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License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only and may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

This book is a work of fiction, and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely coincidental. The characters are productions of the author’s imagination and used fictitiously.
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Author’s Note on the Second Edition

This book first saw print more than a decade ago. At that point, it was titled Avatar’s Overture, and, as you might have guessed, it was before the movie Avatar came out. It was published in a vanity press and was an utter disaster. A few years later, when self-publishing was beginning to become a thing, I revisited the book and realized it would make a good trilogy. I made a few changes and released it as Earth Song—Overture. I really wasn’t into writing for the career at that point; it was just fun. When I wrote the sequel, Earth Song—Sonata in Orionis, I realized it was much, much more than I’d originally believed. It was quickly becoming an epic space opera. Now, with five books in the series, a sixth well on its way, and a new publisher owning the rights, I realized the writing in that first book was woefully dated. 

I went back and examined Overture with a more studied eye. Not only were the details of the world dated (pre-smart phone), but my skill as a writer was not very developed—it was rather amateurish. Overture was 130,000 rambling words with a half-dozen commingled plot lines. What I wanted to say was all there, but it was hard to find through the clutter. So, I embarked on a rewrite. 

What you find here is the result of a rigorous distilling process. Those who’ve read the previous versions may or may not be disappointed. The story is the same; Earth is faced with obliteration and some will survive. However, the method by which we get to the end and some of the players are somewhat changed. These changes, I believe, create a more readable, quicker-paced, and enjoyable end product. It’s a smaller book, more concise. You’ll find everything you need to lead you to the later books, including a few plot points that will hit you in the face seven books later. 

Sit back and enjoy the ride. 

Mark Wandrey

Portland, TN

* * * * *
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Thanks to my many friends who helped with some details in the reimagining of this story. Sorry True, the subs stay. In particular, thanks to Stephanie Osborn for working out the physics of a really big explosion, among other things, and making the impossible at least sound a little scientific. You can read about her books at http://www.stephanie-osborn.com/. 

* * * * *
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Prologue
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May 21st

––––––––
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Dawn was still an hour away as Mindy Channely opened the roof access and stared in surprise at the crowd already assembled there. “Authorized Personnel Only” was printed in bold red letters on the door through which she and her husband, Jake, slipped onto the wide roof. 

A few people standing nearby took notice of their arrival. Most had no reaction, a few nodded, and a couple waved tentatively. Mindy looked over the skyline of Portland and instinctively oriented herself before glancing to the east. The sky had an unnatural glow that had been growing steadily for hours, and as they watched, scintillating streamers of blue, white, and green radiated over the mountains like a strange, concentrated aurora borealis. 

“You almost missed it,” one man said. She let the door close, but saw someone had left a brick to keep it from closing completely. Mindy turned and saw the man who had spoken wore a security guard uniform. The easy access to the building made more sense. 

“Ain’t no one missin’ this!” a drunk man slurred. 

“We figured most people fled to the hills over the past week,” Jake replied. 

“I guess we were wrong,” Mindy said. 

“Might as well enjoy the show,” the guard said and offered them a huge, hand-rolled cigarette that didn’t smell like tobacco. She waved it off, and the two men shrugged before taking a puff. 

“Here it comes!” someone yelled. Mindy looked to the east. There was a bright light coming over the Cascade Mountains, so intense it was like looking at a welder’s torch. Asteroid LM-245 hit the atmosphere at over 300 miles per second. It seemed to move faster and faster, from east to west, and the people lifted their hands to shield their eyes from the blinding light. It looked like a blazing comet or a science fiction laser blast.

“Maybe it will just pass over,” someone said in a voice full of hope. 

Mindy shook her head. She’d studied the asteroid’s track many times. 

In a matter of a few seconds, it shot by and fell toward the western horizon, disappearing below the mountains between Portland and the ocean. Out of view of the city, it slammed into the ocean. 

The impact was unimaginable. The air around the hypersonic projectile turned to superheated plasma, creating a shockwave that generated 10 times the energy of the largest nuclear weapon ever detonated as it hit the ocean’s surface.

The kinetic energy was more than 1,000 megatons; however, the object didn’t slow as it flashed through a half mile of ocean and into the sea bed, then into the mantel, and beyond. 

On the surface, the blast effect appeared as a thermal flash brighter than the sun. Everyone on the rooftop watched with wide-eyed terror as the Tualatin Mountains between Portland and the Pacific Ocean were outlined in blinding light. As the light began to dissipate, the outline of the mountains blurred as a dense bank of smoke climbed from the western range. 

The flash had incinerated everything on the other side. 

The physical blast, travelling much faster than any normal atmospheric shockwave, hit the mountains and tore them from the bedrock, adding them to the rolling wave of destruction traveling east at several thousand miles per hour. The people on the rooftops of Portland only had two seconds before the entire city was wiped away. 

Ten seconds later, the asteroid reached the core of the planet, and another dozen seconds after that, the Earth’s fate was sealed. 

* * * * *
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Chapter One
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February 9

––––––––
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February on the South Dorset coast of England could be considered cool, even by British standards. Alicia Benjamin sat in an aluminum lawn chair inside a tin shack and watched her telescope track stellar bodies millions of miles from the Earth. 

The 16” Schmidt-Cassegrain telescope was considered quite small among professional astronomers—nothing more than a large hobby job, but, she’d spent hundreds of hours and thousands of pounds having it professionally installed in a 4-meter dome. It had a nearly state-of-the-art charge-coupled device camera and computer recording equipment, and its drive set was well maintained. 

Powerful little motors hummed efficiently as the telescope moved in minute fractions of a millimeter in concert with the dance of the spheres. Alicia sipped her tea as the images resolved on the monitor in the center of electronic crosshairs. “LM-245,” she said and jotted a note in her journal, “always one of my favorites.” 

She’d first observed the twelve-kilometer-long, irregularly-shaped asteroid more than a decade ago when her Worth Hill Observatory officially opened. The rock was discovered by the United States space agency NASA in a project called NEO, or Near Earth Orbit, years earlier. The asteroid was well-studied and easy to find because of its high albedo. Alicia normally preferred to hunt for comets, but this was an old friend. 

As the images loaded, she went into the equipment shed adjacent to the observatory to check on a drive motor that had been acting up lately. It really needed to be replaced, but at more than ₤50 each, she really couldn’t afford it. She’d found a little dirt in the motor’s worm gear earlier and had spent the twilight hours cleaning and reassembling the structure. Now it appeared good as new, and she’d saved the pounds. 

She was about to change the telescope’s positioning to another quadrant of space when she glanced again at the monitor. Her hand stopped just short of the tracking control knob. 

“What in the bloody hell?” she grumbled and sat back down. She picked up the control box and punched buttons. Anything done in the shed could also be done from the warmth of the observation building with its little propane heater, but she didn’t want to waste the moments it would take to get back to the bigger monitors. 

In seconds, she used the observatory’s spotter scopes to verify the aiming of the telescope. “That’s not possible,” she said to the night sky. LM-245 was gone. Her telescope was pointed in the right direction, but there was no asteroid. 

Alicia shambled back inside on legs sore and almost numb from the cold. She fairly fell into the salvaged recliner, grabbed the computer keyboard, and began punching in commands. Outside, the telescope began a series of slow, methodical movements, executing a sequence designed to locate a comet. It took two hours of painstaking searching before she found it.

