
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



The Exuviant and Other Tales


A woman should never pick a physical fight with a man. Even if they are similar in size and weight, even if the man is twenty or thirty years older than the woman he’s going to win that fight ninety-nine times out of a hundred unless she is a very skilled and trained fighter. This bimbo was not.

She could not have telegraphed that punch any more clearly if she was the best telegrapher at Western Union. Her shoulder dropped as her fist started low at her right hip and arced perfectly towards my jaw. It was a good effort, this was not the first time she had thrown a punch. I turned my head slightly so that her fist would land squarely just to the underside of my chin. Then, just before her elbow would reach full extension and her fist would land with maximum force I leaned forward about an inch . . . 
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A Journey of More Than Fourteen Billion Years Begins With The End of a Universe

The wonder of the world is o'er:

The magic from the sea is gone:

There is no unimagined shore,

No islet yet to venture on.

The Sacred Hazels' blooms are shed,

The Nuts of Knowledge harvested.

Oh, what is worth this lore of age

If time shall never bring us back

Our battle with the gods to wage

Reeling along the starry track.

The battle rapture here goes by

In warring upon things that die.

––––––––
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Excerpt from Twilight of Earth,

George William Russell, 1896
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Chapter 1
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The voice on the radio was speaking in grave tones and trying to inject as much gravitas as possible into each word, trying hard to make the listener believe that the speaker really understood what he was talking about and that the situation was grave, perhaps even on the verge of catastrophe. 

“Scientists at observatories around the world now say that the object first sighted by Pan STARRS in Hawaii and described earlier as a large meteor or a small asteroid is now curving towards the Earth due to its velocity being lower than originally thought. It is being pulled in by the Earth's gravity and may not fly past us in a near miss as they predicted earlier. Dr. Markal Edwards who is a meteorist . . . a meteorticist . . . excuse me folks. I guess I'm a little worried about that rock . . . a meteoriticist at NASA says the object will probably just curve around our world and get flung off in another direction. Let's hope so. Stay tuned for the latest updates on this breaking story as it . . .”

Derek turned off the radio on his desk. “What do you think about that? Are we going to be knocked back to the Stone Age or not?”

“I seriously doubt it,” replied Rett. “The earlier report said the rock was only about 30 feet in diameter. That might not burn up completely if it enters our atmosphere but whatever is left shouldn't be a problem unless it hits a populated area. In that case it might mess up a neighborhood but it isn't enough to start the Stone Age apocalypse. Of course, if you really can’t wait to barbecue your neighbors don't let me stop you”.

“Ha ha, very funny. I am feeling an appetite right now but not for food,” Derek replied as he stared meaningfully at Elisabet Svensdottir, a stunning blonde on the opposite side of the common area of their offices. She was trying to look as bored as possible while watching a preening young man performing card tricks.

“Yes, I see what you're hungry for. Too bad she is so far out of your league. Besides, she likes tall guys,” smirked Rett, knowing that Derek's short stature was a sore spot for him.

“Don't I know it,” Derek replied ignoring the jab. “I see her staring at you like she's daring you to dive into those deep blue pools she calls eyes. You should hit that, you know.”

“Not really my type,” said Rett,” but that won't stop me from messing with Jared and his funky magic tricks.”

Rett stepped through the small crowd watching Jared. As the would-be magician finished his latest card trick Rett called out to him, “Can you do any other type of tricks?”

“They're not 'tricks', they're illusions,” Jared retorted. “And yes, I can do lots of things.” A coin appeared in his hand and he walked it across his knuckles. He held up the coin for all to see, then closed his hand around it, opened his hand and the coin was gone. Rett knew the coin was behind Jared's hand pinched between two fingers where the crowd couldn't see it. The hand closed and opened again and the coin had reappeared. Rett might not like the guy but he had to admit Jared had extremely good dexterity.

“Very impressive,” said Rett, “but I think I can do a better coin trick. What's more, after I have done the trick you won't be able to tell how I did it.”

The crowd chattered at the challenge and Elisabet's eyes locked onto Rett like he was a distant relative who had just won a lottery. Jared saw this and his face flushed a bit. “OK,” he said, “you're on. But, if I do figure it out then you will have to wash and wax my car!”

“Oh,” Rett smiled, “I think we can make it more interesting than that. McCullough Services just made a service call. They have a minor problem with their software and someone needs to go out there and fix it.”

“Dotty,” Jared said under his breath.

“Yes, Dotty,” grinned Rett, “she of the substantial girth and the wandering hands and she really, really likes you. So, you figure out my trick and I go. But, if you can't . . .”

A close observer would be able to see Jared's slight shudder as he said, “Agreed. But it has to be a real illusion and not some kind of word game to weasel out on some kind of technicality.”

“No problem. Let's use your coin so you know I haven't touched it yet. Anybody have a Sharpie?” One of the girls started to hand the pen to Rett but he pointed to Jared. “Draw or write whatever you want on the coin so that it can be absolutely identified as your coin,” he said as he rolled both his shirt sleeves up and over his elbows. “Nothing up my sleeves,” he grinned. Jared had finished with the coin and Rett saw that he had written several words in Vedic Sanskrit on both sides of the coin. The guy was a bit full of himself but he wasn't stupid.

Rett extended both arms out in front of himself with the palms up. “Now,” he said, “place the coin in the palm of my hand, you choose which hand.” Jared carefully placed the coin in the palm of Rett's left hand knowing that Rett was right-handed. Rett slowly closed both hands and then slowly rotated both hands palm down.

“With these magic words I command the coin to move to my right hand . . .” With his arms held out so that the crowd could see only the tops of his arms no one could see the coin run up the underside of his left arm, into the sleeve of his shirt, across his back, and down the underside of his right arm until it slid between the fingers and palm of his right hand. “Abra kadabra ali kazam!” he intoned as he slowly rotated his hands back to the palm up position. Opening both hands revealed the marked coin in his right palm. Rett said nothing further, just waited and watched Jared's face.

“That's . . . that's not possible,” Jared whispered. “You never moved your hands; there was no way to transfer the coin.”

Rett almost felt sorry for him. Elisabet was beaming at Rett so hard he almost wished he had put on some sun block this morning. 

Jared pleaded, “You have to tell me how you did that. Please.” It was as close to humility as anyone had ever seen on Jared's face.

“Buddy,” said Rett, “I wish I could but you know a magician never reveals how the illusion was done. Enjoy your date with Dotty.”
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Chapter 2
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“So this thing is not a meteor then,” Volker said. It was a statement and not a question. Dr. Stephan Volker was Director of DARPA and Markal Edwards' actual boss. “If it's a weapon then whose weapon is it? I can't believe the Russians or Chinese could field something like this. An object that large and heavy with no detectable source of propulsion and yet clearly maneuverable - they can't be that far ahead of us. Could it be that the Little Green Men have finally decided to show themselves?”

