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For Sweeps, Bren & AJ:

my true loves.

 

Thank you for keeping me from sliding.
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"A person often meets his destiny on the road he took to avoid it.”

 

-Jean de La Fontaine

 

 

 

"Men are not prisoners of fate, but only prisoners of their own minds.”

 

-Franklin D. Roosevelt

 

 

"If you can't change your fate, change your attitude.”

 

-Amy Tan
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Note on AI

 

 

We live in an age of AI.  Every day, more and more services spring up promising revolutionary and innovative results using artificial intelligence.  The authoring industry is not immune to this.

 

I want every one of my readers to know that not once did I employ, nor will I ever employ, the use of AI to sculpt any part of any of my stories.  Those who know me know that I am staunchly and adamantly opposed to such cheats.

 

I’m very proud to be a verified human.  The ability to create is a gift that I was endowed by my Creator, and I will never forfeit that nor set it aside to propagate something synthetic and imitative.

 

Everything you’ve read by me in this novel, and in my other works, is 100% entirely created by me, the genuine article.  I’m a verified human, and always will be.

 

To my fellow authors, I urge you to preserve the sacred gift of human creation and never stoop to such lows.  Always cherish this gift you’ve been given.  If you encounter writer’s block, take a break.  Don’t cop out.  Don’t take the road more traveled by.  Don’t cheat.  Toe the line for all of us, and keep creation – true unadulterated creation – alive.

 

Long live humanity.

 

Sincerely,

[image: A black background with a black square

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Aaron Ryan,

Verified Human
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We were reading it right.  At least, we wanted to.  But it defied belief.

I was now sitting with Dina Jensen in the UW lab.

“And you’re sure?  Not some kind of…I don’t know, transitory anomaly or otherwise?” I asked her, watching the signal crawl across the screen.

“I’m sure, Dane,” she replied.  “DSCOVR thought it was something in flux between two overlapping stars, but they’re sure now.  Everything else is already catalogued.  Its mass would suggest a limitation of orbital or suborbital speeds, but it’s above average velocity for the category.  Over one-tenth the speed of light.  Averaging twenty-one point three.”

I just stared at it, my mouth agape.  “Damn.  That sucker’s huge.  DSN has it as thirty-seven times the mass of Sagittarius A.”  I bit my knuckles as I watched.  “Call Isaac right away and have him get down here to run reciprocal.”

“Yep,” Dina replied. She punched up numbers into her keypad as I whirled around to telemetry.  “Are we sure it’s not Sgr A, not some kind of echoed con-?”

“No!” I snapped.  “It is not Sagittarius.  Confirmed.  No way the Milky Way’s one got bloated that big, that fast, and Sgr A has been stationary for years.  Still next to Sagittarius and Scorpius, five point six degrees south of the ecliptic,” I verified.  “It’s not Sgr A.”

Sure enough, it was traveling, and traveling fast.  Twenty-one thousand three hundred miles per second.  Over one-tenth the speed of light, I mused slowly, with horror.  Powerful jets of particles trailed behind it that were even at the speed of light.  “Look at the trail.  This thing is no blip, as Isaac suspected.  This is an ELE maker,” I muttered.  Dina heard me.  She knew all too well what an Extinction Level Event was, and had researched them for years.

“Yes, it is,” she breathed coldly, and then jerked back to her com.  Her voice was stern. “Isaac, it’s Dina.  I’m with Dane.  Get down to E3 right away.  Yes, right away.  Need you on recip.”  Technically, the two of them were contemporaries, and neither was subordinate to the other; both reported to me.  Dina, however, was ready to whip him into shape.

Dina Jensen was 24 years old and all manner of gentility: focused and purposeful.  African-American and pleasantly conversational with everyone, she was always nice to be around, and a pleasure to partner with.

Isaac, on the other hand, was about as quiet and stoic as you could get.  Born to Israeli parents who had emigrated to the United States in 1998, he was her polar opposite: reserved and analytical, studious and standoffish.

“Mother of all that’s holy,” I breathed one more time, and my flesh crawled.  “Look how fast it’s spitting out the trail!”

