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“They’ve monkeyed with your DNA but the work is more subtle that I’d realized. Perhaps this Dr. Dorn wasn’t as mad as you’d described him.”

“Oh, he was mad alright. Trust me on that. That lab was an abysmal torture chamber. I was lucky I escaped.”

“Yes you were very lucky. Thankfully, you haven’t mutated into something monstrous or become a factory for alien spores.”

“Well, that’s a relief. So this means there are no mutations at all?”

“Well, not in the classical sense, Bob. You see, most mutations are usually destructive to DNA. Rarely is there ever an advantage to the cell when it comes to mutations. I’m not seeing destructive changes, or at least they haven’t turned out to be destructive, yet. What I’m seeing are unusual modifications. Mutations that so far have been neutral or benign, if not beneficial. And there’s another interesting thing. While it is not unusual for genes to jump from one organism to another, it does happen, it usually ends up bad for the new host organism. In this case, that host organism would be you,” said Dr. Lehman. “and things haven’t turned out bad at all.” He helped me back onto the hospital bed. “How’s your am doing? Any pain? Any infections? Any issues at all with the medications you take for it?” I shook my head.

“Actually I haven’t had to take my medication for the new arm for a couple of months now.”

“I’m not surprised. I suspect that the alien genes added to you from the experiment are behind this development.” 

“Really?” He nodded. I wasn’t surprised by this. Rather, I was quite delighted by it.

“Curb your enthusiasm. While you may not need the original doses, I would encourage you to continue to take your medications once per month. It’s not a good idea to abruptly stop taking them.”

“Okay. So, what do you mean about. . .jumping genes?” It was a subject that I’d dreaded ever since my experience at Hussa but now that I was getting a full examination at Pam’s behest, it was silly to continue avoiding the subject. Especially now that she was pregnant.

“If a gene or if a number of genes are able to jump from one organism to another, first it is very difficult in terms of their survival. But if they do, they can in some cases actively change the genetic expression of the new host organism’s DNA. In your case, it seems to me after our tests that these alien genes have told the cells in your body to stop rejecting the foreign limb. I still want to monitor the situation but it is an interesting development.”

“Indeed,” I said softly.  

“There are foreign DNA cells, alien DNA, attached to your DNA structure, through the serum given to you, I think, and these alien cells contain similar chemical tags and histone tags found in normal human DNA that turn on or off certain genes. In your case, these alien cells have instructed the tags to turn on certain genes that control muscle tissue and growth. These kinds of functions can give one new abilities, in theory. I have also observed that some of these alien cells have traveled as far as your brain and are affecting certain areas of the cortex which may explain the odd dreams you’ve been having.”

“Well, odd dreams and a seventh sense sort of runs in the family,” I said. Dr. Lehman gave me a patient smile.

He and a nurse prepared the MRI again, ready to take one more brain scan as I hadn’t remained completely still the first time they’d performed it. I wondered if this cycle of changes in my body were actually through, and now I had an unborn child to worry about; how might this alien DNA might affect that new life?

“Will I be able to go home soon?”

“One thing you must remember, Bob, is that there are many unknowns when dealing with a situation like this. You can never know all there is to know in such a short time.” I was sure that was his explanatory way of saying no. I was used to his explanations for everything. I found them enlightening. And also voluminous.

“However, I don’t yet know if we are dealing with a normal gene transfer or a horizontal gene transfer, when a gene can jump directly into another organism. This is rare because of the barriers and difficulty. Like I’ve said before.”

“You mean like rogue DNA?”

“Something like that. I was thinking more along the lines of a vector. If that rogue DNA or vector, carried a virus, that complicates matters further. If it was infected with a virus and we haven’t yet determined that, whatever alien virus infected the alien genes injected into your cells could be transferred to other humans or animals if it survives, or if you survive. It could replicate itself millions of times in one of your cells and then spread throughout the human population. Who knows what plans these loyalist aliens have to get rid of the human population? Their plans may entail more than just building stargates.”

“In that case I will ask my wife to come in for a check-up as well.”