Edwards, a large man with an unkempt academic aura about him, sat on the visitor's side of Volker's desk. Publicly Edwards worked with NASA as a meteoriticist but his primary work was as a weapons expert in DARPA's Space Weapons division.

Edwards chuckled, “Probably not little Green Men or any other color because so far as we can tell the Object—now capitalized in the media—is completely solid, almost too solid, in fact. It consists of the same stuff that makes up the bulk of common meteorites, primarily iron in this case, but the iron is unusually pure. There are other elements alloyed into it as might be expected but none of the inclusions or encapsulated rock that we expect to see. In other words, it seems to be a perfect thirty foot diameter ball bearing.”

“And that would make it an ideal kinetic weapon,” stated Volker.

“It would,” said Edwards, “if it wasn't losing so much of its velocity. At the speed it has now it won't burn up in the atmosphere and if it continues to slow down it might manage to destroy a small town on impact but not much more than that.”

Before the conversation could go any further Edwards' phone beeped. He glanced at it, reading the text. He sat very still and quiet until Volker asked, “What?”

“We may have a problem, a national security issue. The Object has continued to slow down and the terminus of its trajectory has clarified. It will come down in Beijing.”

“Crap,” Volker muttered. “If it strikes Beijing the Chicoms will blame us.”

“The situation might be worse than that, Sir. What if it is simply returning to Beijing?”

♦♦♦
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The phone chimed while Rett was driving home. Traffic had been really weird with people behaving even more strangely than usual. Because of that he had to use more than normal caution with his driving so he wouldn't have answered the call if it had been from anyone but Derek. Rett punched the button on the console, “Yo Dork, what's up?”

“Dude! Have you been watching the news?”

“I'm driving, Bonehead. Not listening to the radio either, the traffic is too weird and I didn't want the distraction. And now you're distracting me.”

“That Object thing didn't hit Beijing and it didn't land there either. It stopped about 500 feet above the city and then started flying back and forth across the city like it was looking for something. Then it took off and did the same thing on the next big city. People are starting to panic or party depending on how crazy they are. There is a huge Alien Welcome Party forming in Roswell, people are rushing the grocery and hardware stores, the preppers are heading for their retreats, the world is going nuts!” gasped Derek as he ran out of steam.

“That is interesting,” Rett said thoughtfully. He was surprised that the information didn't upset or scare him. Instead he felt a strong sense of anticipation. Maybe this was what he had been waiting for, a real use for the unusual ability that he had.

“Interesting, that's all you have to say?” exclaimed Derek. “Something big is happening, bigger than anything that ever happened to this planet before and all you can say is that it's interesting? You're lucky you have that place in the country. If you're smart that's where you'll run to right now.”

“You're right, though it pains me to admit that about anything you say. I think I will go out to the country. You can come too if you want,” Rett offered.

“Thanks bud, but camping is not my thing. I'm going to buy the biggest bucket of Colonel Chicken I can find and hole up in my apartment where I have cable TV and internet access and watch the world fall apart.”

Rett was approaching the interchange that would take him to his apartment if he took the right-hand branch or out to the country if he took the left-hand branch. He ended the call and joined the throng on the left-hand branch.
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Chapter 3
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“Dr. Edwards, my name is LeRoy. I'm told you're the man to see on matters concerning The Object,” stated the stocky man in the black suit.

“I assume it's 'Agent' LeRoy,” replied Dr. Edwards. It pretty much had to be someone with extremely high security clearance to get this far into the facility at Groom Lake without an escort. “Welcome to Dreamland, Agent. This is my superior Dr. Volker,” he said with a gesture towards his boss who remained seated behind his desk.

“Which one of the alphabet agencies do you represent?” asked Volker. 

“I'm here on orders from the President to whom I will personally report,” answered LeRoy smoothly while dodging the question of exactly which agency owned him. “Dr. Edwards has been tasked with gathering as much information on the Object as possible while it is in motion. If we succeed in bringing it down more or less intact then it will be brought here for study. For now, we will stand by at Nellis monitoring AWACS and satellite feeds on the expectation that the Object will eventually enter our air space. If that happens, Dr. Edwards and I will get the fastest transport out of here that can carry us and his equipment and chase after it until our military can contain it or otherwise bring it down should that become necessary. You will assist in those efforts and gather as much data on the craft as possible as opportunities present themselves. You should start having your equipment loaded now.”

“Should we take one of the reclaimed UFO's for the chase? They are very fast, you know,” asked Edwards.

Agent LeRoy froze for a moment then said, “You really have those?”

Edwards and Volker tried but failed to suppress wide grins. Edwards replied, “No, of course not. Just a little Area 51 humor.”

“Ah. Humor,” said LeRoy who appears not to be very amused at all. “I get it. Now, let's get to work. We need to be ready when it gets here.”

♦♦♦
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The Object crisscrossed China in a wide web. From Beijing it traveled southward down the coast to Shandong, then across to Shanxi. From there it moved on to Gansu, then Ningxia, then continued down through Henan to Shanghai, then back across to Chengdu. It traveled mostly at an altitude of only 500 feet in most areas and a speed that varied between 200 and about 500 miles per hour. This presented no difficulty to Captain Lin Yun and her flight of J-20 Weilong fighters that chased after it other than the Object being too slow which caused the fighters to overshoot it now and then.

Captain Lin was one of a very select group of female fighter pilots in the Chinese Air Force. To say she was dedicated to her job would not begin to describe the life of one of these rare pilots. As she graduated from High School she received a letter from the Chinese government inviting her to sit for a test that would allow her to apply to be a pilot in the Air Force if she passed. That year there were two hundred thousand of those letters sent out. They only went to students at the very top of their class in every high school across the country. The test was a written test that was the equivalent of what a college graduate should know upon graduation and these girls had just finished high school. Of the thousands of applicants only thirty five passed the written test. This allowed them entry into the six year study program to become pilots in the air force. Of the thirty five who entered the program only sixteen graduated and became pilots. Lin Yun was at the top of that class.

When the course the Object was following was determined to be passing over one of China's more sensitive military installations the screen on Captain Lin's command console lit up with orders to prevent the Object from getting near the military base at all costs. Lin immediately issued orders to her flight to unleash all the ordnance they could direct at the Object. Ground forces were already pelting the Object with a massive and continuous stream of anti-aircraft fire.

The PL-10 short range missiles and gun fire from Captain Lin's flight group hammered the Object like a swarm of wasps on a hapless intruder that had stumbled into their nest. The attack had little effect. The missiles hit the target and exploded but the explosion was more like the pop of a firecracker, the energy absorbed and stored so quickly that the missile bodies were not destroyed by the explosions as they should have been. Instead, they sank part way into the thick layer of dirt that covered the iron core of the Object and then were slowly absorbed, their various metallic elements separated and integrated into the dirt shell. The anti-aircraft fire and the gun fire from the planes simply sank into the dirt and disappeared. Nothing that struck the Object fell back to the earth.