“There you are,” she said. The asteroid was supposed to be relatively stable. It rotated slowly, each rotation measured in days. Only now it was tumbling end over end and spinning faster. “Did something hit it?” 

She’d been distracted for 15 minutes or so while she checked on the repair. When she’d set the visible area to check the motor, the asteroid was there, but when she was about to refocus, it was gone. The visible area of her telescope was almost 1/10th of a degree of sky. So LM-245 hadn’t only moved, it had hauled bloody arse! 

What was the chance that she’d been watching at exactly that moment when something hit it? A billion to one? A trillion to one? More? Grinning like the proverbial Cheshire Cat, Alicia accessed her computer and made a copy of the video file, then loaded it to her laptop before playing it. 

There was LM-245 in its stately orbit, rotating ever so slowly. Then, as the time stamp showed, minutes before Alicia came back to the equipment shed, there was something. A movement. A second later, there was a flash of blue light that overloaded the camera for several frames. When the image cleared up again, LM-245 was in motion, flipping end over end. 

“What was that?” she wondered, playing it back again. She hadn’t been zoomed in or using the high definition camera she depended on for recording potential discoveries. There just wasn’t enough detail. She cursed both her fortune and her luck. In an isolated freeze frame, for just an instant, an intense blue light highlighted LM-245, almost as though an incredibly powerful searchlight was illuminating it from the other side. 

Alicia switched back to the live view. The telescope was automatically tracking the asteroid now, crosshairs centered precisely on it. She fed the data into her tracking software and stared at the graph and results. The asteroid was moving, quickly, in a new direction. The impact, or whatever, had imparted better than a kilometer per second delta-v. She was amazed the asteroid hadn’t broken up from that kind of hit, and she glanced back at the laptop’s frozen image. There was no debris cloud. 

The computer plotted the movement and matter-of-factly stated the asteroid would be dropping below the viewing angle in only 10 minutes. If it had stayed put, as any proper stellar body should have, it would have been viewable all night. She cursed and grabbed her index of Commonwealth observatories. Only Lockyer Observatory in Sidmouth would be able to see it any longer than her.

Alicia dialed the phone as she continued to punch commands into her equipment and record as much as she could. She used high resolution now, of course. 

With the sun down and a clear sky, she watched until LM-245’s new course took it into the light pollution of France’s coast and out of her view. 

Without contacts within the professional astronomer community, Alicia’s options were limited at best; however, she had the internet. The telescope tracking program continued to flash a ‘target below horizon’ warning over and over as she opened the laptop’s browser program and headed for the British Astronomical Association’s web site. Her post to the ‘New Sightings’ forum would prove historic in many ways. 

* * * * *
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Chapter Two
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March 16

––––––––
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The last glimmers of sunset over the Tualatins had become a dim red glow through the windows of Burns & Burns CHB, and Mindy Patoy sighed as she turned back to the computer and reviewed another line of data. Born and raised in Boston, she far preferred the wonderful west coast sunsets to the rare, beautiful sunrises of Beantown. She suppressed a yawn as she brushed her shoulder-length bright red hair away from her face. Her jade green eyes watched the data with practiced precision. 

Her desk at the modest-sized customs brokerage was in a good location. Like most modern businesses, almost no one had an office, something she missed dearly from her previous career. The desktop was covered with a vast array of pictures and memorabilia of her previous life. 

There was a picture of her and Dr. Edward Kristof overlooking the deep dish of the Arecibo Radio Astronomy Telescope in Puerto Rico. Next to it was one of her climbing a treacherous path to a privately-owned mountain observatory in Hawaii, delightfully named Mahi Mahi Observatory. Over further, a candid photo showed her stuffing a slice of pizza into her mouth between study sessions at MIT. Still another was of her hamming it up with a bunch of her fellow grad students outside Effelsberg, Germany. On and on they went, documenting her treks. Mindy was better-traveled than the average British spy. The reflective glass on one picture cast back the image of a face quick to smile, though worry lines had crept in around the edge of her eyes as she’d passed 30 years of age.

She rarely spared time to look at the photos lately. She’d nearly packed them up on more than one occasion to take home and store with her other lost memories. Her phone rang, and she answered it mechanically. 

“Burns & Burns, Patoy speaking.”

“What are you still doing there?” 

“Working, why aren’t you, Jake?” She smiled despite her mood. 

“I’m not working because I’m staring at a couple pounds of prime rib ready to go on the grill, with all the trimmings.”

“Oh...” she said lamely. Tonight was their one-year anniversary. “Damn, I forgot.”

“Are all astronomers this forgetful?”

“Ex-astronomer, now a customs broker,” she reminded him, “and actually, yes. We’re wired differently.”

“So I’ve noticed. You nearly missed our first date a year ago, if I recall.”

She giggled in a most un-Mindy-like way. “Yeah, I remember your text message. Look, I’m really sorry. I need to transmit this entry as soon as the tuna quota opens. It’s like 10 minutes until midnight in New York. I’ll be there in no time afterward, okay?”

“Edward Burns does not pay you nearly enough,” he said in mock seriousness, though she could hear the humor in his voice. After all, he was the nephew of one of the owners. 

“Or you,” she said. “I’ll be there in half an hour, I promise.” They exchanged words and she hung up the phone, automatically checking the time. Sixteen minutes to go. 

She caught herself glancing at the old photos and thinking back. Five years ago she’d been a young, brilliant radio astronomer on the verge of breaking into the field. She’d already published six papers, and at only 24 was the youngest woman to ever hold an associate professorship at Cambridge. 

She had started out studying archeology but had quickly soured on the field. It was just so...dead. Astronomy was alive and vibrant. She spent hours looking through telescopes at million-year-old starlight or listening to the distant hiss and pop of pulsars, and she imagined distant galaxy-spanning star empires spreading across space. No one was surprised when she ended up at SETI after graduation.

Mindy finished her work and shut the office up before riding the elevator down. The streets of Portland were nearly deserted, as you’d expect on an early Sunday evening. The weather was clear and mild, unusual for this early in spring when rain was more normal than not. 

As she drove south, she passed Lookout Mt., and she did her best not to look. But, like every other day, she looked. On top of that peak was the clear shape of a gleaming white, concrete-domed observatory. Life as a customs broker wasn’t bad. It was a lot better than doing manual labor for a living. Jake was waiting for her each night. She watched the top of the mountain until Interstate 5 turned and disappeared out of sight. 

* * *
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The man sat on a bench well away from any streetlights, wondering what was going on in the center of the meadow. It was one of the largest open areas in NYC’s Central Park, more than 200 yards across and often busy. But after midnight, even in this era of increased police presence, few ventured out to tempt fate. 

He gazed curiously across the meadow. His vision wasn’t what it used to be. Nor was the rest of him, for that matter. He knew it was the drugs, and honestly didn’t care. Few things provided any solace in his destroyed life except drugs. Still, he could see a bright light radiating over there, far brighter than the evenly spaced area lights around the meadow, with a strange ethereal quality to it.

“Victor,” a voice said from behind him. He glanced back to see a small man crouching further back in the shadows. 

“Picho?” Victor asked and could just see a head bobbing. “Whatchu want, man?”

“You holdin?”

“Man, would I be sittin here ifn’ I was holdin?”

“Naw,” Picho said, “I guess not. Whatdafuk you tink is goin’ on over there?” Picho pointed to the light across the meadow. 

