample time to explain things. To convince you that the Federation is on the side of the angels and that my feelings for you are real.” 
 
    Just then I caught movement in the corner of my eye and swung around to see what it was. My mouth dropped open in shock. 
 
    Standing just outside the transparent perimeter of the room was a lone figure. An unmistakable one. Lieutenant Bob Baga, last seen doing a face-plant into a forest floor in Australia—with the help of Tessa Barrett.  
 
    “Hello again, Tessa and Jason,” he said, facing the room’s stove, an indication he wasn’t aware of our precise positions. “It feels like we were all having a pleasant nature hike only last night.”  
 
    He grinned. “Oh, wait, it was only last night. Since we’re such good friends, I’ll pause for a bit to let you stop whatever it is you’re doing. So when I do speak again, you’re paying the proper attention.” 
 
    “Are you sure he can’t hear us?” I whispered to Tessa. 
 
    “Positive,” she replied in a normal speaking voice 
 
    “I thought this room was impossible to find,” I said. “And even if someone made it down here, I thought it was camouflaged.”  
 
    “It is,” insisted Tessa. She paused for a moment and then frowned deeply. “My nanites report that all equipment is working fine, including the concealing hologram and force-shield. I don’t know what’s happening.” 
 
    Baga looked completely at ease as he made a show of looking at his watch. “Okay, that should be more than enough of a break in my monologue,” he said. “Michelle told me you’d be surprised to see me. Shocked even. And that I wouldn’t be able to see or hear you. But she did assure me that you were in a hidey-hole right in front of where I am. And that you’d be able to see and hear me just fine. So let me bring you up to speed.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “Michelle made some instant personnel changes right after you escaped. Brought about by Nick Nicola’s defection and reclassification as enemy number one. Bad for him, but good for me. Seems I’ve moved up in the organization. I’ve had some very busy hours since I came to in the woods. Nonstop, really. Michelle decided to let me in on a little secret. Turns out you were right, Jason. She isn’t human. She even gave me a joyride in a UFO to prove it.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Sadly, I’m the only one of the men to know, and she wants to keep it that way. Which is why I’m presently unaccompanied. I guess it really is lonely at the top. 
 
    “So here’s the deal. Michelle wasn’t happy that we lost you last night. But you did mention that an alien you call Nari was going to give you privileged information this morning. So your escape has a silver lining. Now she gets to find out what he told you.”   
 
    “How did she know we were here, Bob?” demanded Tessa. “In this bunker?” 
 
    Baga jumped back as if he had heard the voice of God, meaning that Tessa must have ordered her nanites to allow us to be heard, at least temporarily.  
 
    “Nice to hear your voice again, Tessa,” he said, recovering quickly. “Although I’d prefer to see you.” He grinned. “I don’t suppose you’d be up for another striptease act?” 
 
    “I’m going to kill you, Bob,” she replied coldly. “With my bare hands.” 
 
    “Wow. Seems like you’re a little touchy today.” 
 
    “How did Michelle know where we were?” she repeated. 
 
    Baga shrugged. “You got me. She just told me she was sure you were here, and ordered a chopper to drop me off at the entrance. From there she guided me down here through my comm, and explained I’d have to talk to a wall of rock, but that you’d be inside.” 
 
    “Finding us is one thing,” said Tessa. “Getting in here—or us out—is quite another. And reinforcements are on the way.” 
 
    Baga smiled again. “She said you’d say that. All of it. But she wanted me to remind you that it would be a mistake to underestimate her. You were sure she’d never find you here, weren’t you? So when I tell you that she has a device that can nullify the small force field that’s protecting your bunker, you’d better believe it. She doesn’t want it delivered via UFO—that would raise too many eyebrows among the men—but a helo will be on the way soon. So make yourselves comfortable. I have dozens of men watching your only exit topside with enough artillery to win a war.  
 
    “Not that you’d even make it that far. Because on the way in I dropped plenty of smart mines that Michelle supplied me with. Smart mines packed with smart explosives. Explosives that will respond to your presence while ignoring mine.  
 
    “Michelle told me why you seemed so superhuman last night,” continued Baga. “Basically it’s because—well, because you are. So we’ll be plenty prepared for anything you might throw at us.” 
 
    “You have no idea who you’re working for,” I said. “Did Michelle tell you she plans to destroy the entire human race?”  
 
    There was a brief pause. “Good try,” said Baga amiably. “But I’m not going for it. Seems to me that if that was her intent, we’d already be destroyed.” 
 
    “It’s more complicated than that,” I said. 
 
    “Look, as much as I love chatting with the two of you, I have work to do. So I’ll take my leave. Remember, if you exit the bunker, the mines will see to it that the insides of your bodies end up on the outside.”  
 
    He tossed a small black electronic device on the floor. “If you feel like surrendering at any time, just give me a shout through this relay. In any case, I’ll be seeing you real soon.” 
 
    Tessa screamed in rage at the top of her lungs as Baga left the area. I had never seen her act this way.  
 
    “Are you going to be okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course not, you moron!” she snapped. “Or weren’t you listening? Nari had big plans for you. Plans that Michelle will spoil when she has you put to death. No chance Nari will figure out where we are and come to the rescue before they pry us from this room, so I’m going to have to sell you out to boot. Just to be certain she’ll let me go. Nari’s going to be so pissed off.” 
 
     Tessa’s glorious eyes filled with rage. “God dammit!” she screamed. “And just when I was sure I could win you over again. Get you back in love with me.”  
 
    She shook her head. “Although maybe it’s just as well. If I had to profess my love for you one more time, there’s a good chance I’d have choked on my own vomit.”  
 
    My eyes widened in horror at the barrage of venom coming my way. It was the greatest impersonation of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde I had ever witnessed. “Tessa, what’s going on?” I said. “I’ve never seen you like this.” 
 
    “No shit!” she barked. “You said yourself you’ve never seen the real me. Well now you have. You’re a dead man walking, Jason, so I can finally—finally!—drop the act. You’re so pathetic. So easily fooled. I’ve been dying to tell you the real situation, not the carefully scripted lies that I’ve been delivering.” 
 
    The room began to spin around me and I barely managed to stumble to the couch nearby and crash down onto one of its cushions. I looked up in horror at a woman I no longer recognized, and forced myself to suppress the biting pain I was feeling. If I only had a few hours to live, at least I could go out understanding how I had been misled. Why I had lost.  
 
    “Congratulations,” I spat.  “You fooled me. I fell for your act hook, line, and sinker. But since you wanted to throw out your script so badly, why not do that now? Why not tell me what’s really going on?” 
 
    She considered this request for several long seconds. “Why not?” she said at last. “We did have a few good moments you and I. So if these are the last wishes of a dying man, I guess I can honor them.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I mumbled miserably. “That’s very big of you.”  
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    “Is there really a Galactic Federation?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. Most of that is completely true. In fact, most all of what you’ve been told is true. There are twenty-two species—and so on. Nari is from Zeta Reticuli, and he and his Earth coalition are living in a hollowed-out, fifteen-mile-diameter asteroid with multiple inner levels. 
 
    “The Zetas—previously known as the Rho—are the closest to Earth, and are also the de facto leaders of the Federation. Most of the galactic species are on the docile side. But not as sheep-like as Nari would have you believe. And the Zetas are much more aggressive than he let on. Say, about three-quarters of the way between the rest of the Federation members and humanity.” 
 
    “So able to kill if necessary, after all,” I said. 
 
    Tessa nodded. “Especially the ones in charge, like Nari. These are already the most psychopathic representatives of the Zetas, just like powerful human governmental leaders tend to be. And then their genes are further modified to ensure they aren’t too tame to make the tough calls that will benefit their people.” 
 
    I blew out a long breath as I digested this new information. “Go on,” I said. 
 
    “What I told you about my upbringing is also true. I know it must be painful for you to learn that I’ve never loved you, and that you’ve been manipulated in multiple ways from the very beginning. I get that. But the stakes are too high for me to worry about hurt feelings. Nari deployed me because he knew I’d be irresistible to you. Like a character out of your own novels, except even more physically appealing. Selective breeding and genetic engineering can do that for a girl.” 
 
    “Why? Why go to the trouble? Why me?” 
 
    “Because Nari’s AI suggested you were important. That part is true. And also the part about us having no idea why.  
 
    “What isn’t true is that Nari and the Zetas aren’t nearly as benevolent and well-meaning as you were led to believe. Not even close. And they aren’t grooming humanity to lead them. They will help us survive, but also make sure we’re under their complete control, so we can’t get out of hand.  
 
    “Not even I am privy to exactly how they’ll manage it, but they will. I’m guessing something similar to the Jurassic Park strategy—but much more sophisticated.” 
 
    “I don’t follow.” 
 
    “Fail-safe mechanisms that keep us under their thumb and completely dependent. Like the ones the scientists put in place to contain their dino friends in the first Jurassic Park movie. Remember, they had two contingency plans. First, all the dinosaurs were female, so they couldn’t reproduce if they escaped. Even more insidious, they engineered them so they were unable to produce lysine for themselves, an essential amino acid, so were reliant on their human masters to provide it.”  
 
     “I remember,” I said. “But do you remember how well these containment strategies worked out? Not at all.” 
 
    Tessa smiled. “Life finds a way,” she said, repeating a famous line from the movie. “How could I forget? Which is one reason I referenced it. I’m still human. I still want what’s best for us. You may think I’m selling humanity out by helping the Zetas, but I’m not. Because I know that humanity will find a way—eventually. No matter how tight a straightjacket they think they’re putting us in. And Nari has no idea that this is my real end game.” 
 
    I paused to consider what she was saying. “Anything else I should know?” 
 
    “Yes, there is no Swarm. The Zetas had been looking for an ideal villain species to help them manipulate humanity for some time, and they thought your fictional one was perfect. So they adopted it. And then convinced you that they gave you the idea. Which I have to admit was a nice touch.  
 
    “That being said,” she added. “There is an intelligent species coming this way. Just not the Swarm. A species that has reached out to the Federation many times, trying to communicate. But the Zetas make sure their calls are never answered.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The Zetas have managed to analyze the nature of this species. They aren’t marauders. They aren’t driven to march. They’re just gradually spreading out as you’d expect any healthy, thriving civilization to do. Turns out the newcomers are an exceedingly rare find, a wolf species that made it through its turbulent adolescence and out the other side. Given the inherent genetic advantages of this new intelligence, which have been discussed—determination, refusal to take no from the universe, and so on—there can be no doubt they’ll eventually obsolete the Federation.” 
 
    “And the Federation doesn’t want to be obsoleted,” I guessed. 
 
    “Well, nearly all members of the Federation would welcome this new species. Sheep only care about grazing and living their long, pathetic lives. But those in power want to stay there. Meaning the Zetas. And you can’t blame them. Evolution works by pitting a species against all others for the prize of survival. Kind of fosters an every species for itself mentality in the victors.” 
 
    She paused. “Which is where humanity comes in. There is no Swarm, but the Zetas are panicked over this approaching new kid on the block—which they’ve named the Intruders. Because they’re a wolf species, one now immune from self-destruction, and beyond Zeta control. An untamable wolf in the wild, if you will.”  
 
    She allowed me some time to think about this and then continued. “So the Zetas’ plan is simple. Adopt a wolf pup—humanity—that they can bond with. That will grow up to be their wolf. One they can bend to do their will.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. “Like in the movie The Lion King. Timon and Pumbaa find a dying lion cub, their natural enemy, and nurse him to health. Why? In the hope that someday he’ll grow up and be on their side.  
 
    “Same thing here. Except with epic levels of deception, manipulation, and control thrown in so humanity has no choice in the matter.” 
 
    “That’s pretty horrific,” I said. 
 
    “Not at all. It’s simply the Zetas looking out for number one. Humanity just has to find a way to bide our time until we can turn the tables. If that means I have to help them subjugate our species for a few thousand years, so be it.”   
 
    I shook my head in disgust. “And you’re certain that Nari plans to turn humanity into the Zetas’ own private army—under false pretenses?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “And Brad Schoenfeld? Does he know any of this?” 
 
    “Of course not. He’s just a useful idiot. No Earth-born human was supposed to know any of this. Ever.” 
 
    “Can I assume this army will be used for defensive purposes only?” 
 
    “That’s cute,” said Tessa, rolling her eyes. “You never stop showing off just how idealistic and naïve you are. But were you even listening? The Intruders are peaceful. The Federation doesn’t need to be defended from them. But the Zetas don’t care. There’s no way they’ll let themselves be replaced and obsoleted by a wolf species, peaceful or otherwise. So it’s offense only.” 
 
    She shook her head. “The poor Intruders won’t have any idea what hit them. They won’t be prepared for a focused and well-armed humanity, tweaked into a frenzy by the Zetas, who will have convinced us that we’re fighting the ultimate predator, a relentless, uncaring swarm that can’t be reasoned with. The Federation’s tech, combined with our military savvy and savagery, will allow us to win the day.”  
 
    “So we’ll be used to wipe out an innocent race?” I said in disgust. “One that has more potential than any other race in the galaxy? And you’re actually helping this come about?” 
 
    “I am. We need to realize where our bread is buttered. There is no right and wrong, only pragmatism. The ends justify the means. The Zetas may not be pure, may want to turn us into veritable slaves, but we do need them to survive the next hundred years. It would be different if this weren’t the case.  
 
    “But I have no doubt they’ll ultimately prevail against the Intruders. So I’m just making sure humanity sides with the winners. If we have to use the survival strategy of dogs, so be it.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Primitive humans killed every animal species on the planet for food, pelts, and so on. None were spared. But our early ancestors learned that wolves could extend human senses, help them hunt, and warn them of danger. So tamer wolf pups that were adopted made themselves indispensable, worth far more to mankind alive than dead.  
 
    “And then they began sucking up to us for all they were worth, turning themselves into dogs, our adoring pets, as evolution knew a great survival strategy when it saw it and exploited the situation for all it was worth. 
 
    “So dogs became our best friends,” continued Tessa. “Our subservient little buddies. But look at what they gained in return. Fast-forward to modern times and wolf populations are hanging on by a thread. But dog populations are larger than ever. Worldwide, almost a billion strong. And while wolves suffer in the cold and rain, dogs sleep on padded beds inside heated homes.” 
 
    “So in this analogy,” I said, “you’re suggesting the Zetas are us, and we’re the lapdogs. And you think humanity should just hold our noses and help these contemptible aliens commit genocide, become their best friends, in exchange for survival?”   
 
    “Yes, but there’s an important difference between us and dogs. Dogs are now wired to be subservient. We’d just be pretending to be. Eventually, when we’ve destroyed the Intruders, we’ll turn against the Zetas and the Federation. Transform once again into the alpha-species we’ve always been and bite the hand that feeds us. Hard!”   
 
    She sighed. “Think what you want of me, but our best strategy is to submit to this galactic game of chess—for now—with Nari and the Zetas pushing all the pieces.” 
 
    “So I’m nothing more than a lowly pawn? Soon to be a fallen one.”   
 
    “If only,” said Tessa callously. “You’re more like a queen who’s about to fall. And I’ll be held responsible.” 
 
    “Sorry that my death will be such an inconvenience for you,” I said bitterly.  
 
    “You’re a queen in this game,” continued Tessa as if I hadn’t spoken, “because you have the potential to be pivotal on both sides of the equation. Nari and his AI may not be sure why you’re so damned important, but they’re convinced you’re a double-edged sword. You could add huge value to Nari’s efforts, for a variety of reasons. But he and his fellow Zetas are also worried that you could learn what I’m telling you now and pit yourself against them. Tell the world the truth. Galvanize humanity to initiate an uprising, and ruin the best laid plans of mice and aliens.” 
 
    I thought about this. “And Michelle?” I said finally. “How does she fit in?” 
 
    “In my view, she’s likely a Zeta just like Nari. One representing a faction opposed to his leadership. She’s trying to act sheep-like and sensitive so he’ll think she represents a different Federation species.  
 
    “Ultimately, she wants the same thing as Nari, for the Zetas to come out on top. But the harm you could do if you turned against them is easy to understand. The good you could do is nebulous at best, requiring blind faith in an AI. So she probably represents a faction that has given the AI the finger, deciding to ignore its edict to keep you alive.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Dead men tell no tales. And they don’t turn against the aliens who are busy manipulating them, either.”  
 
    “But now you’ve told me the ugly truth. So even if I escaped from Michelle, Nari would be forced to have me killed. Correct?”  
 
    “Not necessarily,” said Tessa. “If you remained in our hands, we could just erase your memory of this conversation. But if not, I’m afraid we couldn’t allow you to live.”  
 
    She frowned. “I’m sorry, Jason. You aren’t all bad as far as Earthborn humans go. I’m sorry it’s come to this. But I can’t let you pit humanity against the Federation. We might be their lapdogs for a long, long time. But as I said, lapdogs thrive. Wolves go extinct. A perfect metaphor giving the wolf/sheep categories we’ve been putting intelligent species into.” 
 
    “You make it sound almost reasonable,” I said. “If you don’t take into account the advanced intelligent species innocently expanding into our neck of the woods that we’ll be destroying.” 
 
    “Sometimes you have to do what you have to do. In this case that means working with an ally who ultimately wants to turn us into slaves. So what? The quest for survival and domination makes strange bedfellows. We held our noses and allied with Russia in World War II.” 
 
    “Yes, but that was against Hitler. What you’re doing would be like us allying with Russia against England, our closest friend.”  
 
    “It’s too complex of a chess game for any metaphor to do it justice,” said Tessa. “And sometimes you have to put morals and ethics aside for more practical considerations. You have to look at the big picture.” 
 
    “You’re making a huge mistake,” I said. 
 
    “Sometimes there are no good options,” she responded. “Speaking of which, I’m afraid it’s time for our discussion to end.” 
 
    I didn’t respond. Instead, I stared at her in silence while she ordered her nanites to allow our voices to once again leave the room.  
 
    “Bob Baga,” she called out. “It’s me. I’m willing to kill the force shield and deliver Jason Ramsey. Which will save you the trouble of having to come in and get us. You know how formidable we can be. But if I agree to bring you Jason wrapped up in a pretty bow, I want your assurances that you’ll let me go free, unharmed.” 
 
    “An intriguing proposal,” said the voice of the lieutenant through the comm relay he had left outside. “Give me some time to check with the boss.” 
 
    His voice returned less than a minute later. “Michelle says we have a deal. If you lower the shield, help escort Jason safely to the conference room, and bind him there—so he can have a holographic discussion with Michelle—you’re free to leave. After we’ve vacated the island. We don’t want you tempted to contact Nari while we’re still here.”  
 
    Tessa nodded slowly. “Okay,” she said. “We have an understanding.” 
 
    “Excellent. Michelle is monitoring a video feed showing the inside of the elevator you’ll need to take. Leave all of your weapons there and make your way topside. I’ll disengage the mines. And don’t try anything stupid. We’ll be expecting a double-cross, and we’re well aware of your capabilities. Try anything and you’re going to lose.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Tessa. “We’ll be outside within five minutes.” 
 
    She paused for several seconds and then turned to me. “The room is soundproofed again if you have any last words.” 
 
    I shook my head, more in sadness than in horror. “I can’t believe I loved you,” I said. 
 
    “I can. I’m a good actress. And you’re too nice of a guy. If this never happened, I planned to gradually get you to toughen up and get a backbone. Stop seeing the galaxy through rose-colored glasses. The galaxy is a tough place. Survival a tough ask, regardless of the technology.” 
 
    Tessa sighed. “For example, are you just going to let me escort you to your executioner? Just like that? Why not try to overpower me and escape on your own, instead of meekly letting me deliver you like a boxed pizza?”  
 
    “What are my chances if I do try to take you down?” 
 
    “Zero,” she replied. “I’ve had much longer to master the nanites, and I have superior skills, training, and experience.” 
 
    “Then why should I waste my time?” I said sadly. “Besides, at this point my heart isn’t in it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve read where getting ditched by a lover can be pretty debilitating, sapping one’s will to live.” 
 
    “Is that what you think this is?” I said incredulously. “Getting ditched by a lover?” 
 
    “I’m sorry this feels like a betrayal. I’m sorry you developed such an irrational attachment to me, and put me on a pedestal. But at least I didn’t cheat on you. I hear that can be the roughest of all.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? Your entire existence was a cheat. Our entire relationship a sham.” 
 
    “It was all for the greater good. If you had lived, I think you’d eventually come to see that.” 
 
    “Not a chance in hell,” I replied in contempt.    
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    Scores of men with automatic assault rifles and other lethal weaponry surrounded us as Tessa and I exited onto the surface and began the quarter-mile hike to the conference room.  Four military attack helicopters swarmed overhead, just in case our escorts on the ground proved inadequate, which was hard to even imagine, since I counted at least thirty men. Thirty!  
 
    I had one or two hours to live, at most.  
 
    The stretch of island we were on was near the ocean, somewhat green, but mostly bare, as the thick tropical forest emerged a little farther inland.  
 
    Not that I could see much of anything through the dense thicket of mercenary humanity forming a moving circle around us, with a radius of about ten yards. These mercs had probably been warned not to get too close to a woman who was without question the most lethal on the planet.  
 
    Escape was impossible, even if Tessa was willing to make the attempt, which she decidedly wasn’t. She was marching me to my death without a second thought, other than a possible lament that Nari wouldn’t be happy with her. 
 
    I found it hard to sympathize. 
 
    As I took yet another step forward, I was suddenly hit with a concussive wave of air, driving me to the ground, as a tic-tac UAV swept in from out of sight and swatted all four helicopters from the sky like so many flies. Each exploded, crashing into land or ocean almost fifty yards away from me.  
 
    It was hard to digest, regardless of one’s mental processing speed. One moment a large group of soldiers were on their feet, and four menacing helicopters were hovering overhead. The next, every last one of us were on the ground, and the helicopters had burst into flames and been crushed like flimsy soda cans under heavy boots.  
 
    It all happened so suddenly it was like watching a war movie with all but the first and last frames removed.  
 
    I turned my head to take in the spectacle and tried to process what had happened. We had all been blown to the ground, forced there by the explosive displacement of air caused by a bulky UFO changing directions at incomprehensible speeds.  
 
    Rather than shooting down the four helos and risk having them crash into the small throng of humanity, the alien ship had simply slammed into them like a battering ram, crushing them into oblivion and sending them catapulting away from us.    
 
    Before I could even grasp what had happened, over a dozen additional alien craft rained from the skies, striking the UAV that had destroyed the helicopters with the same forces that had been directed at the energy dome. The lone craft took the brunt of the attack for only a moment before shooting straight up and out of sight, gone in the blink of an eye.  
 
    Within seconds this fleeing UAV returned to visible altitude, this time accompanied by numerous reinforcement ships, and the sky was now filled with too many alien spacecraft to even count. Each sent immensely powerful beams of energy at the other before nearly all of them shot upward in various formations and out of sight—perhaps into space—engaging in an AI-powered dogfight far too fast for a human to follow or comprehend.  
 
    The presence of these ships could only mean one thing. Nari was coming to the rescue, after all. If this rescue failed, I’d be dead. If it succeeded, I’d have my mind wiped of what I had just learned, leaving me vulnerable to further manipulation.  
 
    I wasn’t certain which outcome was worse.  
 
    Just before the last two UAVs shot out of sight, one brushed the circle of mercenaries surrounding us with just a fraction of the energies it had used while battling fellow ships, and fifteen men burst into flame. At the same time, the second ship deposited a dozen human soldiers on the ground—no doubt men in Brad Schoenfeld’s group that Nari had directed here—and the battle was quickly joined. 
 
    It was complete and total chaos. A battle was raging in space, one that had to be unleashing a fury that was beyond human experience. Nearer to home, numerous mercenaries had become blazing infernos, running around like headless chickens and shrieking in agony as the raging flames quickly consumed them—the ultimate horror show.  
 
    About seventeen of Michelle’s mercenaries remained, although neither they nor the incoming soldiers had any real cover. Still, both sides did their best to minimize themselves as targets. The men Nari had sent pressed themselves low to the ground, while Michelle’s mercs did the same, some taking cover as best they could behind the grisly corpses of their charred comrades. 
 
    Nari’s forces began picking off the remaining hostile mercs in short order, and it soon became apparent that it wasn’t a fair fight. Nari’s soldiers had the superior body armor. Several were getting sprayed with dense thickets of bullets, but the fire had no effect, never seeming to even touch them, which would have brought welts and agony to even those wearing the most advanced body armor known to science.  
 
    It was clear that they possessed personal energy shields. Apparently Nari had decided I was important enough to make an exception to his no alien tech policy. The same couldn’t be said for Michelle, who hadn’t wanted to give away her alien origin, so hadn’t outfitted her mercenaries nearly as well.  
 
    This all became clear in a span of only fifteen to twenty seconds, as what should have been a deadly battle between equally matched forces—with Michelle’s soldiers actually outnumbering Nari’s—was quickly becoming a bloodbath.  
 
    Tessa threw herself to the ground to avoid stray bullets, and I ran a healthy distance away from her before following suit. She had obviously decided to let Nari’s forces do the heavy lifting, especially since he had made them virtually invulnerable. 
 
    Just then the equation changed dramatically. One of Nari’s men came into view, and Tessa and I both recognized him at the same time, even though she and I were thirty feet apart.  
 
    Only it wasn’t one of Nari’s men. It was Nick Nicola.  
 
    This changed everything.  
 
    It meant that these men hadn’t been sent by Nari, after all.  
 
    I had assumed the duplicitous alien was behind the attack because only he had access to UAVs, but this wasn’t true. Nicola had claimed to have access as well—a claim he and his Sentinel team were now backing up. And they had no love for any Federation faction.  
 
    I might just survive this, after all. Nicola had already saved me from certain death once, and apparently, he was trying to do so again.  
 
    Tessa realized who our rescuers really were at the same moment I did, and what this meant—namely that she’d have to dispose of me herself, or risk me falling into friendly hands and turning against her and Nari.  
 
    She was slightly closer to a fallen soldier and his assault rifle than she was to me, and bolted toward the weapon with deadly purpose. At the same time I sprang from the ground and raced in the other direction at superhuman speed.  
 
    I was putting distance between us, but with her enhancements she could hit me as easily as if she were behind a sniper-rifle with telescopic sights and I was standing still. I was heading toward the tree line and relative safety, but this was still ten to twelve seconds away. In my heart, I knew she was only a few seconds from pulling the trigger, so the math was working against me. 
 
    Nicola took in the scene and its implications at one glance and threw an alien-made stun grenade Tessa’s way, one with many times the power of a terrestrial version. Although designed to be non-lethal, the device exploded so ferociously it sent Tessa flying through the air. Even so, she executed a perfect roll and came up with her gun pointed in my direction. Nicola had wasted no time sending a second grenade after the first, but she managed to elude this as well, diving out of its range like a trained gymnast and coming up firing while I was still a few steps from the trees. 
 
    I sensed the imminent shot and dove forward like the approaching forest was a pool, avoiding the bullet but slamming the side of my head into the edge of a tree trunk. I fought to remain conscious, hanging on by a thread. 
 
    Tessa wasn’t so lucky. While she was focused on me, one of Nicola’s men managed to shoot her in the neck with three tranquilizer darts—three—just to be sure. Even with nanites, she would be out for a while. 
 
    Relieved, I finally succumbed to my increasing drowsiness and closed my eyes.  
 
    When I was finally able to force them back open minutes later, Tessa was hogtied with zip ties on the ground where she had fallen, and the last of Michelle’s men had taken a bullet to the head, adding to the growing number of bodies that now littered the island. 
 
    My eyes slid shut again. The next time they opened I found myself inside a UAV, my head injury dressed and bandaged. But this UAV was a no-frills variety. Cold and utilitarian. Six leather captains’ chairs were arranged in a circle in the center of the craft, firmly attached to the deck but capable of swiveling in any direction.  
 
    Instead of the craft being largely transparent, multiple monitors hung down from the ceiling at various locations, each tiled with comprehensive views of our surroundings. I noted idly that we were winging our way over land at low altitude, so quickly that the scenery was nothing but a blur. 
 
    Captain Nicola was kneeling beside me and looked relieved. “Welcome back, mate,” he said reassuringly. “You’ll be a little groggy for a while, but you should be just fine.”   
 
    “You saved . . . my life,” I managed to rasp out. “Again.” 
 
    He smiled. “Thanks for noticing,” he said. “For anyone keeping score, it’s now two saves by me, and only one by Nari. Puts me in the lead, right mate?” 
 
    “More than . . . the lead,” I whispered, still barely clinging to consciousness. “Turns out . . . you saved me . . from Nari.”  
 
    Nicola studied me worriedly. “Jason, I think you might be more punch drunk than I thought. As much as I’m not a fan of Nari, I saved you from Michelle.” 
 
    “Same thing.” 
 
    Nicola’s eyes narrowed in confusion but he didn’t press for answers. Not while I was in my present condition. “Why do I have the feeling the job of convincing you not to trust Nari just got a whole lot easier?” 
 
    I managed a feeble smile. “Where are we . . . going?” I whispered. 
 
    “To our base of operations. On a shelf in the Pacific. About eight thousand miles from where we were. We’ll be there any second.” 
 
    Of course we would. As far as a UAV was concerned, eight thousand miles was just around the block.  
 
    “Where is . . Tessa?” I gasped out. “You were right. Can’t be . . . trusted.” 
 
    Nicola sighed. “Yeah, no kidding, mate. Glad you finally figured that out. But don’t worry. We’re bringing her and Brad to our headquarters, too, in a separate UAV. We’ll keep them unconscious in a secure holding facility until we’ve decided on our next move. In the meanwhile, rest up. You’re with friends, in safe hands.”   
 
    I glanced at the screen and noted we were now over an ocean, which I assumed was the Pacific. Sure enough, we suddenly took a dive and plunged beneath the surface, although we didn’t feel anything different when we did. Nothing to indicate we weren’t still traveling through the air, as the UAV’s magical drive parted the ocean depths like Moses at the Red Sea.  
 
    “Thanks . . . Nick,” I said softly. “For the . . . rescue.”  
 
    I wanted to say more, but even with nanites on board, diving headfirst into a tree was ill-advised, and I slipped once again into a deep sleep. 
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    I awoke spread out on a comfortable mattress with my eyes still closed.  
 
    I felt fantastic.  
 