Captain Lin had never failed a mission, not ever. In her mind failure was inconceivable, a completely foreign concept, and she would not fail now. Without the slightest hesitation she pointed her J-20 directly at the Object and hit the afterburners. Her plane broke in half on impact, the back end of the fuselage began falling to the ground but it was quickly caught by a tentacle made of dirt that stretched out to catch it and pull it in. The explosion that accompanied the impact was slightly larger than from the missiles but, again, the energy was stored and the metals and materials were broken down into their constituent elements and absorbed into the dirt shell. The only exception was Lin's DNA; that was carefully separated and preserved.

♦♦♦
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The Object paused only once near the tiny village of Leten in Tibet. It hovered silently over a small temple. Villagers who saw the Object stayed hidden in their homes and tried not to draw attention to themselves. Inside the temple a single monk was deep in meditation and unaware of his unearthly visitor. The monk, Choden Bhutia, sat comfortably with his legs crossed and hands in his lap, eyes closed. Observers watching the various satellite feeds tracking the Object thought it might have found what it was looking for but then, after a ten minute pause, it moved on. Monk Bhutia, hovering motionless about one inch above the tiled floor, continued his meditation.
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Chapter 4
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The traffic heading away from town was fairly heavy but it moved at full highway speed. Rett would occasionally weave around slower drivers while trying to avoid attracting the attention of any lurking highway patrolman. After about twenty miles the traffic started to slow down and bunch up as if there might be a problem somewhere up ahead. A glance at the dashboard clock put the time at 3:34 in the afternoon. If this delay didn't clear up fairly quickly it could be dark by the time he arrived at his place in the country. The idea of setting up his tent in the dark was not very appealing.

The traffic had come to a full stop. Rett could see that some of the drivers of the cars ahead of him had shut off their engines and were milling around outside their vehicles and talking to each other. Everybody wanted to know the cause of the delay but all they could tell was that there had been an accident of some sort. Rett reached over his seat and pulled a pair of binoculars from the backpack that he kept on the rear seat of his extended cab pickup.

Exiting his truck, he moved to the rear and climbed into the bed of the F-250. From his elevated perch he had a clear view of the problem. An eighteen-wheeler had jack knifed and rolled over. The fully loaded trailer had swung around and managed to neatly block all four lanes of the highway. There was someone with a big dually pickup who had put a chain on the trailer and was gamely trying to pull the trailer over far enough to at least clear one lane. The big tandem tires on the rear of the pickup were pouring off smoke as they spun but the trailer barely trembled. 

There weren't many times in his life when Rett could use his talent without giving himself away. When he was just ten years old he had discovered what he could do by accident. While sitting on the floor of his bedroom playing with his toy cars and trucks he had reached for one of the trucks that was about three feet further away than he could reach from his seated position. He did this without thinking or realizing that there was no way he could have reached that truck but it didn't matter because the truck rolled across the floor to his hand. At first he continued to play but then it occurred to him that what had happened wasn't something he had ever done before and he had not seen anyone else do it either. Obviously, this was something that only older kids and adults could do and that must mean he was a big kid now! Excited by that idea, he reached out to his bedroom door which was about halfway closed and it swung all the way open. Trying something different now, he again thought of the door and pushed it closed. Now completely excited by his accomplishment he did what any child would do when they discovered they could tie their own shoes or go to the bathroom all by themselves: he ran to tell his mother.

She was standing at the kitchen sink washing a few dishes when Rett ran in all excited and his face beaming. “Mom! Mom! Look what I can do!” he exclaimed. He focused on a small metal pot that was sitting on the drying rack next to the sink and the pot floated up and then over to his hand. His mother fainted.

Startled at this unexpected turn of events and scared for his mother the now crying child knelt down and shook his mother trying to wake her. She did come to rather quickly considering the shock she had just been given and she stared at her only child with the unequivocal love that she had always displayed but this time it was stained with a hint of fear. Always a religious woman she had turned even more to the church after the death of Rett's father. Now she was afraid, not of Rett but for him. If what she had just seen was not the mark of the Devil she didn't know what was. “Honey,” she said, “I'm all right, you just surprised me a little, that's all.”

“Did I do a bad thing?” the boy asked as his mother tried to wipe away his tears.

“No, honey, not exactly but it isn't truly a good thing either. If anyone else ever knew about this it could make big trouble for us. They might even take you away from me.” She added that last part not because she thought it might be true but because she knew that as long as Rett thought it was true he would be very careful not to let anyone else ever see that Satan was trying to entice her boy away from Christ.

It worked. For years after that they went to church services no less than twice a week and Rett never ever allowed anyone to even guess that he might be different in any way. 

Eventually though, as we all must do, Rett grew up, went to college, and got a job. And lately, he had begun to wonder why he could do what he could do. There had to be a reason he had this gift and he was equally certain it had nothing to do with the Devil.

He had also begun to wonder about the extent of his power. Coin tricks and moving small objects in the privacy of his own home didn't feel like he was testing his limits. But now, this traffic jam presented a golden opportunity. Standing in the back of his truck half a mile from the over turned semi no one would be able to tell that it would be him supplying the extra pull the dually needed to move the trailer.

Rett stared through the binoculars at the semi trailer and the fruitless efforts of the big dually pickup to move it. “Time to lend a helping hand,” he thought. Then he reached out with his mind and pulled harder than he ever had before. The bystanders at the scene stood in shocked silence as the dually suddenly lurched forward and the big trailer swung around clearing almost two full lanes. Due to the violent movement the double doors at the rear of the trailer had sprung open spilling out a couple dozen brand new televisions. Then the onlookers erupted in applause and shouts acknowledging the heroic efforts of the dually driver just before they helped themselves to a new television and sped off down the now open highway.
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Chapter 5
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It was all her fault thought Ali Farooqi. He was stuck in this miserable place because his wife had been corrupted by too many Western ideas. And, it wasn't as if he was contemplating making the lovely young Deeba his second wife; she was merely a pleasant diversion during his off-duty hours from his comfortable post in Lahore. But, did Fatima understand this? Did she understand men at all? Did she acknowledge the needs and privileges of a powerful man such as himself? Now that they had two children and she had aged and gained too much weight she seemed to have forgotten he was a man at all. So it was his right . . . 

“Colonel Farooqi!” the communications officer called out, “Sir, it is General Baqri on the radio personally and asking for you.”

Farooqi, jarred from his private pity party, jumped up and trotted over to the radio to talk to the one man who could get him out of this hell hole. Putting on a set of headphones he motioned the radio operator away and sat down in front of the microphone. “Yes, General,” he said, “I am here.”

“I will get straight to the point, Ali,” the General said, “I know you want out of that border control duty and I would like to help you but I also have to keep harmony with my own wife and, of course, she sides with our daughter on your current marital problem. But an opportunity is heading our way and it might be the justification we need to get you out of the Azad Kashmir. You know that thing they call the Object that is the only thing in the news lately?”

“Yes, of course, General.”