“That would be a good idea, just to be safe.” Dr. Lehman could be right. But for some reason I didn’t think the experiments on Hussa had much to do with the loyalists. There was some indirect connection, sure. But the experiments at Hussa seemed to me to be an entirely different plan, born from a different faction for perhaps a similar purpose but not entirely the same. The fiorjah queen had not indicated in any way that she was in alignment with the loyalists, whom she viewed as lesser beings, barely a step above humans. And she had been defeated and was now secluded somewhere here, at Ellen Vartan’s secret science laboratory, her essence and DNA being readied as a biological weapon against said loyalists.

But it didn’t mean that it posed no danger to me. Repercussions from so many past experiences seemed to haunt me now, ready to jump out at me like predators from the shadows. However, this type of worried, negative thinking did me no good. What was done was done and I had to move forward.

This “chin up” talk still didn’t make me feel better.

I had no work experience with biological machines and their functions (other than my own) but I did work with computers. With computers, mechanical machines, and with software, if a foreign agent such as a virus, entered, it could either wreak direct havoc or make indirect attacks that were difficult to detect. Some viruses could be so subtle and sophisticated in their attacks that no trace could be detected until it had worked its way deep into the code. The same held true for viruses in biological organisms, I supposed. I had such a thing in my body. So far, it had not had the deleterious effects that I’d expected. The doctor smiled at me as if to give me aid and comfort. The nurse working with him dutifully hooked me up to a few more diodes.

“Nature has a way of correcting all wrongs, in time, Bob,” said the doctor kindly. I must have looked worried. “If these changes were truly dangerous it’s likely that we would have detected them already, considering this happened to you years ago. You should be dead. You’re still alive and kicking and healthy.” I nodded and closed my eyes as I submitted to the scan. That was something to be thankful for.

After the bewildering battery of tests over the last three weeks I was in a high state of anxiety. My life was in a massive state of flux. Dr. Lehman had ordered a special and very expensive experimental drug to kill these alien cells after sending cell samples, by teleportation, or what was known on Dappa as TRANS-port, a technology in the making for over a century that had come into being recently on the black market, and a brand new way to send things that were illegal (as of now), especially when it came to biological organisms traveling in such a way, to another lab for further study. I’d heard  horrific stories of poor souls sending their pets or even themselves from one place to another through TRANS-port, thinking they would save on money and convenience and were never heard from again. Or worse, they came out of the device very different from when they came in. No one knew if TRANS-port destroyed the original and created a clone or if people disappeared in TRANS-port into the universal aether. A frightening thought.

Speaking of that, no one knew if this newly created drug, which wasn’t even on the market, would work, or how it would work, or what the effects of submitting it through this new transportation technology would be.

After the brain scan I was sent back to my private bedroom at the Vartan laboratory where I tried to get some more rest. I couldn’t. I looked over at the large datapad I’d brought to get some work done. The U-net team and I were monitoring the storm systems on Jupiter which had become more active in the last year. I had Chip, Will and several others watching for any anomalies in climate or sentient activity on the planet. The activity was heightened but not in any way that seemed to alarm anyone else but me. So far, nothing new was happening according to the different weather scanning programs I was monitoring. No messages from anyone on the team either. I felt frustrated and the terrible sense of foreboding made me feel restless, as if I were wasting time in this hospital room. I closed the screen out and laid back and closed my eyes, breathing slowly and deeply to calm my nerves.

Two hours later, Dr. Lehman came in with my medication.

“Still on edge?”

“I just want to get back to work, is all.”

“I understand. We’ll be done in a couple of days. Remember, what happened to you may be of great import not only to you but to us as well. We want to make sure you really are fine and that those experiments won’t pose a danger, or if what happened may heighten your abilities and turn you into a superman.” I made a face.

“I’m not interested in transforming into a patch of light. Or becoming Superman. I’m fine in my current meat bag, thank you very much,” I grumbled. Dr Lehman chuckled.