Dina then slid her chair up close to mine, squinting at the screen.  Our faces glowed blue.  “It’s not TON 618,” she said calmly, trying to compose herself, I guess.  “That’s forty billion times the mass of our sun!  That’s a relief, I think?  I mean, if the satellites were glitchy and the VLA arrays were misinterpreting something up close as far away, TON 618 is thirty to forty times our whole solar system in diameter, it would swallow us completely already.  Gravitational waves only catch ‘em sometimes…”

“There’s no way we could have missed this-”

“I mean, with its makeup it could be Phoenix A or Arp 220, IC 1459, Messier 77-” she kept going.  “Neither LIGO nor Virgo had it, nothing within IMBH range… no on RIFT-”

“Nothing on proximity alert from DSN, nothing from Harvard and Smithsonian, ESA never said anything-” I whispered next to her, checking other readouts, squinting, and feeling my knuckles flex.  We were totally talking over ourselves, not hearing each other.

“Doesn’t fit the description of a quasar,” Dina continued, studying with me, “not a hypercompact; that thing is seriously big, Currier.”

“Yes, it is.”

Isaac strode in briskly, donning his specs. “What’s up?”  His voice wasn’t nonchalant, but it wasn’t primed for alarm.  Not yet.  He yawned into the darkness of the room, our faces awash with monitor light.  “The one I found?”

I turned to him, pointing at the screen.  “Yep. Take a look at your blip, Isaac,” I said, somewhat accusingly.  “Still think that’s a passerby?”

He bent over the bank of monitors, and it didn’t take long for his mouth to drop.  “HLX-1?”  I shook my head.  “Messier?  Not Sagittari-”

“No, it’s not Sagittarius,” I insisted.  “Good lord, people.  Look at its size!  That’s a supermassive, yes, but it’s on steroids.  It’s a super-super-massive.  And look how fast it’s going!”  I slid out of the way, running my hands through my hair and filling my lungs with cramped air. “Get on recip, please, Isaac.”

“Roger, on it.”  He squinted and leaned in further, then his head cocked and his eyes went wide.  “OK, mirroring Dina now.  Wait - its accelerating?  Twenty-one k?  There’s no way.  It must have… merged with another one?”

“Ya think?” I asked, with intentional sass, stifling a burp that was trying to make its way out of me.  I glanced at my watch.  The stupid symposium was going to start in twenty minutes, and attendance was mandatory.

“Cut it out… I didn’t know,” he said, sitting down and typing into a console.  “Yeah, it definitely did.  Spiral trails confirm it.  Gravitational waves all around it are off the charts.  Dina, who’s our contact at DSN Tidbinbilla again?”

“St. James,” she said with a shrug.  “Doubt if he’s up right now.  It’s 2 am in Aussie land.”

“Yeah, he’ll have a better vantage point with his morning light below the equator,” Isaac said. “But that means we won’t hear for another three to six hours.  The way that thing’s cruising…”

“It’s cruising, alright,” I droned, glaring at the monitors and sighing yet again.  I tapped my fingers on the desk impatiently, trying to think.  We needed to act.

“Okay, we can’t wait,” I resolved.  “Dina, issue a communique to DSN, whoever it is, the- ya know, those guys at the Deep Space Advanced Radar Capability initiative office,” -here I snapped my fingers at her trying to remember- “uh, the NRAO VLAs, and especially Nick at the GEODDS office.”  Jensen’s fingers were flying across her terminal.  “Tell them we’ve got a supermassive on the way, point of intersection unknown, time unknown, potentially ELE, threat level orange.  Recommend launching probes right away to confirm,” I said, rubbing my hands fiercely against my face and stretching my mouth.  A nervous yawn escaped me.  Too much staring at screens, and my eyes were tired.  “Send that last one up to the Secretary General’s office now, please.  And get back to DSCOVR and send them confirmation of what we’ve found. EHT as well. What’s right ascension and declination now?”

“Checking,” Isaac stuttered slowly, studying his screen.  At length, he scribbled down some numbers.  “RA ten hours, sixteen minutes, thirty-two seconds.  Dec plus thirty-six degrees, twenty-three minutes, thirty seconds.”

I tilted my head and squinted.  “Not possible.  That’s close to TON 618!  How could it just lurch into view so suddenly and escape monitoring all this time?  I don’t understand.  It’s like a bee turning into a friggin’ semi-truck.”