“My people tell me it has just entered India and is doing its searching thing working its way across the country towards us. My guess is those paindoo will just cower in their huts until it is gone but I have other plans. If that thing crosses over the Line of Control we think it will pass about one hundred kilometers north of Bagh. From your position in the near frozen hills above Bagh . . .”

“Don't remind me,” thought Farooqi miserably.

“. . .  it will be in range of your Air Defense weaponry.” 

“But Sir,” interjected the Colonel, “didn't the Chinese already try shooting that thing down?”

“They did,” agreed the General, “but if we can bring it down in our territory we will have the West at our feet begging for whatever is left of it, we can name our own price. It will also mean that you will be a hero which, in turn, means my daughter will have to let you back into your house. You can return to your old post in Lahore. As a bonus, it will also show the Indians who is boss in this area!”

A small ray of hope appeared for Ali's otherwise dismal future but flickered weakly. “But if the Chinese failed . . .” he began.

“The Chinese used conventional weapons,” the General interrupted. “Among your munitions you have one Shaheen-1 missile with a small nuclear warhead. This is what you will use. I will deal with the international repercussions.”

“If it fails . . .” Farooqi began with a slight catch in his throat.

“If it fails,” the General said sternly, “you will enjoy many more winters on the Line of Control and I will probably be there with you. Stand by for the arming codes. Don't miss.”

The Object soon passed over the Line of Control almost exactly as predicted and Farooqi's missile did not miss. The blast that was heard was about the same as a good sonic boom. The Object, fully capable of absorbing the energy of a star accepted its nuclear snack and continued its journey into Afghanistan. It moved quickly across Afghanistan, then Iran, then north through Turkey, across the Black Sea to Ukraine where its search slowed slightly. On to Belarus, then to Moscow, then quickly over to Frankfurt where its grid search pattern was again evident but apparently fruitless. From Frankfurt the Object traveled leisurely to France where things started to get interesting. Without finishing its search of France it suddenly headed out over the Atlantic at Mach 1.5, the highest speed it had yet used in the atmosphere.

Not slowing over the East Coast of the United States it passed over

the Southern states at full speed, ripped across the skies of the Midwest, but stopped over a hog pen that belonged to a Nebraskan farmer. A pseudopod extruded from the Object's dirt covering and snatched up a two hundred pound hog. The hog's constituent elements, amino acids, its internal micro biome, nerve fiber, and most especially its calcium content were all carefully separated and stored even as the Object continued heading straight for the Northwest USA or some point directly beyond.

♦♦♦
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From one of the communications and control rooms beneath Groom Lake where the air space above Nevada was under constant surveillance Agent LeRoy watched the satellite feed they had commandeered that displayed the Object's path across the Atlantic. An electronic chime sounded and a large screen on one wall lit up with a close up of a large blond man. “You see what I see, Robert? What do the big brains say?” asked the blond man with the weird orange tan.

“Yes, Mr. President,” replied LeRoy. “We observed the Object take sudden leave of France at 3:34 p.m. our local time. We think it may have found what it was looking for. Whatever that is, it is apparently on our side of the Atlantic.”

“We need to talk to whoever or whatever is running that thing, Robert. They need to know we are friendly; we want to work with them and help them with their goals. The USA is the most capable country on this planet, in this solar system; we're in the best position to assist them. We have the best people. You and your eggheads need to find a way to get them to stop here and talk with us. That means don't shoot at them like those Pakistani losers did,” stated the President.

“No, Mr. President, we won't shoot at them. Dr. Volker tells me we have some gear that we will try to use to draw their attention and see if we can get them to stop here. We have a linguist standing by to help with communication,” promised LeRoy.

“Good, one of those musical things like that guy Dreyfuss used in that movie probably. Good actor, that little guy. Keep me posted, gotta go,” said the President and the screen went dark.

“Can I assume that whatever you do have to attract the alien's attention it isn't one of those 'musical things'?” asked LeRoy.

Drs. Volker and Edwards had sat quietly while Agent LeRoy had spoken with the President. “No, we don't have a giant Wurlitzer but at this point it is worth noting,” replied Edwards, “that we still see this thing as a solid iron ball. So, it doesn't seem possible that there will be any kind of life form there. Most likely, it is some kind of robotic probe.”

“All right, then how do you plan to get a robot's attention?” LeRoy queried. 

“One of the items we loaded on the plane we like to call the UFO is an experimental device that can generate a black hole,” stated Edwards.

“A black hole!” exclaimed Agent LeRoy. “I'm not a scientist but even I know we don't want to be anywhere near one of those things.”

“Not to worry,” Volker explained, “this black hole is tiny, sub atomic in fact. And, it will only exist for about a billionth of a second. Even so, we believe there is a good chance the Object will sense this and recognize it as a sign of an advanced technological civilization. We think this may be the kind of thing it is searching for.”

“OK,” stated LeRoy cautiously, “but put me on record as being unhappy about sitting on a plane with a black hole in it. Very unhappy.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 6
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Rett's phone rang; it was Derek again. “Dude,” he said, “the news says that spaceship thing looks like it will pass right over you in about an hour if it stays on its current path. Get some primo pictures; they'll be worth a fortune!” 

“I'll try,” replied Rett, “but I just finished setting up my tent and I'm thinking more about dinner than anything else.” In the background of Derek's phone Rett heard a woman's voice call out, “Pizza is here!”

“You have company?” asked Rett. “An actual female woman?” 

“Why yes, as a matter of fact I do,” stated Derek with a noticeable smugness in his voice. “Can you guess who it is?”

“Elisabet?” Rett offered in amazement. “How did a toad like you manage that?”

“Remember I told you I heard the radio say that Object thing was coming down and making it sound like it was the end of the world?” Derek asked in a hushed voice so Elisabet wouldn't hear. “Then everybody left work and raided the stores or ran for the hills. Well, you know she's just arrived in this country a few weeks ago. She has no real friends or family here and the news scared her same as it scared most everyone but you, you weirdo. So, I just walked over to her and introduced myself. Told her what a nice guy I was and offered to let her stay with me until the world ended or Monday, whichever came first.”

“Seriously?” asked Rett in a slightly stunned tone he made no effort to conceal. “And she went for that?”

“Well, not at first. But I could see she was on the fence so I took a wild shot.” Rett could hear the smile in Derek's voice.

“I hesitate to ask . . .” offered Rett.

“She's from Iceland you know and I figured that's pretty much Scandinavia and their people are known for being open minded,” Derek said hesitantly.

“Yes . . .” prompted Rett.

“So I asked her if she knew why Scandinavian porn often featured midgets.”

“No!” 

“Yes! I thought she might punch me out but she just smiled that incredible smile and walked out with me. It has been great so far! Even if the world ends I'll die a happy man,” Derek finished.

“I'm truly happy for you buddy. Don't screw that up, treat her right,” said Rett who hadn't had a date in three years.

“I will, I think this one could be a keeper. Don't forget to 'Watch the Skies'. You're right in that thing's way. Later.”