“Hence, that’s what this drug is for. It comes in aerosol form. Just sent by TRANS-port. And you’ll need this syringe to administer the drug.” Reluctantly, I sat up from the bed and looked it over.

“Instructions on how to take it at home will be sent to your web mail address. In the mean time, here are your instructions; you take this drug twice a day, with or without meals. The auto-syringe is to be used anywhere in the skin except the groin and other private areas. Use on the arms, legs, torso or neck is fine.”

“Thanks,” I murmured. Just what I needed. Another drug.

“So you really haven’t felt any pain related to the experiments at Hussa all this time?” I shook my head. “Nothing of note that I remember.”

“Interesting.” He scratched his chin.

I was finally having that medical examination that I should have had years ago after coming back from my adventure on Langrenus, which I was scheduled to visit again for an important meeting in a couple of weeks. I’d been here at the lab for weeks as they conducted a battery of tests and took various samples from me, reminiscent of the tests I underwent under Dr. Donatien Lafayette’s cruelty. Okay, maybe that was a great exaggeration. These tests weren’t barbaric or painful and the lab here had a soothing atmosphere. But it did nothing to calm me. I shuddered to even think his name. 

I had blood tests done, skin grafts, body fluid tests, cholesterol and bone density tests, brain scans, whole body scans, all manner of tests.

“Here’s the thing. Your DNA has changed in ways subtle and miraculous. I don’t know if this work they did was by accident or design,” he said.

I was quite sure it was by accident. That lab at Hussa was a butcher’s market more than a true science laboratory. He cleared his throat. “If we could, we would like your permission to use your DNA for further testing in experiments to help further science and medicine. If that’s okay with you I’ll have a nurse bring by a consent form for you to sign?” I nodded my consent.

Later that night I continued to monitor the storms and the activity of the planet from various weather feeds. Staring at seemingly an endless array of holo and trad screens, my eyes were growing heavy as boulders. I felt my mind drifting off and caught myself nearly falling off the bed, when I heard a buzz and then a sharp snap from the pad splayed across my lap. Several of the feeds had suddenly gone dead, and then five seconds later all of the weather feeds died. I checked the web connection and did a simple check and repair of the network. There were no connection problems or firewalls causing a blockage or a bad connection. I went through a more involved series of diagnostics to see where I could find the issue. None. I scratched my head and then suspicion immediately took hold. I shut the system down and then turned it back on to see if a reset would solve the problem. The weather channels remained offline despite this. There would be no monitoring the Storm Maker further tonight.

I decided to see if any other program on the system was having issues by sending a message to someone I needed to talk to on Mars.

Genevieve.

I sent a message to her, asking about how things looked on the ground currently, the conflicts and current mood in Syzygy and if she could monitor and send back information on any activity near the Jovian system and its storms, any new information that U-net could use to add into formulating our plan of attack. I asked after Tulos and Rychik. I wondered about them, about how they were doing. Were they even alive? 

After sending it off I sat back and watched for any bounce-back or error retrieval or sending errors – anything! It would be awhile before she could get back to me. If she were still alive. I wished I could send a message to Sworda but he was even more elusive and difficult to contact, unless I was actually on Mars. I sighed, feeling thwarted, and got up and gazed out of the window toward the western part of the research complex. I could see human and mech laborers outside in the open-air working on the Phoenix, my little shuttle that Ellen was turning into a bonafide ship. Welders, cutters, software engineers, mechanical engineers all putting it back together after having taken it down completely months ago. It was something I loved watching, even at work in my office, when I was last at work. 

I was proud of the Phoenix. Though it didn’t look impressive it was being given some impressive technology.

It was being outfitted with new hardware. It had a new chronometer, an updated computer system and software, a renovated cockpit, the main living quarters cabin had been slightly enlarged and it had been outfitted with faster more powerful weapons and a more powerful shield system. That shield system was an updated cloaking technology that all the most powerful and well-connected pirates and smugglers used, thanks to Diamond’s contacts and know-how. I had to smile. It was wrong, but it was what it was. It made me feel secure knowing that I could run with the best of them on the wrong side of the law.

