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Chapter One

She left Austin early to avoid the weekday traffic, starting her drive hours before the sun rose, but the effort was futile. As she passed through San Antonio, traffic had slowed to a crawl and only improved a little as she headed west out of the city on U.S. 90. Most of the traffic was heading into the city. The rising sun was behind her.

Tabitha Sullivan was a low level federal employee, a native of Brooklyn, New York and a graduate from NYU. Her first job out of college was with the Federal Government, assigned to an obscure agency she knew nothing about, nor could she find any reference to it when she researched the job offer. It seemed to be somehow attached to the Department of Home Security. There was no question she would accept the offer, for any job at all was hard to come by. She assumed her 3.89 grade average had a lot to do with being offered an interview with what she thought was an agency dealing with the environment. The job meant a long daily commute from the rent-control apartment she shared with two other women, both still students, for the starting salary wouldn’t support her living alone.

She soon found out she was working for an agency that stayed under the radar, dealing mostly with carbon credits both within the United States and the rest of the world. For the first year on the job, she was mostly a clerk handling the daily mountain of incoming mail and messages. This gave her an insight into what the agency was attempting: to help reduce the emission of carbon from the burning of fossil fuels. She quickly realized that what energy credits one company was granted was sold to another polluting company, resulting in an overall lack of any actual emission reduction.

Known simply as Tab with her fellow workers, she was well liked by both the men and women. The women liked her because of her easy, outgoing personality and ready smile, the men because of interpreting that smile as a come-on. And ‘come on’ they did, for she had that ‘girl-next-door’ quality about her. Some would say she was beautiful, but all would agree she was very pretty. Her figure had a lot to do with her perceived quality; trim and pleasantly shapely. Her light blonde hair and hazel eyes added to her attraction to men. She had her own needs, dating a few she met outside of work, finding a few she liked that were only looking for the same thing as her - a few one-night stands without commitments. She maintained a strict policy of avoiding any office romances, seeing them as detrimental to her career efforts.

While she planned someday to marry, that time wasn’t now. She wanted a solid career first, and that meant having more than just a bachelor’s degree. Her work had heightened her interest in the ongoing problem of global warming, so she began taking postgraduate classes in climatology. She had not yet achieved that master degree when she got the offer to relocate in Texas.

At first, she was reluctant to even consider the job offer, for they would tell her very little regarding her duties; she didn’t like the secrecy aspect of some government work. Yet, what they did tell her was intriguing. Very intriguing. She would be a part of a team doing some of the most important work of the Agency. She alone was picked from among hundreds of employees considered for the position, determined by the powers-that-be to be the most qualified for the position - a position for which she hadn’t even applied. If that wasn’t flattering enough, the six-digit starting salary certainly was. Even before she accepted the new assignment, she was given a top secret clearance rating.

She wonders if she will be able to live up to their expectations.

She spots the city limit sign for Castroville. There she is to turn north onto highway 37 and follow it 13 miles. Just before getting to the town of Mico, she is to turn left. It is the only paved road along that stretch; once she turns onto it, she will see a small roadside sign, easy to miss, with just “EPA” in smallish letters.

It is late spring and it is a gorgeous drive through lusciously green rolling hills, giving no hint to the gradually increasing world temperatures accompanied with changes in weather patterns that were causing drought conditions in so many parts of the world - including here in South Texas. She had been driving with the windows up and the air-conditioning on for the entire trip, but now she rolls down the windows of the rental car. The air is sweet with the aromas of spring. She breathes in deeply and can’t help smiling.

“I think I’m going to like it here,” she says to the world in general, a little amused at speaking out loud. Being a city girl, she can’t identify most of the foliage, but she recognizes the many majestic oak trees creating often dense forest inter-spaced with open fields and groups of cattle. She had left Austin in a hurry to get to her new job and new life, but now she has lost that sense of urgency. She just wants to enjoy the peacefulness of the beautiful countryside, slowing down a little. There is a temptation to stop and take a stroll through the bordering woods, but then decides there would be time enough for that.

Turning left onto the first paved road she came to, she watches for the “EPA” sign, but drives for several hundred yards on the asphalt road barely wide enough for two vehicles to pass before spotting it. She is on the right road, and hopes she doesn’t meet any trucks coming out. Very soon she has her first view of Medina Lake as her car reaches the crest of a hill. There, too, is the mentioned guard gate and a wide turn around. A large sign reads “Medina Lake Research Facility, Environmental Protection Agency. ENTRY BY PERMIT ONLY.” In smaller print, it advises that all vehicles and persons entering are subject to search, then lists items that will be confiscated. With chagrin, she sees that included are all electronic devises.