“Don’t know,” Victor admitted. But he wanted to know quite badly. 

“I bet it the popo,” Picho said and looked around cautiously. “You know, one of those stinging things. I’m outta here, bro.”

“Later, man,” Victor said. A moment later he heard someone moving through the brush, and Picho was gone. 

Victor sat for several more minutes watching the strange light, his back hurting and the hard, wooden bench digging into his thighs. Finally, he had to know, and he got to his feet. He strolled down the concrete path for a bit, parallel to the light in the distance, hoping the change in perspective might offer some clue to what he was seeing. But it just continued to be a bright, strange light. 

He cut across the meadow, continuing to walk at a casual, slow gait. He had his hands in his pants pockets, the cheap knockoffs belted low, just under his butt. He grasped the knife hidden there and felt the plastic bag of weed under it. The dew-soaked grass quickly made his worn sneakers sopping wet, and he felt the moisture reach his skin. He frowned and pushed on.

Halfway across the park, he slowed to barely a walk. He could make out something moving in the light, but no detail. It was an impression of something vaguely horse-like. The light grew more intense with every step; it seemed to pass from his eyes straight into his brain. He closed his eyes and was stunned to realize it barely made any difference. 

“How is that possible?” he wondered aloud. 

It was the hope of a freebie that kept him going. Movies and TV shot scenes in the park all the time. With that came free food and sometimes some cash from rich dudes. He’d stolen a bag from someone’s car one time when they were shooting a police show. Ironic. There’d been almost $200 in cash in the bag and a cellphone he’d fenced for another $100. He’d bought a lot of blow with that money. 

If they were shooting a show, where were the cops? Where were the hundreds of trucks and all the equipment that went along with the filming? A cold chill ran up his spine that wasn’t caused by his damp feet or the crisp night air. He felt wind ruffle his hair and looked up.

Something was in the sky above the park. Something impossibly huge. An insectile shadow, its wings caught some of the strange light and reflected it like a disco ball. The shadow moved and shot upwards without a sound, but the wind behind it sounded momentarily like a tornado. 

“What da’ fuck is going on?” he screamed over the maelstrom. In a heartbeat, the wind subsided and left behind complete silence. No dogs barked, no crickets chirped. It was as though the sounds of New York temporarily ceased in acknowledgement of the strange apparition’s departure. 

Victor took a few stuttering steps toward the light, almost falling on a discarded soft drink bottle. The light hurt his brain, so he put up a hand to shield his eyes. Victor almost screamed when he realized he could see his bones through his skin. Then the light just stopped. One moment he was staring in shock at his own hand bones, the next it was so utterly dark he feared he’d somehow transported into outer space. 

The change was so profound he fell back, landing on the damp ground with a grunt of surprise. 

“Who’s there!?” he yelled into the night. He sensed someone was out there in the dark. Little flashbulbs popped behind his eyelids. He couldn’t see anything. The sensation reminded him of those things the cops used. What did they call them? Bang flash bombs? Whatever, he couldn’t see a fucking thing. “I’m gonna call the Popo,” he said, not realizing how scared he sounded. Then he remembered he didn’t own a cellphone anymore. 

At the shuffling of feet on grass, Victor tensed, his entire body shaking with terror. It was coming closer. He shook his head and tried to get up. His legs wouldn’t cooperate, so he crabbed backwards as best he could. In a moment he was flat on his back. He flipped over and crawled. He heard another footfall, this one right behind him. 

Victor froze, his breath coming in panicked gasps. He half-turned and stopped. He could feel gunsights on his back, and knives being readied. He saw a huge machete poised to decapitate him. No, it was an axe like that honkey Paul Bunyon used to chop down trees. 

“Please,” he moaned, “I ain’t nobody! Don’t do me, man. Please...please...please,” he said over and over, quieter and quieter. But nothing happened. Slowly, so incredibly slowly he wasn’t aware he was moving, Victor began to roll over. 

As he turned he realized he could see again. He could see the sparkle of porch lights from million-dollar condos in Central Park West, as well as a nearby flood light aimed at another part of the meadow. 

Victor flopped the rest of the way over and looked at what was standing there. Instantly, he thought of a horse. No, this was more like those Greek myths. Vague memories of a childhood education in the classics danced in the back of his mind. What did they call it?

“A centaur,” he whispered. Only this centaur was almost skeletal. It was not quite as tall as a man, standing on legs that were not jointed like a horse’s. They bent backwards and ended in stubby toes instead of hooves. The arms were reverse jointed, as well, and ended in three fingered hands. One of those hands held a rod of glowing, blue crystal. Like the light earlier, the crystal’s glow had an otherworldly quality. 

The creature wore no clothing, but Victor could see no sign of the sexual characteristics commonly found in his people or horses. Around its neck was a shield-shaped pendant. The creature turned its heart-shaped head toward him, and Victor felt a jolt of fear and disgust as he found himself looking at a head with no nose, no mouth, and a pair of lidless, almond-shaped eyes.

He’d seen that face and head before, at least sort of, in a million drawings of aliens from all over the world. But, instantly, his mind rejected the idea that this was an alien, even as he processed what he’d seen above him only moments ago. This was something else. It had to be.

“What are you?” Victor asked. The thing cocked its head almost like a dog regarding an unusual command from its owner. It looked at him with its shiny eyes before turning and walking a few feet away. 

Facing away from Victor, it did something with the glowing rod, set it on the ground, and stepped away. It produced another rod—Victor didn’t see from where—but this one didn’t have a glowing light inside. In the dim light of the park, it appeared to be a simple glass rod. The creature pointed the rod at the one lying in the grass, and its other hand moved. Symbols appeared in the air, and it used its free hand to manipulate them. Then the rod on the ground flashed impossibly brightly. 

Victor put his hand up to shield his eyes. He was relieved that, this time, he couldn’t see his bones. Some part of his mind was warning him about the unknown hazards of radiation. 

The light was gone in a second, but the creature remained. Behind it now stood a round, flat stage about 20 feet across with three short steps leading up to it. It glowed faintly with a milky-white color. 

The creature turned its head to look at Victor, who jumped a little. He thought he saw the creature wink at him.

“What are you?” he asked once more. 

The thing’s hands moved in strange patterns, and its skin seemed to pulse in unusual hues of light. “A savior, and a messenger.” The words floated to him on the night air, in almost perfect English, even though the centaur had no mouth. 

“What is your message?” More gestures and pulses of light. They were almost hypnotic. 

“That this is the beginning and the end.” It turned and walked to the dais. It set one foot on the first step, and an almost perfect, milky-white circle appeared floating above the dais. The creature walked to the top step, took out its clear rod, and again did something. The floating circle flashed blue once. A ring of little gems appeared around the dais perimeter, and flowing symbols materialized around the floating circle. They moved and changed like one of those billboards on Times Square. 

Victor opened his mouth to speak, but the creature gestured with its rod, and the floating ring flashed once more and transformed from a circle into a window. Looking through the window, Victor couldn’t see Central Park after midnight any more. Instead he saw a bright, sunlit forest. 

“What the fuck?” Victor gasped. “What in the holy fuck?” The being glanced at him once more, stepped into the circle, and onto the other world. 

Victor seemed to have control of himself again. He jumped to his feet and ran up to the...what? The window? The portal? He looked through and saw the creature walking through the forest on the other side. 