But that wasn’t the most important part of the Phoenix’s renovations. It was the bleeding edge weapons technology that Ellen and her secret team of scientists had been building out of alien biological tissue and combining with some type of special ferrous-electrical metal, encasing the weapon in a quartz glass bay.

Or that was the gist of it. I just hoped when it came time to use it that I didn’t end up blowing myself up. A special defensive mechanism called Dark Shields were also installed, to be used in tandem with the new bio-weapon. They prevented blindness.

And thinking of that made me think of the battle plans I was forming with my U-net team on St. Anthony. We had some good information and a strategy but we needed more information. Always, we needed more to make sure we weren’t going to end up hurtling our small army into a black box. None of these plans changed the fact that luck played a large part in all of this. All it took was for us to remain ignorant of their plan to come through a wormhole on Jupiter and their fleet would have entered the solar system and turned Earth and every other colony in the solar system into graveyards.

I glanced up at the silver sliver of moon outside. The night sky was clear as glass and the air was warm, the start of summer.

I finally went back to bed, dozing off to sleep again when my comlink device chimed. It wasn’t a call, however. It indicated that there was a written mail message. I must have slept for at least three hours as it was now two o’clock in the morning.

I picked up my datapad and opened the message software to find that it was, indeed, from Genevieve. How she got my message so quickly surprised me. And the situation was dire.

I read it with growing concern: Rychik, who, according to Diamond, had joined an alien rebel mercenary company since I’d last seen him had not been able to get to the base to assist Genevieve in weeks, his small company of mercenaries trapped at an outpost with a battalion of sentinels in a fierce battle with a gang of vicious scavengers. Whether they were loyalists or some other faction, she didn’t know. The amount of factions had increased and according to Genevieve, some that were once allies were now enemies. The chaos was growing worse in Syzygy, so much so that she had to keep voice messages very brief so as not to be detected and tracked by enemies, and use coded written messages through the tenuous web connection they had built on Mars, when she was able to. According to her knowledge, one fifth of the city’s inhabitants were already dead through escalated conflicts; guerilla fighting, and bombings throughout the city. Many on all sides were dead. She had no news about conditions in Ophir. 

My heart nearly shuddered to a halt in me as I realized the extent of the horrors unfolding on Mars. At some point I had to get out there with all the firepower and weaponry that Vartan could give me. And I needed Diamond and U-net to help her. But right now we had Earth to worry over. 

This was worse than I’d first imagined. I knew that I‘d get no rest for the remainder of the night. I was ready to get out there and fight. But first, U-net needed to finalize a good battle strategy to protect Earth, and I needed to help my benefactress settle a score. After all, if it hadn’t been for her help and backing, I would either be in prison or my wife would be a widow. As always, time was against me.

To start, I sent a message to a new and unlikely ally: Edwin C. Steward.
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With each passing day it was becoming more difficult to avoid the ubiquitous news media about the alien threat. Though they used code-speak and couched it in terms of “terrorist threats”, it was obvious to me what they were really talking about without putting the proper name on it:

Imminent alien threat to human civilization.

It was everywhere now and stirring up a slow and growing distress in the world’s populations.

It was also stressing me out and I usually managed to avoid the media and put all devices on calm mode when it came to certain news groups, channels, web media outlets and broadcast outlets, thanks to some great software apps I’d found on the Dappa network, hacked and improved by Chip.

So far, they were working. I hadn’t flown into a rage yet over the misinformation flying around about the alien threat that they should have picked up on long before now, nor had I gone into an apoplectic stroke over the lazy reporting and deceitful edits of the sleazy magazine broadcasts as they still tried to cast those of us involved in the extra-terrestrial friendly community as kooks and possible Benedict Arnolds. I wasn’t sure how long my long-suffering meter would last before it malfunctioned, though.