She rolls to a stop at the gate arm, as a uniformed soldier steps out of the gate house. Another remains in the gate house, watching.

“Good morning,” he greets her pleasantly enough, but even before she can respond he continues. “State your business, please.”

“Good morning,” she replies. “I’m going to be working here.”

“Identification, please.”

She starts to hand him her driver’s license, but he just shakes his head and smiles. “Your Federal identification.”

She doesn’t know it, but he already knows who she is and why she is there. As soon as he had read the vehicle plates, he knew who she was and that she was expected. Still, there was the formality to confirm that the rental car they were expecting was being driven by her - and that she was alone.

He barely glances at her ID. “We’ve been expecting you, Miss Sullivan. Welcome to Medina Lake. I’ll have to do a quick search of your vehicle. Just a formality. You’ll find that security is a very important factor here at The Center.”

“No problem,” she replies, “I understand.”

“Pop the trunk and step out of the vehicle, please.”

As she does, the other soldier steps out and joins him in checking the contents of the vehicle. The other guard has an electronic wand that he passes over her luggage. It buzzes in the vicinity of an overnight case.

“We’ll have to check the contents,” the first guard says almost apologetically.

She nods. The item activating the scanner is her hair dryer. They close the trunk, noting but ignoring her lap top computer.

The second soldier scans her body quickly with the wand. It makes no sound.

“You can get back in,” the first guard says as the other moves to raise the guard arm. “Sorry for the inconvenience. And, again, Welcome. I hope you’ll enjoy your stay here.”

Give gives her instruction to continue another 1.4 miles and report to headquarters, the only three-story building in the compound. She can park in front. Leave the keys in the vehicle. Her luggage will to taken to her residence and the car will be returned to the rental agency.

She is beginning to feel like a very important person, but then realizes that her position as a research aide doesn’t warrant any such feeling. It was just government efficiency. Or bureaucracy. With the gate arm swung up, she passes through. Just a hundred feet beyond is a ten-foot high fence, topped with rolls of razor wire, blocking the road. It stretches as far as she can see in both directions. Even as she slowly approaches, prepared to stop again, the gate in the fence rolls open and she passes through.

The road is still narrow, and to her pleasure, is still lined with Oak forest. In her rear view mirror, she sees the gate closing and feels a bit of apprehension, knowing she is locked in. It is necessary security, she tells herself. It is locking others out, not her in. She never checked her odometer, but she soon is passing other low buildings and what looks like apartment buildings, and soon the three-story building appears, clearly emblazoned with “OPERATIONS.”

Parking in front, she starts to take the ignition key, then remembers to leave it - and her luggage. She takes only her purse and lap top. Because of the uniformed soldiers manning the gate, she expects to see other uniformed personnel as she enters the Operation Building, but all those she sees are wearing appears to be civilian dress, but all khaki in color. She approaches the reception desk, holding out her employee ID card. “I’m Tabitha Sullivan. I’m supposed to report to a Mr. Daniel Davies,” she says to the young woman seated behind the counter.

Barely glancing at the ID, the woman smiles and says, “Welcome to Lake Medina, Miss Sullivan,” obviously expecting her. “Please have a seat. Mr. Davies is expecting you. He’ll be here shortly.”

Tabitha has been through this routine many times before and expects a long wait, but she has barely settled in when a smiling middle-aged man enters the reception area and heads straight to her.

“Hello. hello!” he greets her as he approaches, hand outstretched. She quickly stands and shakes his hand. His palm is surprisingly cool.

“Welcome to Medina Lake!” he greets enthusiastically. “You have to be Miss Tabitha Sullivan.”

She nods, her hand still in his. “Most just call me Tab.”

“Tab it is,” he responds, finally releasing his grip. “We’re very informal here. Although Tabitha is such a beautiful name, I may tend to use it.”

She almost expects him to add that old line, “a beautiful name for a beautiful woman,” but he doesn’t. Instead, still smiling, he instructs her to come with him. “I know you’re probably tired from your drive and would like to settle in, but we do have to take care of a few formalities first.”

He leads her down the hall to his office, pausing only to introduce her to his own receptionist before ushering her into a large, but modestly decorated, office.