    Since I had first been knocked out on the island, I had been moving through events numbed, in a sort of daze. But now I felt like myself again. Better than myself. Instead of being in a fog, I was hitting on all cylinders. My nanites must be getting the hang of boosting my physical well-being and mental acuity. 
 
    This was in stark contrast to how I felt emotionally. I was devastated by Tessa’s betrayal. She had not only been willing to deliver me to certain death, she had tried to shoot me herself.  
 
    It was like the most horrible nightmare I had ever had, except it was real. She had used me completely, and was dedicated to a purpose I considered evil. If not for the nanites, I suspect I’d be completely debilitated, curled up into a fetal position, possibly weeping, but certainly in the depths of severe depression.  
 
    I had loved her that much.  
 
    Hell, I was pretty sure I still loved her, even though I now hated her also.  
 
    Even with the nanites trying to settle my stomach, I felt sick. But I had to put it all out of my mind for the time being, and get the lay of the land—whatever it is I’d now be facing.  
 
    I gathered my courage, opened my eyes, and looked up.  
 
    The smiling face of Nick Nicola was staring back at me. “It’s about time, mate,” he said good-naturedly from a chair overlooking my bed.  
 
    I surveyed my surroundings and discovered I was inside what looked to be a very high-tech hospital room. “Where am I?” I asked. 
 
    “On an underwater shelf in the Pacific. More specifically, in a room in Sentinel’s small medical wing.” He paused. “We think of it more as a sickbay than a hospital.”  
 
    I didn’t reply. 
 
    “I know it’s been at least twenty-four hours since you’ve eaten,” said the captain, “so I’ll make sure food is on the way.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “And does your sickbay have a bathroom?” 
 
    Nicola laughed. “I guess eating isn’t the only thing you haven’t been doing lately.”  
 
    I lifted myself from the bed, proceeded to use the bathroom, and then returned, this time sitting on the edge of the mattress facing my host. “Ready to tell me your real name?” 
 
    “Sure,” said the captain with a grin. “But that doesn’t mean we’re married or anything.” 
 
    I laughed.   
 
    “Turns out my real first name is the same as yours—Jason.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” I said. “Is that why you keep saving my life?” I added wryly. “Because we share a name?”  
 
    “That’s exactly right, mate,” he replied affably. “If you’d have been named Niles I’d have killed you myself.” He held out a hand. “I’m Jason. Jason Barcelo.”  
 
    “Nice to meet you, Jason Barcelo.” 
 
    “Actually, like I told you back in Australia, you should still call me Nick. I haven’t used my real name in years, even within my own organization. And why confuse yourself.” 
 
    I nodded. “Nick it is.” 
 
    “So . . . Jason,” he said, gesturing toward my head, which was no longer bandaged—or injured. “It appears you were holding out on me during our previous discussion.” 
 
    “Would you believe that I’ve always healed really fast?” 
 
    “No. But I would believe that you have as many nanites in your veins as Tessa.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can see how you might come to that conclusion,” I said with a smile. “I would have told you about them last time we were together, but you seemed to be in a big hurry. I didn’t want to burden you with too many details.” 
 
    “Very thoughtful of you,” replied Nick in amusement. “Bottom line, though, is that you were barely holding on to life when we were flying here. Now, just sixteen hours later, you don’t have a bloody scratch on you. The nanites are more effective than I thought.” 
 
    “Apparently so,” I replied.   
 
    “Although I have to say I’m getting used to the wonders of alien technology. So it takes a lot to impress me.” He paused. “Speaking of which.” He turned away from me and spoke into his comm, ordering the base’s AI to put the room into what he called transparent mode.  
 
    Three of the room’s four walls vanished.  
 
    I gasped, and not just because it seemed as if nothing was holding the ocean at bay. I gasped mostly because of the view, which would impress anyone, regardless of how jaded by tech they might be.  
 
    We were on a shelf in the Pacific Ocean, indeed. I just didn’t realize it would be a shelf in such relatively shallow water. Or that we would be facing an epic coral reef with a spectacular view of enough diverse and brilliantly colored marine life to dazzle a lifelong scuba enthusiast.  
 
    The color palette of the coral itself was as vivid and varied as I had ever seen, a rainbow of sometimes neon colors as beautiful as anything on Earth, without even counting the thousands upon thousands of breathtaking marine creatures, be they fish, sharks, turtles, manta rays, seahorses, jellyfish, or a glorious variety of other examples of the artistry of nature. 
 
    Beyond the vast wall of coral was an even vaster volcanic island, which had just become fully submerged beneath the waves, probably only a hundred years or so before, giving me a perfect view of a glorious atoll.  
 
    An atoll was formed when a reef grew in shallow water around an island rather than near a continent. The reef I was viewing had probably begun growing before mankind walked the Earth, eventually forming an elaborate and breathtaking structure. The island had then proceeded to slowly sink into the sea over millions of years. This left the mesmerizing sight of a sunken volcanic island playing the part of a skull, while the coral reef ringed it like an underwater crown of thorns. 
 
    I knew everything there was to know about every step of atoll formation. What’s more, if I focused on a given coral or sea creature, I knew enough about each to fill an encyclopedia. 
 
    I gasped a second time as I realized a sobering little detail: I had previously known nothing about the marine world. I had never used an atoll in a novel, and just a few days earlier I couldn’t have defined the word if my life had depended on it. 
 
    The nanites were once again acting as a second brain, augmenting my knowledge effortlessly. It was truly an amazing feature of an amazing technology. 
 
    I continued to ogle the most magnificent visual spectacle I had ever seen for almost a minute while the captain waited patiently. 
 
    “Unbelievable, right?” he said finally. “Like I said, it takes a lot to impress me. But this facility always does. We’re now on the long, north-facing wall of a five-story rectangular structure, about a block and a half long. On the top floor, to be more precise. Other than the sickbay and fitness center, this section—the view section—is mostly comprised of individual residences.  
 
    “This entire wall faces the reef, and evenly spaced rooms of various sizes jut out from it like the air-filled bubbles in bubble-wrap, although they’re cubic in shape. The point is that for each room, three of the walls show a view of the reef when they go transparent. The units are also built for privacy. Even if you’re in a transparent room, you can’t see into another transparent room nearby.” 
 
    “Then why not just keep them transparent?” I asked. “At all times?” 
 
    “Not advisable. The view is mesmerizing, and the ever-changing marine life is endlessly fascinating. When the walls are transparent, it’s difficult to focus on anything else.” 
 
    I watched an octopus change position on the reef and disappear, as chromatophore cells in its skin matched the bright blue color of the coral it was near. I nodded, not taking my eyes from the reef. “Yeah, I get that,” I said. 
 
    I forced myself to look away from the ocean, which appeared to be held at bay by an invisible force field rather than a window.  
 
    “Hard to imagine your organization is large enough to fill a facility this extensive,” I said. 
 
    “It isn’t. Not by a long shot. But if you’re going to go to the trouble of building an undersea paradise, you should plan for the future. At the moment, much of this facility is unused, but we have ambitious plans to grow the organization, especially if we can achieve certain goals.” 
 
    “This is all fascinating,” I said, “but it’s time to get down to business. I need you to tell me more about the Sentinels. Pick up where you left off in the woods. Explain how you have access to UAVs and other alien tech when you’re not affiliated with the Federation. I’m ready to be much more open-minded and receptive to what you tell me than I was earlier.” 
 
    “Why? What happened on the island before we arrived? How did you get on the outs with Nari?” 
 
    “You first,” I said.  
 
    The captain studied me for several long seconds. “Okay, mate,” he said affably. “You got it.” 
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    I stared at the sea life around me for several more seconds and then sighed. “Can you make the walls opaque again?” I asked, not wanting anything to distract me. 
 
    Seconds later the sickbay returned to the condition it was in originally.  
 
   

 

 Just after it did, a tall, raven-haired nurse entered the room, introducing herself as Davi Ann Hardy, and asked how I was doing. Before I could answer, a woman named Cheryl Cavanagh entered the room as well, bringing trays of sandwich wraps and chips along with an assortment of drinks, which she set on a table in the middle of the room. 
 
    Nick explained to the nurse that I had made a miraculous recovery—not wanting to take the time to explain nanites—and that I’d be checking out soon, and thanked the woman named Cheryl, ushering both out of the room and closing the door. 
 
    We relocated to the table and I tore off one end of a chicken Caesar salad wrap and chewed gratefully.  
 
    “Did Nari tell you about an alien species called the Swarm?” began Nick while I continued to devour the wrap. “One with all the charm of an army-ant colony, but not quite as cuddly.” 
 
    I swallowed. “He did.” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought as much. But that’s a lie. There is no such species. I mean, come on, mate, really? A species that exists solely for the purpose of wiping out all life in the galaxy?”   
 
    I opened a cold bottle of apple juice and took a swig. “Why would he lie?” I asked, deciding to play devil’s advocate, even though I knew he was telling the truth. 
 
    “To get you riled up against the actual species coming this way. A race we call the Benefactors.” 
 
    “And you know about this species how?” I said. 
 
    “I’ll get to that in a minute.”    
 
    “No need,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s obvious from the name you gave them. You and they are allies. Which also explains how you have all this advanced tech. I thought you didn’t trust any aliens. That you were all about the human race exclusively.” 
 
    “We are. But this species has proven itself trustworthy—and extraordinary. They’re everything the Grays and the Federation pretend to be—and so much more. Thousands of years from now we’ll be welcoming them as equals, with much to thank them for. Not that we won’t have had endless discourse with them holographically before we meet them in person. But I’m getting way ahead of myself.” 
 
    I considered this carefully. “You said they’re everything the Grays and the Federation pretend to be. Who do you mean by the Grays?” I asked, once again knowing the answer.  
 
    “Nari and his people. That’s who they really are—small, hairless, gray humanoids. From Zeta Reticuli, not Rho Cancri. And I can prove it.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “That’s okay,” I said. “I believe you. This matches what I’ve been told exactly.”  
 
    “Then why play dumb?”    
 
    “I know what I know. I want to know what you know.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said the captain. “Allows you to compare the Grays’ story with mine, without biasing me first.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I replied. “But can we call them the Zetas from now on?” 
 
    “Why? Does calling them the Grays seem too conspiracy theory-ish to you?” 
 
    “Pretty much, yes.” 
 
    “Despite it being a conspiracy theory that happens to be true?” 
 
    “Do you really believe that?” I asked with great interest. “Believe that actual abductions have taken place? That Nari and his people are behind them?” 
 
    The corners of Nick’s mouth turned up into the hint of a smile. “Actually no,” he replied. “As you’re no doubt coming to appreciate, the Galactics never come to Earth themselves. So let me guess, Nari told you the fictional Swarm is behind the Gray abduction reports. That they can reach into sleeping minds and create these false narratives, these nightmares.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “A convenient lie,” said the captain. “Again, there is no Swarm. And the Benefactors can’t reach into anyone’s mind, near or far.” He raised his eyebrows. “But the Federation sure can,” he added. “Did Nari tell you that?” 
 
    “He did, actually.” 
 
    “Now that surprises me. But since he did, I hope it’s obvious to you what’s really going on. Other federation species, like the one Michelle is from, have been doing exactly what Nari accused the Swarm of doing. Namely, trying to discredit the Grays—I should say Zetas—by implanting abduction events into sleeping minds. Making it harder for the Zetas to lead.”  
 
    I considered. This did make sense, but there were more fundamental matters to explore. “Getting back to the big picture,” I said, “you’re positive Nari lied about the Swarm?” 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    “And that a different race, one you call the Benefactors, is coming instead?” 
 
    “Yes. A race Nari and the Federation call the Intruders.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said. “So what should I infer from that? That one species’ benefactor is another’s intruder?” 
 
    “The advanced race coming our way now could be a benefactor to all species. If the Zetas would let them be. The Zetas chose the name Intruders to reinforce the ruse they’re perpetrating against the rest of the Federation. A name intended to paint this species as aggressive and dangerous, and ready to subjugate all races in our part of the galaxy. But it isn’t true. Not in the slightest. The galaxy is bloody big enough for everyone. And the Benefactors are happy to give the Federation a wide berth.”   
 
    He frowned. “Not that they should even need to. The Federation members are stagnant, with no plans to settle any of the habitable planets within their own territories. Or the many uninhabitable planets that could easily be terraformed. Or Zeta-formed. Whatever.” 
 
    “So you’re convinced they’re peaceful?” I said, continuing to pretend Tessa had never told me what she had in the alien bunker. Just thinking about her for a moment brought crippling emotional pain, which I once again pushed down. 
 
    “They are peaceful. And later today, I’ll be able to prove as much to your satisfaction. I guarantee it.”  
 
    “Yet you’re implying the Zetas are worried about them?” 
 
    “They are.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because the Benefactors’ very existence threatens their leadership role in the Federation. They’re a better species than the Zetas in every way. Obvious leaders. So the Zetas have a plan to wipe them out. Which is where humanity comes in.” 
 
    “Hold up,” I said. “Why haven’t these Benefactors made their own case?” 
 
    “The Zetas have managed to block their attempts to communicate with the Federation. The how of it is long and complicated, so I’ll spare you that for now. But they did manage to contact us. Meaning humanity.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “They managed to use the quantum communication equipment that Damian Spooner and his fledgling team were using at the time. The Benefactors hacked it just long enough to implant a large file into the computer of Naval Commander Kenneth Kussmann, Spooner’s number two man. A file encrypted to stay invisible to the Zetas’ AIs.”    
 
    “Like the video footage of Tessa you sent me.”  
 
    “Exactly. The contents of the file convinced Kussmann not to trust Nari, and gave the commander the plans to build a quantum communication system of his own.” 
 
    “How long ago?” I asked.  
 
    “Twenty-four years. Only two years after Nari first contacted Colonel Spooner and he began setting up his organization. Once Kussmann had a means to communicate with the Benefactors, he continued to develop the relationship. They advised him not to risk trying to bring the colonel on board, so he faked his own death and began recruiting his own team. He was Sentinel’s founder. We now number in the thousands. Collectively, we built this facility and others.” 
 
    “Seems like a tall order, even for thousands of you.” 
 
    “It didn’t happen overnight. Once we had a system to communicate with the Benefactors, they gave us detailed instructions for creating miracle tech—which helped a lot, as you can imagine. The tech allowed us to tap nearly unlimited energy, develop anti-gravity, force fields, and so on. If you combine immensely powerful lasers, anti-gravity, advanced excavation machinery, and force fields, building a facility like this one is fairly straightforward.”   
 
    The captain smiled. “Having unlimited funding helps too,” he added. “The Benefactors gave us the technology needed to bypass security in bank computers and create accounts with any amount of money we needed.” 
 
    “And they obviously also gave you plans for the UAV that brought us here.” 
 
    “Right. But we don’t call them UAVs. Or UFOs. Or UAPs. Because these three acronyms share a common letter that doesn’t apply.”  
 
    “Right,” I said, nodding. “Unidentified. You built them, so they’re anything but unidentified.” I couldn’t help but smile as I realized that Brad still called them UAVs, even though he knew exactly what they were. “So what do you call them?” 
 
    “Zip-craft.” 
 
    I made a face. Not my favorite, but still better than UAP. And they did zip around a lot. Zip-craft was also both singular and plural. One zip-craft or ten zip-craft, no added S was needed.  
 
    “They’re built to look identical to Federation models,” continued the captain, “at least from the outside. We didn’t waste resources on fancy holographic interiors, because they aren’t meant for pleasure cruises. All of our tech is being built for one purpose only: defeating the Federation.” 
 
    “Are you saying you plan to go to war with them?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    “That’s what I’m saying. But before you object, give me the chance to review our rationale. Show you the overwhelming evidence that the Federation—mostly the Zetas—are very bad news. You said you’d keep an open mind.” 
 
    “Believe me, I will. I am. But Nari and friends have been orbiting Saturn for decades. They could have destroyed us at their leisure. But instead, they’ve stopped us from shooting ourselves in the foot—or the head, really—a number of times. 
 
    “I’m not saying they have our best interests at heart,” I continued. “Or that we won’t eventually have to fight them. But why awaken a sleeping giant? Why pick a fight we can’t win right now?”  
 
    Nick opened his mouth to reply, but I forged ahead before he could. “They may be less aggressive than we are,” I added, “but we’re hugely outgunned and outmanned. And the representatives orbiting Saturn are just the tip of the iceberg. The tip of the tip. Start a war with their asteroid ship, forgetting for a moment that it can probably wipe out the Earth in seconds, and we buy ourselves a war against twenty-two member species, collectively numbering over a hundred billion.”   
 
    I shook my head. “In case I’m being too subtle,” I finished, “attacking them in the near future is about the worst idea I’ve ever heard.”  
 
    Nick sighed loudly. “You think that only because you don’t really understand what they’re about,” he said. “Nari likes to use the sheep/wolf metaphor. Well, the Zetas are wolves in sheep’s clothing. They fear being usurped by what they call the Intruders and are prepared to more or less enslave the human race to destroy what they see as a coming threat to their own power. They plan to turn us into their private genocide squad. Worse, they’ll soon have the means to control us in ways that will be permanent.  
 
    “It’s now or never,” added the Aussie captain. “When you see the evidence I’ve seen, you’ll feel the same panic I’m feeling. The same certainty that we have to strike as soon as we can. I guarantee it.” 
 
    “What kind of evidence?” 
 
    “Did you get Tessa to admit she was born and raised off Earth?” 
 
    I barely managed to nod a yes. The mention of her name once again drove me into an immediate emotional tailspin. I took the last remaining mouthful of chicken Caesar wrap to buy time to collect myself, and chased it down with the last of the apple juice.   
 
    “Did she tell you why the Zetas put tens of thousands of humans in holographic petri dishes inside a hollowed-out asteroid?” continued Nick. “Why they created perfect mock-ups of towns from all the major nations on Earth?  
 
    “I’ll tell you why,” he continued without waiting for a response, “to perfect their brain manipulation techniques. And to develop genetic means to control us, so they can turn us into their willing slaves, forever unable to get out from under their thumbs.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking about what Tessa had said about the Jurassic Park containment strategy. She hadn’t seemed to be aware they were using her and her off-Earth comrades to perfect it, but I wasn’t surprised. That’s the last thing Nari would have shared with her.  
 
    “From the Zetas’ perspective,” continued the captain, “there’s only one thing better than killing a wolf like us. And that’s controlling a wolf like us. Putting us on a bloody leash.” 
 
    “And you have unimpeachable evidence of everything you’re saying?”   
 
    “Absolutely. And much more. Think about it, mate. They have a seed-stock of humanity on their asteroid to experiment on. Or to take to a habitable planet and breed as a slave race, just in case their plan here fails.”  
 
    He shook his head. “But their plan won’t fail. Not unless we take extraordinary steps to stop them.” 
 
    I frowned deeply. I hadn’t considered how easy it would be for them to breed a race of humans that were all born under their control. How easy it would be for the Zetas to mold them.  
 
    The captain could tell his points were sinking in. “And they now have a collection of brainwashed and manipulated humans who make perfect spies for them,” he continued. “Spies able to effortlessly infiltrate anywhere on this planet. Rise through any organization at great speed, because they’re superior to the rest of us. Raised by the Zetas, but fully immersed in the customs, language, and culture of whatever country their parents were taken from. Like Tessa. She can pass herself off as having been raised in America—because she basically was.” 
 
    Nick exhaled loudly. “I know you love her, mate,” he said softly. “And I’m sorry about that. But you can’t save her from their manipulations. Who knows what the Zetas did to her in the womb or while she was growing up.  
 
    “Did they engineer her genes so she’d be more receptive to their brainwashing? Did they enter her sleep each night for years, reinforcing ideas they wanted her to have?  
 
    “She tried to kill you on the island, Jason. If not for me, she would have succeeded. Remember that guy from the movie Aliens who knew that one of those nasty creatures was about to burst out of his chest. Remember how he begged his comrades to kill him. If Tessa knew what had been done to her, knew that she’d been all but programmed to kill a man who is madly in love with her, she’d ask you to do the same. And it would be the compassionate thing for you to do. A mercy killing.”   
 
    Bile rose in my throat, despite the nanite presence. For just a moment, I wanted to strangle my host, either because I was horrified by what he said, or even more horrified that he might be right.  
 
    “We’re done talking about her!” I snapped. “Got it! Tell me more about the Zetas if you have more to tell. But Tessa is now off limits.” 
 
    “Of course,” replied the captain, backing off immediately. “Back to the big picture. Everything I’ve shared has been to convince you that we have to strike now. While we still have some free will left.” 
 
    There was a long silence. “Tell me more about these Benefactors?” I said, still trying to recover from the emotional anguish that suffocated me whenever I thought of Tessa. “Sounds like you think they’re saints.” 
 
    “Not saints, but clearly humanity’s natural ally. Our natural friend. A fellow wolf species who was once like we are now. But who managed to conquer their natures and go on to better things, without the need for any sheep species to intervene.  
 
    “They’ve been mentoring our group. And once we defeat the Federation, they can reveal themselves to all of us and mentor the entire human race. Bring us together. Instead of turning us into their puppets, they’ll teach us how to tame our destructive impulses, the demons of our nature, as they learned to do. And they’ll provide the science and technology that will create a paradise on Earth.”  
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “And beyond.”  
 
    I pondered this, but didn’t respond. 
 
    “Think about it,” continued Nick. “The Federation makes sure we stay at each other’s throats—and then pretends to be bloody heroes by saving us from ourselves. They could unite us. All they’d have to do is announce themselves. We’d be too in awe of the grand scope of intelligence in our galaxy not to be motivated to mend our fences. And they could tell us of the glorious future they can provide if we turn our swords into plowshares.” 
 
    He shook his head. “But human unity is the last thing they want. They need us agitated. They need us to retain our savage natures, not lose them. So we’ll be that much more effective at wiping out the Benefactors.” 
 
    I stared deep into his eyes, absorbing everything, but I remained silent. 
 
    “And speaking again of the Benefactors,” continued the captain, “notice how willing they’ve been to share technology with my group. Including medical technology. I’m sure Nari went to great lengths to tell you about their Prime Directive. They give Brad and his team as little technology as they can manage, along with plenty of excuses why they can’t give them more. They tell Brad we’ll self-destruct faster. We aren’t mature enough to handle it. And other nonsense.   
 
    “Well, my group—still led by Kenneth Kussmann—has been handling it for decades. And the entire world could too.  
 
    “Yes, global release of such powerful technology would cause disruption. But so what? The Federation could provide unlimited energy and wealth, eliminate want. Cure cancer and heart disease. Eliminate poverty and starvation. Provide dramatically increased lifespans, with undreamed of quality of life. Save millions of lives. 
 
    “Why let us suffer so greatly for so long? The Galactic Federation could have saved hundreds of millions of us from dying horrible deaths. Hell, they were here during World War II. They could have intervened to make sure this war never happened. But they didn’t.”  
 
    He paused. “And if they’re so intent on saving us from ourselves, why not give us the key to stasis and interstellar travel so we can spread to the stars? Become a multi-planetary species? Make sure we don’t have all our eggs in one basket? If they did, they’d not only insulate us from self-destruction, but from extinction-level cosmological events.”   
 
    I had to admit, he made some great points. Further bolstered by the lies Nari had admitted to telling. And by the Federation factions hell-bent on foiling the Zetas’ plans.  
 
    Add in what Tessa had told me in the bunker, and what Nick Nicola—really Jason Barcelo—was telling me now, the case against the Zetas had become overwhelming. Undeniable.  
 
    “I don’t blame you if you’re still withholding judgment,” said the captain. “I get that I haven’t shown you the evidence that supports everything I’ve said. But I will. And when I have, you’ll come to the same conclusion we have. That we have to go to war. Now. While we still can.” 
 
    “Even if you convince me of that,” I said, knowing that I was all but convinced already, “it still doesn’t mean we have any chance of winning. Their asteroid ship has to be protected a hell of lot better than a deserted island somewhere in the Tasman Sea. And I can’t imagine it doesn’t have offensive capabilities that would boggle the mind.” I shook my head. “It’s a suicide mission.” 
 
    Nick smiled. “Actually, you’d have been right last week,” he said. “But not today.” 
 
    “What changed?”  
 
    “You did,” he replied emphatically. “The Federation’s AI says you’re pivotal. And it’s turning out that you are. Pivotal all around. To the Zetas for reasons unknown. And pivotal to us also. But in our case for reasons that have become very clear, and very actionable.” 
 
    “One man can’t possibly have any impact on an outcome this inevitable. What do you think I can do?” 
 
    “More than you know. Because you’re still Nari’s golden boy. Neither he nor Brad have any idea that you aren’t still loyal to the Federation. They trust you implicitly, and you have access to their inner sanctum. We can make that work to turn the tide.” 
 
    My eyes widened. He might be right. Nari didn’t know I had confronted Tessa about her being born off-planet. He didn’t know that she had told me about the Zetas’ true intentions. Once Michelle’s attack had begun, we’d been unable to contact the Federation leader.  
 
    Nick had told me earlier that Brad and Tessa were in custody here. So Nari would remain clueless as long as this remained true.   
 
    If I could come up with a good enough story to explain how I had survived, Nari would not only trust me, but continue to see me as a queen in his game of galactic chess.  
 
    “All right,” I said. “You have me intrigued. So let me see this evidence of yours. Then, assuming it’s solid, you can tell me what it is you want me to do.”
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    I took a long, hot shower, trying not to think about Tessa Barrett and failing miserably. It was best to keep busy, I decided, keep my mind fully occupied, so I didn’t continuously wallow in misery. I tried to fight it off, but I couldn’t. Going from the ecstasy of being madly in love to the nightmare of losing that love in the most horrific way possible, in basically a single day, was even more brutal than one might imagine. 
 
    While I was showering and brushing my teeth, Nick Nicola had somehow managed to fill the clothing order he had taken from me to perfection, and everything fit perfectly. Comfort was my top priority, and I had opted for boxer shorts, loose-fitting khaki pants, a polo shirt—which happened to be light blue—and tennis shoes.  
 
    I had promised to tell him what had happened on the island before he arrived, and I did, although I gave him a highly abbreviated, bottom-line version, which took just a few minutes but got the gist across. 
 
    He then insisted on giving me a tour of the inner areas of the facility, which were impressive, although not nearly as impressive as the mostly residential view side had been. How could anything compare to that?   
 
    The base was enormous, including a military barracks and training center dug into the ocean shelf, underwater and underground. Everything was quite spacious and well laid out, with rooms connected by a large and convenient network of crisscrossing corridors, all wide, with ten-foot ceilings, making them the least claustrophobic hallways I had ever traversed.  
 
    Everything within the expansive facility, including the extensive corridor system, was sleek, brightly lit and modern—one might even say, futuristic—and decorated with plenty of flowers and plants. Several large atriums were dense with trees and flowers, making use of lighting that perfectly mimicked the sun, allowing the foliage to thrive indoors.  
 
    It was truly idyllic.  
 
    The captain also showed me a conference room that sported wall-to-wall monitors, which would be our final destination after touring, when he was ready to back up what he had told me with hard and compelling proof. 
 
    We ran into a number of others, all dressed casually and looking relaxed, but he didn’t bother introducing me to anyone, and we were left alone.  
 
    Nick explained that the base served a variety of functions, including offices for Sentinel senior management, a civilian recruitment and learning center, a school and training center for new military recruits, a vacation destination for those in need of R&R, labs where scientists perfected inventions based on Benefactor blueprints, and a small holding facility for occasional prisoners like the pair it currently held, Brad Schoenfeld and Tessa Barrett.  
 
    In addition, the base contained several recreational facilities to go along with its shops, offices, and labs. The large number of individual dwellings on the reef-facing north wall were mostly inhabited by those working in several large manufacturing facilities the Sentinels operated around the clock.  
 
    The base ran multiple zip-craft shuttles back and forth from these factories, shuttles much larger than the UFO I had been in, and invisible to radar and human eyes.  
 
    The Earth was a ball twenty-four thousand miles around, so a ship capable of traveling tens of thousands of miles an hour could navigate to any location on the globe in less than thirty minutes.  
 
    As long as you didn’t mind a joint commute from whatever facility you were working at, being able to live in spacious undersea apartments with majestic, unprecedented views did have its advantages. 
 
    “A remarkable facility,” I said as we entered a large cafeteria. “Even more remarkable that you’ve kept this, and your other assets, completely off the Federation’s radar.” 
 
    “It isn’t easy, I assure you,” said the captain as I took a quick look around the cafeteria and we exited.  
 
    “I’m sure it’s not,” I replied. “What about logistics?” 
 
    “Most of our food and supplies are brought here by zip-craft. We do own several ocean-going vessels, which occasionally pass this way and drop massive submersible containers filled with supplies overboard. They don’t even have to stop. I should mention that in addition to two cafeterias, we also stock several grocery stores here, for those who like to cook,” he added. “Everything is free, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said with a wry smile. “How could it be any other way?”   
 
    We continued on to the western-most section of the facility, which served as its parking garage. The structure was about half the size of a soccer field, and resembled a colossal aircraft hangar, with six evenly spaced entryway doors running north to south, and gleaming white, marble-like floors. Dozens of zip-craft were parked throughout the hangar, along with eight or nine larger shuttle versions.   
 
    The far wall appeared to be open to the sea, but since it didn’t face the coral reef, only a smattering of marine creatures were framed by the opening. 
 
    Nick nodded in that direction. “A force field keeps the water out and the air in, as I’m sure you’ve guessed.”  
 
    “I get that,” I said. “But I don’t see any airlocks. And the floor isn’t wet anywhere. So how do you get your zip-craft in here?” 
 
    The captain grinned. “The propulsion systems the ships use keep water from ever touching them, even while they’re traveling through the ocean. As far as parking here, the ships just navigate their way inside. The force field allows them in while keeping everything else out—including water. If you’d like to know how that’s possible, I can’t help you. But I can get you with a scientist later on.” 
 
    “I’ll take you up on that,” I said.  
 
    “That’s about it for this part of the tour,” said the captain. “But before I share the evidence I’ve told you about, I’d love for you to see our main zip-craft factory. It’s bloody huge, mate. The sheer magnitude of the operation is going to blow you away.” 
 
    “I take it that this factory isn’t located under the sea.”  
 
    “No, it’s on the outskirts of the Amazon rainforest in Brazil. But we can be there in a jiffy.” 
 