Some weeks ago I did some research on the United Nations and their past enemies. I didn’t find much but I did find something intriguing enough to appreciate the historical importance of Burning Man Field at a time like this, even when most had forgotten all about it. I say this because I hadn’t forgotten the creepy sensation I experienced on Gan Ning and I was on alert to any indication that I was being trailed or watched. The sense had come back as soon as I’d left the lab hospital, though it was faint. I wasn’t being watched as far as I knew right now but something alien was still out there that had been trailing me months before. Ellen had given me leave to use one of her specially-built vehicles, a proto-type fly-car she called a Shifting Revolver vehicle and a special license to operate it. It had black tinted windows and I decided for this trip to travel in this vehicle at night. Many people used fly-cars and personal air ships with blackened or shaded windows – that wouldn’t draw too much attention. But mine had the added plus of a special coating over the paint and the windows that could block scanners or sensors. If I was caught or pulled over by police I’d have a hard time explaining myself with such technology but since I tended to be a careful driver, I wasn’t too concerned with that possibility.

I was concerned with whoever had been trailing me on Gan Ning and I’d packed my trusty sea pistol with me as well. My family was safely away in an underground bunker provided by my employer. No assassin spider mechs would be getting to them there! But, I digress.

According to an old digital reference book I’d read called Stealth Attack: On the Losses of Freedom and Liberty, sixty years ago a group of political radicals, dubbed neo-Luddites, frustrated with the lackluster peace-keeping efforts of the UN, tired of the corruption seen in its member delegates and officials, the rampant abuse carried out by its peace-keeper troops on vulnerable populations and its growing power over governmental sovereignty, plotted to cripple its power with a deadly bombing attack at one of its conferences. They created secret places around the country where they could meet and talk and plot without being heard, in case they suspected themselves of being bugged at their homes. One of those places was Burning Man’s Field. It looked like a harmless meadow where kids played baseball or soccer or even tried to play quidditch on hoverboards. Once lined by tall, unruly clumpy walls of blackberry bushes, those had been cut away, regretfully, I noted. It now resembled something like a beautifully dull golf course. 

I made my way over to the cone of silence, the place Grenu had mentioned on that fateful evening. I could feel my ears open and pop slightly as if there had been a slight change in elevation. I tamped my foot softly around the area. The ground beneath felt soft but there was a near imperceptible hum I could feel through my body. I sensed this was the still operative cone of silence put here so many years ago to hide conversations from snooping ears. I reached out with my senses, trying to feel if anything else odd was lurking about close by. So far, things seemed safe.

It was another clear, warm night, and only a year after I’d met with Grenu here, a U-net member I’d barely gotten to know.

To my surprise, Ed had agreed to meet with me, intrigued by my request. This could have gone either way.  I was on one of my wild and random fishing expeditions again and he could have just as well told me to buzz off. After all, we weren’t friends, though we now had a friendly repore at work. 

I wanted to know if he had any information about alien life and alien artifacts, anything, no matter how small, innocuous or tangential it seemed. There was always something one could glean from such information for a greater plan. I turned and saw a man getting out of an air cab several yards away. It was Ed. The cab lifted off silently and sped off to join the traffic high above. Though it was early summer evening and it was breezy, the air was tense. People everywhere were on edge. 

Ed peered around briefly at first and then started toward me. When he reached the back of the field near the mostly demolished hedgerow and spotted me, his face crumpled into a deep frown.

Yup. He seemed his old, grumpy self.

“Normally, no one can interest me enough to pry me away from my workshop at home. But I still remember that device you brought to my office at work. So, I’m curious. What’s this all about?” Edwin had an entire department that functioned as his “office” that mysteriously remained in existence at work, a department devoted to anachronistic, out-of-place, old-fashioned technology at Vartan Inc. called Odd Parts Lab.

“Sorry to bother you. It’s just that I’m looking for information and I found our conversation about the stargate cipher I had over a year ago quite illuminating. You are one of the few people on Earth that seems to know we are not alone in the universe. I thought I might be able to bounce some ideas off you after you helped me with the cipher.”

“What ever did happen with that cipher?” he asked, taking out a cigar and lighting it. “Do you mind?” I chuckled and shook my head.