He doesn’t waste time with pleasantries. “I know they didn’t tell you much about what your duties will be. Security, you know. And speaking of security, do you have your cell phone with you?”

Tabitha nods and removes it from her purse.

He takes it and sets it on his desk. “We will issue you a new phone. State of the art. It will be encrypted. All your personal data will be transferred to your new phone; your old carrier will be terminated. And it will have all the names and numbers of those here you will be dealing with. Sorry, you won’t be able to make outside calls to any of your personal numbers until they have been cleared with Security. That will only take a day or two. In the meantime, you can use our phones to let any family or loved ones know you’ve arrived safely. But I have to advise you, all outside calls are monitored. They’re very big on security here.”

“I understand.”

“Your lap top will also be confiscated, examined and returned to you. You can access your data, but it will not have internet access. You’ll be issued a company tablet to replace it. Again, best money can buy. And again, it will be encrypted. So neither it nor your cell can be used to make outside calls nor access the internet. You’ll have to use our phones for all outside calls. Security.”

When he pauses for a moment, she dares to ask a question. “Can I ask, why this level of security? I don’t even have a security clearance.”

“You will have,” he answers. “It’s already in the works. But let me ease any concerns you may have. You are in no danger here. The security we have in place is to prevent cyber infiltration. Spying. There are a lot of people who don’t like what we’re trying to do - reduce carbon emissions. Mostly, big business, who don’t want to spend the money required to clean up their act. And government. Most elected politicians owe big business. But then, you know this. We just can’t have acts of espionage interfering with the program. Even though this is a government operation, the EPA is not very popular with Congress. Half of the congressmen are still not fully aboard on fighting climate change, not denying that it exists, but saying it may exist but they need more time to study the issue.”

Tabitha nods in agreement. “I know. I’ve been doing postgraduate work in climatology. I’m mor than halfway to getting my masters. How can they continue to deny global warming when it’s happening all around them? The Capital got hit by hurricane Matthew two years ago, a category 3, but the worse storm surge in the history of the city.”

“It’s all politics,” Daniel replies, “but we’ll get into that in future briefings. For now, I want you to get settled in. My secretary will personally take you to your apartment. Your luggage is already there. Then she’ll take you to lunch. Kind of a military mess hall, but at the level of commissioned officers. The food is great. Then, if you’re up to it, she’ll give you the grand tour of your new hometown.”

“I’d like that,” Tabitha replies. “When do I start work?”

“Tomorrow afternoon will be a two-hour briefing. An orientation, so to speak. Here at 1400 hours.” He looks at her questioningly, “Are you familiar with military time?”

“A little. I’ll catch on.”

“Good. We use it here. You’ll be given a very thick three-ring folder. For the following two days, all I want you to do is study that information. I don’t expect you to memorize all that data, but become familiar with it so you can use it for future reference. Within a month, you’ll know as much about the project as we do.”

“I hate to admit it, but I’m not sure I even know what I’ll be doing,” she admits, with eyebrows raised questioningly.

“I know. You were given only enough information to get you interested in the job. It will be a matter of on-the-job training. You already have the skills needed. You’ll officially start your new job Monday morning, 0900 hours sharp. Punctuality is stressed here.”

Because she has arrived on the compound too late for the breakfast meal, her escort, who is actually one of Daniel’s administrative aides, introduces herself only as ‘Donna’ and takes her to the dining hall kitchen. There, in a small dining area where the kitchen staff have their on-duty meals, Donna has a cook prepare a breakfast for her. For herself, having already had breakfast, she just has coffee and a roll.

On their way in, Tabitha is impressed at how large the dining hall was, with what seemed like almost a hundred four-place tables, with larger tables near the walls.

After she has eaten, surprised at how hungry she was and pleased with the good food, they begin talking over coffee. Tabitha guesses her escort to be about her own age. Like the majority of government employees, she is clean cut and well dressed - in khaki, like all the others. She is the type that most married women wouldn’t be worried about having their husbands working with her, even though she was pretty enough to lure a man if all he was interested in was sex.

“How many people are living in the compound,” Tabitha asks.

Donna shrugs, “I’m not sure. The last count was 204 working on the project. Plus the soldiers. But there are over twice that number working in support positions.” She waves an arm toward the kitchen as she continues, “Food service. Health care. Laundry. Ground keepers. Security. We even have working farms that supply dairy, meat, fruit and vegetables. All live and work inside the compound.”