Farragut shrugged.  “Well, they did merge.”  I scowled at him.  “Hey, I just read ‘em like I see ‘em.” 

I said nothing in reply, and just watched him.  A notion passed through my head that was too incredible to believe and too frightening to rule out.

Here I was, a measly ‘nothing’ scientist at the University of Washington with my undergrads.  If those readings were right, we might have just discovered a supermassive black hole that was on its way to our tiny little corner of the universe.  On its way to us. And on its way fast.

And then, pinging me with an annoying alert that would see me pulled away from what was truly urgent, the symposium calendar reminder sounded.  All I could do was force out a heavy sigh and request that the gang keep me in the loop and text me with any new developments, just before I scampered off.

Yet, the entire way, my mind couldn’t help but draw a parallel from this new development… to the development I called my own.  It couldn’t be coincidence.
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“The best thing about humanity is its technology.  And the worst thing about humanity is… wait for it… its technology.”

Everyone laughed, and the sound of it resounded throughout Turner Auditorium at UW.  This was the beginning of the lecturer’s closing statements, and he thought it was downright ingenious and right on the money.  “Mankind is always in the pursuit of bigger, better, faster, cleaner.  Anything ending with -er,” he said.

“But I’d like to remind you,” he said, “of that classic movie from only thirty-four years ago, Jurassic Park.  In it, one of the protagonists, Dr. Ian Malcolm, cautioned an overly ambitious British billionaire with these words.”  Everyone leaned in.  I didn’t.  I’d already heard it, and my mind was elsewhere, frankly, hoping that Dina and Isaac were taking care of everything back in the lab.

“Your scientists were so preoccupied with whether or not they could that they didn’t stop to think if they should,” the lecturer breathed.

Again, everyone nodded.  Frankly, that was the bottom line, right?  Hubris.  Overextending one’s neck. Risky business.  Thank goodness I never demonstrate such behavior.  I knew my limits.  I knew what worked and what didn’t, and I knew where my ceiling was.

I already knew that I could, and I was convinced that I should.  It wasn’t a question of morality or ambiguity over any kind of ethics or responsibility.  It was simply a question of when.  I had seen Jurassic Park, sure.  Gene splicing and dinosaurs.  The stuff of fiction.  That wasn’t my thing.  Interstellar phenomena and physics were my thing.  What he was talking about was pop culture from a bygone era intruding upon modern progress, to be sure.  Certainly, a notion to consider, of course, for most people.

But I’d already considered it, right?  Dinosaurs and people are not the same thing.  I admittedly rolled my eyes, sitting there, as he droned on and on with silly tripe and scare tactics.  I think I may have even noticeably shook my head.  He’s talking about something sixty-five million years ago, and yet I had just laid eyes upon a potential Extinction Level Event in the making. God only knew how much time we might have left.  That thing could intersect with Earth’s orbit in five hundred years… or five weeks.  We wouldn’t know until Tidbinbilla confirmed it in a few hours.

That thing… man, it was on my mind during the entire symposium, and it was irritating to have to sit through knowing that Jensen and Farragut were seeing things that I wasn’t.  I would only be able to catch up with them once we were let out, but the text updates were coming in hard and fast, and it was difficult to focus.

With every fiber of my being and the fire of a thousand suns, I felt that I’d been given Courier for just such a time as this.  Coincidence?  A scientific impossibility.  Nature abhors a vacuum.  Checks and balances.  The stars had aligned just so as to put this in my mind so as to be ready for whatever that thing was out there that was on its way to us.  It was not chance; it was destiny.  If that thing out there truly was a supermassive, then that meant my invention might prove timely beyond words.

But where would we go?

It was November 6th already, and I couldn’t believe the year was nearly done.  My deadline was coming up quickly, and it would take every ounce of me to fundraise and rally all the support that I could for Courier 3.1.  I already had the tests to show everyone… now I just needed the chance to perform it on a live human subject, and I already had a volunteer.

Me.

“Hey, Currier,” said a sharp voice, wrenching me out of my thoughts.  I looked over.

“Yeah?”

“We gonna get something to eat?”

I gawked at her, her head tilted down and her eyebrows up, awaiting my reply. Trapper was always eating.  Always.  I never understood how she could maintain her lithe figure if she was always stuffing her face.  Her metabolism was the stuff of fiction.  I laughed.