“Later dude, and good luck,” Rett said and clicked off his phone.

♦♦♦
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“I can see why you call this thing the UFO,” said LeRoy. “What’s its purpose?” he asked, which in government speak meant, “What is its military application?”

Dr. Edwards explained.  “The UFO is Boeing's prototype for a hypersonic delta wing plane that can carry up to one hundred passengers or it can be configured as an ultra fast cargo transport. Boeing projects a top speed of Mach 5 when they get the bugs out of the engines they are building. We didn't wait for their engines. Instead, we modified their frame a bit and added our own experimental engines. Our engines aren't quite as fast—we top out at about Mach 3.5—but they do incorporate one really unusual feature. I'm pretty sure you will get to see that feature in action before this trip is over so I'll just keep that as a surprise for now. Anyway, as you can see, we only have six seats and a cargo area full of what we hope will be alien bait. As for its military application, it will be used to deliver troops and materiel when they absolutely, positively, need to be there almost before the order for them was placed.”

“Dr. Edwards,” the pilot's voice broke in over the intercom, “we will be matching course with the Object in about three minutes. AWACS reports we should be about a half mile southeast of the . . . craft.”

“Thank you, Major Pomeroy,” replied Edwards. “Wendy,” he called to the attractive middle-aged woman in a lab coat attending to the control board on their 'alien bait', “bring the LB up to operating status and stand by.”

“Yes, Doctor,” she replied while she busied herself with the complex controls of what must be the smallest supercollider built to date.

“What does LB stand for?” asked LeRoy, “and by the way . . .” he hesitated.

“Yes?”

“Well, I just was wondering if she was . . . unattached, that's all,” LeRoy finished lamely.

Edwards smiled, “LB stands for Little Bang as in the beginning of a very small universe. And no, she's married.”

“Yes, of course,” said LeRoy with a faintly flushed face.

“We're in position, Dr. Edwards,” the Major's voice came over the intercom.

“Thank you, Major,” said Edwards, then turning to the rear of the plane, “Wendy, status?”

“The board is all green doctor, ready to fire,” came her response.

“Pull the trigger!” called Edwards and all eyes turned to the wall monitor that showed the Object speeding along parallel to their course on its way to some unknown destination.

The passengers felt a slight tug on every steel object in their pockets and LeRoy's watch stopped although he didn't notice it right away but the Object gave no observable reaction to the event.

“Did it work?” asked LeRoy as he smoothed his thinning hair back down after the static charge in the air had raised it.

“Doesn't look like it,” said Edwards flatly. “Wait a minute . . .” he said as he stared at the screen. “Look! The telemetry data says it is slowing down. Deceleration is steady, trajectory ends . . . in the middle of the Okanogan Forest?” he finished uncertainly. “What could it possibly want in a forest?”

“Maybe nothing,” offered LeRoy. “Maybe it's reacting to your signal. No matter, we know where it is going and we need to be there pronto. We need to get this plane on the ground at Paine Field ASAP.”

“Try to remember you said that, LeRoy. Major!” Edwards called to the intercom, “We need a Rapid Landing at Paine Field!”

“Confirm your request for Rapid Landing at Paine Field,” the Major responded.

“I confirm, we request a Rapid Landing,” grinned Edwards while looking directly at LeRoy.

The lights dimmed in the cabin and a red beacon started to flash.

“Fasten your seatbelt LeRoy, we don't have much time,” directed Edwards.

“My seatbelt is fastened,” replied LeRoy looking down at his lap belt, beads of sweat starting to form on his forehead. 

“Not that seatbelt,” said Edwards as he stepped behind LeRoy's seat and flipped a five-point harness over LeRoy and then helped him buckle it up before taking his own seat and fastening his own harness. “See the button on the right arm of your seat? Press that and then spin your seat around until it locks facing the rear of the plane.”

“Isn't this the kind of seat belt they use in NASCAR races?” LeRoy asked.

“NASCAR, fighter jets, rocket sleds,” said Wendy, “they get used anywhere that you don't want your guts to fall out if you come to a sudden stop.”

Wendy had come forward and flipped the harness over the seat that now faced LeRoy. “Don't worry,” she said, “there's nothing to be afraid of, not for a big strong man like you,” she added while flashing a mischievous Irish smile. Then she spun her chair around to face the rear of the plane.

“I'm not afraid,” muttered LeRoy quietly. 

In the cockpit of the delta winged plane affectionately referred to as the UFO Major Pomeroy verified that the computer had locked on to the approach to Paine Field and calculated the glide path for a Rapid Landing. He then turned control of the plane over to the computer and spun his own seat around to face the rear of the plane.

Edwards spoke to LeRoy, “Keep your head against the back of the chair and your arms firmly gripping the arm rest. When we land we're going to experience about 4 gees of deceleration. That’s because once the engines reverse it will take only about eight seconds before we lose all our current air speed and are standing still on the ground. There's a barf bag in the pocket behind Wendy's seat in front of you if you need it. A normal jet engine,” Edwards continued, “has some baffles on it that can partially redirect the engines thrust to help slow the plane down but these engines can actually change the direction of their thrust completely and they can do it pretty quickly so try not to tense up too much.”

There was a brief period of near weightlessness as the sound of the engines quickly tapered off to near silence and the UFO began a very steep glide. The plane was still gliding at over 700 miles an hour when it arrived at the end of the landing strip. The engines forward thrust suddenly went negative, the passengers were smashed back in their seats for a brief eternity and then they recoiled against their harnesses as the plane touched down and came to a complete stop. 

Edwards said, “OK, you wanted a fast landing and your wish was granted. Now what?”

LeRoy had a handkerchief at his nose dabbing at a slight nose bleed. Shaken but determined not to show it he said, “There's a helicopter waiting for us.” When he got back to D.C. he was going to put in his papers for a desk job.
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Chapter 7
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It was dusk and Rett sat by his camp fire eating a cup of Ramen noodles. It was a weird feeling that he had, expectant but not afraid. Derek had told him the Object was probably going to pass right over him but he didn't believe that at all. No, somehow he couldn’t shake the feeling that it would stop right here. What would happen after that he couldn't say but he believed that his life would finally have meaning. He felt the Object was very close now. 

It appeared silently but the compressed air being pushed ahead of its Mach 1.5 progress whipped the trees and his tent for several seconds. The Object stopped instantly a few feet above the clearing in front of him. Shortly after that the sound of its passage rending the air as it arrived caught up with it, a massive sonic boom. Then, it dropped like a rock onto the ground about fifty feet out from his position, knocking over a couple of small trees and making a bowl shaped dent in the ground. Rett stayed seated by his fire and finished his meal. As he watched, the thirty-foot ball that had been reported in the news quickly expanded to a fifty-foot ball.

A bulge appeared on the surface of the Object at ground level and extended about seven feet up. It extruded forward and then split open to form an open door and a short tunnel. Rett could see that the dirt covering the iron core was about two feet thick around the iron frame of the open doorway. The inside of the doorway stayed black. Nothing came out.