Victor held up his hand, expecting to feel a breeze, but he felt nothing. 

“What do I do now?” he asked. The creature took no notice of him. Could it hear him where it was? Instead, it raised its rod and pointed it. Its fingers worked once again, and poof, the window was gone, leaving only the dais. 

Victor stood there for many minutes, his legs quivering with pent-up energy as he waited for the creature to come back and do something. More magic, anything. No, he thought, magic wasn’t the right word. This was much, much bigger. His mind began to put terms to things he’d seen. The hulking thing above him had been an...angel! No, an archangel, a centaur? Some representative of God. It had said it was a savior! 

Knowing flooded through him and illuminated his being with a blazing intensity that seared his damaged soul with a healing energy more powerful than the light which had shown through his skin. 

“It picked me,” he said and stepped on the dais, intending to follow the angel to heaven. 

Just as before, the ring flashed, and another scene appeared. Only this one wasn’t the snowy day he’d witnessed earlier. This one was dark like Central Park. In fact, for a moment he thought he was seeing right through it to Central Park West, but there were no buildings or lights on the other side. He could see trees, very close by, and some rocks. He was seeing a very different place now. The power of God was confusing. 

Victor wanted to go through. He wanted to leave. He wanted to understand. Instead, he just sat on the top step and stared in dumb amazement. 

He looked up after a while to see a police car driving through the grass, stopping only a few feet away. Two officers climbed out, their powerful flashlights illuminating the scene—him, the dais, the floating window to heaven, if that’s what it was. Victor glanced over his shoulder as the cop’s light washed over the window. He saw the light pass through and over a nearby tree. His eyes were huge in amazement. 

“Hey,” one of the cops yelled, “what the hell is that thing? What are you doing out here this time of night?”

Victor just shook his head and laughed. “There ain’t no way you’re gonna believe me.”



* * *
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Lt. William “Call me Billy” Harper spread cream cheese on his toasted sesame seed bagel and tuned out the screams and crashes from the Monday Morning Battle Royale upstairs as he browsed the Times on his tablet and waited for his Keurig to finish. In a moment, a cup of Starbuck’s finest was ready. 

The floor thumped, and he cast it a sidelong glance. The Parkers came with the rent controlled 4th floor walkup on west 52nd street. If it were just Monday mornings he wouldn’t mind so much, but the Parkers fought on every day that ended in Y. For evening battles, he had Bose noise-cancelling headphones. Luckily for him, their normal engagements were mild compared to what he’d dealt with as a beat cop in his early years on the force. 

He finished his coffee, stuffed his tablet in his shoulder bag, and headed for the door to his tiny flat. 

“Have a nice day,” he called up the stairs as he headed down, buttoning his jacket over his service piece. Outside, his unmarked unit waited where he’d parked it. A lot of cops lived in neighborhoods where they could never take a unit home. They’d come out in the morning and find nothing but a burned-out frame, or less. Billy’s neighborhood was quite nice, though. His neighbors kept an eye on him and his unit, and he kept an eye out for them. Having a cop on the block offered some security, and no small amount of gravitas. Fire department and ambulance crews usually arrived a lot faster, too. 

“Morning, Billy!” called a familiar voice from the brownstone two doors down.

“Good morning, Mr. Nebowitz. How are you today?”

“Better than yesterday. You be careful out there.”

“Always, Mr. Nebowitz. Always.” Billy knew what the man meant by better than yesterday. Widow Bedford on the other side of Billy’s building had been seen regularly coming out of Mr. Nebowitz’s brownstone in the wee hours of the morning. Every wagging tongue on the block was talking about it. Billy approved, scandal or not. When Mrs. Nebowitz died from cancer only a year after her husband retired, Billy feared the man would follow her into the grave. A change in circumstances meant he’d decided to go on living. 

In the car, Billy signed in through the laptop computer mounted there and noted he was on duty. As usual, there were several hundred calls underway, including dozens that would warrant the assignment of a Lieutenant in the Criminal Investigations division like him. He ran down the list and found the closest to him. A B&E, or breaking and entering complaint, only 2 blocks away. With a tap of his finger on the touch screen, he accepted the call. He started the car and pulled out of his parking space. 

He spent the next several hours investigating all sorts of robberies, assaults, and petty larcenies within a 10-block radius. He was considering grabbing a gyro from one of the ubiquitous food carts that lined 42nd street when he saw something brewing in Central Park. At least 40 units were there already. Curiosity got the better of him, so he accepted the request for a Criminal Investigation lieutenant and turned north on Avenue of the Americas. 

When he reached 59th Street, he ran into a pair of marked cars blocking traffic. One of the men recognized him and moved the barricade, and he cruised on through. All the usual Monday morning traffic was gone. The park had been cordoned off from 59th Street to 72nd Street. 

On Central Park Drive he followed the road over the 65th Street Traverse, cut a hard right on East Drive and onto the traverse, going back under the road he’d just been on. A few hundred yards further he came to West Drive. He turned right and found a sea of police cars parked around the old Tavern on the Green. He left his unit and followed a few other cops heading into the Sheep Meadow. 

There was a flurry of activity on the meadow. A dozen police cars were parked on the grass around some weird Avant Garde statue. As he walked, he fished his shield out of his inner coat pocket, flipped open the cover, and stuffed it into his outer breast pocket so the gold Lieutenant shield was clearly visible. 

He looked up when he heard a thrumming sound to see a huge, heavy-lift helicopter approaching. It had an equally big trailer suspended underneath which was being lowered toward the ground where a crew of men with reflective vests was waiting. A dozen TV vans were being held back on West Drive by uniformed units, and a black FBI Chevy Suburban was parked near where the trailer was landing. This shit looked serious. He wondered why a CI was needed. 

“What are you doing here, Harper?” asked a homicide captain who was eating a huge polish dog. Billy’s stomach growled in protest. 

“Responding, same as you.” Billy recalled the details. “Can you point me to Unit 210?” The man pointed with his dog past a tactical command trailer Billy had missed because of the crowd around the statue. “Thanks, Cap.”

As he walked toward the unit, he noticed there were more Feds than before, and they’d already constructed a perimeter of tall, concrete barricades. He stopped to admire their work and a big guy in body armor emblazoned with “FBI” in tall, gold letters ordered him to move along. 

Billy glanced down at his gold detective badge and back at the man who looked at it without interest. Years of experience working in and around Feds told Billy a pissing contest was futile. 

“What’ve you got in there, King Kong?” he asked, trying to get a rise out of the Fed. The man just stared at him, so Billy went about his business. 

He circled the meadow—now effectively controlled by the Feds—until he reached a pair of marked cruisers. A 20-something black male sat on the hood of one of them with a look on his face that was hard to describe. 

“Morning gents,” Billy said to the group of four officers who were drinking coffee and eating doughnuts from a huge box of Krispy Kremes. He felt his mouth flood with saliva. 

“Lieutenant,” the man in charge said, a sergeant with severely advanced male pattern baldness. “We was beginnin’ to think we’d been forgotten.” Billy was pretty sure he recognized the man, and his Bronx accent cemented the recollection. 

“Not at all. This the perp?” he asked, nodding at the man sitting on the squad car.

“Yeah,” the sergeant said. “He was here when the event happened.”

“I can’t get nothing from the Feds, and the case file has squat,” Billy explained. “Can you fill me in, Sarge?” 