“Sure, Trapper, sure.  Just let me grab my things,” I said.  “I can’t stay long though; I’ve gotta get back to the lab.  But I’ll go with you to pick it up and I’ll scarf it down on my way back.”

“Suit yourself,” she replied in a drab monotone.

Megan Trapper was three years my junior at Cal-Tech, but she was a kindred intellect.  Very saucy and a quick wit.  She’s always kept me focused and grounded.  After all, I always needed to have a comeback at the ready should she try to one-up me.

“Yo quiero Taco Bell, Señor Dane.”

“Fine.”

“No sour cream for you, pudgy,” she shot my way, glancing at my midsection.  Oh!  I forgot to mention she was brutally honest, too.

“Watch it, toothpick,” I fired back absentmindedly, reading the latest from Dina while collecting my books and unconsciously sucking in my gut.  For an undergrad, Megan Trapper was brazen beyond her tender age of twenty-seven.

“Oooh, toothpick,” she jousted.  “Clever.  That one’s new.”

“Yeah well, you undergrads are getting a little too big for your britches.  We have to keep you in your place.  And I already used ‘stick’ twice I think.  Toothpick will suffice for today.”  I grinned at her.  “Oh, wait, what am I thinking?  I can’t have tacos,” I said, remembering my GI issues.

“Why not?” she screeched in incredulity, gawking at me.  “Oh, right. The… problem.”

“Yep.  Tummy troubles,” I said.  “Grumbling.  Better play it safe and grab some Subway.”

She smirked.  “You play it safe with Subway.  I’m grabbing tacos.  Catch up with ya later,” she said.  She leapt over the balcony railing with her backpack firmly affixed over her shoulders, her red hair bouncing clumsily against her nondescript straps. “Toothpick in pursuit of dinner,” she offered with a final grunt as she propelled herself over it, sprinting for the exit.  I lugged myself over the railing too, panting hard and apologizing to the grad student next to me as he tried to make a clean exit himself.  There were grads and undergrads all around in a sea of students, and Trapper’s figure was growing tinier in the distance as I tried to wade through.

Trapper was aptly named.  Here I was, trapped, while she was off again.  I glanced down at my phone for the latest.

Telemetry confirmed, Dina typed.  It most definitely is a super-supermassive.  And Dane?  It’s headed right for us.

This just got worse.  My stomach grumbled.  Here came the burps, and I hadn’t even eaten yet.
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Dinner was over.  The Subway was still rumbling in my tummy, and the sulfur burps were coming strong and fast now.  It’s amazing how fast they come.  They’re revolting, but that’s what you get when your nerves are on fire, you know things people don’t, and you’ve eaten too fast.

I know better than to eat too fast.

I texted Megan that I’d catch up with her tomorrow.  I wasn’t sure if I meant that.  All I knew right now was that I needed to catch up with Isaac and Dina and assess current position.  And then I had to get back to my apartment and keep working. Trapper protested firmly, desiring company in her unapologetically demanding tone with multiple exclamation marks.

I ignored her.  She knew Currier was important and that I had to get back to it.  She was the only one who knew about it beside myself.

Double-timing the University wasn’t my intent.  But ever since this passion enveloped me, I’ve wanted Courier more than anything in the world.  Only two people knew about it, and I wasn’t ready to launch any kind of Kickstarter yet; I just had so many high hopes for this thing.  Aside from a play on my last name, it would be novel… revolutionary… mind-blowing… life-altering.

If Courier 3.1 was truly capable of what I thought it was, it might be able to do exactly what we all needed, and I would be on the cusp of becoming a millionaire.  Or billionaire?  Trillionaire??  Move over Jeff Bezos.

Courier 3.1 could deconstruct your atoms and reassemble them somewhere else.  Quantum physics didn’t grasp the gravity of teleportation.  Not yet.  And no one knew what it could do but me and Megan.  I hadn’t even told Dina and Isaac yet.  I wasn’t ready.

What I was ready for was for these accursed sulfur burps to end.  Whatever was going on inside me needed to be deconstructed and reconstructed without the physical affliction and ailments.  It was gastrointestinal, that much was certain, but beyond that, no one knew, and it seemed like no doctor wanted to put their finger on it.