Rett waited for several minutes but still nothing happened. “Well,” he thought, “Destiny awaits, nothing ventured, nothing gained, where no man has gone before and so on.” Then he got up and went through the door.

♦♦♦
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At first it was anticlimactic to say the least. Rett's flashlight revealed a mostly spherical room but with a flat bottom that formed a chord at a point about one quarter of the room's diameter. Nothing at all in the room, just featureless grey iron everywhere. 

Then a post a few inches thick was extruded from the floor in front of Rett and extended to a height of about five feet. From the end of the post a small articulated arm was created, at the end of the arm was a tiny needle. The purpose for this seemed obvious so Rett extended his hand; the needle moved with incredible speed and extracted a single drop of blood. There was no pain and no further bleeding. The articulated arm disappeared, then the post disappeared leaving the room as empty as before.

Rett continued to watch as another extrusion rose up from the floor. This time it was much larger, horizontal, and shaped like a long narrow table. Instead of one articulated arm this table extruded hundreds of them all around its periphery. Some of them had various mechanical ends, other featured exceedingly thin laser like projectors, and a few were spray nozzles. The little arms began doing their job with a blur of continuous motion, tiny flashing beams of intense light, and an occasional puff of mist. The thought that occurred to Rett at this point was that this thing must be the most amazing 3D printer ever created. He was no longer needed here so he turned and went back out the door. As he stepped out the door and back into the clearing he noticed several interesting things: it was no longer dusk due to the many powerful flood lights mounted on the trucks that now surrounded his campsite. Also, the door had closed behind him and there were a lot of men pointing rifles at him.
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Chapter 8
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Rett noticed that the men behind the rifles were Marines and they looked very nervous. There was one large man in a dark suit and a slightly soft beer belly bulge standing near Rett's nearly extinct camp fire. That man had government agent written all over him. Rett approached this man slowly with his hands up and well away from the  Government Model .45 automatic that rested in a cross draw holster in front of his left hip. 

“I come in peace,” Rett intoned as he made the Vulcan salute with his right hand. “Take me to your leader, live long and prosper and also we need your women.”

Startled, LeRoy, who was not known for a sense of humor, said, “What the hell?” After taking a moment to look at Rett and the outdoors type clothes he was wearing, the tent and camp fire, he put two and two together and came up with four, the generally accepted answer for anyone who was in grade school prior to 1980. After that date, ‘new math' made the answer considerably more flexible.

Rett spoke loudly and clearly now, “Please ask your men to lower their weapons. I'm an American citizen, my name is Everett Allen, and you are on my property. I can see that you are with the government and the reason you are here is obvious but there is nothing here for you to fear.” Most of the rifles lowered a little or turned slightly away. Good enough.

“You came out of that thing,” LeRoy said nodding at the Object. “How do you explain that?” 

“Easy. The door opened and I went in. After a bit I got bored and came out to find you guys stomping all over my property,” Rett explained.

“LeRoy,” Edwards, who had been standing quietly behind the agent until now, spoke up, “I think that thing is a good bit bigger than it was before. I'd guess about fifty feet in diameter, not thirty.”

“Could your measurements have been wrong before?” asked LeRoy.

“No Sir.” Wendy spoke up from her position squatting on the ground in front of a large open suitcase. The suitcase was full of electronics and little screens all lit up like a carnival. “Before it was solid and now it's hollow.” Some of the rifles swung in the direction of the big iron ball.

LeRoy locked eyes with Rett. “What did you see in there?”

Edwards added, “Were there any life forms?”

“The inside was a spherical featureless iron room with no light. I had a flashlight. Nobody inside.” He wasn't inclined to share the rest of what he had seen. If the Object wanted the rest of them to know it would have left the door open.

LeRoy stared at Rett for a full thirty seconds. “I think we need to debrief you more thoroughly. This situation is considered a National Emergency. You will have to come with me to a secure facility where we can verify your identity,” he paused, “and your status as a human being.” Several of the rifles swung back over to Rett. “Please surrender your sidearm to the Sergeant.” He called out, “Sergeant Cotton!”

“Sir!” said the Sergeant as he appeared at LeRoy's side.

“Please take charge of this man's sidearm and escort him to the helicopter.”

Sergeant Cotton took one step forward and started flailing his arms in the air as he tried to maintain his balance upon finding that his feet were stuck firmly to the ground. The Sergeant looked confused but had gained his balance. Both he and LeRoy reached for their own side arms at the same time. Rett stood very still with his hands in plain sight.

“Thank you, Sergeant,” Rett said carefully, “but I am very fond of this old pistol and prefer to keep it with me. I have a permit for it after all,” he smiled. Neither LeRoy nor the sergeant seemed to be able to pull their weapons from their holsters. Then Rett had a bit of inspiration and added, “I don't think the Object wants you to threaten me. You probably shouldn't force it to react further.” Now maybe they wouldn't realize that it was Rett himself that was immobilizing them. Rett released the men. Neither of them tried to draw their weapon again. “Quick learners,” thought Rett.

“Now,” said Rett, “if you want to debrief me at your secure location I will do my duty as a good citizen and go along peacefully. But, I'm keeping my pistol.”

LeRoy stayed silent for a minute and considered the situation. The President was very clear about co-operation and this guy was somehow connected to the aliens or maybe was an alien himself. Besides, he had dozens of guns around him all the time and the situation would be under his control when they got back to Groom Lake. They could disarm him then when the Object wasn't around to interfere. “Fine,” LeRoy agreed. “Sergeant, consider yourself attached to me for now. I'll clear it with your chain of command later. Please accompany this man to the helicopter and let's get to someplace with concrete under our feet.”

♦♦♦
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While LeRoy and party made their rapid return to Groom Lake the military cordoned off the area around Rett's property for five miles in every direction. The curiosity seekers came in droves. They appeared to be unhampered by the remote location or the lateness of the hour. Many carried signs or banners welcoming the little grey men, even more carried cases of beer. More of them than anyone would rationally expect wore cosplay outfits from their favorite science fiction movies or television shows. When a few of them whose costumes were a little too other worldly nearly got shot by nervous Marines the word got around pretty quickly to be careful not to obscure your humanity too much. 

Outside the Object Wendy and the other Groom Lake technicians worked feverishly to learn everything they could about the Object.

Inside the Object the whirring attachments on the table laid down dermis, linked nerve fiber, plaited calcium, established chemical and biotic balances, and formed exquisitely detailed grey matter in a symphony of sub-microscopic manipulation. What would take a human woman nine months to do would here be done in hours and on a larger scale.