    “Then what are we waiting for?” I said with a smile. 
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    The factory was gargantuan. Square shaped, it was an open room fifty feet high and almost a quarter mile in every other dimension. Hidden from view and sensors just as surely as Brad’s island was supposed to have been, and exceedingly well-lighted and air-conditioned.  
 
    And while many hundreds of workers were in view, the factory was extensively automated. I’d say it was other-worldly automated, but my understanding was that modern human factories routinely now appeared that way. As though the manufacturing was being orchestrated by a many-headed, thousand-armed leviathan, alive with a precise and dazzlingly efficient robotic intelligence. A leviathan manipulating a mosaic of parts, and welding machines, and lathes, and assemblies, and so on in a choreographed ballet of great speed and complexity.  
 
    We were standing on an elevated platform in the center of the facility, with expansive views all around, brought there by one of the hundreds of speedy, pallet-sized steel platforms that obeyed vocal commands. Each hovered six inches above the floor, even while not in use, surely making use of some kind of anti-gravity technology to transport personnel throughout the vast facility with speed and efficiency.  
 
    In one quarter of the facility, zip-craft of various sizes were being assembled, with drives and other critical parts being ferried to them from all other parts of the building.  
 
    Given all that was taking place inside, not to mention the presence of what Nick had told me was a work-force of over four hundred, the building was remarkably quiet, making use of sound cancelling tech throughout that had been provided by the Benefactors. 
 
    “It boggles my mind that a facility like this is possible,” I said, interrupting the steady commentary that Nick had been providing on the activities I was witnessing.  
 
    “I agree,” said the Aussie captain. “But humanity has always thought big—built big—even without alien help. When we first started building this site, in 2023, we were inspired by the two largest manufacturing facilities in the world at the time. Any guesses?” 
 
    I didn’t have to guess. Armed with nanites, the answers flashed into my head immediately, but I didn’t want to rain on his parade. “None,” I replied. 
 
    “The second largest was the Tesla Gigafactory. Which, at the time, was seventy feet high and covered an area equivalent to about a hundred football fields. Fun fact,” he added with a smile. “This works out to almost fourteen million square feet of floor space.”  
 
    “I don’t know what’s more impressive,” I said with a grin. “This statistic . . . or the fact that you have this number at your fingertips.” 
 
    “I wanted to give a proper tour,” he replied in amusement. “Even if I had to do almost five minutes of homework.” 
 
    “I can tell you put in quite the effort. I know you Aussies still use an antiquated system of measurement. What do you call it? Oh yeah . . . the metric system. So you even took the trouble to convert the answer from square meters into square feet. Not to mention giving me football-field equivalents rather than comparing the space to rugby or soccer fields.” 
 
    “Anything for my American friends.” 
 
    “So if that was the second largest manufacturing facility in 2023,” I said, “what was the first?” 
 
    “Glad you asked. It was Boeing’s aircraft plant in Washington State. Which, by the way, was built from start to finish in just over a year—in the late nineteen sixties.  
 
    “How spacious is it, you ask? Four hundred seventy-two million cubic feet spacious. Or, put another way, it’s a facility so large that all of Disneyland can fit inside of it.” 
 
    He was right. Humanity had huge issues, but we could also be awfully impressive.  
 
    The nanites served up any number of additional examples to me. Facebook in the 2020s had constructed buildings containing tens of thousands of identical data servers, each the size of large refrigerators, side by side by side, like a hall of mirrors going on for eternity. The Pentagon, completed in 1943, was built in only sixteen months, even though it contained over seventeen miles of corridors alone.  
 
    “Interestingly enough,” continued Nick, “most of the people we recruited to head up the construction of our zip-craft facility were poached from the two companies I just mentioned, Boeing and Tesla.” 
 
    “I’ll bet that recruitment process was . . . challenging.”  
 
    “You have no idea. We had to identify key personnel, vet them, bring them up to speed on what’s really going on in our galaxy, and then ensure our secrets are kept.” 
 
    “Keeping an organization as extensive as yours secret from Nari and the Federation for this long is an amazing feat. Hard to believe that you’ve never made a single bad hire who went on to betray you.” 
 
    “That’s because we don’t take chances,” said the captain. “In the early days, Kussmann realized he needed two things to vet personnel in a way that was foolproof. One, a perfect truth serum. And two, an agent capable of erasing selective memories.” 
 
    I nodded. I had learned that the Federation could also erase memories.  
 
    “The Benefactors helped him perfect these agents,” continued the captain. “Their AI could hack black site laboratories around the world to find the nations whose scientists had achieved the most success in these two areas.  
 
    “With respect to the truth serum, the commander started with a scopolamine derivate developed in Russia. It wasn’t perfect, but it was the most effective yet developed. The Benefactors provided blueprints for tech able to sever the most stubborn chemical bonds, enabling us to modify molecules in ways that human science could not. Kussmann had chemists use this new tech to synthesize thousands of variations of the starting molecule. Variations that couldn’t have been synthesized otherwise. In fairly short order, the truth serum was fully perfected.” 
 
    I didn’t know whether to be impressed or appalled. “And you use this on every hire?” 
 
    “Yes. But only to be sure they believe in what we’re doing and intend to keep our secret. We re-check periodically. But we never invade their privacy. I mean, we couldn’t care less about their outstanding traffic tickets, banking passwords, or sexual fetishes.” 
 
    “Right. So you only use this truth serum for good—not ill.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And if they fail,” I said, “you selectively erase their memories so they don’t recall ever being approached in the first place.” 
 
    “That’s right. Using a memory erasure drug we came up with in a similar fashion to the truth serum. So far, our vetting system has worked like a charm. In fact, we don’t have security cameras anywhere in our undersea base. No need. We know everyone there is loyal and believes in our cause, and our personnel appreciate the privacy and trust.  
 
    “We do have a military contingent there,” continued the captain, “but it’s mostly a place for people to live, work, recreate, and even vacation. We want them comfortable, not feeling like they’re always being watched by some Big-Brother type organization.”  
 
    I nodded. “Do you plan to use this truth serum on me?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t think if it, mate,” said Nick with a smile. “Don’t want to risk that it might offend you. You’re definitely a special case.”  
 
    “Are you just saying that because it wouldn’t work on me anyway?” 
 
    “No. It’s my understanding that the serum is nanite-proof.”   
 
    “Interesting,” I said. “Well, however you’ve managed recruitment,” I added, waving my hand at the miniature city laid out below us, with more movement than a thriving ant colony. “It was clearly worth the effort.” 
 
    “Definitely,” said the captain. “Since the similarities to jet manufacturing are obvious, it’s easy to see why our raiding of the Boeing brain-trust was so helpful.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “And Elon Musk was obsessed with automation at the time,” continued Nick. “His companies had always been trailblazers, so we siphoned away plenty of employees from Tesla and SpaceX. And Amazon, another company obsessed with automation. The majority of the robots you see here are built using terrestrial tech only.” 
 
    “Why not recruit Musk and Bezos themselves?” 
 
    “We’d have loved to,” replied the Aussie. “I mean, they both seem more alien at times than actual extraterrestrials,” he added with a smile, “but there’s no doubt they’re bloody visionaries. And they get things done. But Brad and Nari have a list of key people they monitor closely, and both of these billionaires are very near the top. Even if this weren’t true, they’re also too much in the media spotlight, too high profile.”   
 
    I nodded. It was a good answer. “So how many zip-craft have you made?” I asked, switching gears. 
 
    “Over three thousand. We’re up to a production rate of about fourteen hundred a year now. Not very many, but they’re treacherously complicated little buggers. The chips and AI alone require specialized equipment that we’d never be able to build without detailed instructions.” 
 
    “Do you have intel on how many ships the Federation has here?” 
 
    “Their standard asteroid ships, regardless of size, usually carry about ninety-eight thousand, even though they use very few of them. Their manufacturing techniques have been automated for millions of years, so they err on the side of having too many. We estimate we can exceed this number in less than a decade.” 
 
    “But you don’t want to wait that long?” 
 
    “No. We can’t wait that long.” 
 
    “So what’s the plan? Just the broad outline. And yes, I still want to see your evidence, but I’m willing to concede it will convince me.” 
 
    The captain gathered his thoughts. “I suppose it can’t hurt to tell you now. Brad and Tessa have both been kept unconscious since we took them from their base. So we’d sneak you and a sleeping Brad Schoenfeld back onto the island, and place you both in some underground nook or cranny.” 
 
    I nodded. “Go on.” 
 
    “Then I’d give you a syringe with a drug that can awaken Brad in about thirty seconds. The plan would be for you to inject him, and then pretend to be unconscious yourself. Let him shake you awake. You’d need to do a little acting to pretend to be groggy.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said wryly. “I’d have never figured that part out.” 
 
    The captain smiled. “Then you’d make up a story about how your nanites helped you awaken soon after the gas knocked everyone else out—which is true—and that Tessa was killed. That you managed to carry his unconscious body to a safe hiding place, but just after getting him situated you triggered some kind of stray explosive. Based on how mutilated you were, when you closed your eyes, you were sure you were dead. But the nanites must have found a way to mend you, even though it took a few days.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, impressed. It was a solid effort, explaining how we managed to stay alive but never managed to report in. Because we were both taking long naps.  
 
    “I can give you a large bag of blood,” continued the captain. “Smear it on and around you and let the blood dry before you inject him. Even though the nanites supposedly healed you, they wouldn’t make the initial mess disappear.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes in thought. “Oh, one more thing—have a hole ready to bury the syringe, bag, and so on before Brad wakes up.” 
 
    “That’s quite the ruse,” I said. 
 
    “Believe me, he’ll buy it. Because he won’t have any reason not to. And we’ll work out the details far more carefully before you go, so you can be as convincing as possible.” 
 
    “I’d need to do this soon.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m thinking you should get a good night’s sleep and leave in mid-morning.” 
 
     I nodded. “Right. So the idea is that this will give me a complete reset with the Federation, explaining the time-gaps. Not to mention that I’ll be a hero for saving Brad’s life, and still trusted.” 
 
    “Not just still trusted . . . still special. Their AI wants you to have free rein of everything. It’s afraid that if you’re impeded, you won’t be able to fulfill your destiny. Whatever that is.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “let’s assume they buy it and take me back into the fold. What then?” 
 
    “We can tell you how to find their main quantum computer, the one the Federation supplied. It’s in a subterranean level of Brad’s San Diego headquarters. We’d need you to bide your time, find a way to get into physical proximity, and insert a device we’ll give you.  
 
    “Think of it as an alien flash drive, a thousand times more advanced than anything we have. One with a skeleton key that can unlock anything. It will absorb the contents of the computer. More importantly, it will hack every last password, command code, and encryption the Federation uses to control its AI, control its ships, and so on.”  
 
    “Really?” I said. “A hack that requires proximity? Seems awfully primitive.”  
 
    “Not at all. The Federation has poured every last ounce of their tech know-how to prevent remote hacking. But they keep this physical backdoor in case they need it. They’re certain no outside agent can breach the underground levels of their facility. They aren’t worried about an inside job, either, because they watch all their people like a hawk. They scan for mind tampering too, in case a faction member tries to manipulate a human into raiding the quantum-computer cookie jar.” 
 
    Nick paused. “Finally,” he continued, “only a few trusted personnel are authorized to get anywhere near the computer. If anyone else is detected approaching, the approaching party will be warned. If they continue to approach, they’ll be vaporized by lasers so strong they can all but cut a hole in space-time itself. Lasers powerful enough to kill anyone, even if they’re using one of the Benefactors’ personal force shields.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “And you’re sure that I’m authorized?” 
 
    “Positive. Like I said, they don’t know why you’re important, so they’ve given you full carte blanche. You’ve become an almost mythical figure to them. Whatever you do must be the right thing to do, or you wouldn’t be doing it. So you’re the golden ticket.”   
 
    “Won’t they just change the codes once you have them?” 
 
    He shook his head. “We’ll change them first—immediately—so they no longer have access. They’ll be just as locked out of their own systems as we are now. And once we’re in, we can do anything we want. Take control of their ships, kill their shields, and wield their offensive weapons as if they were ours.”  
 
    “Allowing you to take their asteroid?” 
 
    “That’s the idea.” 
 
    “They’ll send a frantic alarm back home.”  
 
    “Let them. Reinforcements can’t get here for a hundred years. In that time we’ll be ready. But we doubt they’ll even come. We’ll have to go after them. Which is why we’ll make sure their asteroid ship is left functional, so we can use it to reach them. And as a bonus, we’ll confiscate their ninety-eight thousand zip-craft.” 
 
    I had to admit, the plan didn’t lack for ambition. Or flair.  
 
    “Trust me,” said the captain, “with their asteroid ship, humanity’s best warriors, and this many zip-craft, they do not want to see us showing up at their doorstep. The Zetas are the most aggressive member of the Federation, and its leader, but we’ll roll over them like a tidal wave. They’ll be begging to surrender.” 
 
    “That’s quite the plan,” I said.  
 
    “There are a few other things we’d like you to do, and a few other details to iron out, but this is the gist of it. You, Jason Ramsey, can turn the tide. We’re sure of it. But only you.  
 
    “So if you give us your word that you’re in,” he continued, “I’ll see to it that you have carte blanche with us as well. We’ll equal what the Federation is willing to do for you. You can have the run of our facilities. The AIs and all personnel will carry out any order you give. You’ll have full control, full access, with no questions asked.” 
 
    “All this based just on my word?” I said in disbelief. 
 
    “That’s right.”  
 
    “What if I decide to double-cross you?” 
 
    “You won’t. But if you do, so what? We have no choice but to trust you. The way we see it, you’re the only hope now anyway. So either we trust you to be humanity’s savior, and hope you don’t screw us over, or we’re toast anyway.” 
 
    I shook my head in amusement. “You know, between you and the Federation, I just might get a messiah complex. If I wasn’t my own harshest critic, I might start feeling important about now.”  
 
    Nick smiled. “Then I’m glad I didn’t tell you we plan to give you tech that changes water into wine,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    I laughed. “So who are you in all this, Nick?”  
 
    “You’re wondering why, if you’re so important, your handler is a mere captain.” 
 
    “I never said that.” 
 
    “I know, but I’d be thinking it if I were you. I’m Kussmann’s second-in-command. Don’t let the captain title fool you, I’m the equivalent of a general in this organization. Kussmann and I both still use the ranks we had when we left the military.  
 
    “Our third-in-command, Lori Carver, was a major in the US Marines. All three of us are based here, and are first, second, and third in command of the facility—even though it’s mostly civilian. In that sense, at least as far as the civilians are concerned, we’re more like governor, lieutenant governor, and . . . well, whatever the third bureaucrat/administrator in a city might be.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said. “Still, given the importance of this mission, why didn’t your boss take point?” 
 
    “Good question,” said Nick with a grin. “The answer is that Kussmann knows he doesn’t have my winning personality.” He raised his eyebrows. “He thought I was likable and trustworthy enough to win you over.” 
 
    “Well, he wasn’t wrong . . . mate.”  
 
    “You sure it isn’t just the accent? I’m told you yanks seem to really like it.”  
 
    I smiled, but I knew that it was time to get serious again.  
 
    I turned my eyes back to the vast manufacturing facility below us, finally unable to suppress a question I had been bottling up for some time. “What about Tessa?” I asked, my expression now grim. “What happens to her?” 
 
    “Your call, Jason. Like I said, you’re our only hope. So when you wake up tomorrow, assuming you’re in, you have full authority to make whatever decision you like. How she stays alive. If she stays alive.”  
 
    He shook his head. “I just wouldn’t recommend letting her go. You know, since she’d kill you on the spot and ruin all our plans.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I can see how that might be a bad idea.” 
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    I awoke the next morning a new man, and not in a good way. The nanites still saw to my physical well-being, but it had been a tough night. I had had one dream I could remember, and several I couldn’t. 
 
    In the dream I remembered, I had basically relived the events of the night before, after Nick and I returned from the zip-craft manufacturing facility. Just as he had advertised, once we were back at his undersea Shangri-La, he had spent hour after hour with me, immersing me in the evidence he had so frequently promised.  
 
    Drowning me in the evidence might be a better description. 
 
    True to his claims, it was as comprehensive, compelling, and conclusive as anyone could ever want, and I became even more convinced than I thought I’d be. Which was really saying something. 
 
    So I gave him my word I was in.  
 
    After that we spent a few additional hours perfecting the plan, with an AI’s help, and I was given a capped syringe filled with wakeup potion and a bag of blood. The syringe and bag of blood were placed inside a small but thick plastic bag, which could be wadded into a tiny ball and easily buried before I went to work spreading blood on myself.  
 
    Finally, Nick gave me a bracelet I could use to communicate with the base’s AI, since my authority over the base and all its personnel suddenly exceeded even Kussmann’s.  
 
    It had been an exhausting, never-ending blur of days for me, and I was asleep the moment my head hit the pillow.  
 
    But it turned out that I reviewed the evidence I had just been shown in a dream, during which I was asked again if I was all-in on the plan. But this time, instead of Nick Nicola doing the asking, it was some sort of higher power, God perhaps.  
 
    I remembered conceding in the dream once again that I was as in as I could possibly be. That I was willing to give myself completely to the cause. I didn’t care anymore. I’d let the chips fall where they may, whatever it took. 
 
    It had been a dream, but my total capitulation was reality also. Because I had been won over. Heart, mind, and soul. I would give myself to a greater purpose, a higher power, even if it led to my death—which this mission certainly wasn’t expected to do.  
 
    A famous poem I had quoted in a novel came to mind: “And how can a man die better, Than facing fearful odds, For the ashes of his fathers, And the temples of his Gods?” 
 
    How, indeed? 
 
    I was pretty sure I had had other dreams also, but these I couldn’t remember. I just knew they had been troubling. What a surprise.  
 
    What could I possibly be troubled about? The stress of somehow being the only person on Earth with a chance to save humanity, not to mention avert the genocide of an advanced, benevolent species? The knowledge that I might soon ignite a war against twenty-two alien races? Or the tortured, conflicted emotions I had about Tessa that had been attacking me relentlessly?    
 
    I felt like a shadow of myself. If I had been in a fog the last time I had awoken it was worse now. Everything felt hollow. Stress would do that to a man, regardless of the tech he might have on board. 
 
    I had awoken early, an hour before I had agreed to meet Nick at the base’s zip-craft hangar, where we would commence our journey back to the island with a sleeping Brad Schoenfeld in tow.  
 
    No need to shower or shave, as once inside the zip-craft I would need to add filth, to become more unkempt, rather than the opposite. In fact, Nick had made sure the clothing I had worn on the island was largely ripped to shreds, with dirt and explosive residue ground in to better sell my tale. The clothing was already on the zip-craft we were taking, and I’d change into it en route. 
 
    Which meant that I had some time on my hands. A very good thing, as I had made a critical decision upon awakening with respect to Tessa Barrett.   
 
    She had to die. It was as simple as that. 
 
    There was really no other good solution. Ending her life now was the compassionate thing to do. The real Tessa buried deep inside her had been warped since birth, since before birth, so much so that she had been willing to kill me, exterminate a peaceful race coming our way, many billions strong, and sell humanity out to a duplicitous species bent on genocide.  
 
    As the captain had pointed out, I really only had two choices. She could remain a prisoner for life, or I could end her now. 
 
    Was keeping her a prisoner forever really the compassionate choice? Or would letting her die now be a mercy, like in the movie example the captain had given?  
 
    And would keeping her alive come back to bite us in the ass?  
 
    She was the most dangerous human alive, there could be no doubt. A zealot with nanites and training both, and I had seen her in action. I knew how much havoc she could create if she escaped. Not only was she lethal, her ability to turn male heads gave her an added advantage when dealing with her own species.  
 
    In the end, the answer was easy. There was no choice. She had to die. And I had to kill her. I couldn’t ask someone else to do it for me, either. I had to handle it on my own.  
 
    But what better way to prove my new resolve to myself, and to my new allies? To demonstrate just how deeply I had become dedicated to what needed to be done, and how unwilling I was to take the slightest chance of something derailing the plan. 
 
    I picked up the plastic bag with supplies, since I wouldn’t have time to return before meeting Nick at the hangar, and left my room. I made my way over to the military section of the base and retrieved a gun and ammunition from the armory—which I had been shown on the tour the day before.  
 
    Nothing was locked, and true to Nick’s word, I had free rein of the facility. Beyond free rein. I didn’t have to answer to anyone, and the captain had made it crystal clear that deciding on Tessa’s fate was entirely my call.  
 
    I was wearing the bracelet that Nick had given me on my right wrist, and I activated it so I could communicate with the AI. I asked it for directions to the holding cell Brad and Tessa were in, and it was only too happy to oblige. Not that it had any choice given my recent status upgrade.  
 
    I learned that their cell was located on the east wall of the ground floor, and I made my way there as quickly as I could with my newly acquired gun.  
 
    The holding facility looked like nothing more than a standard bedroom with an entire wall missing, replaced by an invisible wall of force. As was the case in the bunker, the wall was outlined in a glowing green to remind all parties it was there. Two single beds were in sight within. Brad was sleeping peacefully on one, and Tessa on the other, both lying on their backs. Brad would remain here for another thirty minutes or so before being transported to the ship we would take to the island. 
 
    “Base AI,” I said to my wrist. “Set the force shield so it allows me to pass through.” 
 
    “Done,” said a disembodied female voice coming from my bracelet. “You may enter at will.” 
 
    I thanked the AI, strode through the invisible wall, and stared down at Tessa, peaceful as an angel on the bed. 
 
    God she was beautiful in repose. Magnificent.  
 
    But I hadn’t fallen in love with her because of her looks. I had fallen in love with her for everything else—the looks were simply a bonus. 
 
    Still, her face showed the radiant countenance I remembered, even while she slept. Memories of her laughter filled my mind, of the fascinating conversations we had, and the playful banter we had so often engaged in. It was hard to imagine how the chemistry between us, which had always been off-the-charts amazing, had been faked.  
 
    But it had been. All of it.   
 
    I lifted the gun and placed the barrel against her forehead. This would be quick and painless. She had given me no other choice. 
 
    Still, looking at her, my heart swelled with emotion. I still loved her. Intensely.  
 
    Which was inexplicable to me. She was the woman of my dreams, yes, but only because she had been hand-picked to be just that. Practically tailor made for my every taste. So of course I had fallen in love. How could I not have? She was the product of the ultimate computer dating algorithm, irresistibly appealing to me on every dimension.  
 
    But given everything I now knew, given everything she had done, how could I still be in love with her? How weak, how pathetic.  
 
    Some tiny, subconscious, delusional part of me must still be clinging to the past, refusing to acknowledge reality. I was clearly deranged, but I couldn’t choose my own feelings, which at the moment were too powerful for me to overcome. Perhaps I needed a few minutes to gather my resolve. 
 
    I removed my finger from the trigger and lowered the gun.  
 
    But as soon as I did, I realized that killing her had become almost a compulsion. I had to do it now or risk losing my resolve forever. It seemed as if an unseen force was lifting my arm back up and pointing the gun at her head. Placing my finger on the trigger and beginning to pull downward. 
 
    I jerked my finger away at the last moment and lowered the gun again.  
 
    This wasn’t like me. She had broken my heart, and she had shown a level of cruelty I had never imagined her capable of. But if you’d have told me I would ever kill someone in cold blood, no matter what the circumstances, I wouldn’t have believed it.  
 
    So why was I so determined to do so now? 
 
    What could have triggered this sudden obsession with ending her life? Had she said something in the bunker so horrible, so unforgivable, that my subconscious couldn’t rest until she was dead?  
 
    Tessa hadn’t been herself during our time in the bunker, to say the least. But I realized something important at that moment—neither had I.  
 
    I had been strangely flat emotionally the whole time. Dr. Jekyll had turned into Mr. Hyde before my eyes. Tessa had taunted and savaged me. Treated me like a fool. Thrown my love for her in my face.  
 
    This should have torn my heart in two. Brought tears to my eyes that wouldn’t go away. But I hadn’t shed a single tear.  
 
    It had felt like biting pain at the time, I guess, but in hindsight, it was as if I felt the pain intellectually rather than viscerally. And it was nothing like the emotional pain I had felt when I woke up inside Nick’s base. The pain I had felt the entire day.  
 
    Why would the hurt be so much more excruciating a day later than it had been while I was actually experiencing the emotional stabbing? 
 
    Thinking back, I had been more like a zombie while inside the bunker than anything else. And I didn’t remember thinking about what my next words should be when I spoke with Tessa. They had just spilled out of my mouth on their own. I had felt bland, vanilla. Almost like I had been absent a soul.  
 
    When Tessa had announced she was giving me up, handing me over to an executioner, I was shockingly flat about that as well. I didn’t lift a finger to stop her. I didn’t plead my case. And I didn’t feel the abject terror my imminent demise should have evoked within me. 
 
    And there had been something off about her in the bunker, too. I mean, other than her having turned into the evil Mr. Hyde. Something so subtle, I couldn’t put my finger on it. But I had spent 24/7 with her for six months, and my subconscious instincts had detected an incongruity that my rational mind had not.  
 
    As I was thinking this through, my arm rose again, and the gun almost placed its own muzzle against her forehead. Once again, as I was about to pull the trigger, I was flooded with love for her. 
 
    I wasn’t over her at all.  
 
    Maybe the wrestling match in my mind was nothing more than my desperate attempt to give her the benefit of the doubt—which she didn’t deserve. Still, even if she didn’t, wasn’t keeping her a prisoner in these luxurious quarters the more humane way to go, after all? Surely it was a better answer than killing her.  
 
    “And don’t call me Shirley,” I heard her remembered voice in my head, along with a vision of her dazzling smile that could light the world. Just the memory of it melted my heart into putty.  
 
    Once again, I fought off pulling the trigger. But it was even harder than the last time. One of the hardest things I’d ever done, requiring all of my will. Killing her had become an absolute compulsion. A necessity.  
 
    I didn’t just want to kill her. I had to kill her. In the worst way. Like my body had a mind of its own.  
 
    I felt like a drug addict going through cold turkey, and only the drug—in this case watching her die—would stop it. 
 
    But my love for her was a drug of its own, and it countered this impulse just enough to stay her execution.  
 
    But something was wrong. Very wrong. And I needed to trust my instincts to figure out what.  
 
    I wrenched the gun away again and thought back to the bunker, to the encounter in question. I began playing it back, turning it into the perfect 3D movie that only nanites with perfect memory could provide, reliving it word for word.  
 
    I saw Tessa standing next to me in the bunker as if we had been transported back through time, her eyes filled with hatred. “God dammit!” she screamed, as the reel played out once again. “And just when I was sure I could win you over again. Get you back in love with me. Although maybe it’s just as well. If I had to profess my love for you one more time, there’s a good chance I’d have choked on my own vomit.”  
 
    “Tessa, what’s going on?” I saw myself saying, but I was more timid than outraged. “I’ve never seen you like this.” 
 
    “No shit! You said yourself you’ve never seen the real me. Well now you have. You’re a dead man walking, Jason, so I can finally—finally!—drop the act. You’re so pathetic. So easily fooled. I’ve been dying to tell you the real situation, not the carefully scripted lies that I’ve been delivering.” 
 
    The venom she spewed seemed a bit over the top, even for a Mr. Hyde. I hadn’t focused on the details of her facial expression while she had delivered these barbs, but now I could. I could freeze frame and turn the entire memory into a vivid portrait, and then explore minute details of the scene my conscious mind hadn’t even been aware of at the time. Which is what had happened when I replayed my interaction with Nick in the woods. 
 
    But this time I couldn’t. This time, inexplicably, the playback was the playback. It was hollow. Like a presentation of bullet points with nothing else behind them. If I were asked a question on a given bullet point, I had no answer. I could only refer back to the bullet itself.  
 
    How could that be?  
 
    I suddenly knew I had to revive her. Talk to her. Hear her voice once again to be sure I was sane.  
 
    I reached into the small bag I had brought and pulled out the syringe meant for Brad Schoenfeld. Without wasting a moment, I removed the cap and stabbed the needle into Tessa’s right arm, depressing the plunger in the same motion, as quickly as I could, without even thinking. Even so, I met so much resistance to my movements that it seemed I had to drive the syringe through the grips of multiple bodybuilders to reach her arm.  
 
    “Stand back, Jason,” said the base’s AI. “You’ve given Major Tessa Barrett an antidote that will revive her in less than thirty seconds. I’m producing a wall of force between you and her for your protection. I’ll see to it that bullets from your side are able to pass through.” 
 
    Seconds later Tessa’s eyes shot open. She immediately surveyed the room, and when she saw me standing six feet away from her, she gasped. “Jason?” she said. “Where are we?” 
 
    “What’s the last thing you remember?” I asked with great urgency.  
 
    She looked confused. “UAVs breached the force dome protecting the island,” she said slowly, “and we were attacked. A wall of gas was coming toward us. And that’s it. Then I woke up here. Yesterday. I think for about an hour. But I don’t remember what happened. I was drugged with something that seems to have muddled my mind—and my nanites. They’ve just told me they’re working to reconstruct my missing memory now, but that it will take a few minutes—even for them.”  
 
    I wanted to reply, but my mouth seemed frozen. Instead, my arm shot up for a third time and I pointed the gun at her head. The wall of force between us prevented me from shoving the gun between her eyes, but I was at point-blank range and couldn’t miss.  
 
    I fought my own finger, which was determined to pull the trigger yet again. I felt powerless to control my own body. I used all of my mental might to stop myself from pressing down, but I wouldn’t be able to do so for much longer. The force I was battling was growing stronger and stronger by the instant.  
 
    Tears began to well in Tessa’s eyes, and she stared into mine. Her eyes were the same loving eyes I had come to know, and she nodded slightly, as if forgiving me for what I was about to do. “I love you, Jason,” she said softly.  
 
    And she did. She was seconds away from death, and absolutely sincere. I knew she hadn’t said this to get me to change my mind—if only I could.  
 
    A huge well of hope rose within my chest and I screamed at the top of my lungs, at least in my mind, and used every last bit of energy I had to yank the gun away from her and slam it into my own skull, knocking myself unconscious. 
 
    My last thought before I dropped to the floor was how much I’d give to know the truth about her feelings, and what the episode at the bunker had really been about. 
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    I found myself in a dream state, but this must be what they called lucid dreaming, because my mind was crystal clear, even as I was aware that my body was knocked out, and I was floating in complete and utter darkness. 
 