“Sure, you want a donut and some coffee?” 

“Do I?” he said and gratefully accepted the fare as the sergeant explained the account. Just after midnight there had been a disturbance observed by dozens. They described a bright light followed by the appearance of a strange sculpture. 

“What’s the collar for?” Billy asked at last, licking sugar from his fingers and feeling it already hitting his system. 

“Nothing, that we can tell,” a junior officer said. “We ran his rap sheet, and it’s as long as my arm. Possession mostly. A couple snatch and grabs, one grand theft auto years ago. That’s about it. No current warrants.”

“What’s with the Feds?” Billy asked. They all shrugged.

“We can’t figure out this guy’s involvement,” the sergeant admitted. “But some captain said book him.”

“Typical,” Billy said under his breath. “What does he have to say?”

“Oh, he’s a fuckin’ loon,” a junior officer said. The others all nodded. “Smiles and talks about God.”

“Really? Let’s see him.” The uniformed officers took Billy over to the cruiser where the man sat. He noted that the guy was handcuffed to the cruisers crash bars by one hand. As Billy approached, the man looked up. 

“Hey,” he said. 

“Hello,” Billy replied. “Have you been read your rights?”

“Oh, sure man.” 

“Good,” Billy nodded. “With your rights in mind, can I ask you some questions?”

“Oh, sure!” the man said with a grin.

“You’re waving your right to counsel?”

“Yeah man, I didn’ do nufin wrong no hows.”

Billy nodded and smiled a little at the man’s demeanor. “What happened here last night?”

“An archangel of God flew down and left one of his angels to give us something.”

“Is that so?” Billy asked, taking out a notepad. 

“Yes! It brought forth a shining portal for us to travel to heaven!” The man pointed to the barricade the Feds had assembled. 

“And what part of the Bible is that from?” The man looked confused and looked around, his brows knitting in consternation as he used his brain in ways it wasn’t accustomed to being used. 

“I don’t know, I ain’t got no religion until last night. Hell, I don’t think this was in the Bible or nuthin. But it has to be God and angels, and shit.”

“Why are you sure?” Billy asked. 

“Because I saw the angel.”

“Can you describe this angel?”

“Sure, it looks like a centaur, like in the movies. The ones which is half horse?”

Billy looked up from his notes. “A centaur?”

“Yeah!” he said and snapped his fingers. “I been hoping I remember’d that right. Who’da thunk angels is centaurs?”

“So why do you think a centaur is an angel?” Billy continued.

“It brought the doorway to heaven.”

“What doorway are you talking about?”

The man described it as he’d seen it. The huge thing in the sky, the blinding light that went through his skin, the centaur and the blueish glowing rod, the dais and the window to another snowy world which the centaur went to, and finally, the forests of heaven. 

“That’s a fascinating story,” Billy said after the man had run down at last. “What is your name, sir?”

“Victor,” he said, “Victor, a new prophet of God.” Victor looked up at Billy for a reaction. 

“Well Victor, do you have a legal last name?”

“Not anymore.”

Billy glanced up at the sergeant who handed him Victor’s wallet. Billy jotted down the full name from the faded and expired ID. “Can you draw this portal you saw? Maybe the centaur?”

“Angel,” Victor corrected him. Billy shrugged and waited. “Sure, I guess.” 

“Can we get a sketch artist?” Billy asked the sergeant. 

“Waste of time,” the man said but left to make the call. 

“None of this matters,” Victor said. 

“Why?”

“Because we’re all doomed. You, me, the city, the whole damned planet. We’re all going to die if we don’t go through that portal to heaven!”

Billy was about to say something when another helicopter roared low over the meadow. It turned and flared, setting down in a cleared area on the other side of the obscuring barricades. Billy was fairly certain he’d glimpsed the white logo of NASA painted on the tail. 

“What the hell is going on here?” he wondered. 

* * *
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“Oh, this is just bullshit!” Mindy moaned and pointed, rolling her eyes and spilling the bowl of popcorn. Jake nabbed it before more than a few kernels could spill. 

“Dearest, it’s just an episode of ‘Star Trek,’” Jake said, next to her on the couch. 

“But it’s supposed to be an alien world far from Earth,” she persisted. “Look at the sky! It’s obviously Earth. Look, there’s the Little Dipper!” 

Jake sighed and got up to get more popcorn. She grumbled and watched the show through veiled eyes. People had accused her of ruining many good sci-fi shows by nitpicking. She’d always said that spending millions to make realistic aliens was wasted if you could look at the stars and see your backyard. 

“The movie Stargate at least tried!” she yelled toward the kitchen. 

“Yes, dear,” he said, trying not to sound patronizing, but not really succeeding. She looked at him askance as he returned to the couch, popcorn in hand. 

“Scott Bakula, what a hunk!” she said under her breath.

“I heard that.”

Mindy chuckled and went back to watching the show. 

Later, after the episode, Jake reached for the remote as the DVR finished the playback and switched to live broadcast. 

“Tonight at 10, a special development in New York City, where police have cordoned off a large part of Central Park.”

Jake pointed the remote.

“Wait,” Mindy said and sat up for a better view. It was a short teaser for the later newscast, and there were few details. It showed a couple of seconds of a reporter standing near a line of police cars talking about an event from the night before, an event that was being kept secret while authorities investigated. 

The segment ended with a view of Central Park filled with trucks, trailers, and several helicopters. As soon as the news anchor promised more later, Mindy snatched the remote from Jake and backed the DVR up to the long view. Going frame by frame, she found what she was looking for. On the tail of one of the helicopters was the unmistakable NASA logo. 

“What would NASA be doing there?” Jake wondered aloud, voicing what Mindy was thinking. She handed him the remote, her mind elsewhere. “You want to watch something else?”

Mindy shook her head. Jake settled on a sitcom they routinely watched. It was about a bunch of scientists, and the everyday people they lived with. Mindy liked it because of the eclectic mixture of pop culture and super nerd. Jake liked it because it was funny. 

After the show, the late news came on. Sensing she was interested, Jake switched to the channel that had aired the earlier teaser. The story was the lead.

“Some time this morning, NYPD uniformed units encountered something highly unusual. As no additional details have been provided, interest in this story is intense.

“All requests for additional details from the NYPD have been directed to the FBI. Inquiries to Washington have not been answered at this time.”

Again, there were long-lens views of the scene, which appeared to have been taken from an apartment overlooking the park. Large concrete barriers had been erected around the area, as well as booms housing powerful, mercury vapor lights. 

“Why the lights in the daytime?” Jake wondered. Mindy shrugged. The reporter continued talking. 

“There are reports that the initial responding NYPD officers are being detained by federal agents for questioning. We will be following this story as it develops.” The long view panned a bit, and there was the helicopter with the NASA logo. “This is Todd Bakerson reporting from—” 

Mindy tuned off the TV and leaned back on the couch, absently scratching her chin in a way Jake recognized as ‘deep thinking Mindy.’ 

“You think a satellite or something else crashed there?” he wondered. Mindy looked at him a moment later.

“Huh?” He shook his head and repeated his question with a wry smile. “Oh, no. Or rather, I doubt it. There would have been a thousand cellphone videos.”

“Little green men?” She snorted, and he put an arm around her. “I’m going to start dinner.”

“I’ll be there in a few minutes,” she said. After he was gone she spent some time on her tablet searching for more details. It paid little dividends. Drudge did mention that NASA had been sighted, the first confirmation of her observation. 