♦♦♦
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Back at Groom Lake, Dr. Edwards and Dr. Long, one of the medical doctors engaged in examining Rett Allen, listened as Agent LeRoy prioritized the information he required. “First, I need to know that he is human and specifically that he is a human from Earth. Next, I want him subjected to every form of interrogation at our disposal short of torture to determine if he's telling us the whole truth. Finally, I want every bit of information that can be squeezed out of him about what he saw inside that thing and what his relationship is to it. I want a preliminary report in two hours. I've already sent his fingerprints to the FBI for verification and a full background check. Oh, and one more thing . . . Sergeant Cotton!” 

The sergeant stepped in from the hallway outside Dr. Edwards' office. “Sir?” he said as he came to attention. 

“Relax sergeant, no need to be that formal with me. This is Dr. Long. He will be performing an M.R.I. on our guest in about an hour. As I understand it, no metal objects are allowed on the body of a person undergoing that procedure. Is that right, Doctor?”

“Correct,” agreed Dr. Long.

“When Mr. Allen is in the machine,” LeRoy continued, “I want you to slip quietly into the dressing room he used and secure that damned pistol! Is that clear?”

“Crystal, Sir,” replied the sergeant.

“Good. The Object isn't here to protect him now so that shouldn't be an issue. Can't have people thumbing their noses at the authority of the United States Government,” LeRoy concluded.
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Chapter 9


[image: ]




Dr. Kocol and his nurse had just finished giving Rett a very thorough physical when Dr. Long entered the room. “Is there anything I should know?” asked Dr. Long. 

“Nothing out of the ordinary, a normally healthy male by every metric we could apply,” replied Kocol.

“Excellent. Rett, are you ready for your M.R.I.?” Long inquired.

“Looking forward to it, I've never had one before.”

“Under normal conditions a healthy person probably wouldn't but I think you understand the need for this one. Nurse Wang, please assist Mr. Allen into the machine.” 

Rett didn't expect the physical to show any abnormalities and so far it had not. The brain scan, on the other hand, just might. Frankly, he was even more interested in the results than these doctors were right now. He stayed very still as the nurse had instructed and let the machine do its thing. While he wasn't sure what to expect from the scan he was pretty sure about what would happen when he was in this machine and his pistol was in the dressing room. He couldn't help a small grin at the corner of his mouth when he thought about it. Even while in the scanner he was applying a very strong downward force to his pistol which effectively made it immovable. He wanted to laugh out loud when he felt a quiver that indicated someone was trying to move the pistol but he suppressed the chuckle. It was funny, he thought, because “he felt a disturbance in the Force”.

“OK Mr. Allen, we're all done here. You can get dressed now. Sergeant Cotton, please escort Mr. Allen back to his room after he finishes dressing.”

The sergeant stood outside the dressing room door while Rett got dressed. Dr. Long turned to Dr. Kocol and said in a hushed voice “I need the results of the physical right away. I'm going to look at the brain scan results again to see if I was hallucinating the first time. We have to report to Agent LeRoy right away.”

♦♦♦
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Twenty minutes later in Dr. Edwards' office Dr. Long stepped in without knocking and looking a little pale.

Before Long could speak LeRoy asked, “So, is he human?”

“Well, yes. Mostly,” stuttered Dr. Long.

“I have no time for games, Doctor. Explain yourself,” LeRoy shot back.

Long composed himself. “The preliminary physical shows a normally healthy human male in very good condition for his age. A quick breakdown of his genetics shows a substantially English and French heritage with the usual smattering of others totally consistent with a person born on this planet, everything we expect to see and nothing we didn't. Dentition and nutrition are completely consistent with a male born and raised in the Northwestern USA. His IQ is well above average but there are many people in this facility with higher IQs so nothing unusual there either.”

“Go on,” said LeRoy, “What's bothering you?”

“It's the brain scan. Healthy tissue, nothing unusual about the structure that I could see but the brain waves were incredibly . . . bizarre,” Long finished lamely. After a brief pause he continued, “The EEG showed the theta waves had an amplitude that was beyond the machine's ability to measure and the gamma wave frequency was so high nothing made of meat should be able to produce them. I don't know what that means but whatever it is, both wave types were highly active and his brain seemed to be using them together in a coordinated fashion.”

“So he's not human then,” LeRoy decided.

“No, I think he is definitely human Sir but he may be an evolutionary jump of some kind. But at this point I just don't know what it means,” said Long.

“Fine, he's a human freak. That works for me. Sergeant Cotton!” 

“Sir!” 

“I believe Dr. Edwards has prepared a lab to act as an interrogation room. Take Mr. Allen there and stay with him until I get there,” said LeRoy. The sergeant spun on his heel and left the room. “Dr. Edwards, get started with the interrogation. Do the light stuff first, the polygraph, maybe hypnosis if you have someone who does that, and get some drugs ready. Nothing that would hurt him, just something to make him compliant. I have some calls to make.”

“All righty then,” quipped Edwards as he headed for the door.

♦♦♦
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LeRoy entered the makeshift interrogation room and the first thing he saw was Rett sitting in a chair with wires attached to his head, arms, chest, and even a toe. And, there was that damned pistol. LeRoy shot a glance at Sergeant Cotton who was standing behind Rett's chair and the sergeant mouthed the words “I tried” and shrugged his shoulders. The polygraph operator was in the process of removing the wires from Rett's body. LeRoy glanced at Edwards for an explanation.

Edwards said, “Mr. Hoteling, please give Agent LeRoy the results of your examination.”

“The results are a null set, Sir. No matter what question I asked, no matter if Mr. Allen responded with the truth or with an obvious lie the results never varied. In other words, the machine can't read him. There are a few people like that,” concluded Hoteling.

“Yes there are,” LeRoy said slowly, “and some of them are trained that way to be foreign agents.”

Before LeRoy could expand on that thought an alarm began to sound. Edwards picked up a phone and called Security. “Edwards here, what's going on?”

“Perimeter security has been breached and there is an intruder on the premises. Well, not exactly, it's really over the premises. That Object thing is hovering right outside this facility's main door,” said the voice on the phone.

“Get the word out right away: take no action against the Object. No one is to fire on it or interfere with it in any way no matter what it does. We're coming up right away,” ordered Edwards.

“Don't keep me in the dark,” growled LeRoy.

“The Object is right outside our door. I think we need to go up there and see what it wants,” said Edwards. “Of course, what it wants seems pretty clear.”

“Allen,” said LeRoy.

“That would be my guess.”

♦♦♦
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They stepped out into the bright sunlight of the Nevada desert at high noon. The Object was hovering about a foot off the ground next to the door that led to the underground facilities. When they stepped out the door the Object silently slid back about thirty feet and then dropped unceremoniously to the ground crushing the front end of a military Jeep in the process. There were many other vehicles there; most had heavy machine guns and a few had small cannons. A lot of nervous soldiers with M4s stood in a semi-circle. Half had their weapons pointed at the Object and the rest had their weapons pointed at Allen.

Before anyone could speak the Object began extruding the now familiar door shape. The bright sunlight lit the front of the opening but the interior was still shaded and nothing could be seen until a shape suddenly appeared in the doorway. Two of the M4s instantly let go with a burst of automatic fire.