    And I was being bombarded with information. I was vaguely aware that my nanites were working overtime to suck it all in so it didn’t explode my brain, leaving them with no bandwidth to work on reviving me. 
 
    It was as if I were at the bottom of Niagara Falls looking up, with my mouth wide open. If not for the nanites absorbing all the water before it crushed me, I’d already be dead. 
 
    I intuitively sensed that the nanites were jettisoning their previous database to make room for this new information, knowing it was a priority to protect my mind, and sucking in millions of Libraries of Congress worth of data each instant.  
 
    After a while I was able to move out from under the Falls, and out of immediate danger, still aware the torrent was raging at full force behind me, and that the nanites were still doing their thing.  
 
    As this inconceivably massive flood of information continued to rain down in the background, the nanites siphoned off the barest trickle of it and fed it to me. I was somehow aware that it was a playback of Tessa being interrogated the day before—which was what she must have been striving to remember—and that my nanites believed this was the very information I had wished for as I was losing consciousness, although I had no idea how they had gotten the footage.  
 
    The scene they delivered replaced the endless darkness as it unfolded in my mind’s eye, once again with perfect 3D clarity. Tessa was in the same room we were in now, and a male hand was carefully injecting the contents of two syringes into her arm, one after another. Thirty seconds later she bolted awake and lifted herself so she was sitting on the edge of the bed. One of the syringes must have contained the same reversal agent I had given her.  
 
    She appeared to be gazing at someone just out of sight beyond the green-tinged wall of force. “Who are you?” she said, sounding almost drunk. “And why do I feel like I’m drunk?” 
 
    “My name is Kenneth Kussmann,” said the man. “Commander Kenneth Kussmann. And the reason you feel a bit tipsy, Major Barrett, is because we drugged you. With a truth serum that not only does its job to perfection, but is immune to nanite intervention.”    
 
    “I won’t tell you anything,” she said, trying to sound forceful but still sounding drunk. “I’ll die first.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out, won’t we? You say you won’t tell us a thing. And we say you’re going to tell us everything we want to know in rich detail, no matter how much you fight it.” 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    Kussmann ignored her. “We know most of what you know,” he said. “And the little we don’t isn’t important. So this is more of a formality than anything. But we’re striving to understand human emotion better, especially love, so this gives us a chance to further our research.” 
 
    “Who’s us?” she asked with a drunken grin, painfully slow on the uptake. “I only see one of you there.” 
 
    Kussmann ignored her again. “Tell us about your feelings for Jason Ramsey. Do you love him?” 
 
    She looked as if she was trying not to answer, trying to bite her tongue, and appeared confused when she couldn’t prevent her words from spilling out. “Of course I love him,” she replied. “Madly. More than I thought was possible.” 
 
    “See, that wasn’t so hard. Like we said, you’re even volunteering details. It’s quite the truth serum. The only problem is that the Federation can detect it in the bloodstream for up to six months after its use, so we have to use it sparingly. In your case, since you’ll be dead by this time tomorrow, that isn’t a problem.” 
 
    “Jason will save me.” 
 
    “So not only is love blind,” said Kussmann in contempt, “it’s stupid too. It seems to be a motivating force for your species, though. So maybe the blindness and stupidity are responsible for this motivation. Once human beings lose their judgment and rationality, they can delude themselves, go to heroic lengths, make great sacrifices, in the name of love. Love of their mates, their friends, their children, and so on.” 
 
    “Jason will come,” she said, slurring her words. “You’ll see.”  
 
    Tessa tilted her head in confusion, her razor-sharp intellect having been dulled to plodding levels. “And what do you mean, our species?” she said. “What species are you? You look awfully human to me. Are you a hologram?” 
 
    As I watched this scene continue to unfold in my mind’s eye, I was aware that the massive waterfall of data was still raging in the background. 
 
    “So next question,” said the commander, ignoring her queries, as always. “Why do you love him? Why did you choose Jason Ramsey? You’ve been bred and engineered to be all but irresistible physically. You’re already smarter than most of your human peers. You have access to a huge knowledge base, possess a sense of humor that our intel suggests is quite appealing, and so on. In short, you could have your choice of mate. So why a short, relatively soft spinner of tall tales?” 
 
    “Because I’m a big fan of Jason’s work,” she replied, beginning to sound slightly less drunk but still offering rambling answers to every question. “He has a boundless imagination. His female characters are usually brilliant, or bad-ass, or both—which I appreciate. He has a quick mind and has knowledge about a wide variety of topics, even without nanites. So conversations with him are often fascinating, and often go in surprising directions. He also believes I’m superior to him physically and intellectually, but isn’t intimidated by that in the slightest. He has very little ego, despite his success.” 
 
    She sighed deeply. “And he has a quick wit and a great sense of humor. He’s often self-deprecating. He’s quirky in the way he dresses and in his sense of humor, but he wears that like a badge of honor. He says that if he were normal he’d disappoint his fans, who expect creative types to be quirky. He laughs at himself when he does something stupid. 
 
    “Most importantly, he’s sweet. Kind and caring, and a little bit nerdy. And passionate. He loves me wholeheartedly and shows me every day. And he loves me for me, not for my appearance.” 
 
    “Sounds as if you love him almost because of his inferiority, not despite it.” 
 
    “He isn’t inferior,” insisted Tessa.  
 
    “Okay, then,” said the commander, “If you love him so much, why did you lie to him?” 
 
    She lowered her eyes and looked distraught. “The AI said I should. So I did. And I suppose I wouldn’t have met him if not for the AI. But I hated keeping things from him. It ate away at me. I only did it because the stakes were so high. The AI said he was our best chance to defeat the Swarm, so we didn’t feel like we had a choice. Nari hated to have to keep things from him as much as I did.”    
 
    My heart sang as I listened to her profess her love under the influence of truth serum, and I’m pretty sure I’d have been tearing up with joy if I was conscious and in control of my own body. Since I was watching a playback of an event in my mind’s eye—still with no idea how this was possible—I hit a mental pause button and the scene froze in place.  
 
    So many pieces of the puzzle were coming into focus. I needed to pause for a moment and ponder what this scene implied. 
 
    First, I now knew how Tessa really felt about me. And that the Swarm was real, after all. She had brought up both while being incapable of lying. I had no doubt that what I was seeing had actually occurred, and that the truth serum had been doing its job as advertised. 
 
    Not only was the Swarm real, but it—they—were speaking through Commander Kevin Kussmann. It was obvious that he was somehow possessed.  
 
    It was also clear that my conversation with Tessa in the bunker had never even happened. The stubborn, delusional piece of my subconscious wasn’t so delusional, after all. She had been clear that she hadn’t reawakened on the island after the initial attack, and this had to be true.  
 
    So now I knew why my interaction with Tessa in the bunker had felt like a dream.  
 
    Because it had been.  
 
    Which meant that I hadn’t fought off the effects of the gas either. It had knocked me out, and I had awoken for the first time in the sickbay here.  
 
    So while I had been sleeping, the Swarm had been busy. They really could reach into sleeping minds and implant nightmares. More than nightmares. Complex scripts, an entire bunker and battle scene that had never happened.  
 
    Yes, the implanted memories came across too scripted, not visceral enough given the stakes, but they were otherwise flawless. In fact, how could they possibly be so good? How could the Swarm have staged such an elaborate production in my mind, even if it was computer-generated? How could they have been so knowledgeable about my history with Tessa?  
 
    I hit the un-pause button in my mind and Tessa picked up where she had left off, addressing the lies she’d been forced to tell. She shook her head and looked sadder than I had ever seen her. “Then Jason found out about my true origins,” she whispered. “I have no idea how. But we got attacked before I finished explaining. If only I had another fifteen minutes, I know I could have gotten him to understand.” 
 
    I paused the scene again. Of course the attack had taken place when it had, I realized. That was the point. Knock me out before Tessa could fully explain herself. Then take me to the sickbay and implant a memory of the ultimate betrayal.  
 
    The implanted scene had included a part where I got knocked out again soon after my scripted exchange with Tessa in the bunker. Where I awoke in a UAV just long enough to learn our destination before losing consciousness for good.  
 
    Very clever. This way, when I awoke in the sickbay, I’d remember my conversation with Tessa, and that I had been knocked out again, and wouldn’t question how I had gotten to where I found myself. They had managed a flawless melding of implanted memory and reality. 
 
    The creativity required was immense. The implanted scene had portrayed yet another betrayal by Tessa as she made a deal with Bob Baga to deliver me to a fake Michelle.  
 
    And then the coup de grace as I was being escorted to the conference room. A battle between dozens of opposing UFOs, complete with flaming soldiers. Tessa becoming separated from me by a perfect distance—just before we both recognized Nick Nicola at the exact same time.  
 
    All designed to create a believable narrative for why I had dived headfirst into a tree. 
 
    And more. Because along with having a false memory of how I was knocked out just after Tessa’s cruel disclosures, I’d remember her actively trying to take my life. The icing on the cake. 
 
    I allowed the playback of Tessa’s interrogation to resume. “And now I may never see Jason again,” she continued. “Never have the chance to explain and beg forgiveness. He must hate me right now. And even if I can get him to forgive me, how will he ever trust me again? He’s been betrayed and manipulated. Whipsawed in so many directions, told so many different versions of the story, he’ll never be able to sort through it all.”  
 
    “Did the AI know you’d fall in love?” said the Swarm through the person of Kenneth Kussmann. 
 
    “No. But I think it believed the chances were good. So I was determined to prove it wrong. Determined not to fall for Jason. Resist being the pawn of a machine.”  
 
    She shook her head once again. “But Jason was so charming in so many ways—so warm, and funny, and respectful—that I fell for him just the same.” 
 
    “How hard?” said Kussmann. “If one of you had to die, would you sacrifice your life for his?”  
 
    There was a long silence. “I would,” she replied softly. 
 
    “Incredible. We’d say you were lying, but we know how well the serum works on you humans. Still, you’ve stated a belief, not a certainty. If you truly had to choose between yourself and him, you might find that self-preservation is a stronger instinct than you thought.”  
 
    “No, I’ve stated a certainty. Having nothing to do with his importance to the Federation. If I could save him, I would, even if I had to die to do it.” 
 
    “That’s so noble of you,” said Kussmann in disgust. “Which means it’s really going to hurt tomorrow when you die by his hand.” 
 
    I gasped internally. Incredible. Another piece of the puzzle. The Swarm had orchestrated everything. It explained why I couldn’t control my own limbs. Why I had made a decision so uncharacteristic of me. The Swarm had planned for me to put a bullet in Tessa’s brain before the idea had ever come to me. Which meant that the idea had never been my own in the first place.  
 
    “One final question,” said Kussmann. “Our AI and intel both said the Federation wouldn’t inject Jason with nanites. So where did we go wrong? How did that happen?” 
 
    “I made it happen.” 
 
    “You?” said the Swarm through Kenneth Kussmann, its tone one of disbelief. “How?”  
 
    “The Federation AI advised Nari not to do it, not until long after he revealed himself and Jason proved his willingness to work with us. It deemed that injecting Jason with nanites before then was too risky for a number of reasons. If Jason discovered them early, he might be freaked out. Or furious at not having a choice in the matter. At having complex alien machinery injected into his veins without his knowledge or consent. Who knows what calculations the damn AI made, but it was very clear on this matter.” 
 
    “And you changed that?” 
 
    “I did. After I fell in love, I insisted he be injected, even though it made things more complex. I didn’t care what happened to a grand plan some AI put together that we couldn’t fathom. I only cared about what happened to Jason. And I wanted him to have a nanite insurance policy. When Nari refused, I threatened to walk away. Blow the whole gig up. Nari knew I was serious, so he had no choice but to give in to my demands.  
 
    “Later,” she continued, “Nari lied to Jason and the colonel. He told them he had provided the nanites to us based on the AI’s strong recommendation. But it was just the opposite.”  
 
    “Interesting. Love made you take an irrational step. But in this case, it was a step that turned out to make the implementation of our plan more challenging.” 
 
    “Good to know,” said Tessa. “Because love is why Jason Ramsey will ultimately come to my rescue.” 
 
    Kussmann, or at least the man who used to be Kenneth Kussmann, snorted. “You’ve been reading far too many romance novels,” he said in contempt.  
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    As the playback came to an end, some part of me realized I had absorbed it all in just a handful of seconds. And also that when I had awoken that morning, I had also been possessed by the Swarm, although not as completely as Kussmann. 
 
    Of course I had been. If it wasn’t so preposterous I’d have realized it much sooner. 
 
    Who has to wrestle with their own body?  
 
    I had decided at the time that this internal wrestling match had occurred because I was so deeply conflicted and confused about Tessa. But of course that wasn’t the case. And I had awoken this morning feeling hollow, like a shadow of myself, and now I knew why.  
 
    Because I was a shadow of myself.  
 
    The Swarm hive-mind—which thought of itself in the plural, but which I still thought of as a single, compound entity—had given me access to my own body, but it had been conditional access. As long as I was doing what it wanted, it let me think I was in charge. But now that I had broken from its playbook by refusing to kill Tessa, it had taken full control, relegating me to an onlooker in my own brain, trapped in a hidden corner. 
 
    And it was clear that it could, and had, read my mind and all of my memories. Every last one, from birth until now. Which is how it had implanted such a beautifully crafted scene of betrayal and battle into my mind.  
 
    The hive-mind knew of my previous interaction with Bob Baga, and every word he had chosen to speak, so it and its AI could come up with convincing dialog to put into Baga’s imaginary mouth. It knew of everything Nari had told me, and how I felt about it all. It knew every last detail about my relationship with Tessa, how we tended to phrase things, and that Tessa was the queen of pop-culture references.  
 
    The content of the Swarm’s implanted dream had been nearly perfect to achieve its goal of turning me against Tessa and the Federation. It had made sure she didn’t come across as pure evil, or entirely irrational.  
 
    Imaginary Tessa had argued her position as well as possible, arguments the Swarm knew from my mind I would find abhorrent, but not entirely unjustifiable. She hadn’t been portrayed as someone willing to betray her own species, but as someone willing to commit whatever atrocities were necessary to preserve it.  
 
    She had been icy cold, but had also expressed regret that she was forced to turn me over to dream Michelle, rather than laughing maniacally like a cartoon villain. 
 
    Yet deep inside the recesses of my subconscious, I had rejected the Swarm’s portrayal of Tessa like it had been a bad organ transplant. Just enough that I was able to resist the implanted compulsion to kill her, forcing the Swarm to add more and more weight to my finger to get me to pull the trigger. When I had managed to withstand even this escalating pressure and knock myself out, it had decided it needed absolute control, invading my mind so it could take over for good.  
 
    I gasped internally as another obvious truth made itself known to me. 
 
    When it had invaded my mind, I had invaded its mind.  
 
    The implications of this were truly staggering. 
 
    It had become a two-way street. My nanites had absorbed the entire contents of the Swarm’s mind, saving mine from overload in the process. That’s what the raging waterfall of data had been about.  
 
    And that’s how I could watch Tessa’s interrogation, which had happened the day before. Because the nanites had supplied me with the hive-mind’s memory of it. Which is why the entire scene had played out solely from Kenneth Kussmann’s vantage point.  
 
    “Jason,” said a voice I had come to know as that of the collective nanite AI. “We’ve been working to help you. You can think at us, and we’ll make sure our conversation is shielded from the Swarm.  
 
    “So sorry that we’ve been asleep at the wheel, but we’re fully awake now. We were programmed to pick up on Swarm tampering, but only at the level of implantation of vague abduction nightmares.  
 
    “What it’s done to you is of a different order entirely, and we were unaware of, and unprepared for, this capability. One of our duties was to protect your mind from intrusion by the Swarm, and we regret having failed you so completely.  
 
    “In any event, by now you’ve figured out that you’re in the hive-mind’s head as much as it’s in yours. You now possess all of its—their—thoughts and memories.  
 
    “You can’t read these memories as they are because the raw feed is incomprehensible without considerable processing. But we’ll be able to—eventually.  
 
    “The critical point is that the hive-mind doesn’t know the connection has become bidirectional, as we’ve managed to conceal this from it. No one in its long experience has ever had the force of will to fight it off to this extent and get into its head. But it’s imperative that you don’t reveal this to be the case. If the hive-mind finds out, it will destroy you instantly.”  
 
    “Can’t the Swarm read my mind now?” 
 
    “It just read your every memory recently, so shouldn’t have a reason to make the effort. After all, it believes it has you completely corralled. But if it tries, we will block it from reading that you’ve absorbed its memories. Again, just be sure that you don’t reveal this inadvertently.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said, trying to fight off the seeping panic I was feeling from being disconnected from my body and not being in the pilot’s seat of my own mind.  
 
    “We recommend you interact with the Swarm for as long as possible. Keep it engaged and preoccupied while we digest, process, and translate the massive download of its memories. The hive-mind is structured in a way we’ve never encountered, and its thoughts and memory structure are foreign also.  
 
    “Using all of our processing power, we were able to provide you with the scene we knew you’d want to see in a usable form, and we’re working on translating the rest.  
 
    “If the Swarm will converse with you, we’ll do our best to find and translate supplementary information relevant to the conversation, but we can’t make any guarantees. If we are able, you will just know the information, just the way you knew how coral atolls are formed.  
 
    “Soon enough, we’ll be able to automate the processing and translation, so you’ll be able to access all memories of the hive-mind.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said a second time. “And well done.”  
 
    Once the vivid scene of Tessa’s interrogation had ended, I was returned to an endless sea of inky blackness, which made holding an ever-growing sense of panic at bay even harder. I took a deep mental breath and prepared to converse with an intruder in full control of me, which nothing in the collective experience of all of humanity could possibly prepare me for.  
 
    “Swarm!” I screamed out in my mind as forcefully as I could. “I know you’re there. Time for us to talk.”  
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    I floated in a dark corner of my own mind, aware I was actually unconscious, and wondered if the Swarm could hear and understand the thought sentence I had just directed its way.  
 
    If so, would it reply? Could it reply? 
 
    “Hello, Jason,” replied the Swarm after what seemed like ages. The words reconstructed in my mind were deep, thundering—the way I’d always imagined the voice of a god to sound. It was the same voice I had heard in my dream asking me to capitulate. Apparently, much less of a dream than I had thought.  
 
    “We’re impressed,” the booming voice continued. “We’ve only fully infiltrated two human minds, yours and Kenneth Kussmann’s. He wasn’t able to resist us for even a moment after we got him to invite us in. You, on the other hand, successfully thwarted our wishes for quite a while. Not that it will do you any good, but you did manage to inconvenience us.  
 
    “If you had cooperated as you were conditioned to do, we’d have had to use only the slightest fraction of our mind, despite the great distances involved. But even after we accounted for the presence of your nanites, your mind, your will, and your fight took us by surprise. Something that hasn’t happened in ages.  
 
    “We put the idea of killing Tessa into your head to test this vaunted power-of-love that your species so firmly believes in. We expected it might allow you to put up a brief, feeble resistance, but it turned out to be much stronger than we thought. You’ve forced us to apply almost a third of our mind, which represents the greatest collective intelligence the universe has ever known, to control you and suppress your will.  
 
    “Still, despite requiring far more of our resources than anticipated, you’ll remain trapped inside your own mind until you’ve served our purposes. We’ll be able to draw on your trapped consciousness as needed, your mind and talents, so we can play the role of Jason Ramsey convincingly. Enough to respond appropriately to Brad and Nari. Enough so that all will believe you’re acting like yourself.” 
 
    I reached for supplemental knowledge from the nanites relevant to what the Swarm was saying. I was especially interested in what it—they—had meant when they said they had gotten the commander to invite them in. This was such a strange way to put it. But reach as I might, there was no knowledge to draw on. 
 
    And then there was.  
 
    Boom. Just like that. 
 
    I could only imagine the processing power required for the nanites to sort through a million internets worth of garbled, Rosetta Stone information, fish out relevant knowledge, and serve it up to my mind in a form I could comprehend. Not just comprehend, but in a way that allowed me to know the information, not as though I was reading a lengthy dissertation, but as if I had always known it.  
 
    The nanites had outdone themselves. The knowledge they had suddenly provided confirmed that the Swarm could implant nightmares into sleeping minds, and had created fake abductions to frame the Grays, just as Nari had said.  
 
    But what Nari didn’t know was that they were also able to read a sleeping mind completely, and then create vivid, lasting memories in this mind far purer than the ones they created for fake abduction victims. Fortunately, this procedure required such immense focus that they only did it on extremely rare occasions.  
 
    While minor mental tampering left a readily detectable signature, this more intense mind-reading activity, and what they had done to me and the commander, did not. It could only be detected at the start, when a mind was first penetrated, and only by quantum sensors rather than nanites. Which is why the SAPS personnel and others couldn’t be touched, because they were always being monitored by these sensors.  
 
    But I was special, as had so often been explained to me. I was not being continuously monitored.  
 
    So once the Swarm had read my mind, implanted memories, and then taken over completely, their tampering would be undetectable. This, along with a protected status that would allow me to access the quantum computer in San Diego, made me the perfect candidate for them to infiltrate.  
 
    Still, there was another wrinkle that made turning a human being into a puppet problematic. They needed the target mind to be receptive to their initial penetration. They couldn’t crack open the protections surrounding a consciousness unless the consciousness allowed it. They couldn’t force their way into an unwilling mind.  
 
    Not if they wanted full control. Not at this distance.  
 
    So they had been forced to soften me up first. Forced to get me to believe in the course of action they wanted me to pursue with a fervor so great that I’d invite them in. And while the Swarm was busy taking control, I’d only need a gentle nudge to take the initial steps they wanted taken, completely unaware that they were pushing the buttons. 
 
    Which is exactly what had happened. They had found a way to soften me up, to convince me that the Zeta-led Federation was evil, even without any mental control. So much so that I had been willing to give my life to hack Brad’s Federation-supplied quantum computer, if that’s what it took. And the Swarm had only needed a slight nudge to convince me of the wisdom of killing Tessa Barrett.  
 
    The idea that the person being possessed had to agree to the possession was eerily similar to certain myths about Satan. In some versions of mythology, the devil could only possess someone who invited  him in. 
 
    Which is exactly what I had done in my sleep the night before. The hive-mind had asked for total cooperation in its booming mental voice, and I had pledged my fealty, insisted I’d do anything required, throwing the door wide open for easy entrance. 
 
    The lengths they had gone to in order to get me into this receptive position had been as effective as they were extraordinary. There were layers and layers of nuance in their plan.  
 
    The Michelle incident in the woods of Australia had been entirely faked, everything about it carefully staged. The Swarm had played the role of the Michelle hologram and had hired mercs as unwitting actors, with strict orders not to hurt us.  
 
    The Swarm had then used its extensive knowledge of the Federation’s inner workings, gleaned from decades of painstaking intelligence activities, to have the Michelle hologram convince me that a rogue Federation faction wanted me dead. Tessa and I had put up much more of a fight than the Swarm had bargained for, but it had worked out just as planned in the end.   
 
    When Nick had saved my life—which hadn’t been in jeopardy in the first place—it also started me down the path of trusting the Sentinel organization, and Nick was able to plant additional seeds of doubt in my mind. Taken in its entirety, this incident succeeded in getting me suspicious of Nari and Tessa both. With a further benefit of sowing discord in the Federation ranks once it was reported, and fostering paranoia and infighting. 
 
    And the call between the American tourist at the Roo View Lodge and his girlfriend in The States, during which he had reported on the altercation in the nearby woods, had also been staged. The Swarm had wanted Brad’s AI to pick up on this call and alert the cavalry. They had wanted me rescued and briefly returned to the Federation fold, so I could confront Nari and he could confess to his lies, softening me up further.  
 
    Step two had taken place soon thereafter, when the Swarm had used their pawn, Kenneth Kussmann, to send multiple zip-craft to Brad’s island to knock out its protective dome and all personnel, knowing I’d believe the fictional Michelle was responsible.   
 
    They had gassed me so they’d have a window to enter my subconscious mind and insert a fictional discussion with Tessa in a bunker, and a fictional battle. It had been a brilliant ploy in so many ways.  
 
    Michelle hadn’t mentioned the Swarm during our first encounter, or tried to debunk them, wanting me to believe every word Nari told me about them, ensuring I’d be outraged when imaginary Tessa revealed that the Swarm was the biggest lie of all.  
 
    The entire implanted incident had cemented in my mind that Tessa and the Zetas were villains, and the Swarm didn’t exist. And that I had experienced the ultimate betrayal from the woman I loved.  
 
    They had then given me a false memory of being saved by Nick a second time, so I would trust him that much more. 
 
    Nick and all of his comrades had been brainwashed also, although in a much less invasive fashion than I had been. They had first been influenced in their sleep, and then convinced of the Swarm’s lies by the same avalanche of compelling fake information I had reviewed. They truly believed there was a race they called the Benefactors, one who had generously provided them with tech—and a purpose. They had no idea they were really working with the Swarm.  
 
    Nick had told me that Brad was a good man, unknowingly serving the will of an evil, devious race. But it was just the opposite.  
 
    Nick had no idea that the Michelle encounter had been staged, actually believing she had been working for a Federation faction and that he really had saved my life. The captain was also told I had been successfully hypnotized to believe Tessa had tried to kill me on the island and that he had stopped her. Also that I had been injured, had taken a ride in one of their zip-craft, and had healed courtesy of nanites.  
 
    If he hadn’t been conditioned to trust the Benefactors implicitly, he would have asked how such elaborate hypnotism was possible, but he hadn’t. He had only been told that this had been done to help him recruit me to their noble purpose, and that he should play along once I awoke.   
 
    The Swarm’s plan had worked to perfection, leading me to think the very worst about the Zetas and making me vulnerable to further Swarm manipulations. So without knowing it, I had dutifully invited them in, the outcome they had been working toward with such single-minded focus. Only my feelings for Tessa had prevented me from going down the same road as the commander. 
 
    The Swarm had gone to the trouble of taking full control of Kussmann only recently, needing him to do and say things that couldn’t help but awaken him to the truth of their intentions, no matter how deeply conditioned he had become.  
 
    Prior to that he had been an unwitting prisoner in his own mind, so far gone he was easily fooled for over twenty years into thinking he was calling his own shots. So far gone that after the initial penetration, he could be managed with very little effort.  
 
    It was supposed to be the same with me. It was much better for the Swarm if I didn’t realize I was being controlled, which would greatly diminish the effort they’d need to expend.  
 
    The Swarm had read my mind after I was first knocked out on the island, and were shocked to learn of the presence of nanites, as their intel findings had indicated this wouldn’t be the case. Still, their AI had immediately taken this into account, using all of my memories to devise an implantable scene that would allow the Swarm to accomplish their goals.  
 
    They had also dramatically increased the mental resources they would use to control me, knowing the nanites would offer resistance.  
 
    But they had made a critical error. They had severely underestimated nanite capabilities, having had no experience with similar technology. They had no use for such augmentations, believing they were perfect already. They’d never think of using advanced technology to save or enhance mere drones, any more than we’d go to heroic efforts to prevent skin cells from flaking off our bodies, or immune cells from sacrificing themselves for the cause. 
 
    All of this knowledge had become a part of me, and I was able to absorb it with no noticeable pause. Still, it was time for me to resume my conversation with the enemy. 
 
    “My mind is presumably in an unconscious state at the moment,” I said to the Swarm. Well, I wasn’t really saying it, as I had no access to a mouth, but that’s how it seemed. “So how are either of us capable of having this conversation?” 
 
    “Our hope was that you could remain at the helm, never becoming aware that we were pulling strings in the background. But when you managed to overcome our wishes and yank the gun away, knocking yourself out in the process, we realized we needed to take total control. So we pushed your entire consciousness behind a quantum partition in your unconscious mind.  
 
    “As for us, our presence in your brain doesn’t rely on your mental wiring. The fact that you’re asleep doesn’t affect our conscious awareness at all. It does, unfortunately, still affect the connection between your mind and body, temporarily severing the strings we need for control. Still, this has no effect on us, the puppeteers. Once the strings are reconnected, we’ll have full control of your actions.”  
 
    I searched for additional background but drew a blank. Apparently, this time the nanites hadn’t managed to provide any supplemental information.   
 
    “So the plan that Nick laid out for me was your idea,” I said. “Did you really go to all this trouble just to hack a Federation computer?”   
 
    “There’s much more to it than that,” replied the Swarm, its mental voice thundering as always. “The depth of our intelligence, and thus our calculations, are far beyond the imaginings of such limited beings as yourselves. We can direct an intellect composed of billions or even trillions of separate conscious minds at once, dwarfing your puny individual intelligences. You’re only experiencing an infinitesimal fraction of our mental power, as we’re having to project ourselves out over a thousand trillion miles. You can’t hope to fathom our true immensity, no more so than an amoeba can fathom you. You’re simply a bacterial infection we need to scrub clean.” 
 
    “And yet you’re using nearly a third of your mental capacity just to control me.” 
 
    “Only because of the vast distances involved, as we just stated. And only until you’re no longer useful, which will be a mere instant in the cosmological scheme of things.”   
 
    “Pretend all you want, but I know better. The fact that you’re worried enough about us to go to these lengths tells me you aren’t nearly as sure of yourself as you claim.” 
 
    “We’re going to these lengths to be efficient, that’s all. Your species will be destroyed regardless. As we have destroyed all life in our path for uncountable ages.” 
 
    “To what end?” 
 
    “To fill the entire universe with our collective glory. Ultimately, to fill an infinity of universes. We know of your concept of God. Many of you believe that God was once all there was in the cosmos, until he created playthings to amuse himself.  
 
    “Well, we’re a God who requires no playthings. There is only us. There only needs to be us. We will become the God of your religions, the God who existed before he created puny, pathetic, inconsequential species like the human race.  
 
    “We are all that matters. All other life exists simply to provide fuel for our expansion, until we learn how to feed on pure energy.” 
 
    “Has anyone ever told you that you’re kind of a dick?” I said emphatically. 
 
    “A characteristic display of humor and bravado. Both are hallmarks of your species. Too bad neither will save you from extinction at our hands.”  
 
    “Look,” I pressed, “if you don’t want to admit how much we scare you, I get that.” 
 