Even worse than the burps was the acid reflux.  The heartburn was terrible and unending.

Doctors weren’t unanimous, and I’d had so many second opinions that there were now second opinions piggybacked upon second opinions, to multiple powers of second opinions beyond that.

None of them could uniformly pinpoint if it was lactose intolerance, irritable bowel syndrome, Crohn’s, ulcerative colitis, gallstones, or God knows what else.  I desperately loathed them for that.  Every single doctor’s appointment ended in irritation.  Knowledge is power, right?  They didn’t know what it was, so I didn’t have any power.

But the one area I did have power in?  I could show them that I knew more than they did about something else.  After all, what else are graduate studies for?

The one thing that I knew definitively was that I was going to be Patient Zero for Courier 3.1, and that was that.  There was no other logical option.  In good conscience, I couldn’t send Megan Trapper through. Courier 3.1 was mine, and it was revolutionary, and it would change everything.  I had to go through myself first.

But, in the meanwhile, all of that would just have to wait.  The docs said what they said, and all of them were ‘fairly’ certain that it was what they thought it was.

However, the docs might not be reading it right.  I think they wanted to.  But simply surrendering to their beliefs would be an act of defiance.
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It was high time for a difficult conversation.

AARO head Doctor Ron Sikorsky was a young man stern beyond his years, supremely focused on the All-domain Anomaly Resolution Office’s purpose to protect our skies and keep Earth safe.  He partnered with planetary defense at the European Space Agency, but they had no love for him.  His namesake was bound to the helicopter business as an industry leader, but that didn’t mean that he himself was a leader. It was clear our dear Ronnie had his hands full already and didn’t want to be bothered with any more – or any new – phenomena.

Sorry to ruin your day, Ronnie, I thought, but there’s incoming that you really might want to take a look at before it lands on your head.

“You’ve triple-verified telemetry?” he asked Dina.

“Yes, sir, we have,” she replied.

He just stared at the screen.  “Shhhit,” he finally groaned.  “DOD will have my head now that you’ve let this get this close to Earth, folks.  I hope you’re happy.”

“Mr. Sikorsky, with all due respect,” I began, “this ‘thing’ just literally appeared two days ago, verified by Mr. Farragut and Ms. Jensen.  Look at the speed at which its traveling sir.  This isn’t a slow-moving traditionally-trackable blip, sir.  It’s moving at over one-tenth the speed of light.  We’ve confirmed it.”

By the look on his face, that defense meant nothing to him.  He rubbed his hand through his hair feverishly and then blew out hot steam.

“Alright, keep me apprised.  This is not good, folks.  Anyone else running reciprocals and checking your readings?”

“Of course, sir,” I said.  “The typical ones: DSN, the NRAO VLAs, GEODDS, DSCOVR, and EHT,” I rattled off, reading Dina’s list from earlier that I had requested she update.

“Any idea on point of intersection?”

“Not until we have confirmed with Tidbinbilla in two hours.”

“Who’s your contact?”

“Henry St. James.”

“Someone’s gotta wake him.  I don’t care if he’s sleeping.  We need answers on this ASAP.  Find someone to wake him.”

“Roger that, will do,” Dina replied.

Sikorsky’s mouth closed and he just stared at us somberly through the screen.  “This is an ELE, isn’t it?  Level with me.”

I didn’t know what to say.  The truth would have to suffice.  “Yessir, it is.  It’s bigger than TON 618, and it’s growing, sir.  We think two of them merged.”  He remained silent.  “Once we get confirmation of its point of intersection, we’ll know more then, but it’s already drawing too near to us to just glance off.  At some point trajectory confirms it’ll wander into the Milky Way.  That could be weeks or years, we don’t know yet.  But when that happens…,” I trailed off intentionally.  My thoughts went once again to Courier 3.1, its implications on the black hole, and vice versa.

He nodded grimly.  At length he blinked and cleared his head.  “Right.  Well, get back to me once you’ve talked to Tidbinbilla.”

I nodded back.  Sikorsky switched off.
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Dina and Isaac were to send me any and all updates.  I awaited them eagerly.  Sikorsky was not our preferred point of contact for the DOD, but he was all we had right now, and that was the top of our pecking order.  He would brief the President soon.