Fortunately, Rett had anticipated this eventuality. The bullets made it about half way to the door and then took a hard ninety degree turn straight up into the sky. Of course, no human eye could see what actually happened. To the observers it seemed like the bullets simply disappeared. A small woman stepped into the light and smiled directly at Rett.

“Cease fire! Hold your fire!” hollered LeRoy. “Whoever is in charge of these men, have them back off and standby. By order of your Commander In Chief this craft and its personnel are guests of the United States of America. Back off fifty yards and maintain a perimeter.”

As the officers and non-coms issued orders to move the men and vehicles back LeRoy turned to get a closer look at the woman who now stood in front of Rett, just staring at him with a big smile on her face. “Oh, crap,” LeRoy said under his breath “she's Chinese.”
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Chapter 10
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The woman was small, standing just under five feet tall. She was dressed in something that looked like grey pajamas made of a coarse material that LeRoy thought looked like hair. Peasant's clothes? That didn't make sense. Then he shook himself and started considering what really mattered here. This thing apparently belonged to the Chinese and that was very bad news because it meant they were much further ahead of us than we thought. That would be a BIG diplomatic problem for the President and he did not like bad news. 

On the other hand, there might be a light at the end of this tunnel. If she flew this thing here then maybe she's defecting! This kind of thing had happened in the past. She still had not spoken a word. LeRoy walked over to her and said, “Nǐ huì shuō pǔtōnghuà ma?”

The small woman glanced momentarily at LeRoy and said “I say . . . no any . . . your word. Yet.”

Rett added, “She's not Chinese.”

“What then?” asked LeRoy. “Japanese or Korean. No, surely not Korean. Do you know? I can get a translator here pronto.” 

“Don't bother,” said Rett. “She's not from this planet. She told me.”

“Telepathy?” guessed Edwards.

“Not really,” said Rett “just feelings and some images but I think it will get better after a while.”

“Ask her if we can look inside the Object,” suggested Edwards.

She turned and smiled at him and gestured to the door. Then she turned her focus back to Rett.

“OK, this is too weird,” said LeRoy, “and a little too unstructured to suit me. Let's get everyone back inside where we can get a handle on all this.”

♦♦♦
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“So?” prompted LeRoy.

“Her physical exam showed her to be pretty much what she appears to be: she's four foot eleven and a half inches tall, weighs ninety-six pounds and a healthy Asian female by all appearances, maybe a little undernourished, but highly intelligent. Every test we could apply says she is a human being born right here on this planet. But, Allen said she wasn’t from this planet,” Edwards stated.

“That's it? Could Allen be wrong? If she is from Earth is there anything to give us a hint of what country she came from?” LeRoy said sounding flustered.

“There’s more,” Edwards continued. “Her brain scan showed the same type of abnormalities as Allen's although not identical. The differences are subtle but they are definitely there. So, there's that. On a hunch I asked one of the nurses to find some comfortable clothes for our new guest. She appeared delighted to have the new clothes very much as you might expect any woman to behave who was receiving a new wardrobe. She didn't object when we took her original clothes. I had them analyzed. They were made from hog hair and cellulose,” he concluded.

“Are you serious? Hog hair? What do you think that means?” LeRoy inquired.

“By itself I might have concluded that she was from a poor farming community,” said Edwards. “But the hair and cellulose were processed in some way I can't define that stretched them out and softened them and then bound them together into a decent cloth like material. When you add that fact to the one I haven't yet told you the conclusion I reached may seem ridiculous.”

“At this point I'm trying to be very opened minded. What other fact are you talking about?” 

“It's her telomeres. She has the telomeres of a pre-term infant.”

With an obvious effort at displaying patience LeRoy prompted “Pretend I don't know what that means.”

“Telomeres are the structures at the ends of a DNA strand. They get shorter as we age. Some pre-term infants have unusually long telomeres but no adults can have them at that length. She appears to be in her late twenties or maybe early thirties—always hard to say with Asians—but when all the data is taken together . . .” Edwards hesitated momentarily. “I would have to say she was born, or more likely, constructed within the last forty-eight hours. I think the Object built her so it could communicate with us.”

♦♦♦
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Rett and the Asian girl were sitting in the makeshift interrogation room. It was the first time they had any opportunity to be alone. Sergeant Cotton and a couple of MPs were stationed at the door a respectful distance away. The girl faced Rett, “I say Neema,” she said.

“My name is Rett,” he replied.

“I name Neema,” she tried again. She indicated her new blouse and blue jeans and her tiny pair of new shoes. “This nice. We go.”

“Where do you want to go?” asked Rett.

“Modai waits,” she said and a picture of the Object appeared in Rett's mind.

“What does Modai want with me?” asked Rett.

“I am Pilot, you are Engine,” she replied as if that explained everything. “Modai waits.”

Rett stood up and took her hand. They headed for the door. The guards looked like they wanted to stop them but decided it would be better just to follow along behind them. One of the guards was reporting their movement on his radio. It took a few minutes for them to travel the long hallways and several turns that brought them to the security station that stood between them and the elevator. The security station was shielded by thick bullet proof Plexiglas. A heavily barred jail cell type door with bullet proof Plexiglas inserts was set into their side of the station and another was on the elevator side of the station. Normally there were two guards at the station but now there were ten heavily armed soldiers standing behind LeRoy and Edwards. 

“We want to extend every courtesy to both of you,” LeRoy said carefully “but you must understand this is a matter of the utmost importance to the security of the United States. We will give you whatever you want and co-operate in every way possible but we have to have the information that the Object possesses. The one thing we can't let you do is leave until we have that information.” 

Edwards stepped away from LeRoy sensing that a little distance would be a good thing right about now. He looked at Rett, “If my guess is correct, I believe we have been misled about where the real power resides in this whole matter. Please don't hurt anyone.”

The girl looked at Rett, “You are Engine.”

At first nothing happened, just a lot of nervous people staring at each other. Then, from behind LeRoy and the soldiers came the sound of tortured metal as the huge locking bolts of the heavily barred steel door were slowly but inexorably pulled from their sockets in the doorway as the door itself was starting to bend lengthwise in the middle, accordion style. For a moment the massive door seemed to resist but then the locks let go and the door swung open and slammed against the wall of the station. The Plexiglas panels burst from their moorings and the already bent door continued to emit metallic screams until it was completely bent back on itself.

“I'm only guessing,” Rett said, “but I bet that door cost the tax payers a lot of money. How much more are you willing to waste on a pointless attempt to keep us here?” He hoped he sounded convincing because he knew he didn't have enough steam left to handle the second door right away; he was mentally exhausted.

LeRoy was sweating profusely despite the very effective air conditioning in this facility. He tried to compose himself. “Very well,” he said, “what shall I tell the President concerning your plans?”

“I don't honestly know yet. I'm playing this by ear just like you are. Neema and I are going to go figure out what the next step will be. I think that may take a few days. After that we'll be in touch.” 
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