“I’m sure you heard all about the thing with the Sci-Tech Convention incident.”

“Yeah. But I don’t normally believe much of what I hear from mainstream news sources unless it’s about someone’s cat getting stuck on an abandoned landing pad. Or the weather. When it comes to things of real import, I’d rather hear it from the source.” He gave me a pointed look.

“Well, as it turned out, you were correct in that it was an alien cipher and that it did need a key to unlock it to make it work. It was designed to fit inside the new stargate that they had unveiled for the convention and they were going to use for the first time. Thank God, we prevented it from being turned on.” Edwin grunted in satisfaction at this.

“The official story is that there was some international terrorist attack planned and that they had worn sophisticated bio-skin masks to blend in with the crowd and obscure their identity and DNA to destroy the stargate and the ability of our alliance of Western hemisphere nations to make technological progress. Some blamed the Luddite Brigade, others Middle Eastern terrorists, the Eastern Hemisphere Alliance of nations. Blah, blah, blah, etc.” I said with disgust. Ed gave me a wry smile and rolled his eyes.

I guess that excuse seemed plausible enough. Too bad it was false.

“Still blaming the Luddites are they? Weren’t they executed years ago?”

“Yeah. And these new Luddites are the non-violent sort so, I’m not sure where the media is going with that angle. What do you think, Ed?” I asked. He shook his head.

“I have serious doubts about any explanation.”

“That’s because both explanations are false. It was an alien attack.” I waited for a response, watching his face. He nodded, his expression turning back into a frown.

“I suspected as much. That there are aliens about. I think they’ve been with us for a very long time. But people think you’re crazy if you mention such things. Even in the face of growing evidence.”

“I know.”

“So, it was aliens then. But what were they trying to do? Why did they want to destroy the gate?” he asked.

“They didn’t. I destroyed the gate. Well, it’s complicated. I’ll give you the Cliff Notes version. It was they, the aliens, who had built the darn thing in the first place. They had stolen the technology from humans, gave that knowledge to their own scientists and built the gate. That gate was really a Trojan Horse, Ed. It would have been a giant leap for alienkind and a giant disaster for us.”

“What do you mean?”

“Because once the gate was opened it would have paved the way for a massive fleet of ships to come into our solar system and take over this planet.” Ed’s eyes grew wide. “I’d found out that they destroyed their own world and so they set about on massive, powerful ships, their whole race nearly, to come to Earth and take this planet from us.”

“What happened to theirs?”

“The same thing that nearly happened to Earth over a century ago. They used and abused the planet’s resources to the point of planetary exhaustion and collapse. Didn’t learn a thing from that devastation either. At least we did learn something before we allowed Earth to cross the point of no return.”

“But why do they want to get rid of us?”

“The alien loyalists, those loyal to the prime objective of their species when they left their planet, are motivated out of blind xenophobia, a sense of entitled destiny taught to them by their culture and the fear of never finding a homeland now that theirs has collapsed. We used to be that way. Not really an alien concept,”

“Sometimes we still are.”

“True, but I like to think we’ve come a long way,” I said. Ed blew out a plume of smoke and gazed at me in wonder.

“Bob, how do you know all of this?”

“The work that I do for Vartan is how I know. It started with stumbling upon an alien plotting with other alien loyalists, disguised as a human working within the company. On my travels beyond Earth, to Mars and to the moon and to various places out there I’ve learned many things, most of them from other aliens. Like the alien rebels, those who do not support species genocide against humans.” 

“So, there are aliens that aren’t enemies of the human race?” Ed sounded as if he was trying to confirm something in his own mind. He may have known far more than I’d realized.

“Yes, there are and it’s just as important for me to get that word out as it is for us to defeat the loyalists. The problem is, I’m not sure how to get that word out in a way that resonates with people, or even if I’m the right one to do it.”

“I think you are certainly the one who has to do it. Just not by yourself.” Ed paused and took another long draw from his cigar, studying me intently. “How many of them are out there? Do you know?” he finally asked.
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