She eventually gave up and joined Jake in the kitchen to cook dinner. Her mind continued to work on the mystery. 

* * *
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Lt. Billy Harper carried two Styrofoam cups in one hand and a grease stained bag in the other as he pushed the entrance button for 14th Precinct’s Interrogation Room #12 with his butt. Inside, Victor sat behind a table and continued to give details to the sketch artist. 

The artist looked up as Billy entered and gave him a woeful expression. She’d been complaining for over an hour that this was a waste of time. But Billy was in charge, and the artist was a civilian. Billy reminded her she was getting paid. Muggers or angels, it didn’t really matter what she drew. 

Billy put a cup of coffee and the greasy bag down in front of Victor. Inside were a couple of double cheeseburgers and fries. Billy took one of the burgers and left the rest for him. 

“Thanks, Lt. Harper!” Victor said and dug into the food. 

The artist had a special two-screen laptop, one of which folded out so Victor could see. The image of Victor’s angel still looked pretty crude. 

“Are you sure this is a legitimate use of my time?” the artist asked. 

“I’ll sign the voucher, Jennifer,” he assured her. She looked at him and shrugged. 

He’d had Victor in custody the entire day, moving him to the precinct six hours ago. They had his full deposition and the sketches of his angels. There was even one of the portal to heaven. Billy figured, why not? 

“You know,” Jennifer said without looking up, “regardless of what voucher you’re willing to sign, we’re still going to both catch shit on this. This guy hasn’t even been booked yet.”

She had a point. Working for the NYPD, she was familiar with procedures. If they didn’t book him for something soon, they’d have to let him go. 

“She’s right,” he told Victor, who’d polished off the burger and was working on the fries. Billy took the remaining fries and pushed his untouched burger to the other man who gratefully accepted it. 

“But I want to finish this,” Victor said and gestured at the screen with his 2nd burger. Some ketchup dripped on the screen and Jenifer gave him a dark look, which went completely unnoticed. “And I need to think. Hard to do that on the street.”

Billy shrugged. “Unless we have something to book you on...” another shrug. “I could try vagrancy, but it’s only a class C misdemeanor. Shit, we don’t even write a ticket for that.”

“What about this?” Victor asked, reaching deep into the lower part of his pants pocket to produce his tiny bag of weed. 

“Well, sure,” Billy said and made a note to report the uniformed units for a piss poor pat down. What if that had been a knife? 

The weed was a Class A misdemeanor; that would get him held for arraignment, at least. He wanted to give the amiable prophet of God a few days of good food and rest. That should fit the bill, he thought. “Why give up the grass? You’ve gotten it this far. Shit, you’d probably get $500 for that in the lockup.”

“I’m never doing drugs again,” Victor said and took a big bite of burger. “It’s not right with God.”

“Okay, sure. When your attorney asks, tell him you want to plead guilty to minor possession. He’ll probably get you a plea deal, and you’ll walk on a $100 fine. You got that?”

“Just barely,” Victor admitted. Billy reached into his pocket and put a $50 on the table. He wasn’t even sure why he did it. Victor took it with a bemused look on his face. “Why you helpin’ me, man? I can tell you think I’m a crazy dude.”

“I don’t know,” Billy admitted. “Maybe it just feels right.” He turned to the artist. “Jennifer, when you finish that, can you email me a copy?”

“I don’t see why not,” she replied. “You’re paying for it, after all.”

Billy got up and put a hand on Victor’s shoulder. “Be careful. You should be out by tomorrow night,” he said. 

“Thank you, Lt. Harper.”

Billy left Interrogation Room #12, figuring he’d just done enough good deeds for rest of the year. 

* * *
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The pilot opened the cockpit door and found the source of his displeasure standing there, expensive looking briefcase in hand and an expression of quiet distaste on his face. Behind him, passengers leaned out and looked curiously at the unusual scene. 

“I assume there’s a reason you couldn’t wait to deplane at the terminal like everyone else?” he asked. 

“Yes,” the man said without looking at him. “I can’t have you wasting any more of my time.”

The pilot considered telling the man exactly what he thought of him, then reconsidered. 

“Ann, open it.”

The chief flight attendant came over and popped the release, lowering the door. Luckily for Section Director Mark Volant of the NSA, the plane he’d hopped from Dulles was one of the little ones with an integrated boarding ramp. The pilot had been unceremoniously ordered to park at the edge of the runway and discharge this particular passenger, an order he’d been quite unhappy about. 

“Have a nice day,” Volant said as he headed out the door. 

“Go fuck yourself,” the captain responded with a smile. Volant’s head spun around, and the two glared at each other for a moment with the flight attendant standing by nervously. Finally, Volant laughed, shook his head, and went down the steep ladder. He’d noted the pilot’s name and would pass it on to his assistant. Captain Vincent Foster had better have kept good tax records. 

Outside, a pair of FBI agents were waiting. Fifty yards further, a Jetranger helicopter sat, engines hot and blades rotating. 

“Agent Volant?” an FBI agent asked. 

“Yeah, we ready?”

“Yes sir, follow us.” A minute later, as the annoyed captain maneuvered his plane toward the terminal, the helicopter’s engines roared and the machine rose into the sky, turning west from LaGuardia Airport toward the city. 

“Here is the file,” the agent in charge said and handed Volant a red file folder, sealed on all sides, bearing a yellow tape that read “Top Secret—SCI NOFORN CNWDI.” He grunted, took the file, and pulled a holdout knife clipped to his holster to cut the fiber-impregnated tape. The file didn’t contain many more details than he’d gotten when he walked into his office six hours earlier to find his director sitting behind his desk. 

“What a surprise,” Volant said, taking his hand off his gun. 

“There are a lot of surprises this morning,” the director said. “Have you seen the news?” Volant narrowed his eyes and thought. 

“The thing in NYC?”

“Bingo,” the director said and pointed his finger like it was a gun. Volant ran the news through his mind. He’d flagged it as a possible person of interest caught by a local, with the FBI now involved. Potential terrorist? Couldn’t be anything at their level. Now he was reevaluating that conclusion. 

“I figured you’d be here because of that Iranian satellite they’re preparing to launch.”

“I would have been, but because of NYC, I decided to farm that out. This is much more important.” He tossed a folder onto Volant’s desk and spun it around to face him, showing the NASA logo. 

“Something to do with Uranus?” Volant asked. 

“Funny,” the director said. “The data was sent from the FBI to NASA. Look at it.” 

Volant picked the file up and opened it. Interesting stuff, if you were an astronomer. “Okay,” he said after a minute, “I’ll bite. What does an asteroid have to do with the FBI and NASA in Central Park?”

“That’s what we need to know. I’d go myself, but I don’t think that’s wise at this point. So, I’m sending you instead.”

Volant looked up from the file as the East River passed below him. It was easy to find Central Park; there were at least two dozen other helicopters circling it in the growing gloom. 

“Sir,” the pilot said over the intercom, “the FBI is challenging our landing authority. They want us to land at the air terminal in mid-town and say they’ll have a car waiting for you.”

“Do they?” Volant asked. He leaned forward and handed the man a card. On it was his name, position, and a code phrase. “Give them my name and that code. Tell them we’ll be landing in a few minutes.”

The pilot looked at the card, then glanced back at Volant before nodding and speaking into the boom mic. A moment later he spoke again. 