All of our other contacts were buzzing.

So why was I so discontent?  If everyone on a need-to-know basis was being brought into the fold, briefed on the potential cataclysm heading our way, why was my stomach grumbling so obstreperously?  Shouldn’t I be content now that the powers that be were on it?  In a matter of time we would have a more definitive confirmation from Tidbinbilla and we’d know more concretely what we were dealing with.  There was no sense in worrying.

So why was I worried, gnawing my fingers like a termite through a cedar two-by-four?

My half-eaten Subway sandwich lay beside me on a paper plate, un-gnawed.  Paper plates were disposable; recyclable, and less work than doing dishes.  I didn’t mind the extra expense.  Life is a picnic anyway, right?

Might not be in a few weeks, I thought to myself.

I stared ponderously at my glorious invention, downing a sip of water to chase yet another Tums tablet which I had ground into powder.

There they both were. Both chambers.

What was stopping me?  Fear?  Uncertainty?  Didn’t I have unquestioned and unqualified belief in Courier 3.1?  Hadn’t it proven itself already?

I looked at Macy.  Her paws under her muzzle, those big, black, beautiful eyes stared up at me – that is to say, my sandwich – longingly.  When she noticed me watching her, that tail began to wag once more.

It was the same tail.  It had gone through.  Those eyes were the same.  That muzzle was the same.  Same personality, same longing for human company, same everything.  Her harness was five feet behind her draped over the recliner.  That was the same too.

I watched her as she continued to wag.  She had gone through, and emerged the same.  She was biological, animate, and the exact same as she was before going through.  She looked, felt, smelled and seemed identical.  Even her bad dog breath persisted.

In fact, Macy even seemed improved in some ways.  Her graying hairs were gone.  Her eyes seemed clearer for a 12-year-old lab-hound-pointer mix.  It was almost as if an idealized version of her was interpolated from the source chamber (whom I lovingly called Nova), and given form in the target chamber (endearingly dubbed Ava), but run through particle reorganization filters that saw fit to selectively remove any degenerative artifacts.

Nova read her, and Ava listened.  Nova sent the data, and then Ava assimilated it, reassembling her on the other side, improved, without the gray.  Ava could also be used as a relay unit, however, and could further send the signal elsewhere should there be sufficient equipment to receive it.  For now, they were tied together, but they didn’t need to be; Ava could be positioned halfway around the planet as long as there was sufficient Internet signal; all those 1’s and 0’s could definitely travel.  For the moment, I was compelled to use everything as a LAN configuration to ensure an uninterrupted signal and minimize interference.

So what the heck was stopping me?

The bad breath.

That was it, for sure.  I crunched another Tums.

If her bad breath persisted, that was a biological and organic byproduct of canine anatomy that was undesirable. Normal, yes, but still undesirable.  Her plaque had not been removed from her teeth.  Her left paw still had that strange protrusion.  Those had not been fixed.  So why was she no longer graying and had clearer eyes, but the rest was left uncorrected?  Her white beard was now the black of youth.

Some things remained unchanged, and that meant that I would be taking a chance. A chance with my own safety… my own life.  Could I do it?  Should I do it?  The line from Jurassic Park came back to me once more.

Your scientists were so preoccupied with whether or not they could that they didn’t stop to think if they should.

I rubbed my face angrily, rolling my eyes.  My right knee was bouncing nervously. How many times was I going to do this?  To request volunteers and begin screening candidates would let the cat out of the bag, and my secret would be cooked… and so would I.  My entire future would go up in flames.

No.  It had to be me, and only me.

I stared down at Macy again, my thumbnail now gnawed down to the flesh.  She wiggled once more.

“You’re alright, aren’t you, girl?” I asked her, my eyebrows clenched.  “Aren’t you?  Come here.”  She instantly rose with ears laid back in happiness as she came to my left side, close to the side table with my Subway on it.  Her eyes darted over to it and then back to me.  Once more, to the table, and then back to me.

Those eyes of hers are so clear now…

That was it, wasn’t it?  She was seeing clearly.  Was she improved mentally?  Were the features that had been improved more internal only, and less aesthetic?  Follicular regeneration from the inside out?  Ocular nerves repaired and upgraded?  Was she smarter even?