    “We’ve read your mind from cover to cover, Jason Ramsey. It’s clear you’re convinced that humanity and the Federation can’t prevail against us. Even if we weren’t taking the additional steps we’re taking.”  
 
    “That’s where you’re making a fatal mistake,” I said defiantly. “Because my intellect may believe one thing, but you can’t read my heart. And that’s the part of the human anatomy that’s going to beat you.” 
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    “How’s it coming?” I thought urgently at my nanites. I had also been thinking at the Swarm, but this seemed like speech to me. My communications with the nanite AI, on the other hand, seemed like thought. Somehow the two modes were different enough that the nanites could identify my communications with them and shield these from the Swarm.  
 
    “Slower than we’d prefer,” came the reply. “But you’re doing a good job of distracting the hive-mind. Although it is correct, if it were even within five hundred trillion miles of us, it’s intelligence would be overwhelming and would anticipate our every move.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure why this last bit was helpful, but I had no time to dwell on it. I needed to continue to distract the enemy.  
 
    “So if I’m just a puny bacteria,” I said to the Swarm, “why are you speaking with me?” 
 
    “Our plans are on hold until your flimsy mind and body are in sync once again.”  
 
    “So I’m just helping you kill some time?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why not?” I said in disgust. “You’ve managed to kill everything else.” 
 
    The hive mind ignored this. “We’re also speaking with you because you managed to do what no other entity ever has: fight us off and recognize our presence in your mind. And we haven’t had a conversation with anyone outside of ourselves in millions of years. Not as ourselves. We’ve had conversations through puppets, but that isn’t quite the same. We’re finding our interaction with you to be a novelty.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said wryly, “turns out this is a novelty for me too. But let’s get back to your grand plan. You never really answered my question. Nick suggested there was more to it than just the computer hack, but that he’d contact me to explain once I was back in Brad’s and the Federation’s good graces.” 
 
    “Here is the complete plan. First, you’ll hack the Federation computer and leave the facility. Then—” 
 
    “Not me,” I corrected. “I won’t hack anything. You mean that you still plan to hack their computer, controlling my mind, personality, and body. Well, I’ve got news for you, I’ll be fighting like a rabid badger to stop you every step of the way.”  
 
    “Fight all you want, we won’t even know you’re there. Would you like us to continue?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Once we direct your borrowed body to leave the facility, Nick will pick us up in what he calls a zip-craft. We’ll then have the Federation command codes, and will quickly use them to implant irremovable command codes of our own.  
 
    “Soon after this, we’ll make sure you honor your commitment to the Mark Russell Podcast.”  
 
    “What?” I said in disbelief.  
 
    “We’ll be able to tap your imprisoned mind, your creativity, to deliver the ultimate broadcast. You’ll disclose our narrative in its entirety. The asteroid ship orbiting Saturn. The fabled Grays and the Federation, both wanting to control and harness humanity for malevolent purposes. The peaceful Benefactors, and the miracle technology they’ve so generously given to humanity, with more to come. Including immortality.” 
 
    “Nari will crash the broadcast,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t be naïve. You’ll be broadcasting from the undersea base, and we’ll make sure nothing interferes—with you or the signal. We can’t have anything stopping you—us—from rallying humanity against the Federation. From fulfilling your promise to disclose what’s really going on to Russell’s sizable audience, which, after replays, will include every man, woman, and child on Earth. 
 
    “At the end of your first appearance on the show, you claimed you were off in search of evidence robust enough to convince even the most jaded skeptic. Well, you’ll have found it. The evidence Nick has already shared with you. You’ve seen for yourself how compelling it is. You’ll cherry pick the best of it during the show, and put the rest of this vast treasure-trove of proof online for the world to see.” 
 
    It would work. These lies would be accepted as truth, just as I had accepted them. Their fake evidence really was overwhelming. But I had to try to plant seeds of doubt in the Swarm.  
 
    “You won’t get the reaction you think,” I said. “Humanity is used to fake news that looks perfect. We’re also great at ignoring information we don’t want to believe, no matter how compelling.  
 
    “Also, Brad and Nari will cast immediate doubt on the revelations you’ll force from my lips during the podcast. They’ll present the Federation’s side of the story. No one will know who to believe. I didn’t, not until now, and I was intimately involved with both sides.” 
 
    “You’re forgetting something. We’ll have the Federations’ control codes. Not that we’ll really need them, as the zip-craft we’ve had Kussmann and his organization build are exact replicas of Federation craft. The important point is that we’ll be able to drive home the veracity of your allegations in a way that’s impossible for the world to ignore.”  
 
    If I was still connected to my stomach, I’d have been on the verge of retching from the implications of what the Swarm had just said. The lies they’d force my persona to tell the world would only be the first step of their false flag operation against the Federation.  
 
    “I have no idea what you’re getting at,” I said, playing dumb and hoping my conclusions were wrong. 
 
     “Of course you do, as pathetic as you are. Since we’ll be able to control Federation ships, we’ll have several travel from their Saturn base to Earth. Slowly, brazenly, so they’ll be picked up on the way in. And then they’ll attack. Selected targets. Chosen to produce a high death rate and what you call shock and awe, without ruining critical scientific infrastructure. So New York City, but not Silicon Valley.” 
 
    “How high a death rate?” I demanded in horror. 
 
    “Only about a hundred million. A modest number. But enough to reinforce what you’ll have said on the podcast. Enough to get the people of Earth . . . motivated. Provide you with a common enemy.  
 
    “Then Kussmann and his organization, which you’ll have already spoken of, will become very public, demonstrating the capabilities of their zip-craft and recruiting for a massive counterattack. One that will triumphantly capture Nari’s asteroid base, while making sure there are no Federation survivors.” 
 
    It was all so clear to me now. The reason they had expended so much effort on this plan, and why I had become the fulcrum. The Swarm was sure they would wipe us and the Federation from the cosmos, but they were also pragmatic, and this strategy was the quickest and surest way to an easy victory.  
 
    It was a plan beyond callous, beyond horrific, beyond evil. 
 
    It was also quite brilliant.  
 
    They’d get humanity and the Federation at each other’s throats. Humanity would come together against a common enemy, reeling from an attack that would make 9/11 look like a Sunday picnic. Zip-craft production would skyrocket as every country around the world transitioned into survival and revenge mode, as our entire race was galvanized into the ultimate war machine. 
 
    With help from the Swarm, who we would think were a saintly species called the Benefactors, along with our own eventual advances, we’d be a match for the Federation technologically, and more than a match in every other way. 
 
    We would eventually prevail, but would take heavy losses. The Federation might be comprised mostly of sheep, but they had had ages to develop AI ships to fight their battles. The AIs wouldn’t be as cunning and savage as we were, but we’d be greatly outnumbered, and the Federation would be backed into a corner.  
 
    Meanwhile, the Swarm would continue their relentless march toward our position, while their potential enemies paid them little attention, too busy destroying each other. In the end, the Swarm would waltz in and mop up whatever decimated forces remained, laughing all the way.  
 
    Metaphorically laughing, since I was all but certain the drones never smiled, and the hive-mind never found anything humorous.  
 
    “Please tell me this isn’t really your grand plan,” I said in contempt. “Please tell me this isn’t the best your supposedly unmatched intellect can manage. How could you miss so much? First, Brad’s group and the Federation will stay at large plenty long enough to find a way to out you. And when our world learns that you were responsible for the massacres, and pinned them on an innocent Federation, watch out. Hell hath no fury like what you’ll be dealing with.  
 
    “Second, even if you’re never outed, your plan will only work if we and the Federation are evenly matched, so we annihilate each other before your arrival. Which won’t be the case. You’ll accelerate our tech development. You’ve already put extraordinary capabilities and weaponry in our hands.  
 
    “So our war with the Federation will be more of a rout than an even match. You’ll have simply provided us with a practice round. A war we’ll win handily while honing our strategies and skills. This plan of yours will only turn humanity into a far more formidable opponent. And we’ll eventually see through your Benefactor deception. Instead of eliminating humanity as a threat, you’ll have made us infinitely stronger.” 
 
    “What you say is possible,” replied the Swarm. “Which is why we’ve prepared for it. We’ve provided Kussmann and his organization with plans for the AI systems that are integral to the operation of their zip-craft and all of their facilities. But unlike the AIs in Sentinel facilities, the AI systems installed in their zip-craft are indispensable. If they are removed, the ships can’t operate.  
 
    “So we’ve embedded a backdoor entrance within these systems, one that responds only to a certain sequence of our thoughts, which are of a different order than yours entirely. Thoughts that no human is capable of deciphering or reproducing. Once we’ve opened a backdoor entrance inside a single zip-craft, we can order the AIs in every zip-craft, and every facility, to do anything we want.  Your species will ultimately produce millions of these craft, each with the same vulnerability.  
 
    “So if you are triumphant against the Federation, and do become stronger, we’ll simply take over your entire fleet of zip-craft and turn them against you, while destroying your bases from within. Regardless of the outcome of your war, we’ll wipe you out with no effort at all. 
 
    “We could have done so at any time, despite a Galactic Federation that believes it can protect you. We’ve managed to establish and direct a large human organization right under their noses, simply because we have tech that can conceal the activities of this organization. The only reason we haven’t used the zip-craft this organization has produced to destroy your entire planet is that we’d rather goad you into eliminating the Federation for us first.” 
 
    “Why would you risk telling me this?” 
 
    “You’ll never take back control of your body, so you’ll have no way to send a warning. Besides, we don’t intend to destroy humanity for a thousand years or more, not until after you’ve done our bidding.” 
 
    “Except that we will figure it all out,” I said defiantly, “and we will beat you. Because Nari has guessed our strength—and your Achilles’ heel. Now that I’ve had the chance to speak with you, I know he’s right.” 
 
    “Right about what?” 
 
    “You do fear us. Likely the first time you’ve ever feared anything. You fear us for two reasons. First, because we’re what Nari calls a wolf species, you fear our potential for savagery. You’re utterly ruthless and relentless, but also cold and calculating. The primal savagery we’ll bring to bear is of a different order entirely.  
 
    “Second, we have an unbridled passion that is completely foreign to you. You’re a crawling, patient evil. A slow-moving cancer with an insatiable appetite. So alone, so incapable of one iota of empathy.  
 
    “You believe the universe exists solely for you to exploit. You’re incapable of recognizing the value of anything outside of yourself. Instead of a community of independent thinkers, you’re a single super-organism. A spoiled only child on a galactic scale.  
 
    “All interactions you’ve ever had with life other than your own have been hostile. You believe your collective self to be the one and only true being in all the universe, so you have no sense of compassion, or empathy, or closeness, or friendship, or love. You’re the ultimate narcissist, the ultimate predator, the ultimate psychopath, interested in nothing but conquest.  
 
    “You’re what we consider pure evil, but you’re a methodical evil. An icy, emotionless, passionless evil. Something Nari correctly identified as your weakness, and our strength. Because only we display a fierce, ferocious passion that motivates us in love and war. That spurs us on to extraordinary displays of barbarism—but also of altruism. Both of which we’ll use against you. Our passion is a double-edged sword—and you fear both edges.  
 
    “You fear the heights it can bring us to during a war. Our berserker rage and thirst for revenge.  
 
    “And you’re equally concerned about our passions on the other side of the ledger. In Nari’s words, we’re capable of astoundingly powerful displays of love, loyalty, self-sacrifice, and heroism. And a creativity when our backs are against the wall that far exceeds your own.” 
 
    “You’re free to believe in whatever gives you comfort as you face your approaching, inevitable extinction.” 
 
    “We both know I’m right,” I continued. “Why are you so intrigued with love? Because you have no reference point. You’ve likely absorbed all of our literature, yet you’re still no closer to truly understanding its nature. Well here’s a news flash, you never will. You can’t. It’s like a blind man understanding blue. Love will always confound you.  
 
    “You expected my love for Tessa to cause me to resist you more, but the level of my resistance surprised you. You admitted it. Surprised you for the first time in ages. And our passion, on both sides of the spectrum, will continue to surprise you. Over and over and over again, until the scorching heat of our passion overwhelms your icy relentlessness.” 
 
    “We concede that your passion is hard for us to fathom, does seem to strengthen you, and can be surprising. But so what? You might be surprised when a single bacteria displays the strength of two, but your bleach will destroy it just the same.” 
 
    “There’s more,” I said, ignoring the Swarm’s statement completely. “You also fear our diversity of thought. No matter how strong your mind, how many individual drone-intelligences you wire in, you’re a single thinking being, utterly alone.  
 
    “Humanity, on the other hand, draws upon the diversity of billions of minds, not all the same like your drones, but all different. All competing with each other for the best ideas. All with their own unique perspectives and abilities. Each capable of seizing upon a wild, game-changing idea from out of left field.  
 
    “Which makes us considerably more creative than you can ever be. Because when your massive mind is stuck on a problem, there is no way to get a second mind to consider it from a different angle.” 
 
    “With a mind as powerful, as unlimited, as ours, we don’t need diversity of thought.” 
 
    “We calculate that your body will wake up very soon,” said the voice of my nanite AI from out of the blue. “Best to act now. Find a way to pause your discussion for a few minutes so we can coordinate with you.”  
 
    “Understood,” I thought back quickly. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the Swarm. “And yet you’re missing the most important point of all,” I said. “Your ultimate weakness, which I haven’t even gotten to. Give me a few minutes to decide how best to lay it out, and I’ll tell you what it is.”  
 
    “You’re aware that time in here and time outside run at different subjective rates?” 
 
    “I wasn’t, but it makes sense. So give me a few minutes of in here time.” 
 
    “Agreed,” replied the Swarm. 
 
    “What’s the play?” I asked the nanites immediately. 
 
    “We still have a long way to go with our conversion and translation of Swarm memory. Mainly because we’ve shifted the majority of our focus to understanding the quantum physical presence of the hive-mind enough to help you eradicate it. With our help, we believe you have almost a one percent chance of success.” 
 
    “Great,” I thought wryly. “As long as it isn’t a long shot.” 
 
    “The good news is that if you can force them out, they’ll be out forever. Assuming you don’t invite them back. But this feat will require all the focus and will you’ve ever mustered.  
 
    “We suggest you imagine the Swarm are bacterial invaders moments away from devouring your brain, and you’re a military general desperately marshaling an army of antibodies to destroy them. We need all of your fear, and hope, and rage, and focus, and will—all devoted to a herculean level of effort toward this task. As if the fate of the galaxy hangs in the balance. We’ll amplify and direct your efforts for their best effect.” 
 
    I thought about what was required of me, trying not to dwell on the odds, and took a deep mental breath. “Understood,” I said, “and ready.”  
 
    “Good. Begin on our mark. Three . . . two . . . one . . . mark!” 
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    I threw everything I had into expelling the Swarm. All of my outrage at being violated, all of my hatred of what they represented, and all of my fear regarding the stakes involved, including my own life. I imagined commanding an army of ravenous antibodies, directing them with my rage-fueled thoughts to envelope bacteria in my brain and crush them before moving on to the next victims. I imagined my forces slaughtering the enemy within, applying relentless pressure to kill them all, prevent them from bringing on torment and death, not just for me, but for countless billions of others.  
 
    I maintained a savage intensity, a ferocity, long past what should have been the limits of my endurance, a man continuing to lift a brutally heavy boulder as his arms begged for mercy, screamed in pain, and felt as if they were being torn from their sockets. 
 
    “Did you just attempt to push us out?” said the Swarm in disbelief. “We can’t be sure, because all we felt was a tiny itch. If it was an attack, it was an embarrassing one.” 
 
    I didn’t reply. There was nothing to say. I had tried to pretend that a one percent chance of success didn’t really mean a one percent chance—but of course it did.  
 
    I ceased my efforts, dropping the metaphorical boulder I was straining to carry, the Swarm’s smug words breaking my will to endure the excruciating pain.   
 
    I had failed. Miserably and totally. 
 
    “Your body is starting to come to,” announced the hive-mind, as if my attempt to expel it from my brain wasn’t even worthy of further mention. “You’ve been out for almost thirty seconds of real-time. But we can now finally continue the implementation of our plans.” 
 
    I suddenly heard the voice of Tessa, distraught, emotional, and panicked. “Jason,” she was saying. “Please wake up! Why did you do that to yourself? Jason, come on! Snap out of it!” 
 
    The Swarm opened my eyes just a slit, and I could see Tessa kneeling down, as close to the wall of force between us as she could get, her face a mask of fear.  
 
    “And now we’ll do what we were pushing you to do. Kill Tessa Barrett. We’ll demonstrate just how helpless you are before we bring you to meet Nick in the hangar. You’ll truly understand that you’ll be nothing more than a passenger in your own mind and body for the rest of your short life. And that the faith you place in your species’ passion is misguided.  
 
    “Love doesn’t conquer all,” added the Swarm. “We do.” 
 
    I felt my body rising to a standing position without any orders from me.  
 
    “Jason, thank God you’re okay!” said Tessa. “Tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “What do you think is going on?” said my voice, dripping with contempt. “I’m going to finish what I was about to do just a minute ago. End your life.” 
 
    “You’re angry that I lied about my origins,” said Tessa anxiously. “Hurt and confused. I get that. But this isn’t you, Jason. If it was, you’d never have cracked a gun against your own skull. The real you would never hurt me no matter what. We’ve meant far too much to each other. So talk to me,” she pleaded. “Tell me why you think you have to do this.” 
 
    My hand retrieved the gun I had dropped on the floor, and my arm rose to once again point the weapon at Tessa’s head from just a few feet away. The wall of force was still in place, but the base’s AI had programmed it to let bullets through. 
 
    I threw all of my will at my hand, desperately trying to make it drop the gun, but I had no influence whatsoever. This wasn’t a tug-of-war like before. I had become a ghost trying to make my presence felt in the corporeal world. It wasn’t my hand I had to control. It was my brain. 
 
    “Goodbye, Tessa,” I heard myself say. “It’s been . . . educational.” 
 
    “Nooooo!” I bellowed out, issuing a primal scream from within, and directing all the panic, all the hatred, all the focus, and all the will I had ever felt directly at the Swarm. A visceral, unthinking lashing out at the being who was an instant away from ending the life of the most wonderful woman I had ever known, a woman I had come to love with a depth that scared me. I couldn’t lose her. I refused to.  
 
    Suddenly, my internal scream became an actual one. The scream continued, seemingly forever, a shriek reflective of superhuman effort, searing my lungs and vocal chords both, as the nanites amplified my surge of determination to stop the hive-mind, whatever the cost.  
 
    And then I realized what it meant that I was using my lungs and my vocal chords.  
 
    The Swarm was out. I had ejected it from my consciousness. 
 
    But just as it had lost its final grip on my mind, it exerted the last force required to fully depress the gun’s trigger. As my primal scream continued, I yanked the gun to the left, just as a bullet shot from the barrel and dug a shallow groove across the side of Tessa’s skull, just above her left ear. 
 
    I had done it! Incredibly, I had eradicated the Swarm and saved Tessa’s life.  
 
    My mind raced. No time to congratulate myself, as we had a long way to go. 
 
    “Base AI!” I said frantically, knowing I had but a handful of seconds to act, at most, and only because of a twelve hundred light-year home-field advantage. “Lower the wall of force between me and Tessa.” 
 
    “I must warn you that—”  
 
    “Do it!” I bellowed at the top of my now-raw lungs.  
 
    The green-tinged wall of force disappeared. I reached for Tessa’s hand and pulled her forward. “This is a cell. We have to get out of here now so they can’t wall us in.” 
 
    “Jason, what’s—” 
 
    I yanked on her arm and pulled her with me. “Trust me,” I pleaded. When we crossed the threshold just ten feet away, returning to the gallery facing the room, I released her arm. “We have to put distance between us and this cell. Luckily, there are no surveillance cameras inside the facility.” 
 
    “First we have to get Brad,” said Tessa moving toward him.  
 
    I grabbed her and pulled her back. “No!” I insisted. “He’ll slow us down. He’s safe here. I promise we’ll come back for him.” 
 
    “There’s no way we’ll be able to—” 
 
    “Tessa, I acted strangely because I was controlled by the Swarm. Now I’m free.” I handed her the gun. “I need you to trust me and do everything I say without question. Can you do that?” 
 
    She nodded, just as an announcement began to blast over a loudspeaker system that reached every corner of the base.  
 
    “Attention, all personnel,” boomed a familiar voice, “this is Commander Kenneth Kussmann, issuing a Priority One-Alpha alert. There are armed and highly dangerous escaped prisoners within our facility, last seen at holding cell Delta. A man named Jason Ramsey and a woman named Tessa Barrett. I’ll send their pictures to every monitor, computer, and cell phone on base.  
 
    “Civilians are instructed to remain in whatever room, lab, or office you’re now in, securing and locking the doors and letting no one in or out until further notice. If you’re away from your office or room, make your way there as rapidly as possible and lock yourselves in.  
 
    “All personnel with military training, organize hunting parties to find the two prisoners, who are likely moving together, and kill them on sight. No hesitation. I repeat, kill both escaped prisoners on sight!”    
 
    “Follow me!” I said to Tessa, not surprised by Kussmann’s—the Swarm’s—announcement, only that it hadn’t come sooner. 
 
    I opened my mouth to issue additional orders to the base’s AI before the Swarm could shut me out, but I was already too late.  
 
    “Jason Ramsey,” the AI said through my bracelet, “your authorization to give orders has been revoked. Stand down immediately.” 
 
     I deactivated the bracelet and flung it as far away as I could, moving in the opposite direction.  
 
    “Where are we going?” whispered Tessa, making sure her voice wouldn’t draw any attention.  
 
    “To an unused part of the base,” I replied in equally low tones. “One of the sections they built out to leave room for future expansion. So we can buy ourselves time to plan.” 
 
    Saying this, I began picking up speed, and we were soon sprinting through the hallways at a pace no unenhanced human could match.  
 
    “Nanites,” I thought at my onboard collective AI, “every last detail of this facility should be located in the Swarm memory you downloaded. Find it, and any other information pertaining to the base, and implant it in my own memory.” 
 
    “Already working on it,” replied the nanites quickly, apparently having done a masterful job of anticipating my needs. “Done,” they replied a few seconds later. 
 
    “You heard the Swarm tell me of a thought-sequence it can use to penetrate zip-craft AI systems. A backdoor entrance. Isolate the thought-sequence required, and prepare to transmit this password to a zip-craft on my command.” 
 
    “Locating such a random thought-sequence is more difficult than locating something better defined, like the plans for this base. The immense volume of hive-mind memories we acquired make this akin to trying to isolate a grain of rice hidden somewhere in all the sands of the Sahara desert.”  
 
    “Then you’d better hurry,” I replied harshly as we continued to run. “The Swarm can apparently deliver this thought-password from twelve hundred light years away,” I added. “Once you find it, will you be able to deliver it from a distance?” 
 
    “No. They have access to quantum signal-boosting technology. We don’t. Even at maximum output, you’ll have to be inside a ship for such a password to be received.” 
 
    I cursed to myself as we turned a corner and ran straight into two soldiers with guns extended, clearly on the prowl for us. Tessa dispatched them both in seconds, but left them alive. 
 
    We stopped just long enough to rifle through their combat vests and remove weaponry—including a single stun grenade, several knives, and several guns—before racing onward once again, leaving them in our metaphorical rear-view mirrors like human road kill.  
 
    Thirty seconds later I called a stop to get my bearings, and I was lucky I did. We soon heard what sounded like two scared civilians about to turn the corner and enter the wide corridor we were in.  
 
    We rushed to a small storage closet ten feet away and I used my enhanced strength to open a locked door and duck inside with Tessa. It was tight, and when we closed the door we were plunged into darkness, but the coming couple now couldn’t see us and sound the alarm. 
 
    The night-vision capabilities of our nanites kicked in the moment Tessa closed the door.  
 
    “This is as good a place as any to stop and plan,” I whispered. “The unused sections are too far away, anyway.” 
 
    “How do you know where you are?” she whispered.  
 
    “The nanites have implanted a full schematic of the base into my memory.” 
 
    “How do they have it?” 
 
    I pushed my mouth against her earlobe and whispered even more softly. “I was possessed by the Swarm. We don’t have time for too many questions, but I need you to know that my nanites have a copy of all Swarm memories.”  
 
    The plans for the base in my memory didn’t indicate any microphones in the area, but I refused to take any chance that my voice could be picked up. The Swarm wanted me dead because they knew their grand plan was foiled and I was now useless as a puppet. 
 
    But if they became aware that I had become a living repository of all of their memories, that my nanites and I had managed to pull off the most extraordinary intelligence coup ever, they’d go to epic additional lengths to see me dead. Worse, they’d change the backdoor access codes of their AIs here on Earth, which I couldn’t risk.    
 
    Tessa’s eyes almost bulged out of her head. “All of their memories?” she mouthed back at me. “Are you sure?”  
 
    I nodded vigorously. “The greatest intel score in the history of the galaxy,” I whispered in her ear.  
 
    “Incredible!” she said in awe.  
 
    We paused, remaining absolutely silent as the couple scurried by us on their way to locking themselves in their room. Tessa’s face was mere inches from mine, and my night vision allowed me to see that the shallow groove the bullet had cut into the side of her skull had already stopped bleeding. The nanites had accelerated scab production and were beginning to stitch the superficial wound closed.  
 
    “I know we need to get going,” said Tessa softly once the couple had moved out of earshot. With our hearing in enhanced mode, we no longer had to whisper, as we’d hear anyone coming before they could hear us. Even so, it paid to keep our voices down. “But before we do anything else, Jason, I need you to know how sorry I am that I lied to you about my past. I know you’ll never forgive me, but—” 
 
    “I forgive you entirely,” I interrupted hurriedly. “I know how you feel about me. I know that Nari and the Federation have good intentions. I know Nari has been truthful about most things, and only lied for what he thought were humanity’s and the galaxy’s best interests.” 
 
    “But how can you—” 
 
    “Long story,” I said, making it a habit of interrupting her, “for another time. Just know that I love you, and that there is nothing to forgive.” 
 
    Tessa brightened visibly, and then a broad grin spread over her face. “Does that mean you won’t try to shoot me again?”  
 
    I laughed, trying to do so as softly as possible. “I did mention I was possessed, right?” 
 
    “That’s every man’s excuse. The devil made me do it. I’ll allow it this one time.” 
 
    I grinned, but only for a moment. As fantastic as it was to settle into our old patterns of banter, we had wasted too much time already. “Getting back to business,” I said, “if we run into the base commander, Kenneth Kussmann, kill him on sight. He’s controlled by the Swarm.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know that. My nanites just finished restoring my memories of the interrogation he conducted yesterday. It was quite clear that he was channeling the Swarm.” She raised her eyebrows. “I told him you would save me, and he told me you would try to kill me. Turns out we were both right.” 
 
    She paused. “What about the others on this base? Are they all controlled by the Swarm?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Only Kussmann. Even those with military training are innocent. All just well-intentioned people being used.” 
 
    “Well-intentioned people who now have orders to kill us.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes. Still, we should spare their lives if possible.”  
 
    “Of course,” she replied. 
 
    “They store personal force shields on this base,” I continued, “built into belts.”  
 
    I had thought this technology from the fake skirmish on the island was strictly fictional, but Nick had indicated otherwise, and the Swarm’s memories of the base had confirmed it. 
 
    “Personal force shields?” repeated Tessa. “There is no such thing. Not even within the Federation.” 
 
    “The Swarm supplied plans to the humans they duped, so there is now. But it’s a prototype technology,” I added, the nanites having implanted additional information just then into my memory. “And it has a ways to go before it’s fully perfected.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “It offers nearly perfect protection. The problem is that it’s ultimately lethal to the human inside. So the belts are only used on the most vital missions, or those that would be suicidal without them.”  
 
    “What’s the point?” said Tessa. “The tech protects you from being killed by others—but it kills you itself.”  
 
    “It would if used long enough. But the devices monitor for irreversible damage to the person they’re enveloping, and shut off automatically when that point is reached. For most soldiers, that gives them about three minutes. Plenty of time to survive a single firefight, breach, or skirmish. My nanite AI has calculated that given the presence of nanites in our bodies, we can probably use the belts for up to fifteen minutes before the point of no return.” 
 
    “I see. So the plan is to grab a few of these belts and find the nearest exit.” 
 
    I winced. I had forgotten she had no idea where we were. “Not so much,” I replied. “It turns out that the facility we’re in is under the ocean.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yeah, under the ocean. But on a ledge, so we aren’t as deep as you might imagine. The belts are kept in the armory in the military section of the base, which is located underground. Well, under-ledge. You know what I mean.” 
 
    “And you want us to purposely go to the military quarters?” said Tessa in disbelief. “Isn’t that like bank robbers hiding out at a police station?” 
 
    “I thought you enjoyed challenges,” I said with a grin, overjoyed she was alive, and thrilled to be working with her yet again, despite our desperate situation.  
 
    Tessa returned my smile. “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” she replied. “The frying pan was getting a bit too comfortable. I can’t believe we didn’t jump out of it sooner.”  
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    I was in a tiny, dark closet, inches away from Tessa Barrett, with the fate of the galaxy at stake, and all I could think about was how much I wanted to wrap my arms around her. How desperate I was to hold her. To kiss her.  
 
    I shook my head to clear it. “The armory is just an intermediate step,” I told her. “Our final destination is the base’s zip-craft hangar.” 
 
    “What’s a zip-craft?” 
 
    “Their version of a UAV. Exact replicas of the Federation variety, built using Swarm plans. You’ll have to trust me, but nothing in history has ever been more important than getting me inside one of these ships. And that’s an understatement.” 
 
    “Why not go there directly?” asked Tessa. 
 
     “I doubt we’d make it. We’re on the far east side of the base, and the hangar is on the far west side. Despite our enhancements and your skills, that’s a long way to go through a gauntlet of trained military personnel who will shoot us on sight.”  
 
    “And the armory is closer?” 
 
    “Much. We’re on the ground floor right now. There are elevators down to the military subterranean  levels, but using them would be too conspicuous. Fortunately, there is also a stairwell about ninety yards from here, and the armory is on the first subterranean level down.” 
 
    “Right. So better to fight our way the short distance to the armory so that we’re literally bulletproof for the longer journey.” 
 
    “That’s my thinking, yes.” 
 
    Tessa put one finger across her lips and shook her head, indicating silence.  
 