“We’ve been cleared to land,” he said, and they began to descend. 

“I know that, you twit,” Volant grumbled. As they came around, Volant got his first look at the reason for his visit. The Greek-like structure didn’t seem like much. 

He slid the door open and climbed out as the chopper settled on its skids. A senior FBI field officer ran up to them through the cordon of NYPD officers acting as crowd control at the edge of the meadow where his helicopter had landed. 

“Just who the hell do you think you are?” the man demanded. 

“Mark Volant, NSA Section Director for the North Eastern United States. But you know that from the pilot and the code he sent. Who are you?”

“Senior Field Officer Chris Benson, and I’m in charge of this site.”

“Not anymore, Benson.” The FBI man’s veins stood out on his neck as he took in Volant’s calm assurance. “NSA takes precedence on any matter that has national security implications. Call your bureau chief, he will confirm the order from POTUS.”

“I damn well will do just that,” Benson snapped.

“Fine. In the meantime, can you have some of your men push back the cordon to the park edge? And please take me to see this portal thing.” In one swift motion, Volant had taken control of the site, given orders, and relegated the FBI to traffic duty and tour guiding. If he hadn’t assumed control, the FBI would have walked all over him. It was their gung-ho nature. 

“Laramie, take Director Volant to the object while I make a call.” A young agent came up and shook Volant’s hand then gestured toward the concrete barriers blocking the public’s view of the portal, as everyone was calling it. Volant nodded to Benson who had an, ‘I’m gonna fix this shit’ look on his face. He knew the FBI man would make that call and would be even more pissed afterward. 

They passed through two more levels of security before reaching the concrete barriers. Volant made mental notes of what worked and what didn’t. The FBI had done a passable job; the NYPD was the usual cluster fuck. On all four sides, the concrete barriers were staggered to make a pass through while still blocking the line of sight. He moved through and saw the portal for the first time. 

“Well shit,” he said. “Will you look at that?”

“Impressive, right?” the FBI agent asked. 

“Looks like the foundation of a fucking Greek restaurant,” Volant said. He’d dumped everything and flown here for this? His boss had to be out of his fucking mind. 

“Step on the bottom step,” the agent said and made a sweeping gesture. 

Volant looked at him with suspicion, but had little choice. Dozens of FBI guys were looking at him. No doubt word had spread like wildfire that the NSA had arrived and was pushing the FBI out. He walked over and, with no fanfare, stepped up. 

Instantly the circular portal appeared, floating over the dais. Strange symbols slid along its surface, morphed, and randomly combined. At times they reminded him of Egyptian Arabic, at times Chinese, and at still other times Hebrew. 

Around the perimeter were what looked like clear gems embedded in the dais. The portal ring seemed to be made of a glowing, milky-white material that reminded him of the glass blocks used to make walls in basements. But what was most fascinating was the other side. Through the portal was a vision of a distant virgin wilderness. 

The trees were tall and strange. They weren’t quite evergreens; their leaves were wrong. The light was also different—it was like the lighting at a rave party. He realized the spectrum was different. The fucking report was right. It looked like another world. He noticed some people in space suits standing nearby. 

“What are they doing?” he asked the agent who’d been escorting him. 

“They’re NASA techs,” the man said. “They’ve been going over every square inch of this thing for hours.” Volant looked at them, and they stared back, eyes wide in surprise. “I think they were waiting to activate it until they were sure it was safe.”

Volant didn’t have to be an egghead to know he’d been played by the FBI. Asshole. The NASA people recovered from their surprise and did the ghostbuster thing, waving all kinds of apparatus at the portal, sniffing the air, taking samples, and babbling in their nearly foreign tongue. A couple of NASA guys without suits rolled up a big cart full of drawers with a pair of computers sitting on top. A balding man, older than the others, seemed to be orchestrating the show.

Volant cleared his throat. No one took notice of him, so he climbed to the top step and walked between the technicians and the portal. “Excuse me,” he said. 

“Who are you?” asked the man in charge. 

“NSA. Who are you?”

“Dr. George Osgood, NASA Materials Science and fan of all things ET. Needless to say,” the man gestured at the portal, “today is a red-letter day!”

“What makes you so sure this thing is alien?” Volant asked. 

“Let me show you something, Mr. NSA.”

“You can call me Volant.”

“Okay,” Dr. Osgood said. He opened a drawer, removed a power tool, then walked to the steps to where Volant waited. Some of the NASA techs started to hyperventilate, but he shooed them away. “Not even a blip. Stop your fussing. We need to get this man to understand, or they’ll try to take this away...or worse.” The techs relented, and he showed the tool to Volant. 

“This drill bit is made of cobalt-blended carbide,” Dr. Osgood explained. “It’s the hardest drill bit on the planet. They’re about twelve thousand dollars each.” Dr. Osgood sat on the top step, despite more mumblings from his people, and activated the power tool. 

It was a very high end, very high speed, cordless drill. NASA liked the best. The drill reached a formidable speed as Dr. Osgood guided it with both hands to the top step. When the drill contacted the step, sparks and smoke began to fly. The milky-white material around the drill’s contact point shimmered slightly. After a few moments of drilling, he stopped and stood to allow Volant to inspect the results. 

“What do you think of that, Mr. Volant?” The drill bit was smoking, its tip ground off entirely. Volant bent to examine the surface. He swept away some residue with his hand, leaving no evidence of the drilling. 

“Interesting,” Volant said. 

“Indeed. Now, feel the surface.” 

Volant complied, placing his hand palm down on the step. It was perfectly smooth, almost glass like. It defied explanation. At the same time, though, it had an unquantifiable resistance to it. Logically, it should have had some give to it, but it didn’t, and it was warm to the touch. 

“Now look at it. Just stare.”

Volant figured it couldn’t hurt, so he did. There were patterns within the material, and he concluded he wasn’t looking at a solid surface. Rather, this was somehow transparent and full of something.

“What is inside this?” Volant asked. 

“Yes!” Dr. Osgood crowed. “That is indeed the question. We don’t know, but it could be some form of pure energy.”

“Wouldn’t that be dangerous?”

“Oh, without a doubt,” the doctor agreed. “It would be enough to atomize the better part of the entire New York metro area, were it suddenly released.” Volant glanced at a technician drilling the dais, making sparks fly several yards. The drill bit broke with a pop, and the technician dropped it into a bin full of similarly broken bits. There didn’t appear to be a mark where he had been drilling. 

“Okay,” Volant agreed finally, “I’m willing to concede that this is possibly an alien artifact. What’s the immediate danger?” 

“Zero, I would say.”

“But isn’t this basically a huge bomb?” Volant asked. “You just said as much.” He pointed as the tech resumed drilling. “Is that wise?”

Osgood shrugged. “That this is a bomb is not completely outside the realm of possibility, but I doubt it. If it is a bomb, why didn’t they set it off? Considering what that much pure energy could do, you can’t just run from it. So, I say we study it and figure out what it’s here for.”

Volant had a hard time arguing against the logic. He’d disarmed enough bombs that this one didn’t scare him. As it had no visible timer, it didn’t make him feel truly threatened, despite the NASA egghead’s assurance it was dangerous. 

“Is it a radiation hazard? Should we evacuate the city?”

“No,” Dr. Osgood assured him. “The radiation reading is less than that of a microwave oven. There is definitely some, but it’s all non-ionizing.” Volant’s eyebrows moved together. “It’s not the really dangerous kind.”