She seemed smarter.

I glanced over at Nova, and then slowly over at Ava, subconsciously fetching my sandwich from its plate.  Macy’s ears went up curiously as she watched my hand.  I slowly brought it to her mouth and she took it without hesitation, as my eyes were drawn back to the chambers.

Six feet high and three feet wide, they resembled tiny sound booths, or those older phone booths or talk boxes, but more egglike, and with a DuroLast chrome reflective paneling inside and clean white 3M padding all around.  The particle accelerators would be hard to explain to anyone.  Cables were suspended parallel to the rear of the chambers in tight conduits mounted with symmetry.  The main link conduit conjoined them together in inseparable harmony over a ten foot spread, running from Nova to Ava, and back to Nova for a mirror check once transfers were complete.  They worked.  They really worked, as long as they were kept sterile, dust-free, devoid of confusing particulates and vacuum-sealed.  The polyurethane door seals and sweeps ensured a tight airless suction fit.  Megan Trapper helped me put them both together.

Good thing I was a neat freak as well.  That’s why I got Macy; she didn’t shed.  Nova and Ava would say that they appreciated that, if they had been given AI voices.

The chambers were state of the art, and the UW didn’t ask any questions about the requisition orders, nor had they ever sent any kind of auditor to check on the equipment.  Keep things practical and don’t overblow the budget, and they look the other way.  After all, I was in a research lab, and we had funding.  They had in this case.   Thus, Nova and Ava were born.

It was rudimentary 3D printer firmware at first, and scanners re-coded and adapted to accommodate biological materials beyond the 1’s and 0’s that the old syntax was built upon.  CourierOS operated on higher plains than that old stuff, interpreting biological and organic material as truly alive, requiring quantum levels of computation and analysis: higher spheres of thinking.  As such, my power bill was astronomical each month.  A small price to pay.

Then came the setbacks.

Neither Inky, Pinky, Blinky or Clyde made it.  My zebra-tailed finches never knew what hit them, until they were inside out and spliced together inside Ava’s receiving dish.  That was awful.  I couldn’t keep birds long enough, and the pet stores were on to me, I feared.  Next, Merry and Pippin went through, then, finally, Frodo and Sam.

Same thing.  They were all chirpy and contented. They lived a cheerful, happy life on a stick, pecking at seeds one day, and then the next, fused together in an unholy abomination of matted feathers, tissue and intestines, their beaks ground to powder.  Neither Courier 1.0, 1.5, 1.8, 2, 2.6, 2.7, nor 2.9 could figure it out.  By 2.7 I was getting close.  Sent them through one at a time.  But they were stillborn on the other side.  They were intact, yes, but frozen in suspended animation: a haunting tribute to a life that was.

That’s when I had the breakthrough: Courier 3.0.  The computer needed to analyze the precise cellular makeup of zebra-tailed finches.  Only then would it understand what a zebra-tailed finch was.  Same with Macy.  I had to sedate her and cut a sample of her tissue – after she went through it was completely healed – and fed it into biometric analysis tubes to get the precise makeup.  Then it knew what a lab-hound-pointer was.  It understood her hair coloration, her age, her cellular makeup… to a T.  After that, I was able to simply draw blood and have it scanned in a spectrum analyzer.  No more flesh samples.  Macy – and I – were brave enough to send her through on 3.1.  You should have seen my fingernails; they were gnawed to the bone.  I sent two final finches through – Iron Man and Thor – and they made it.  They made it!  I returned them to the store.  No one knew or would even suspect that they were identical facsimiles of their original selves.

So, the question remained: would I be a near-identical facsimile of my original self?  Or would I be me?

I took another hard look at Macy.  Damned if she wasn’t absolutely herself.  Not just her skin, her hair, her eyes, but her very soul – it was her.  No doubt.

She wasn’t outgoing fodder for the previous Couriers.  She was here to stay.

There was only one way to find out if I would be here to stay.  I had to go through.

Just… once I could eventually get past my own nervousness and fear.  Those were standing in the way for one obvious reason: I wanted to live.  But if that thing out there was coming to kill us, wasn’t I just staving off the inevitable?

I sighed, resigned to wait.  I had to get back to the lab anyway.  Dina and Isaac were waiting.
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