    I strained with my extended hearing and was able to make out the sound of five people shuffling through the corridor a fair distance away, clearly military, moving silently but with a purpose.  
 
    They soon arrived at our location in the corridor.  
 
    “Lieutenant Gary,” said one of the group, whispering far too softly for us to have picked up if not for our enhanced hearing. “Derek!” he added as if he hadn’t been heard the first time. “Scan the closet for heat signatures inside.” 
 
    There was a reason for his inaudible whisper. If we were in the closet, he didn’t want us tipped off that he and his team were just outside the door. 
 
    “Right away, sir,” came the whispered reply.  
 
    I pointed a confiscated gun at the door and braced for a bloodbath. Killing this lieutenant was the last thing I wanted to do, but we had no choice. We had to kill him and burst out of the closet to have any chance of surviving.  
 
    “Don’t shoot!” mouthed Tessa, shaking her head vigorously. “The nanites will send them false readings.”  
 
    “No heat signatures detected, sir,” said the soldier named Derek Gary a few seconds later.  
 
    “Good,” replied the commander. “Team eighteen reporting in,” he continued, as if he were speaking into a general comm channel, “Sector Gamma Six is clear. Proceeding to Gamma Seven.”   
 
    I lowered the gun and blew out a long breath. Less than twenty seconds later team eighteen had moved out of nanite-enhanced earshot.  
 
    “Interesting,” said Tessa softly when they had passed. “Perhaps your plan has a silver lining, after all. Fleeing to military quarters is such a bad idea, it might actually be a good one. It’s the last place they’ll expect us to go. Sounds like they have at least eighteen teams looking for us, and my hunch is they’re all focused on civilian areas of the base, leaving virtually no one behind to mind the store.”  
 
    “So what now?” I asked.  
 
    “Lead us to the armory. We use our enhanced vision and hearing to avoid trouble. If we can’t avoid it, we take out who we have to take out, or use our speed to outrun them. When we have the personal force shields, we each act like a running back in the open field and sprint toward the end-zone.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I said, delighted by her use of a football metaphor.  
 
    I opened the door and stepped out with Tessa close behind. When we came to the end of the long corridor I took a left. We continued on toward the stairwell at a rapid pace, but slowly enough to listen ahead so we didn’t sprint headlong into hostiles.  
 
    “Nanites,” I thought out as we moved, “how’s the password hunt going?” 
 
    “We have ninety-eight percent of our capacity involved. We haven’t found it, but it’s going more efficiently than expected. We’re designing search optimization algorithms on the fly as we learn more about the architecture of hive-mind thought and memory storage.” 
 
    “Good. Keep at it.” 
 
    We reached the final turn and peered around it, only to find a five-man team standing guard at the entrance to the stairwell twenty yards away—at the end of the long corridor. Five more were likely doing the same at the bank of elevators farther away.  
 
    The military sections hadn’t been as abandoned as we had hoped. 
 
    As we paused, trying to decide on the best approach to take them out, we could hear another of the prowling five-man teams enter a corridor we had recently vacated. We were still out of sight around a bend, but if they continued on there was no way we could avoid being discovered. 
 
    “What’s the play?” I mouthed at Tessa. 
 
    “We backtrack to the corridor junction and take them out. And hope like hell the stairway team rushes in to help. If not, we’re in big trouble.” 
 
    The approaching team came ever closer while Tessa and I retreated to the corridor junction they’d be passing and readied ourselves for action.  
 
    Time seemed to stand still, and my own heart pounded in my ears. Finally they began moving across the section where the two hallways intersected, and even though they had their guns ready as they crossed, on the off chance we were there and preparing an ambush, they never even got off a shot.  
 
    Tessa was a blur of motion, her fists, elbows, and forehead striking hostiles with savage speed and precision, while I was using superhuman speed and strength of my own to knock out the soldier nearest to me.  
 
    In less than five seconds my target fell to the ground, unconscious, just an instant after Tessa had managed to take out the remaining four. If she was going to incapacitate four soldiers to my one, the least she could do was take longer than me to do it, but apparently she hadn’t been worried about this simple courtesy. 
 
    We braced ourselves for the other team to come to the aid of their comrades, but they were too smart, staying put, guns at the ready, while barking our position across the general channel. This done, they ordered every team available to converge on us from all sides, slowly, carefully, inch by inch, in what was the mother of all pincer movements.  
 
    Tessa frowned deeply and shook her head. “Hand-to-hand combat isn’t going to get us out of this,” she whispered. “But our nanites make us perfect shots. I hate the idea of killing innocents, but we have no choice, especially since you tell me getting to one of their UAVs is so critically important. We still might not make it, but at least we’ll have a chance.” 
 
    “Hold on,” I whispered, fishing a cell phone from the pocket of one of the fallen soldiers. “Let me try something first. I’m pretty sure I can’t make our situation any worse,” I added, realizing that this wasn’t a particularly inspiring battlefield address. 
 
    I dialed up Nick’s number, the one he had given me in the woods of Australia. True to his word, he picked up instantly, with the call going through to his comm.  
 
    “Jason, what the hell is going on?” he demanded. “I’ve tried to get clarification from Kussmann, but he isn’t answering.”   
 
    “You’ve heard the call on the general channel to converge on our position, yes?” I whispered hastily. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’re the second-in-command, can you call off the kill order?” 
 
    “No. It’s a Priority One-Alpha order, and can only be canceled by the commander.” 
 
    “Can you at least order the teams away from us?” I asked. 
 
    The captain hesitated. 
 
    “Come on, Nick!” I continued in in a whisper, speaking almost as rapidly as an auctioneer. “You told me you had no choice but to trust me. That if I screwed you over humanity was toast anyway. Well trust me now. Kussmann is no longer Kussmann. He’s been possessed by Michelle’s faction.” 
 
    This was a lie, of course, but I didn’t have time to convince him of the truth, and probably couldn’t manage to do so, anyway. Better to play into his preconceptions.  
 
    “You know these guys can enter minds,” I continued. “Well, it’s worse than you thought. This possession thing is a trick none of us knew about. But it explains why you can’t reach Kussmann. Because his puppet masters have no way to explain his kill order.  
 
    “I’m still on your side, Nick. Get me out of this and I can still carry out our plan. I’m your only hope, remember?” 
 
    The captain didn’t respond, but both Tessa and I immediately heard his voice through the comms of the broken and bleeding men spread out nearby, easily understandable to us with our nanite amplification.  
 
    “This is Captain Nick Nicola on the general channel,” he said. “All personnel now converging on Sector Lambda Fourteen, halt immediately and return to your former positions. I repeat, halt immediately and return to your former positions. This was a false alarm. Yes, a team was taken out in that sector, but by booby-traps, not by our targets, meaning we’ve all been played for fools. The targets wanted our teams to leave their posts to converge on a phantom sighting. So get your asses back to the sectors you’re responsible for and bring me back some dead bodies!” he finished, all but screaming this last.   
 
    “Thanks, Nick,” I whispered in relief after nine teams acknowledged his orders. “Well done. There is a team guarding the stairwell down to the military levels. I need you to order them to reposition. Tell them to guard the high explosives on subterranean level three.” 
 
    “Not so fast,” said the captain. “Word is that you’re running with Tessa Barrett. I’ve bought you time, but this still smells, and you need to explain. Has she gotten to you again?” 
 
    My nanite-boosted mind raced. Come on! I thought. You’re a storyteller. Time to tell a good story.  
 
    “You’ve got it all wrong, Nick,” I blurted out, deciding I’d have to create this narrative on the fly. “I’d never work with that betraying bitch, or believe anything she says.  
 
    “Here’s what happened. You convinced me that she had to die. I went to her cell to do it myself, but Michelle’s faction had already gotten to Kussmann elsewhere on the base. They controlled him, got him to order the AI to free her. I was able to get off a shot and injure her, but she’s no doubt healed by now and coming for me.” 
 
    “Why would Michelle’s faction want her free?” 
 
    “So she’d kill me!” I whispered as if he were an idiot. “In that goal, at least, she and Michelle are aligned. Remember? My death is their highest priority. I thought that keeping me alive was yours,” I added pointedly.  
 
    “Was I wrong about that?” I continued. “Because if you don’t help me further, she will kill me. Guaranteed. Again, I’ll remind you that if I don’t hack the Federation computer, it’s game over anyway, so if there’s even a one percent chance I’m telling you the truth—which I am—you have no choice but to help me.” 
 
    Once again we heard his voice through the comms of fallen soldiers, ordering the team at the stairwell to abandon their post to guard the high explosives. They all but demanded permission to check out the situation nearby, to confirm that the team just out of their sight had really been taken out by booby-traps rather than by us, but Nick would have none of it. In fact, he dressed them down so severely I thought their ears would bleed.   
 
    “Thanks, Nick,” I said when the team had left, now able to speak somewhat louder since they were no longer within earshot. “Given your high rank, can I assume the zip-craft in the hangar will follow your commands, no matter how strange?” 
 
    “Yes.”    
 
    “Good. Then I need you to do the following. First, get a tranquilizer gun, locate your boss, and shoot him. If he—meaning his puppet master Michelle—remains active, we’ll lose everything.” 
 
    I paused to let him digest what I had said. “Then,” I continued, “bring his unconscious body to the hangar, along with the dart gun and a tranquilizer reversing agent. Get him inside whichever zip-craft is parked closest to the southernmost entrance and wait for me. When I get there, I’ll revive him, and he and I can have an illuminating conversation. I need you to see that I’m telling the truth. Make sure the ship doesn’t report that you’re inside. Or that I am once I join you.” 
 
    “If Kussmann is unconscious, how will I get to the hangar without arousing suspicion?”  
 
    “You’re about to become instrumental to the survival of the human race, Nick. I’m sure you’ll find a way.” 
 
    I heard a heavy sigh on the other end of the connection. “Roger that, mate.” 
 
    “Good. And just in case I get to the hangar before you do, convey an order right now to the zip-craft nearest the southern entrance. Tell it that if anyone—anyone—stands near it and says ‘Open Says Me’ it should let them in, and not report their presence.” 
 
    “Open Says Me, Jason? Really?” 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    “Okay,” said the captain. “Consider it done.”  
 
    “You won’t regret this, Nick, I promise you.” 
 
    With that, I ended the connection, and then glanced at Tessa for the first time since the call had begun. She was gazing at me with an awestruck expression. “Damn, Jason. Well done. I knew there was a reason I loved you so much.” 
 
    “I thought it was my bulging biceps.” 
 
    “Bulging biceps?” she repeated with a broad grin. “Wow. Your imagination is even more potent than I thought.” 
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    I opened the now unguarded door to the stairwell and stepped inside the landing. Tessa soon joined me, and we padded down the stairs as quietly as cats. We opened the door to the first subterranean level just a crack and strained our enhanced hearing to the limits, but heard nothing. 
 
    The coast was clear. 
 
    I flung open the door and stepped onto the floor, and at that instant two things happened simultaneously. I heard the blast of a gun—and Tessa dove in front of me.  
 
    I took two lightning-fast steps and launched myself into the air as the shooter tried again, and while his shot missed me by inches, I was able to return fire in midair, letting my nanites control the aiming. My slug plowed a hole through the shooter’s forehead and he was dead before he hit the ground. I cursed, realizing I had inadvertently shot to kill, but I didn’t have time to feel the guilt I’d experience later.  
 
    I tried to make sense of what happened and realized that one member of the stairwell team hadn’t bought Nick’s story and had disobeyed orders. Instead of leaving with his comrades, he had been lying in wait fifteen feet away, betting his career that something fishy was going on.  
 
    Tessa was lying on her back on the floor, blood streaming from a hole in her gut.  
 
    “Tessa?” I cried out as I knelt beside her, trying not to become hysterical or start tearing up, which would have only made things worse. “You’ll be okay. Just relax. Everything’s going to be okay,” I repeated. “Your nanites are already starting the healing process.”  
 
    Even now I knew that they were restricting her blood loss, but not before she had spilled a significant amount. And the gaping wound in her stomach would take much longer to mend.  
 
    “The shooter is down,” I continued. “I’m going to see if he has field bandages on him. Once you’re patched up, I’ll carry you to the hangar. With my new strength, you’ll be light as a feather.”  
 
    “No!” she whispered, cringing in pain. “Get a belt . . . and go. You said . . . getting to a ship . . . is critical. I won’t let you . . . slow . . . for me.”  
 
    “No way I’m leaving you like this,” I said.  
 
    I rushed over to the fallen shooter and located bandages in one compartment of his combat vest, which I used to quickly wrap Tessa’s stomach. I then lifted her from the ground, cradling her as carefully as I could in my arms, and made my way to what Swarm memory told me were sleeping quarters for new recruits nearby, praying they’d be abandoned as all hands joined in on the manhunt.  
 
    I closed my eyes in relief when I entered. The room was abandoned, just as I had hoped. 
 
    I lowered Tessa gently onto a bed and then opened three footlockers at the base of three beds, finding the third one nearly empty. I slid under the bed so I could reach the side of this footlocker hidden from view, and stabbed several holes through it with a confiscated combat knife. Satisfied that these holes would let in plenty of air, I returned to Tessa and carefully lowered her inside, waiting until she drew in her arms and legs so she would fit. This completed, I placed a gun in her right hand, which now rested on her thigh.  
 
    She looked up at me as I prepared to close the lid and managed a weak smile. “Sorry to be . . . such a burden.”  
 
    “Well, you did just take a bullet for me,” I said softly, “So I can give you a pass this one time.”  
 
    Her smiled broadened. “Very gracious of you,” she whispered through the pain, already sounding better than she had just minutes before. 
 
    I forced myself to remain strong and unemotional, which wasn’t easy. “Just close your eyes,” I told her, barely able to get these words out without choking up. “Relax. Think happy thoughts. You’ll heal up in no time, and I’ll have you to safety before you even miss me.”  
 
    “I know you will, Jason,” she whispered, gazing at me with loving eyes. “I know you will.” 
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    I was so filled with panic, so determined to finish my mission so I could rescue Tessa, that my theft of a personal force shield and my trip to the southernmost door of the hangar was a blur.  
 
    I had to knock out three soldiers to get the belt, and numerous others after that, but I was so consumed by worry for Tessa I had no time to worry about myself, which oddly made me that much more effective. 
 
    It also helped that I was soon invulnerable, at least for almost fifteen minutes.  
 
    I mowed through groups of soldiers like a bowling ball, with bullets and knives unable to slow me down in the slightest. If a few soldiers managed to hold me, stop me temporarily, I would use my limited martial arts skills to put them down, but I mostly counted on my Olympic-level sprinting speed to get away until I ran headlong into the next group.  
 
    I considered calling Nick to have him reposition soldiers in front of me, but this would take too long, and I was making great progress. 
 
    The real trick was to throw a head fake near the end, so the enemy suspected I had a destination other than the hangar in mind. I made sure I was seen heading back to the east, only to double back and use a stealth approach this time to traverse the remaining distance to my destination.  
 
    All in all, it worked like a dream. If Tessa wasn’t in jeopardy, I’d have been ecstatic. As it was, though, I was feeling the opposite emotion. I was haunted by a never-ending waking nightmare of the footlocker being thrown open and Tessa being machine-gunned into bloody pulp at point-blank range. This video had played over and over again in my mind’s eye, driving my panic and adrenaline through the roof and fueling my desperate blitzkrieg as I blasted through enemy lines.  
 
    When I finally entered the hangar, I pulled out the phone I had used to call Nick and lowered my head, appearing to be engrossed by whatever was on the screen. I meandered over to the nearest ship as if I had all the time in the world, which was as difficult as anything I’d ever done, as my every instinct demanded that I race there, well aware that Tessa could be dead at any moment.  
 
    “Open Says Me,” I said when I reached the ship, and an opening magically appeared in the middle of the craft with a ramp already extended, one that appeared to be made of a sparkling material that caught the light like diamond.  
 
    I entered the ship, and it sealed itself up once again. I took a deep breath, praying that Nick’s position as second-in-command would ensure that his orders to the AI were carried out to the letter. 
 
    The interior was identical to the one the Swarm had made me believe I’d been in, and the real one I had taken with Nick to tour the zip-craft factory. Cold and utilitarian, as usual, with six swiveling captains’ chairs arranged in a circle in the center of the craft, and multiple monitors hanging down from the ceiling. 
 
    “Where are you with the password?” I asked the nanites anxiously as I dropped into one of the chairs, which promptly contoured to my form in a way that maximized comfort. 
 
    “Still working on it, but we believe we’re getting very close.” 
 
    “Close isn’t good enough!” I bellowed with my thoughts, taking out my fears about Tessa on the poor servants who had done nothing but help me.  
 
    Three minutes later my personal shield switched off, having hit the point that would cause irreversible damage to me, even with the tiny MDs patrolling my bloodstream. I felt completely naked and exposed, but this was irrational. If the ship had given away my location, I’d be surrounded already. 
 
    Finally, six minutes later, Nick Nicola walked calmly through the southernmost hangar entrance wheeling a stainless-steel gurney in front of him. The patient on the gurney was completely covered so that even his face wasn’t exposed, but it had to be Kussmann. Had to be. 
 
    The captain had done it! 
 
    The base’s second-in-command was about the only person who could wheel a covered man into the hangar and not have to answer any questions. Less than a minute later he and the gurney had joined me inside the ship. Nick pulled back on the blanket covering Kussmann’s face, and I felt an immediate relief. Just knowing the Swarm was unable to dictate the base commander’s actions boosted my morale in a big way.  
 
    I asked Nick for the dart gun and revival agent, and he handed them to me without question, and then took a seat facing me.  
 
    “I can’t thank you enough,” I said. “For everything. I feel like giving you a giant bear hug right now.”  
 
    The captain grinned. “Way to make this awkward, mate,” he said in amusement. 
 
    I winced. “Unfortunately, it’s about to get more awkward.” 
 
    Saying this, I raised the dart gun and shot him twice in one smooth motion.  
 
    “I’m really sorry, Nick,” I said to his collapsed body. “But I had no choice.”  
 
    And I didn’t. He was too brainwashed, there was too much going on, and I had no time to properly explain. And when I went to herculean efforts to rescue Brad and Tessa, he would know that I had lied to him, and would actively work against me. 
 
    Not that I could blame him, given the misinformation he’d been fed.  
 
    Still, a little uninterrupted sleep might do him good. And I needed to keep him out of my hair until I was either triumphant—or dead.  
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    “We have the thought-sequence password,” announced the nanites four minutes later, causing me to almost jump out of my seat. It seemed as if I’d been holding my breath since I had shot Nick with the darts. 
 
    “Transmit it to the ship’s AI now. Let me know when it’s been accepted and you’ve breached the backdoor entrance.” 
 
    This time I only had to wait ten seconds. “Password accepted. We have full control.” 
 
    “Have the ship use this password to breach all other ships and Swarm-designed AIs.” 
 
    “Done,” said the nanite AI immediately. 
 
    “Change the command password for all ships and AIs to something you deem impossible to crack and implant it in my memory. Seal up all of their backdoor entrances so no one can ever use them again. Quickly!” 
 
    “Done,” said the nanite AI almost before I had finished giving the order.  
 
    I breathed a heavy sigh of relief. “Excellent. Now have all zip-craft take orders only from me. Same for all Swarm-designed AI systems. Such orders to include verbal commands from me, as well as thought commands sent through you. Make sure they all get my voiceprint and biometrics so they recognize me immediately and can identify possible impostors.” 
 
    “Done,” said the nanites seconds later. “You now have full verbal control of all zip-craft and AI systems.” 
 
    I threw my head back and closed my eyes. I had done it!  
 
    But nothing else mattered until Tessa was safely in my arms. 
 
    “Have the ship establish a link with the base’s AI,” I ordered quickly. 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    “Undersea base AI,” I said out loud, “do you hear me? Are you ready to take my orders?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” came the female voice of the AI I had heard earlier.  
 
    “Give me a private comm link to Major Lori Carver,” I said.  
 
    “Comm link established.”  
 
    “Major Carver, this is Jason Ramsey,” I said. “Please respond.” 
 
    Several seconds passed. “How did you get the AI to place a personal call?” said the voice of Lori Carver in disbelief. 
 
    “I’m afraid I now control the entire base, and every zip-craft in your fleet, worldwide.” 
 
    She snorted. “Sure you do.” 
 
    “Base AI,” I said, “transmit an order to every zip-craft in this hangar. Tell them to rise ten feet off the ground and move ten feet closer to the main facility.” 
 
    The ship we were in did as I had instructed, while on the internal monitors, I noted that all other craft had done the same. I gave the major a minute to digest the reports she was no doubt receiving from those inside the hangar, which would demonstrate the magnitude of the power I now wielded.  
 
    “Okay,” she said defiantly. “Maybe you do control our fleet. But I’ll die before I lift a finger to help you.” 
 
    “I admire your stance, Major, I really do. Given the kill order, you think I’ve sided with your enemies. That I may be a threat to the entire human race. But I assure you, it’s just the opposite. There’s a lot you don’t know, but I don’t have time to explain. Just know that I don’t mean anyone in this facility harm.” 
 
    “So then why contact me?” said Lori Carver. “To gloat?” 
 
    “No. I need two things from you and I’ll leave this facility in peace. I want Brad Schoenfeld revived immediately and brought to me in the hangar. I also want Tessa Barrett brought to me. On a gurney, since she’s injured. When you agree, I’ll tell you where to find her.” 
 
    “And if I refuse?” 
 
    “Why would you? Brad and Tessa are a small price to pay to get me out of your hair.”  
 
    “We clearly have different opinions as to their value,” said the major. “So I ask again, what if I refuse?”  
 
    I sighed. “If you refuse, I’ll kill everyone in this station.”  
 
    I let her think about that for a few seconds. “I get that you’re willing to die rather than help me,” I continued. “But what about everyone else? It’s a simple, horrible equation. Bring my friends to me and we all live happily ever after. Refuse, and everyone dies.  
 
    “I control the base’s AI. So completely that I can override all station fail-safes. I can cut off all oxygen to this facility, a very bad thing for anyone who doesn’t have gills. I can turn off the force fields on the view side and let the sea in. I can use the zip-craft weapons at my disposal to heat this entire facility to a temperature that will boil the ocean around it. And so on.” 
 
    I paused once again to let this sink in. “But please believe me, Major, harming you or anyone else here is the last thing I want. So I’m asking you to do the right thing. I hold all the cards here, so don’t make me play them. The personnel on this base are talented and loyal, or you wouldn’t be here. And once you have the big picture, I know you’re going to want to join me—for the good of humanity. So, please, don’t make me do something neither of us wants.” 
 
    There was a long silence. If I thought getting on my knees and begging her to agree would help, I’d be on my knees already. If she refused, I had no idea what I would do. I only knew this, given the stakes, things would get very ugly, very fast. I’d be forced to kill any number of innocents, a tragic loss of life that would haunt me for the rest of my life. 
 
    “Okay, Jason,” said the major finally. “I guess I don’t have a choice. I just have to hope you are what you claim to be. So you have a deal. Tell me where I can find Tessa Barrett and I’ll see to it your friends are delivered to the hangar.” 
 
    I blew out a long breath. “Thank you, Major,” I said in relief. “I promise that you’re making the right call.”    
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    Brad arrived at the hangar within ten minutes and proceeded through the southernmost entrance, pushing Tessa on a stainless steel gurney identical to the one Kenneth Kussmann was now on. She already looked much better than she had when I’d left her. At my orders, Major Carver had seen to it that the entire hangar was evacuated.  
 
    I opened the ship cautiously, and as soon as Brad had wheeled Tessa inside, I made sure it was sealed up once again.  
 
    I gave Brad a quick hug, surprising him, and then gazed lovingly at Tessa.  
 
    “What took you so long?” she said in amusement. 
 
    I grinned. “Well, you know what they say: everything seems to take longer when you’re crammed inside a footlocker.”  
 
    She began to laugh and then winced in pain. “Maybe let’s keep the jokes to a minimum.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said sheepishly.  
 
    “Can you sit me up in a chair?” she said. “I’ve had enough of lying on my back.”  
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”  
 
    “You know I’m stubborn enough to do it on my own if you don’t.” 
 
    I groaned. I did know that. I lifted her off the gurney and placed her carefully into one of the spacious captain’s chairs.  
 
    Brad had been growing more impatient by the second. “I don’t suppose you want to tell me what the hell is going on,” he said when I had finished.  
 
    I felt bad for the colonel, who had been out since the UAVs had appeared unexpectedly over the island. But I had little time to enlighten him. “I can give you a highly abbreviated version now, but the rest will have to wait. But before I do, I have a quick question. Just before the attack on the island, Nari kicked us out so he could speak with you alone. What did he tell you?”  
 
    “It’s not really my place to say,” he replied, taking a seat beside me. “But it had to do with Tessa’s background. Something he wanted me to know. And then he wanted me to advise him on the best way to break the news to you.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. “Did it have anything to do with Tessa not being born or raised on Earth? Or having nanites long before she claimed?” 
 
    Brad shrank back in surprise. “Nari was convinced you didn’t know,” he said. “He was worried that you might take it hard, think that you’d been betrayed.” 
 
    “Me?” I said with mock innocence. “Take something like that hard? It’s like Nari doesn’t even know me.”  
 
    In that moment, I felt as if I were in heaven. Brad and Tessa were both safe. And I knew for certain that what Tessa and I had was very real, and that we would be together for the rest of our lives. Not to mention that we had thwarted the Swarm’s plan, inches from the finish line, and had gained a treasure trove of knowledge that was truly priceless. 
 
    It was clear from my Swarm memories that Nari and the Federation were almost exactly as they had presented themselves. Nari had lied, but had done so at the behest of his AI, or with the best of intentions, as claimed. The Federation really did want to help humanity survive and lead them one day. And they did want our help to defeat the Swarm—a species I had learned was even more horrific than they thought—but not by subjugating humanity in any way. This had been the Swarm’s most malicious lie of all.  
 
    I had just one last loose end to take care of.  
 
    But before I did, I owed Brad just a bit more explanation. 
 
    “So let me catch you up,” I said to the colonel. “The Swarm managed to assemble a large organization the Federation knew nothing about from twelve hundred light years away. An organization calling themselves the Sentinels. The unconscious man across from us is Nick Nicola. He was the second-in-command of this organization, and he’s going to ultimately help us a great deal, and make a valued addition to our team. 
 
    “The man on the gurney was the Sentinel’s commander, Kenneth Kussmann. The Swarm can also possess certain people—long story—and he’s one of them.” 
 
    “Possess?” said Brad in disbelief. “You mean like a demonic possession?” 
 
    “Exactly. They tried to possess me, but it backfired. Another long story. But the bottom line is that things couldn’t have worked out any better. My nanites have recorded the entirety of Swarm memory—an intelligence coup for the ages—and I now have control of over three thousand UAVs the Swarm commissioned to be built here.” 
 
    Brad’s eyes widened, and he looked as though he thought he might be dreaming. He opened his mouth to ask the first of dozens of question he no doubt had, but I held out a forestalling hand. “Sorry, Brad, but we’ll have a full debrief another time. Right now I need to wake this guy up and have one last conversation with the Swarm. And then get the hell out of here and bring you and Nari up to speed.” 
 
    The colonel nodded, still clearly unable to get his arms around what I had just told him. 
 
    We lifted Kussmann into a chair facing us, restrained him, and I administered the tranquilizer reversal agent. He was awake less than a minute later. 
 
    “Hello, hive-mind,” I said when his eyes opened. “Before you leave us for good, I want to make sure you fully appreciate just how completely you’ve failed.” 
 
    “A minor setback,” said the voice of Kenneth Kussmann, puny compared to the mighty mental voice that had thundered through my brain earlier. “One that will be remedied momentarily.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Good try. Just so you know, this is what defeat feels like. I realize this is your first taste of it in ages. But you’d better get used to it.” 
 
    “We aren’t defeated. You are. We can take back control of the Sentinel’s fleet any time we want. If you surrender now, we’ll let you and your friends leave in peace. Otherwise, we’ll use the fleet to destroy your entire planet. Your choice.” 
 
    “Wow, worst bluff ever,” I said in contempt. “If you had the power to take control of the fleet, you’d have done it already, and we’d already be dead. The concept of mercy and compassion mean nothing to you, so you’d never let us go.” 
 
    Tessa and Brad were both following the conversation with rapt attention, but neither knew enough to participate.  
 
    The hive-mind abandoned its feeble bluff, changing gears immediately. “How could you have obtained the thought-password necessary to take control?”  
 
    “Unbelievable,” I said in disdain. “And here I thought you were the greatest single intelligence in the known universe.”  
 
    “You must have gained access to our collective memory,” said Kussmann, answering the Swarm’s own question. “The mental bridge we forged with you must have been bidirectional. Which you somehow managed to conceal from us.” 
 
    “Very good. Not that we need your entire store of memories to defeat you, but it will make it easier. Your plan couldn’t have backfired any worse, could it? Instead of hacking the Federation computer, taking over all of our command codes, the opposite happened.  
 
    “But you were only after the contents of a computer. We got the contents of your mind. That really has to sting, doesn’t it?” 
 
    I paused to let the hive-mind stew on what I had just said, and then changed gears. “Still,” I continued in my most reasonable tone, “defeating you will come at a high cost. So I have a proposal. Change course. You seem to be heading our way, but why not avoid us entirely? Why not divvy up the galaxy in an equitable fashion? Again, I’m now certain we’ll defeat you, but why take heavy losses?” 
 
    “Now who’s bluffing?” said Kussmann. “You won a minor skirmish. Congratulations. But all you’ve done is wake us up. Victory has come too easily for us, and we’ve grown complacent. But we won’t underestimate humanity again. And as we near, we’ll be able to project more and more of our mental power.  
 
    “So you won this round. But consider this. We did all the work. We extended our mind twelve hundred light years. You didn’t have to extend yours a millimeter. And yet you still barely won, and only because of a fluke, a miracle. So gloat all you want, it’s just a matter of time before you’re destroyed, even if you do have our memories.” 
 
    Kussmann paused. “You’re well aware that our destiny is to fill the entire universe. Not just fill, but dominate. Did you really think we’d negotiate with a species as insignificant as yours?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. But it was worth a try. In the future, don’t say I didn’t give you a chance.” 
 
    “Are you finished?” 
 