“Oh, gotcha.” 

“We’ll get a better read on the radiation when my analyzer comes in from Houston. It’s the newest model. Compact. They’re going to load it on a C-130 tonight. They say it should fit.”

“What’s that for?”

“Well, that thing you’re standing on, unless I miss my guess, is leaking bosons.”

“That sounds familiar.”

“It should, even to you.” Volant ignored the jibe. “Bosons are elementary particles.”

“Why is that a big deal?”

“Because the only time we’ve ever observed them was in the picoseconds after an explosion inside a positron collider. Oh, and every time someone steps on that thing.”

Volant nodded and stepped quickly off the dais. He knew what bosons were. He watched the Discovery Channel. 

* * *
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The New York City district lockups were often described as hell on Earth. All forms of filthy human miscreants from common pickpockets to child rapists to hardened murderers moved through them each day, often preying on each other. Correctional officers tried to insulate the occasional semi-innocent thrust into this purgatory, lest they be chewed up and spit out in juicy pieces. 

Victor simply wanted to be left alone. He didn’t fit the profile of the white-collar criminal or well-off Manhattanite, booked for too many traffic tickets or a crime of convenience. So he was tossed into the shark tank, as the officers called it. 

And, as he wished, he was being largely left alone. He found a place on one of the many filth-stained benches and sat meditatively. The predators assessed him and saw a man with an inner light or, maybe, a purpose. He didn’t fit the bill of predator or prey. He was an unknown factor, so they looked for easier pickings. Hours passed as Victor considered the day’s events. He dozed for a time, then awoke and thought some more.

“You all right there, son?” Victor glanced up into the eyes of an older man. He was black like Victor, and his hair had long ago gone snowy white. He stared at Victor through the bars with interest. “You need anything?”

“I’m fine, pops. How about youself?”

“Oh, couldn’t be better!” he said with a smile. 

“You don’t look like a guard,” Victor said. 

“Trustee from Ryker’s Island,” he explained. “I come out here most days to see to you and offer some help. Guess you could say I’m here because I want to be.”

“Then that makes two of us,” Victor said. The older man cocked his head and looked at him in bemusement. Victor noticed the man was pushing a cart full of books and magazines. “Say pops, you don’t have a Bible, do you?”

“I’d be half-crazy to be in here without the Good Book,” the man said. 

“May I borrow one?”

“Son, you can have one.” He turned the cart around to reveal half a shelf of Bibles. They all had different covers and most had a golden symbol of a pot with a flame on it and the words Gideons International on the spine. “They’re worn, but the words are still true!” He picked one that was in pretty good shape, took it from the stack, and passed it through the bars. 

Several people sitting next to Victor had been casually watching the exchange, and they chuckled when he took the book. A few openly scoffed, but a couple payed closer attention. 

“I’m getting out tomorrow, you can have it back then,” Victor said and began leafing through it. The pages had a delicate feel and were edged in gold leaf. It felt heavy in his hands. 

“You’ll do no such thing. A Bible is a personal thing, and that one is yours now. Praise the Lord, son, I hope you find truth inside.”

“I already have,” Victor said. He worked his hand through the bars and shook the old timer’s hand. It was warm and strong, and the skin was dry, like the pages of the book he held. 

“Good luck to you,” the trustee said and moved on down the line of lockups. 

Victor couldn’t remember the last time he’d read a Bible. Was he 12 years old? Or 10? He couldn’t recall. Most likely, he’d been in school back in the Bronx. His mother used to have to catch him on Sunday mornings, drag him indoors, and clean him up to go to church. He’d hated sitting still and quiet while the old, wild-eyed preacher went on and on about hellfire and damnation. Whatever. 

With almost a feeling of destiny, he started reading. The lighting wasn’t the best, and for a time he struggled. Not only had it been years since he’d read the Bible, it had been years since he’d read anything more than a headline or a menu. 

After a while, his eyes started to hurt from the poor light. He saw a seat on the other side, under a light fixture, and went over to it. He was so absorbed in his studies he didn’t really notice the man sitting there, taking up one-third of the bench. He just thought about how good the light was. 

“Excuse me,” he said to the man, “can I sit here? The light is much better.”

“Yeah, it’s betta, muthafucka, because it’s the best seat in the slam.”

Victor focused on the man, who was not much more than a boy. He was the same kind of person Victor avoided every day as he prowled the darker alleys of the city. His arms bulged with well-sculpted muscles. His head was shaved, and he had a tattoo running down the side of his head and onto his cheek, reminiscent of Mike Tyson’s. The bandanna around his neck and the tats on his hands spoke of his affiliation. Victor stepped back, realizing his error. 

“I didn’t mean to bother you, brother, I was just doing some reading—” he said, gesturing with the Bible. 

Quick as a snake, the kid snatched the book from Victor’s hands and stood in front of him. He was only an inch taller than Victor’s six feet, but he was much younger and had a body well-toned from hours in the gym. “Read? You stupid fuck, I’ll fuck your shit up so bad you won’t be able to read the toilet paper.”

Victor’s face screwed up as he tried to understand what the kid meant by that. His brain wasn’t firing on all cylinders. “Please, I need that book,” he said and reached for it. The kid checked the reach with a vicious cross body chop to Victor’s forearm that almost broke the bone. 

“Ow,” Victor yipped, pulling his arm back and stepping away. “I’m sorry,” he said, massaging the arm and blinking back tears. 

“You bet you sorry, fuckin’ punk,” the tough kid said and advanced. 

“Please, I just want my book.”

“More than you want to breathe?” And with the same speed, steel strong fingers clamped around Victor’s throat. 

Victor gasped and tried to grab the hand. The kid backed him against the bars, and Victor’s head banged against the steel, making lights pop behind his eyelids. One-handed, the punk pushed him up off the floor. Victor gasped for breath, his eyes bugging out of his head. The man’s strength was unbelievable. 

“I saw an angel,” Victor gurgled several times. 

“Angel?” the tough asked, then laughed before tightening his grip. “Youz about to see an angel, you punk bitch.”

“Yo, put the man down,” someone said. Victor heard it clearly. His oxygen-deprived brain was running on adrenalin, knowing he might be in his last seconds of life. 

“Fuck you,” the tough said without looking. 

“I ain’t gonna say it again,” the other voice said, carefully enunciating each word. “Put...the...man...down.”

“I said fuck your cunt ass, you is next.”

The room was going dark, when Victor suddenly found himself crumpled on the floor, gasping for breath. He felt his neck and found it tender, but otherwise undamaged. As his vision returned, he could see his tormentor, feet dangling in the air, an arm around his throat supported by another hand locking it in place. Now it was the tough kid’s turn to have his eyes bug out and gasp for breath. Unlike the simple hold the kid used on Victor, the man holding him was using an expert choke hold. In a second he was unconscious. Instead of dropping him, the man tightened his grip, arm muscles bulging. 

“Don’t kill him,” Victor croaked. 

“Why not?” the other man asked. He turned sideways, and Victor saw him for the first time. He was, amazingly, less than six feet tall. He was black, like almost everyone in this lockup, and didn’t appear nearly as well-muscled as the man he was choking the life out of. His hair was cut with military precision, and a neatly trimmed Vandyke beard fit his face perfectly. His clothes could best be described as working class. 
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