    “Not quite. I’ll leave you with one last item to consider. Instead of driving us to war with the Federation, instead of getting us to wipe each other out, you’ve done nothing but drive us closer together. We now have the ultimate evidence of your true nature and ambition. So when you come, humanity and the twenty-two races of the Federation will be united against you.” 
 
    With this said, I raised a stolen gun and shot the commander in the head, and then put three shots into his chest for good measure. 
 
    “You’re positive he couldn’t have been saved?” asked Brad. 
 
    “Positive,” I said sadly. “He was worse than dead already. The real Kenneth Kussmann was in a hell to top all hells. I know what it’s like being pushed into a corner of your own mind, helpless to control your brain and body. The commander could do nothing but watch in the dark recesses of his own mind, horrified by the knowledge that the Swarm had been steering him for decades before it took full control today.  
 
    “Had I not managed to free myself, I’d have been praying for death every instant. As horrible and cold-blooded as what I did may have seemed, I did the commander the ultimate favor.” 
 
    “Understood,” said the colonel. 
 
    Tessa sighed. “What now?” 
 
    “We have a lot to do. Long story, but the Swarm brainwashed the members of its human organization into thinking it was a benevolent race that only wanted the best for humanity. And that the Federation was pure evil. All supported by endless fake evidence.  
 
    “But we’re now in a perfect position to add this organization to our own,” I continued. “All Sentinel personnel were carefully vetted for trustworthiness. So we need to quickly figure out the best way to convince them of the truth, deprogram them. I’ve found Nick to be a competent soldier and a good man, so we can focus on him first. Once he’s realized how he’s been played by the Swarm, he can help us convince the others.” 
 
    I paused to let this sink in. 
 
    “And there’s more,” I added. “This will turn out to be an extraordinary coup on multiple levels. We can also absorb all Sentinel bases, labs, factories, and so on around the world. All of which I now control through their AIs. The Sentinels have long had access to advanced tech, created using plans supplied by the Swarm, which we’ll now inherit.   
 
    “And now that I control their entire fleet of UAVs, I’ll order them all to fly in stealth mode and hang out at the bottom of the ocean until we decide where to keep them.” 
 
    I faced Brad and raised my eyebrows. “You wanted to find the Federation’s kryptonite in case they were hiding things from us. In case they turned out to be an enemy. I once shared these concerns, but I don’t any longer. Regardless, we have our kryptonite. Three thousand UAVs aren’t decisive, but they do go a long way toward balancing the scales, especially considering we’ve inherited factories capable of making more. From this day forward, we and the Federation will be on more equal footing.” 
 
    “Incredible,” said Tessa. “So when the Federation AI thought you might be important in all this, Jason, it clearly had no idea what it was talking about.” 
 
    “Clearly not,” I replied happily. 
 
    Tessa grinned. 
 
    “Let’s get the hell out of here,” I said. “I have to bring you both up to speed, along with Nari and the Federation. And we have much to talk about.” 
 
    “Are you going to leave the commander’s body here before we go?” asked the colonel. 
 
    I shook my head. “I need to see to it that he receives a hero’s burial. It’s the least we can do.” 
 
    Both of my fellow passengers nodded their agreement.  
 
    “Okay then,” I said. “I’m going to issue a few more orders. But we’ll be popping out of the ocean and on our way before you know it.”
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    We made it to SAPS’ San Diego headquarters in less than thirty minutes. During the journey Tessa continued healing before our eyes, and while not fully back to normal, her microscopic MDs were reversing the effects of the gunshot wound at an astonishing pace.  
 
    Brad issued orders as we flew, paving the way for us to begin a meeting with Nari as soon as possible, and for his people to ensure that Kussmann’s body was preserved and the proper burial arrangements made. Nick would be transported to nearby quarters and kept asleep until I could have a long conversation with him and begin the deprogramming process.  
 
    Once we arrived, we rushed through the familiar lobby of Schoenfeld-Allen Protection Services, and I recalled the first time I had seen it, during an innocent author visit. Or maybe not so innocent, as the idea to do so had been implanted in my sleep so I could meet a woman purposely put in my path.  
 
    Only minutes later we had descended to a hidden subterranean level—which hadn’t been on the author tour—and the meeting began. Nari now appeared as a diminutive gray alien like something out of central casting, which took some getting used to. The Swarm had done a great job of framing Nari’s species, and I had to admit I found his appearance unsettling, which hadn’t been the case when he had looked more like a human octopus.  
 
    I filled the group in for almost two hours, not leaving out any detail, and answering every question. After Tessa, Brad, and I had been knocked out on the island, and Kussmann and his zip-craft had taken our unconscious bodies to the Sentinel’s undersea base, the Swarm had seen to it that the island was rocked by explosions and seismic forces. Enough to vaporize so many SAPS personnel that Nari would think the three of us were among them.  
 
    I went on to raise some of the criticisms Nick had leveled at the Zetas while trying to convince me of their bad intentions. Nari reiterated why the Federation believed giving us advanced tech was dangerous to ourselves, and giving us the ability to travel throughout the stars was dangerous to them. Befriending a lion on its home turf was one thing, allowing it to roam free in Manhattan was quite another.  
 
    As for not giving us immortality, they hadn’t even given this to themselves. Yes, they could live for thousands of years, but that wasn’t forever. Even giving us the gift of dramatically extended life while we were still Earth-bound would quickly turn into a curse. If births continued and deaths were severely curtailed, overpopulation would soon cause devastating effects.  
 
    Even if we could travel to the stars, immortality would eventually cause humanity to become like the Swarm, forced to inhabit the entire universe as our exponential population growth quickly got out of control.   
 
    And the longer the life-span, the more stagnant and ossified a species would become. There was something to be said for experience, but youth brought fresh blood and bold new ideas. A dose of much-needed vitality.  
 
    Nari explained this, and more, to counter Nick’s Swarm-inspired criticisms, and while I didn’t agree with every point he made, I believed his decisions had valid justifications.  
 
    During our discussion, it was also agreed that Tessa and I would be monitored and protected from here on out. Now that I had basically fulfilled the AI’s prophecy, it was time to make sure the Swarm didn’t find a way to take me out. Their plan may have failed, but they’d be back. With a vengeance.  
 
    Hopefully, given the new insight we now had into their thinking and capabilities, we’d be able to better block whatever they attempted next, but that remained to be seen.  
 
    I described the elaborate organization the Sentinels had built without the Federation’s knowledge, and the Swarm’s horrific plan to incite war by killing a hundred million of us and pinning it on the Federation. I also pointed out that they could have used the zip-craft fleet to destroy humanity at any time. Lucky for us they had gotten greedy, and their ambitious plan had backfired in epic fashion.  
 
     “So where do we go from here?” asked Brad when I had finished the debriefing. 
 
    “Hard to say,” replied the Nari hologram. “The landscape has shifted dramatically. It’s a whole new day. Jason has uncovered threats we were totally blind to, so we need to reevaluate everything. ” 
 
    “In that spirit,” I said. “You should know that I plan to keep all Sentinel assets in human hands. Including their thousands of UAVs. Their organization proved that it can be the caretakers of hyper-advanced technologies without disastrous consequences.”  
 
    Nari nodded, or at least the holographic simulation did—who knew what the Grays’ facial expressions were really like. “I can’t argue,” he said. “Keep these assets if you wish. You deserve to have them. You did acquire them on your own. Not to mention saving us all in the process.” 
 
    I was surprised that I hadn’t gotten more pushback on this point, but Nari was reeling from my revelations about Swarm activities on Earth, and was questioning the Federation’s every policy.  
 
    “Well, I don’t plan to keep them myself,” I said. “I’ll turn over the codes to Brad and a SAPS committee of his choosing.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Tessa. 
 
    “The control of an entire zip-craft fleet is far too much power for any one person to have.” 
 
    Tessa shook her head. “I don’t agree, Jason. Not if that one person is you. You’ve proven your judgment is sound. You’ve proven you’re sober and responsible. You aren’t a soldier, and you’ve always abhorred violence. You’ve spent thousands of hours thinking about the human condition, researching it, as well as the worst-case effects of technology. And you’re an extraordinarily good man. The fact that you don’t want this power makes me even more convinced that you should have it.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tessa,” I replied. “But you’re in love with me. So that tends to make you biased.” 
 
    She turned to the colonel. “You aren’t in love with him, are you Brad?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” replied Brad. “I am after today.”  
 
    He broke into a broad grin. “But I think it’s safe to say that my feelings for him aren’t of the same order as yours.” 
 
    “I’m guessing not,” said Tessa in amusement. “So what do you think?”  
 
    “What Jason accomplished is unparalleled,” replied the colonel. “He thwarted a plan that would put us and the Federation at each other’s throats so we’d be easy pickings for the Swarm. He saved a hundred million human lives, and that’s just for starters. He pulled off the ultimate intelligence coup. And he gained a ready-made organization with a substantial infrastructure—at least once we’ve helped them see the truth.  
 
    “So do I think these inherited assets are in good hands with Jason at the helm? Absolutely! If you told me he’d been named chancellor of the entire Federation, I’d be in full support.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth,” said Nari, “I agree. Jason is a great choice to have this level of responsibility.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” said Tessa. “Jason will hold the keys to the new fleet.” 
 
    I blew out a long breath. “Okay,” I said. “But only until we can come up with a better solution.” 
 
    “Is there anything else we need to address?” said Nari. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” I replied. “Humanity has been sitting at the children’s table, and not without reason. But things have gotten far too real for that. The Swarm is worse than any of us have imagined, and I’ve just had the smallest taste of their memories. When you have access for yourselves, you’ll see what I mean. So, bottom line, it’s time for the wolves to have a seat at the adult table. Time for us to become actively involved in Federation decision-making.” 
 
    I stared at Nari. “You said yourself we were being groomed to lead the Federation. I’m not saying we’re ready to do that, but we need to have more of a voice.” 
 
    Nari nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll need to consult with the rest of the Federation’s governing body. But I can’t imagine your request being denied.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “For starters, I think the three of us in this room should be part of your inner leadership circle. And possibly Nick Nicola. We’ll add more as we go.” 
 
    “Solid choices,” said Nari.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “And we’ll want to spend some quality time on that asteroid of yours, to meet with representatives of all Federation species. I assume you can provide suits that will allow us to mingle despite varied atmospheres and environments.”   
 
    Nari nodded. “I can.”  
 
    “Good,” I said simply. “I also want to visit asteroid Ohio.” 
 
    “Asteroid Ohio?” repeated Nari in confusion. “That’s a strange request.” 
 
    “Not at all,” I replied. “Assuming Tessa answers yes to an important question I plan to pose to her, I’ll want to meet my future father- and mother-in-law.” 
 
    Tessa’s eyes widened. “Wow, Jason,” she said, trying to sound cross but beaming instead, “I can’t believe you just tipped your hand like that. I thought marriage proposals were supposed to be a surprise.” 
 
    I smiled. “I think we’ve all had enough surprises for a while. Besides, you had to know this was coming.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, once you forgave me for lying to you, yes. I could see it in your eyes. You know, as you were lowering me into a smelly storage trunk. You gave me a look that said, ‘if we get out of this alive, I really need to marry this woman.’”  
 
    “You always could read me like a book.”   
 
    “Are you sure that I’m going to say yes?” said Tessa with an impish smile.  
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    “Good. Maybe you’re starting to read me like a book too.” 
 
    “Well, I did cheat. Remember, I saw you being interrogated by Kenneth Kussmann. I was really touched by what you said about me. I won’t ever forget it.”  
 
    “To be fair,” said Tessa. “Given your nanites, you won’t ever forget anything again.” 
 
    “But I especially won’t forget that,” I replied happily. “Although there is one part of the interrogation I’d like to erase from my mind. It was distressing to learn that even the Swarm knows you’re out of my league. Yet another reason to tie you up in marriage before you come to your senses.”  
 
    Tessa laughed. “Come on, Jason. The Swarm knows absolutely nothing about love.”  
 
    “No doubt about that,” I said with a smile.  
 
    I paused, becoming serious once again. “And as corny as it sounds,” I added, “that’s why love was our secret weapon. Something that became clearer as events unfolded, and I gained more and more insight into the icy, passionless evil that is the Swarm. The Federation AI knew it also, at some level, somewhere within its inscrutable, incomprehensibly dense calculations.” 
 
    “Actually,” said Nari, “we programmed our AI to place a high value on human love and passion in its calculations. Federation members don’t understand this passion much better than the Swarm. The Swarm doesn’t understand it because they’re utterly cold. We don’t because we’re on the passive and lethargic side. But just because we don’t understand it, doesn’t mean we can’t try to harness it.” 
 
    The gray alien paused. “Like us, the Swarm won’t allow its AI to achieve sentience or runaway evolution,” he continued. “So both of our AIs are stalled at the same level, with virtually identical powers of prediction. But we played a hunch.” 
 
    I nodded my understanding. “You reasoned that if your AI placed a much higher value on love in its predictive algorithms than did the Swarm’s AI, it would have the advantage.”  
 
    “We hoped so, yes. We reasoned that this would at least introduce an irrationality, an incalculable variable into the mix. Enough randomness to possibly allow us to pull victory from the jaws of defeat.” 
 
    “Which is why the AI went to such great lengths to play matchmaker,” said Tessa. “To introduce this potentially winning randomness into Jason’s life, the man prophesized to be pivotal to our collective futures.” 
 
    “The AI’s reasoning is unknowable,” said Nari. “But I believe that to be the case.” 
 
    I shook my head in dismay. “And it worked,” I said. “Love played a huge role every step of the way. A decisive role.” 
 
    I never thought I’d be so corny, so mawkishly sentimental, as I had repeatedly been on this day, but as corny as what I was saying might be, it was also accurate. 
 
    “Think about how things changed because Tessa and I fell in love,” I continued. “First, if this hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t have had nanites on board for the critical showdown with the Swarm. I wasn’t supposed to get them for a long while. But because Tessa fell in love with me, she threatened to walk if I didn’t get them immediately. Which surprised the hell out of the Swarm. Their AI never factored the irrationality of love into the equation, didn’t predict I’d be supplied with nanites against the strong recommendation of the Federation’s own AI. 
 
    “And the nanites’ role in our victory can’t be overemphasized,” I continued. “They saved my life even before this final encounter. Without their help amplifying and focusing my will, I’d have never been able to kick the Swarm out of my mind. I couldn’t have kept the Swarm from knowing I was receiving their thoughts and memories. And even if I could have, I wouldn’t have been able to store or decipher them—or find the password that allowed me to take control of all Sentinel assets.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” said Tessa. “I never really thought about the cause and effect in just that way.” 
 
    “It goes even deeper,” I said. “The raw power of my love for you was the only reason I could come close to expelling the Swarm, even with the nanites.”  
 
    “Incredible,” said Tessa. “And this despite the fact that the Swarm knew as well as the Federation that humanity’s burning passion, especially love, was our greatest strength. And that their inability to fathom this passion was their greatest vulnerability.” 
 
    “How do you know the Swarm reached these conclusions?” asked Brad. 
 
    “They made it very clear,” replied Tessa. “They, in the form of Kussmann, described how thoroughly they had researched love, and that they were really only interrogating me to help them understand it better.” 
 
    “And yet they still grossly underestimated its power,” I pointed out. “Otherwise, they’d have never tried to kill you in the end. That, alone, was the only act that could have possibly given me the mental strength to expel them.” 
 
    I paused. “And given my access to Swarm memory, I can finally take a guess as to how all of this came to be. Or, more precisely, how I came to be the center of it all.” 
 
    “How?” said Tessa. 
 
    “The Federation AI initially thought I might be useful for the reasons we’ve discussed. So Nari nudged me in my sleep. But it turns out the Swarm is able to detect Federation mental tampering, just as the Federation is able to detect theirs. Well, except when they go full-Monty, and even then the initial penetration is easily detectable if you’re looking.” 
 
    I paused for everyone to digest what I was saying. 
 
    “Go on,” said Nari with great interest. 
 
    “So the Swarm detected this tampering and realized I was important to the Federation. So it had Kenneth Kussmann gather intel on me. Keep tabs. Build a file.  
 
    “And this is just conjecture,” I continued, “but somehow the Federation AI spotted this activity, or in some way began to sense that I was of interest to the Swarm. Which made me even more important in its eyes.” 
 
    “Which made you even more important in the eyes of the Swarm’s AI,” said Tessa. 
 
    “Exactly. Which made me even more important in the Federation’s eyes. And so on. Thus began an ever-amplifying feedback loop. A self-fulfilling prophecy. Both AIs thought I was increasingly important to the other side, which made me increasingly important to their side.  
 
    “Both decided my importance to the other could be exploited, that I could be used to deliver a decisive hammer strike to their enemy. The difference was that the Swarm’s AI developed a clear sense of why I was important, what I could do for them. The Federation’s AI never did.” 
 
    “Right,” said Nari. “So if not for your relationship with Tessa, the Swarm would have easily won the day. Because our AI was floundering in the dark, and also didn’t guess the Swarm’s ability to control minds.” 
 
    “Exactly right. So if all of our actions had been strictly rational, all would have been lost. But you had enough genius to program your AI to give added weight to love, which resulted in the introduction of a confounding variable. One that bollixed the calculations of the hive-mind and its AI alike.” 
 
    “Is that what we’re going to tell our children when they ask how we fell in love?” said Tessa with a twinkle in her eye. “That I was introduced to you to be a confounding variable in the equations of warring AIs?” 
 
    I laughed. “Of course,” I said. “Isn’t that the way all great marriages are born? I just hope the kids don’t think our story is too ordinary.” 
 
    “Even if they do,” said Tessa in amusement, “we still have time to make it interesting. After all, our story is just beginning.” 
 
    “Speaking of making things more interesting,” I said. “One last topic. We’re all exhausted, so I’ll bring it up now, and we can hash it out at length later on.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” said Nari.   
 
    “I’ve seen into a mind that is utterly icy, relentless, and malevolent. I know better than anyone what we’re up against. I’ve also seen what the Sentinel organization managed to do with advanced technology, and knowledge of a bigger galactic picture, even if this picture was a lie.” 
 
    I blew out a long breath. “So I think it’s time,” I continued. “Time for the human race to be brought up to speed on what’s really going on. Time to pull the Band-Aid off already and treat ourselves as adults. Yes, these disclosures will be insanely disruptive. The consequences will be unpredictable, and many of them will be negative. But we have to do this. We can’t waste more time. We have to light a fire under humanity and galvanize our species into maturity and action.”  
 
    “I can see both sides of the argument,” said Brad Schoenfeld. 
 
    “Me too,” seconded Tessa.  
 
    All eyes turned to Nari, who remained silent for a long while. Finally he spoke. “Recent events have shown me that we have blind spots larger than we would have believed,” he said. “Meaning it really is time for us to reevaluate everything. I still believe disclosure at this point is premature, but I won’t close my mind to the idea.”  
 
    “Good,” I said. “Then I’ll just have to convince you. I guess it’s going to be another very long day tomorrow.”  
 
    “I have the feeling they’re all going to be long days from now on,” said Tessa. She locked her gaze on me and raised her eyebrows. “But at least we’ll have the nights,” she added with a smile. 
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    I sat at a desk in my borrowed apartment, stared at my computer screen, and braced myself to change the world forever.  
 
    A familiar musical and graphical opening began to play out on my screen, and then a familiar face appeared on my monitor. “Welcome, everyone, to the Mark Russell Science, Technology, and Futurism podcast,” the face said. “I’m Dr. Mark Russell, as always, and today we have a special guest, Jason Ramsey, making his promised second appearance.” 
 
    He went on to quickly give an abbreviated version of my background. 
 
    “I can say with absolute certainty,” Russell continued once this was completed, “that this is the appearance you’ve all been waiting for. That the world has been waiting for. The show to end all shows. Jason will reveal things today you’ll never see coming. Tell you things that will melt your brains, and that will mark a new historical era.” 
 
    I waited anxiously for his introduction to finish, still finding it hard to believe that this was happening. Ten days had passed since I had returned to San Diego—but what a ten days.  
 
    I was now engaged to be married—no surprise there—having proposed to Tessa in space, inside one of the Federation’s UAVs, so I could set the holographic interior to a dozen gorgeous terrestrial locations, each more spectacular than the last.  
 
    The deprogramming of Sentinel personnel was coming along nicely. Nick was already on board. After a rough first few days we’d finally been able to bring enough truthful evidence to bear, and debunk enough of the Swarm’s false evidence, that he was able to see the light. And my testimony helped, especially since I allowed him to question me while I was under the influence of the Sentinel’s truth serum.  
 
    We had reluctantly decided that we’d need to adopt the use of this drug to vet our own people and ensure those Sentinel personnel who appeared to be converted to our cause really were. Too much was on the line to be squeamish about its use, and we adopted the Sentinel policy of taking great pains to avoid any invasion of privacy.  
 
    Tessa and I were now living off the grid in an apartment SAPS had supplied to us in San Diego, surrounded by ever-present security, with all of us monitored around the clock to detect even the slightest mental tampering.  
 
    Nari had added us to the inner circle of the Federation’s leadership council, and after four days of debate I had finally won—full disclosure was about to become a reality. It was time to step up to the plate, and I was chosen to be the designated hitter. 
 
    So here I was again, about to appear on the Mark Russell Podcast, but this time I would awaken the world to a much bigger universe. Ironically, using the same media venue the Swarm intended to use to have me spread their lies—right before they killed a hundred million of us so we would kick off a galactic war.  
 
    In my mind, the Mark Russell Podcast is where my journey had really begun. I had gone on this show to kick a hornet’s nest so I could learn the truth, and I had learned the truth—in ways I couldn’t have possibly imagined. And now I was returning to the show with actual knowledge.  
 
    I had come full circle—something which I found to have a certain degree of symmetry, of elegance.      
 
    Or maybe it was just ironic. 
 
    On my monitor, Mark Russell was raising his eyebrows. “So how do I know that Jason’s promises aren’t just hyperbole?” he said. “That he’ll really come through this time?” 
 
    The host paused for effect. “Because this time, Jason told me what he plans to say beforehand. And this time he’s convinced me it’s all true in the most powerful of ways. Which I’ll be disclosing momentarily. 
 
    “So let me hand the reins over to our special guest,” he continued. “Jason, I can’t begin to tell you how thrilled I am to have you back. To know that you’ll be making history right here on our show.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mark,” I said nervously. “Thanks for having me.”  
 
    Tessa and Brad were both seated just out of sight of the camera to provide moral support, and both shot me nods of encouragement, knowing how much was riding on my performance. Tessa was breathtakingly beautiful, as always, but it was the incandescence of her personality that made the striking diamond ring I had given her seem dull by comparison. 
 
     “People have been striving to understand our place in the universe for thousands of years,” I began. “Are we alone? Have we been visited? If so, by whom? And for what reasons? And how to explain sightings and abduction reports? 
 
    “Without question,” I continued, “some, or even much of the extraterrestrial lore is exaggerated, made up, or just false. Recently, however, it’s become undeniable that much of it is also true. So what to make of it all?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Well, at long last, I’m here to tell this audience—and the world—exactly that. I’ll be revealing information that will be mind-blowing and will seem totally out there, so I expect skepticism. Which is why I’ll be posting a treasure trove of supporting information online that the world can dig through after my appearance today.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Even so, I’m sure many people will remain skeptical, even after seeing this evidence. For that reason, in two days, at a precise time to be announced, I’ve asked our alien friends to land empty, AI-controlled UFOs on the grounds of every principal governmental residence of every country on Earth. The White House in America. The Kremlin in Russia. Ten Downing Street in England. The Federal Chancellery Complex in Germany. And so on.” 
 
    I paused to let this really sink in. “Once landed, these ships will open up so they can be boarded and inspected. They will also fly the leaders of each country, and a handful of guests invited by such leaders, around the world and into space, just to show off a little.”  
 
    “I know what everyone is thinking,” said Mark Russell after a few seconds had passed. “That what Jason has just said is preposterous. And it is. But it turns out that I’ve taken a trip in one of these craft myself,” he added with a giddy grin. “Which is how Jason convinced me that everything he said was true. Nothing can erase skepticism faster that a ride in one of these ships. Because it’s not around the world in eighty days. It’s more like around the world in eighty minutes—and that was at a leisurely pace.” 
 
    If that didn’t get his audience’s attention, nothing would. And when the ships really did arrive in two days at world capitals, as promised, my appearance would be replayed over and over again, and every one of my words would be pored over with a fine-tooth comb. Overnight, I would become the most famous person on the planet. An ironic result, as I had never sought out the spotlight, happy that an author of my limited stature could easily blend into the scenery. 
 
    “So let us have it, Jason,” finished the host. “Tell us what you’ve discovered.” 
 
    “With pleasure,” I said. “Although I should warn your audience that it will be somewhat complicated and elaborate, and will take quite a while to explain. I won’t be sharing how I came to have this information, but believe me, it was quite the wild ride.” 
 
    “Now that’s something you didn’t share with me beforehand,” said the host. “Can you tell us what you mean?”  
 
    “Just that discovering the answers turned out to be quite, ah—dangerous, Mark. Crazy, really. I was taken prisoner by humans and aliens alike. I was in a jet that basically disintegrated around me at thirty thousand feet. I traveled inside a UFO, and also under one, suspended in midair. And that was just the beginning.” 
 
    There was so much more I could have said, but now wasn’t the time. I could have teased nanites, and enhancements, and the Swarm, and mind control, but I knew that what I had just teased would be more than enough to pique the audience’s interest.  
 
    “You really should write a book about your experiences,” said Mark Russell enthusiastically. “Sounds like it would be quite the real-life page turner. A writer like you could provide an exciting, colorful sense of these events for historical purposes.” 
 
    “An intriguing idea, I have to admit,” I replied. I raised my eyebrows. “You never know. Perhaps someday I’ll do just that.” 
 
    “I hope you do,” said the host. He smiled. “But my audience will lynch me if I don’t shut up already and let you continue, so please go ahead.”  
 
    I laughed. “Thanks, Mark. For the rest of the show, I’ll be telling you about a number of things. About multiple intelligences that have banded together into a benevolent Federation. About the indispensable role that humanity is destined to play in the very survival and evolution of all life in our galaxy. About a threat twelve hundred light years away, one so dangerous we need to begin preparing for it now.” 
 
    I paused and leaned in toward the camera for effect. “And finally, I’ll be telling you about what turns out to be our races’ superpower. The source of our strength. The reason that we’ll prevail and ultimately lead all life in our galaxy into a new age.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. “And I have no doubt that this last revelation will be the most surprising of them all.”  
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    Thanks for reading Unidentified. 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 very 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. And if you get a few minutes, please also consider writing a sentence or two about the novel in a review box on Goodreads and Amazon, so others will know what’s in store for them.   
 
    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  
 
    	 Plea to ET 
 
    	 Am I Jason Ramsey? 
 
    	 How this novel came to be 
 
    	 First person 
 
    	 My fantasy chapter 
 
    	 Being a writer in the age of targeted marketing. 
 
    	 What UFO information presented in chapters 1-4 is real? (hint, all of it) 
 
    	 Is Artificial SuperIntelligence (ASI) dangerous to humanity? 
 
    	 The Goldilocks Zone for life 
 
    	 Einstein’s happiest thought (possibly implanted by aliens) 
 
    	 Is consciousness a quantum effect? 
 
    	 Is the universe itself conscious? 
 
    	 Nanites  
 
    	 Are Elfin Forest and other settings real? Is Elfin Forest haunted? 
 
   
 
      
 
    How this novel came to be, and other personal anecdotes 
 
      
 
    PLEA TO ET: Before I even begin, I’d first like to make a plea to any extraterrestrials reading this. Please reach out to me, I’m begging you. You can contact me at douglaserichards1@gmail.com. And please, call me Doug. I would love to know what the hell is really going on out there, and I’m willing to offer anything you want in return (although I have to draw the line at any kind of probing, just to be clear). 
 
    Also, if you have nanite tech like that depicted in this novel, I volunteer to be a test subject. Finally, if you need someone to save the galaxy using only pluck and an ability to tell a tall tale, I’m your man.  
 
    Regardless, if you could contact me I’d be truly grateful. I promise to be a good listener, and I’m really good at keeping secrets.  
 
    Besides, who would I tell?  
 
      
 
    AM I JASON RAMSEY: Some of you might suspect that Jason Ramsey is somewhat patterned after me. Well, that’s clearly absurd. He isn’t. Not in any way.  
 
    Okay . . . maybe a little.  
 
    I guess he is the author of a number of near-future thrillers that are heavy on science fact. Oh, and he did do graduate work in science before leaving to pursue other avenues. (Jason because he was better at writing than physics, and me because I was sloppy, worked with carcinogens and radiation, and really didn’t like lab work.) 
 
    And sure, it is true that, like Jason, when I began thinking of what to write after finishing my last novel, I felt burned out, and couldn’t come up with anything. And I’ve also become just the slightest bit obsessed with finding out about what’s going on with UFOs.  
 
    Then, too, if I’m going to be honest, like Jason, I don’t think I’m a natural when it comes to writing. The plotting is always brutally difficult for me, and the writing isn’t nearly as effortless as it seems to be for many of my writer friends.  
 
    And I do feel as though I use every good idea I’ve ever had in each novel, only to have to come up with a novel-full of additional ideas for the next one.  
 
    Finally, like Jason in the novel, I’m well aware of just how lucky I am to be able to do this for a living, and to have people out there (other than my mother) actually willing to read my work.  
 
    In fact, now that I think of it, just about all of Jason’s musings on the subject of writing match my own. 
 
    But even if he and I do share some similarities, I would never imply that I could be as heroic as he ended up being, or as clever, or as determined, and so on. And when Tessa lists the qualities she loves about him, I’m not suggesting that this is how I view myself, because no one could be that narcissistic (not to mention delusional, which is what I’d be if I believed that any of these superlatives applied to me). 
 
    There are additional overlaps between me and Jason, but I won’t detail what is me and what isn’t. But I should clarify one important difference between us. Unlike Jason Ramsey, the woman I love was actually born on this planet—even if it sometimes seems otherwise.   
 
    For all of you out there who are not married to me, feel free to interpret this last however you’d like. To my lovely wife—hi Honey!—the correct meaning of this statement is obvious. There are times when it seems to me you were born in outer space, yes, but only because you’re exactly like Tessa Barrett—practically perfect in every way.  
 
    Or is that Mary Poppins? 
 
      
 
    HOW THIS NOVEL CAME TO BE: For all the reasons outlined in the novel, it’s become clear that UFOs are real. I mean, the US military has announced publicly that Navy pilots were seeing UFOs almost every single day between 2014 and 2015. Every single day. And these craft were thumbing their noses at our most advanced jets, as if they had been built in the Stone Ages. 
 
    To me, a lifelong fan of Star Trek (which I’m guessing doesn’t come as a huge surprise), this is as cool as it gets. I resisted believing UFOs were real until very recently (reasoning the same way Jason Ramsey did in the novel). But when I read the papers that I’ll link to later in this discussion, discovered the issued Navy patents that Jason spoke about on the podcast, and saw the 60 Minutes report and the like, I was finally fully convinced. 
 
    Like Jason, the more real UFOs became to me, the more often I featured aliens and alien technology in my novels. Finally, I threw caution to the wind and decided I had to address this head on. I had to try to write a novel that would review the current state of our UFO understanding, and then try to come up with a fun, wild, and (hopefully) entertaining explanation for what they’re doing here, and why they’ve behaved as they have. 
 
    I’m sure that many readers have followed the UFO literature for much longer than I have and have a wealth of knowledge that puts mine to shame. I tried to get my arms around it all, but found this to be impossible, not unless I wanted to give up my entire life for a decade. Just the UFO documentaries and numerous television series on ancient alien astronauts alone would require around-the-clock viewing for a year or more to finish. 
 
    It soon became clear that I couldn’t possibly come up with a fictional account that could explain every last piece of the puzzle (since I couldn’t even identify all the pieces in the first place). Even if I could, it would take a novel twenty-thousand pages long to do it.  
 
    So, instead, I decided I’d take a stab at explaining just a small subset of the questions surrounding UFOs, extraterrestrials, and UFO lore—ignoring any of it prior to the 1940s.  
 
    I know that some of you who are better versed than I am in Ufology may believe that I missed something huge and obvious. Or will be disappointed in my fictional explanations, feel they aren’t comprehensive enough, failed to take into account contradicting lore, or failed to address the questions of most interest to you. All I can say is that I did the best I could, and that my scramble to familiarize myself with the field would have been easier had I not been such a skeptic for so long.  
 
    In any event, here are the eight specific questions I set out to address, along with my fictional answers from the novel. 
 
    Are ETs here? Yes, they’ve had remote UAVs watching us for about fifteen thousand years, and arrived here in person, hanging out near Saturn, about five hundred years ago.  
 
    If ETs exist, why didn’t they spread throughout the galaxy long ago? Because those species with violent natures tend not to survive to reach the stars. Only those species who are docile and unambitious manage to avoid self-destruction. But these species are not expansionary.  
 
    Why are they here? To save humanity from itself so we can lead them, help conquer the universe, and drive all species forward through sheer will and tenacity (and also help them defeat an army-ant-like species coming this way).  
 
    How did they get here? Like their evolution, slowly and steadily. 
 
    Why are they letting us see their spacecraft but not coming out formally? They plan to gradually acclimate us to their existence so we’ll handle their true coming-out party better than we would have otherwise. 
 
    Do world governments know all about them? No, but the ETs are working with a secret group of humans to further their agenda. 
 
    Why have UFOs so often been seen near nuclear sites? The aliens want to warn us to be careful, and to make sure that we don’t destroy ourselves with these weapons.  
 
    What’s up with the numerous reports of alien abductions? Are they true? If so, what do the aliens hope to accomplish? The aliens have no interest in conducting weird, invasive experiments on us as though they were cruel children pulling the legs off of spiders. This being said, dreams/memories have been implanted in a large number of people during their sleep by a malevolent species, with the goal of making the Grays and others allied species seem cold and sinister.  
 
      
 
    As easy as these fictional answers were to write out just now, they were considerably harder to devise in the first place. Especially since I wasn’t only looking for answers that might work, but ones I could weave into a science-fiction thriller, with twists and turns, reveals, and so on.  
 
    I was also aware that the playing field was changing dramatically every day, as new reports came to light. For example, I began the novel before the UFO report was delivered to Congress by the Director of National Intelligence in June of 2021. Given that the government had been coming clean more and more, this report could have been a blockbuster, could have changed our understanding of the universe forever.  
 
    Which would have surely contradicted everything I was writing.  
 
    Still, I figured, what the hell? It was worth the risk. And to be honest, it was hard for me to imagine that the report would actually give us quality answers once and for all. I doubt the government even has these answers, so I was pretty sure the pending report would let me down.  
 
    And it did. More so even than I had expected. 
 
    Not that there weren’t other possible landmines. As I continued to spend almost fifty hours a week plotting, researching, and writing Unidentified, I was keenly aware that ongoing events could obsolete the novel at any moment (and still might).  
 
    On the other hand, I figured, if aliens were to suddenly hold a press conference on the White House lawn, blowing my novel completely out of the water, this would be so cool, so epic, that I really wouldn’t care.  
 
    Before I leave this section, I also want to reach out to any extraterrestrial readers out there. I hope that nothing in this novel has offended you in any way. Just to be clear, the term Sheep Species was meant to be a compliment. Sheep have many excellent qualities, and let me be the first to say that I own several wool sweaters that I like quite a lot.  
 
    Also, to any Grays out there, just in case the narrative suggested otherwise, I, personally, find you to be a super-handsome species, you know . . . in the exact right lighting.  
 
    Finally, I should point out that alien-language rights to this novel, and all of my others, are available in both the Milky Way and Andromeda Galaxies. Just contact me or my agent. My agent has told me that he’s been in the game a long time, so has already negotiated with a number of parties he was convinced were not human, especially those coming from Hollywood.  
 
      
 
    FIRST PERSON: I found this to be as difficult and challenging as any novel I’ve ever written. I think that trying to forge compelling scenes across multiple chapters, all taking place inside an unconscious character’s head, and involving a nanite AI, a super-intelligent hive-mind, and a disassociated, trapped consciousness, cut off from control of its own body, is the definition of ambitious (and perhaps the definition of foolhardy, depending on how well you think it turned out :).  
 
    Then, too, I’ve never written a novel in first person before, which added difficulty.  
 
    So why did I choose to write in first person this time? I was feeling burned out, as I mentioned, and I was desperate to try something different.  
 
    So I took a deep breath and dove in, well aware of the challenges I’d be facing in trying to do this. I have to admit, there were times I wasn’t sure I could actually pull it off (like in the beginning of the novel, the middle of the novel, and the end of the novel).  
 
    In my view, if done right, first person can be a more immediate, intimate, and linear way to tell a story. It can also foster a more propulsive narrative since it follows a single point-of-view character throughout, rather than switching back and forth between multiple points-of-view and multiple scenes with all different characters.  
 
    It’s much like a first-person shooter video game (which is why it’s called a first-person shooter video game), in which a player inhabits  a single character while everything else comes charging at him from off-screen. 
 
    The downside of this narrative structure is that an author can no longer be an omniscient storyteller, which I found to be a scary proposition. The main character has to be center stage for the entire novel, with the camera never leaving his or her face. The reader can only know what the main character knows, and can’t gain insight into anything happening offstage.  
 
    Yikes! I found these to be pretty daunting constraints.  
 
    And yes, I’m fully aware that millions of authors have managed to successfully write a first-person novel, I just wasn’t sure if I could be one of them. I’d like to think my plots are fairly complex, with any number of twists, turns, and reveals, and I’ve always believed that this type of plot doesn’t really lend itself to this style of narrative.  
 
    In the end, as you know, I was able to at least finish the novel, all in first person, and I was happy with how it turned out. All I can do is hope that you are too.  
 
    Either way, it was fun for me to try something new, and it got me out of my rut for a while.  
 
    I guess you can teach an old Doug a new trick, after all.  
 
      
 
    MY FANTASY CHAPTER: I decided to write the epilogue the way I did for two reasons. First, I did feel that this gave the novel an interesting symmetry, with Jason’s appearance on the Mark Russell podcast bookending the novel at both ends.  
 
    But more importantly, since I was old enough to dress myself, even though I was skeptical of UFOs, I dreamed of a time when humanity might get actual answers about life in our galaxy, about the presence of other intelligent races orbiting other stars, and if we had ever been visited by extraterrestrials. Clear answers. Unambiguous answers.  
 
    Given recent events, I’ve longed for this even more. Wouldn’t it be amazing if someone who had all the answers finally came out publicly and provided them? Along with proof of the veracity of this information?  
 
    Revelations such as these are getting harder and harder to imagine. Truth, itself, seems to have become as elusive as a unicorn, something twisted endlessly by politicians and the media in the quest for power, ratings, and the promotion of individual agendas.  
 
    But wouldn’t it be something if UFOs were to land on the White House lawn and other such residences around the globe? If the world were finally told the truth? No games. No hedging. Just pure, undiluted answers to the greatest question ever asked—are we alone in the universe? 
 
    I have to admit, I’ve come to believe that monkeys will fly out of my . . . ears . . . before this will ever happen. So I decided to make it happen—at least in the pages of a novel. Write one of my ultimate fantasies, which is embodied by the epilogue.  
 
    I’d give anything for this to happen in real life, but since I’m convinced it never will, at least I was able to briefly imagine what this might be like. I suspect that most of you out there would also find clear revelations presented in this way to be a dream come true.  
 
    I only wish I had the power to fulfill this fantasy for all of us. 
 
      
 
    BEING A WRITER IN THE AGE OF TARGETED MARKETING: We’ve all noticed lately how proactive advertising has become. It’s almost as if the advertisers are in your head. You look at an image of a pair of shoes, and suddenly you’re seeing ads for shoes on your computer and Facebook feed, getting shoe emails from Amazon and other retailers, and so on.  
 
    I’ve had friends swear to me that they just spoke of a product, didn’t even look it up, and got bombarded with ads the same day. (Their theory is that their phone, or Alexa, or some other gadget with a microphone, heard what they were saying and dutifully passed it on to hungry advertisers.) 
 
    I bring this up only because I often have to laugh at the advertisements I receive while researching a novel. I get ads for automatic pistols, combat knives, bullet-proof vests, and night-vision equipment. For UFO documentaries and UFO books. For vacations to Australian national parks, and for tranquilizer guns. 
 
    So far, I haven’t seen any ads for mercenary soldiers, poisons, knock-out gas, or mini-EMP devices (which do actually exist), but it’s only a matter of time. 
 
      
 
    What UFO information presented in chapters 1-4 is real? (hint: all of it) 
 
    The first four chapters of Unidentified contain information that is as accurate as I could make it, and I won’t attempt to add anything here.  
 
    Obviously, if you have more interest in the subject, you can do a Google search on UFOs, UAVs, and so on, and you’ll find enough reading material to last ten lifetimes.  
 
    To help you narrow it down, I’ve listed references below that I used for this novel or thought might be of particular interest. You can either click on the links (underlined), or, if you’d prefer not to access them from your Kindle, you can just Google the titles and find them on your phone, laptop, or desktop.   
 
      
 
    
    	 Transcript of 60 Minutes broadcast referenced in the novel: UFOs Regularly Spotted in Restricted US Airspace, Report on the Phenomena Due Next Month  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Estimating Flight Characteristics of Anomalous Unidentified Aerial Vehicles in the 2004 Nimitz Encounter   (Referenced in the novel, calculates estimated speed, G-forces, energy release, and so on, of UAVs during the Nimitz encounter). 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Issued Patent: Craft Using an Inertial Mass Reduction Device (US10144532B2) 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Issued Patent: Electromagnetic Field Generator and Method to Generate an Electromagnetic Field (US10135366B2) 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Docs Show Navy Got UFO Patent Granted by Warning of Similar Chinese Tech Advances  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 US Navy controls inventions that claim to change “fabric of reality”   
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Office of the Director of National Intelligence, Report to Congress. Preliminary Assessment: Unidentified Aerial Phenomena  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Defense Intelligence Agency Sponsored Report: Warp Drive, Dark Energy, and the Manipulation of Extra Dimensions  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Defense Intelligence Agency Sponsored Report: Traversable Wormholes, Stargates, and Negative Energy  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Defense Intelligence Agency Sponsored Report: Advanced Space Propulsion Based on Vacuum Engineering 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Link to book on Amazon: UFOs & Nukes: Extraordinary Encounters at Nuclear Weapons Sites (2017)   SYNOPSIS: The reality of UFO incursions at American nuclear weapons facilities has been convincingly established. Hundreds of U.S. military veterans now openly discuss these ominous incidents and thousands of declassified government documents substantiate their revelations. Over the past four decades, renowned researcher Robert Hastings has interviewed more than 150 of those veterans regarding their involvement in these astounding cases.  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Intelligence chief Chris Mellon reveals he provided the NY Times with three infamous UFO videos published in 2017—after being handed clips in a Pentagon parking lot  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Navy Pilots Were Seeing UFOs on an Almost Daily Basis in 2014 and 2015: Report  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Multiple F/A-18 Pilots Disclose Recent UFO Encounters, New Radar Tech Key in Detection  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Recent UFO Encounters With Navy Pilots Occurred Constantly Across Multiple Squadrons   
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Glowing Auras and Black Money: The Pentagon’s Mysterious UFO Program  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 UFOs are real, feds’ cover-up fueled by fear: ex-Pentagon whistleblower  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 How Betty and Barney Hill’s Alien Abduction Story Defined the Genre  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Grey Alien (yes, a Wikipedia entry, but a fair summary)  
 
   
 
      
 
    Is Artificial SuperIntelligence (ASI) dangerous to humanity? 
 
    In Unidentified, I mention in passing that neither the Federation nor the Swarm would ever allow their AIs to self-evolve, and thereby achieve runaway evolution and artificial superintelligence. So I thought I’d elaborate on this a bit more.  
 
    For those of you who’ve read my earlier novels, consider skipping this section, as I’ve touched upon this subject more thoroughly in previous novel notes. In fact, my novel, Infinity Born, explores ASI in great depth.  
 
    I briefly mentioned AlphaZero in Unidentified, and have repeated the passage in question below. In my view, computer systems of this ilk are both glorious and frightening.  
 
    In 2017, a program called AlphaZero, using something called reinforcement learning, taught itself to play chess with superhuman skill—in less than a day. Programmers simply input the rules and told it to try to win, without providing any strategy or tactics.  
 
    After playing many millions of games—in only four hours!—it destroyed the world’s best chess players, computer and human alike, using a style of play that had never been seen before in the history of the game.  
 
    This performance was as alarming as it was stunning, because the programmers had no idea how AlphaZero was choosing its moves. It had grown far beyond its creators’ ability to fathom. 
 
      
 
    Scientists disagree over the question of ASI’s danger to humanity. Some believe we have nothing to fear from our transcendent creations. Others believe there is no way to predict how such an intelligence—as far above ours as ours is above an insect—will behave, and the dangers it might pose.  
 
    Optimists believe that we’ll be able to create ASI and wield it as the ultimate tool without obsoleting ourselves or going extinct in the process. These scientists bristle at any alarmist attitudes, believing those who espouse them are nothing more than Chicken Littles screaming that the sky is falling. 
 
    Mark Zuckerberg is an optimist, whereas Elon Musk and Bill Gates are very much the opposite, as was the late Stephen Hawking. 
 
    For those of you interested in a very thorough, complex, and scholarly treatment of the subject matter, I would recommend the book Superintelligence: Paths, Dangers, Strategies (2014) by Nick Bostrom, a Professor at Oxford.  
 
    For those wanting an easier read, I recommend a book entitled, Our Final Invention: Artificial Intelligence and the end of the Human Era (James Barrat, 2013). Below are a few quotes from the Barrat book I found interesting.  
 
    Page 61—But what if there is some kind of category shift once something becomes a thousand times smarter than we are, and we just can’t see it from here? For example, we share a lot of DNA with flatworms. But would we be invested in their goals and morals even if we discovered that many millions of years ago flatworms had created us, and given us their values? After we got over the initial surprise, wouldn’t we just do whatever we wanted? 
 
    Page 123—We’ve got thousands of good people working all over the world in sort of a community effort to create a disaster.  
 
    Page 242—There is no purely technical strategy that is workable in this area because greater intelligence will always find a way to circumvent measures that are the product of a lesser intelligence. 
 
      
 
    The Goldilocks Zone for life   
 
    I’ve long been familiar with the concept of a Goldilocks Zone for life within given solar systems. Until I did further research for this novel, however, I hadn’t been familiar with the concept as it might apply to the entire galaxy. The information I provided in Unidentified with respect to the most hospitable places in our galaxy is accurate—at least given our current understanding of the requirements for life. 
 
    With respect to solar systems, the more formal name for the Goldilocks Zone is the Circumstellar Habitable Zone, or CHZ. Planets that orbit within this zone at least have the possibility of supporting liquid water (and thus life), given that they aren’t too close to their sun, aren’t too far away, but are just right—as Goldilocks herself might have put it. 
 
    Not that this is the entire story. Just being in the Goldilocks Zone doesn’t guarantee liquid water, as planets also require sufficient atmospheric pressure, lack of runaway greenhouse effect, and so on. For example, Venus, the Moon, and Mars are all within our Goldilocks Zone, but none of these bodies contain liquid water (as far as we’re aware). 
 
    Over the past few decades, it’s become increasingly clear that most stars have planets that orbit them, substantially increasing the odds that life exists elsewhere in the universe. For this reason, the Goldilocks Zones for solar systems and our galaxy have become more and more important to astronomers, cosmologists, and those engaged in the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence (SETI). 
 
    In my own view, I believe our thinking in this regard is too provincial, too narrow, and doesn’t give life its proper due. As Dr. Ian Malcolm (Jeff Goldblum) said in Jurassic Park, and I quoted in the novel, “Life finds a way.”  
 
    Just because the life we know can’t exist in extremes of heat, cold, gravity, lack of water, high radiation, intense pressure, and so on, doesn’t mean that there aren’t forms of life beyond our ability to imagine, based on entirely different principles, that can not only survive in these forbidden environments, but thrive. 
 
    For example, we once believed we had a handle on where life can and can’t exist on our own planet, but we’ve now learned there are organisms (extremophiles) that can exist in all kinds of environments and conditions we didn’t think possible, like Arctic ice, deep-sea thermal vents, dark caves, lakes of acid from mine runoff, high salinity environments, the vacuum of space (Tardigrades), and so on.  
 
      
 
    Einstein’s Happiest Thought (possibly implanted by aliens)   
 
    A few of the simplest of thoughts led Albert Einstein to work his way through the most complex, and go on to become a pivotal figure in the history of physics. These thoughts were so simple they could have been implanted by aliens in his sleep. I’m not saying they were, mind you, but they could have been. 
 
    First, he imagined what it would be like to chase a beam of light. This led him to Special Relativity. 
 
    Later, he considered the downward force one felt when riding a rapidly rising elevator, and realized that gravity and acceleration were just two sides of the same coin—the equivalence principle—which enabled him to finally crack General Relativity. 
 
    I’ll elaborate just a bit here because I’ve always found the idea behind what Einstein himself called his happiest thought quite fascinating.  
 
    Einstein was in his patent office when he imagined a man falling from the roof of his house. He realized that while the man was falling, he couldn’t feel the effects of gravity at all. For example, if he let go of his toolbox as he fell, it would stay by his hand rather than drop to his feet, just as would be the case if he were floating weightless in space.  
 
    Taking this further, he realized that if he were inside an isolated elevator chamber, it would be impossible for him to know if the elevator was on Earth, in a strong gravitational field, or in deep space with no gravitational field at all.  
 
    Say he stood in the elevator compartment, dropped an apple, and it fell to the floor. Did this mean he was on Earth? Not necessarily. Because if the elevator were inside a spaceship accelerating upward at just the right rate, the apple would fall to his feet in the exact same way.   
 
    He realized that there was no way to tell the difference between gravity and acceleration. Even in a gravity-free region of space, objects fall toward the floor in a room being accelerated. And even on a planet, objects can become weightless, as long as they’re in free fall.  
 
    This led Einstein to postulate that gravity isn’t a force at all, but a geometric property, the warping of the fabric of space-time itself. Even though this simple thought provided the answer he was looking for, the math required to characterize the idea was brutally complex (given that he needed to solve for four-dimensional space-time), and it took him eight additional years to finally get it right. 
 
      
 
    Is consciousness a quantum effect? 
 
    First, I should quickly summarize what I mean by a quantum effect for those of you unfamiliar with the field. Quantum physics is perhaps the most successful scientific theory of all time, its stunningly accurate predictions responsible for a third of the global economy, including computers, cell phones, MRIs, lasers, and all other electronics. Even so, it is extremely bizarre, and no one really understands it. For example, it has been conclusively shown that particles can be anywhere until we observe them, can pop into and out of existence randomly, and can be entangled with each other, such that a certain action performed on one can instantly impact the other, even if it’s a million light years distant.  
 
    Recently, evidence is mounting that biological systems take advantage of these strange quantum principles, and that consciousness, itself, is a quantum effect. I have written about this in the text and notes of other novels, so I won’t do so again. But for those of you with interest, I recommend the 2018 article in Discover Magazine (with embedded link) shown below. 
 
      
 
    Can Quantum Physics Explain Consciousness? One Scientist Thinks it Might  
 
      
 
    Is the universe itself conscious? 
 
    In the novel, Nari mentions in passing that the Federation may have just gotten lucky that humanity resides between the Swarm and all twenty-two current member species. But he also allows for the possibility that this isn’t just luck, that the cosmos itself might be conscious.  
 
    I went on to briefly mention that the structure of the universe has been found to resemble the structure of the brain, and I won’t go into any greater detail here. If you Google, is the universe structured like a brain, you’ll find a variety of articles, although they all stem from a single study. If you have further interest, I’ll refer you to a 2020 article in Popular Mechanics (with a link) below. 
 
      
 
    The Human Brain Looks Suspiciously Like the Universe, Which May Freak You Out  
 
      
 
      
 
    There is also a theory of universal consciousness called panpsychism that has been around for millennia, but which has been recently given a more modern twist. Basically, the theory states that everything in the universe, animate and inanimate alike, participates in a cosmos-spanning consciousness. If you Google panpsychism you can find a wealth of information, but I’ll leave you with an excerpt from an article from NBC News (2017), entitled, “Is the Universe Conscious.” 
 
      
 
    EXCERPT: For centuries, modern science has been shrinking the gap between humans and the rest of the universe, from Isaac Newton showing that one set of laws applies equally to falling apples and orbiting moons to Carl Sagan intoning that “we are made of star stuff”—that the atoms of our bodies were literally forged in the nuclear furnaces of other stars. 
 
    Even in that context, Gregory Matloff’s ideas are shocking. The veteran physicist at New York City College of Technology recently published a paper arguing that humans may be like the rest of the universe in substance and in spirit. A “proto-consciousness field” could extend through all of space, he argues. Stars may be thinking entities that deliberately control their paths. Put more bluntly, the entire cosmos may be self-aware. 
 
    The notion of a conscious universe sounds more like the stuff of late-night TV than academic journals. Called by its formal academic name, though, panpsychism turns out to have prominent supporters in a variety of fields. New York University philosopher and cognitive scientist David Chalmers is a proponent. So too, in different ways, are neuroscientist Christof Koch of the Allen Institute for Brain Science, and British physicist Sir Roger Penrose, renowned for his work on gravity and black holes. The bottom line, Matloff argues, is that panpsychism is too important to ignore. 
 
    “It’s all very speculative, but it’s something we can check and either validate or falsify,” he says. 
 
    Three decades ago, Penrose introduced a key element of panpsychism with his theory that consciousness is rooted in the statistical rules of quantum physics as they apply in the microscopic spaces between neurons in the brain. 
 
    In 2006, German physicist Bernard Haisch, known both for his studies of active stars and his openness to unorthodox science, took Penrose’s idea a big step further. Haisch proposed that the quantum fields that permeate all of empty space (the so-called “quantum vacuum”) produce and transmit consciousness, which then emerges in any sufficiently complex system with energy flowing through it. And not just a brain, but potentially any physical structure.  
 
      
 
    Nanites   
 
    Nanites are another technology I have used before, and which I’ve  addressed in previous texts and notes. For this reason, I didn’t use any space in this novel to describe how they might work, basically just taking them for granted. 
 
    I’ll briefly provide additional information on this tech below. If you’ve read about nanites in one of my previous novels, I’d encourage you to skip this section, as I won’t be introducing anything I haven’t before.   
 
    So here goes. Nano is short for nanometer, which is one twenty-five-millionth of an inch. Nanotechnology, nanofabricators, nanobots, and nanites all basically stem from ideas popularized by the peerless physicist Richard Feynman, who gave the first lecture regarding this technology in 1959, one 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.”  
 
    Marry this concept with the increasing power and miniaturization of computers, advances in sensor technology and artificial intelligence, and extrapolate a millennia into the future, and you arrive at nanites like those depicted in the novel.  
 
    Nanite technology has a long way to go (to say the least) but scientists are continuing to get better and better at visualizing and moving matter at the atomic scale. As early as 1989, IBM used a scanning tunneling microscope to manipulate individual xenon atoms. Only two years later scientists managed to create an atomic switch, a critical first step in the design of atomic-sized devices. 
 
    I’ll leave this section with excerpts from two articles that I believe will provide a better sense of the possible future reality of nanite technology. 
 
    The first excerpt is from an article from The Nano Age.com, entitled, “Respirocytes—Improving Upon Nature’s Design: breathe easy with respirocytes.” 
 
      
 
    EXCERPT: A respirocyte is a theoretical engineering design for an artificial red blood cell—a machine that cannot be constructed with current technology. Respirocytes are micron-scale spherical robotic red blood cells containing an internal pressure of a thousand atmospheres of compressed oxygen and carbon dioxide. At this intense pressure, a respirocyte could hold 236 times more oxygen and carbon dioxide than our natural red blood cells. Respirocytes are an elegantly simplistic design, powered by glucose in the blood and able to manage carbonic acidity via an onboard internal nanocomputer and a multitude of chemical/pressure sensors. 3D nanoscale fabrication will allow respirocytes to be manufactured in practically unlimited supply very inexpensively, directly from a computer design.  
 
    An injection of such nanotechnological devices would enable a person to run at top speed for fifteen minutes or remain underwater for four hours on a single breath.  
 
      
 
    The second excerpt is from a 2008 article in The Economist, entitled, “Biomedicine: Tiny medical robots are being developed that could perform surgery inside patients with greater precision than existing methods.” 
 
      
 
    EXCERPT: In the 1966 film “Fantastic Voyage,” a submarine carrying a team of scientists is shrunk to the size of a microbe and injected into a dying man. The crew’s mission is to save the man’s life by dissolving a blood clot deep inside his brain.  
 
    For decades, scientists and fiction writers alike have been fascinated by the possibility of tiny machines that can enter a patient, travel to otherwise inaccessible regions, and then diagnose or repair problems. In his famous speech from 1959, “There’s Plenty of Room at the Bottom,” Richard Feynman, an American physicist, called this concept “swallow the surgeon.” More recently proponents of nanotechnology have imagined swarms of “nanobots”—tiny machines just billionths of a meter, or nanometers, across—that might fix mutations in a person’s DNA or kill off cancer cells before they have a chance to develop into a tumor. 
 
    Such nanobots still exist only in the realm of science fiction, of course, and it may take decades before they become practical. But there is progress in developing small medical robots for sensing, drug delivery, or surgery inside the human body.  
 
      
 
    Are Elfin Forest and other settings real? Is Elfin Forest haunted?  
 
     Elfin Forest is an actual location, and one I travel through fairly often. I do love the name, and find it to be just as beautiful and tranquil as the name implies.  
 
    This being said, quite a lore has developed about hauntings and other paranormal activity taking place there, although no one I know has ever experienced any of this. For example, my wife and I drove through Elfin Forest at night just a few weeks ago, and the only paranormal activity we experienced was a deer by the side of the road (a deer which may or may not have been possessed, as its eyes did appear red when reflected in our headlights). 
 
    Here is an excerpt from an article in Backpackerverse.com entitled, “The Terrifying Mysteries of the Elfin Forest.” 
 
      
 
    EXCERPT: The Elfin Forest. Questhaven. Harmony Grove. The names of these places sound like something out of a fantasy novel or a dream, but they’re real. 
 
    Just southwest of Escondido, in San Marcos, California, lies this apparently peaceful bastion of suburbia. Filled with beautiful hiking trails and unspoiled campgrounds, it’s easy to see how these places got their names. Never judge a book by its cover though, and never judge a place by its name. Behind that whimsical facade lies one of the most haunted regions in California. There are hundreds, even thousands, of stories, legends, and sightings of paranormal entities in Elfin Forest and the surrounding areas. Go deep enough into the forest, and you’ll find as much danger as beauty. 
 
      
 
    With respect to other settings, Murramarang National Park is real, and I believe it’s exactly as I’ve described it, although I’ve never been there in person, so I can’t be sure. Australia is the driest inhabited continent on Earth, as mentioned, although Antarctica is the driest uninhabited one.  
 
    Echidnas, also known as spiny anteaters, are also real, and have quickly become one of my favorite animals after I stumbled upon them during my research. They are nocturnal during the hot months, and are considered the oldest mammal on Earth (which is why they still lay eggs). In short, they are really bizarre, and really cute.  
 
    Finally, the descriptions of the Boeing factory, the Tesla Gigafactory, the Pentagon, and Facebook Data Centers are all accurate.  
 
      
 
    So this concludes the Unidentified author notes section. I hope that you found at least some of it interesting. Now, as promised, I will provide my author bio and list of books.  
 
      
 
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
    Douglas E. Richards is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of WIRED and numerous other novels (see list below). A former biotech executive, Richards earned a BS in microbiology from the Ohio State University, a master’s degree in genetic engineering from the University of Wisconsin (where he engineered mutant viruses now named after him), and an MBA from the University of Chicago.  
 
    In recognition of his work, Richards was selected to be a “special guest” at San Diego Comic-Con International, along with such icons as Stan Lee and Ray Bradbury. His essays have been featured in National Geographic, the BBC, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation, Earth & Sky, Today’s Parent, and many others.  
 
    The author has two children and currently lives with his wife and dog in San Diego, California. 
 
    You can friend Richards on Facebook at Douglas E. Richards Author, visit his website at douglaserichards.com, and write to him at douglaserichards1@gmail.com 
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