“It must be big.”

She nods emphatically, “Yeah. Some nine square miles. Almost 6,000 acres. All enclosed by the fencing you saw coming in. Twelve miles of fence. The whole area is patrolled by a garrison of Army personnel. They have a small base where they live, separate from us.” She smiles and leans forward to speak in a softer voice. “Some of the guys are really cute. They discourage fraternization, but it’s not prohibited. You are single, aren’t you?”

Tabitha nods.

“Got anyone special outside?”

“Not really.”

“Well, almost everyone in the program is married. They tend to select husband and wife teams, so the isolation wouldn’t be such a factor. I’m not married, and I’m no nun. I have needs. If they don’t want us few single women fraternizing with the soldiers, they should bring in some single men.” She pauses, looking at Tabitha for any response before continuing, “Not that I’m involved with any of them.”

Tabitha just smiles. “That’s your business. None of mine. I don’t judge.”

Donna relaxes again. “Well, I might just know a guy that has a cute friend.”

“I’m good, but thanks.”

“Let me know if you change your mind,” Donna tells her as they are leaving the mess hall. “I mean about the cute soldier.”

Using a golf cart, Donna takes her on a tour of the compound. It looks more like a small town. There is a chapel. A small theater. A recreation hall. A cleaners and laundry. A tavern. An ice cream parlor. A commissary. A gymnasium. A park with tennis courts. Every apartment complex has a pool and playground for children, all of whom are now in school.

“Wow!” Tabitha exclaims, impressed, “It’s like a small village!”

“Yeah, Smallville, USA,” Donna replies with some sarcasm.

“Don’t you like it here?”

“Oh, it’s OK. Don’t get me wrong. I’m just not a small town girl.”

“Neither am I,” Tabitha says. “Born and raised in Brooklyn. But this is quaint. I think I’m going to like it.”

“Hope so. It can get to be a drag,” Dona utters softly.

Soon they are on a perimeter road, passing small farming areas with housing units for the workers. And they pass the military camp. All the time, to their right, was the unbroken line of ten foot chainlink fencing with razor wire and electric wiring and signs at regular intervals warning of 50,000 voltage.

They have almost made the twelve-mile circuit when Donna turns into a parking area with a full view of the lake and stops. A set of double gates, now closed and electrified, lead out to the lake and a beach area with covered picnic tables. Two lines of fencing lead down from the main fence line and into the water, enclosing that stretch of shoreline.

“Each weekday evening for three hours, plus all day Saturday and Sunday, security opens the gates for picnics and fishing. At least half a dozen soldiers are present for security. And . . . “ she points down to a boathouse, now enclosed, “ . . . they have a patrol boat on the water, the crew armed with machine guns.” She points out to the lake. “See that ring of floats? They’re all connect by thick rope to close off this area to the public. Each float sports a sign warning that trespassers will be shot. And they mean it!”

She turns and points up into a grove of oaks. “You can’t see them from here, but there are two lookout towers, each manned 24/7. And each have 50 caliber machine guns. They have orders to shoot anyone coming into the enclosed area, this stretch of shoreline. That’s got to be the most boring duty.”

Back on the road, they are soon in town and parked in front of one of the apartment complexes. Donna shuts off the motor and turns to Tabitha. “This is your new home. Apartment 224.”

It’s a two-story building, each floor having two rows of apartments with entrances off a common hall running from one end to the other. Each end has stairways leading to the second level. One row of apartments gives tenants a view of the village from their balcony; the other row has a view of the lake.

Donna leads her to one end and up the stairs. The six-foot wide double glass doors are unlocked. The first door on the right is 224. It is also unlocked.

“You don’t need locks here, “ Donna advises her, opening the door. “There is no crime. You can use the deadbolt from the inside, if that makes you feel more secure.” She holds the door open for Tabitha. She walks into a large living room, fully furnished with what looks like new furniture, a room dominated by large sliding glass doors leading out onto a balcony with privacy side walls. Stepping out onto the balcony, the view brings a sharp intake of breath. Before her, looking out over thick forest sloping down to the water, was Medina lake, brilliantly blue in the morning sun, over a mile across and stretching out of sight a mile in each direction.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Donna almost whispers, standing behind her.

“Oh, God, yes!” Tabitha breathes. “I love it!”

“You must have some clout. The lake side apartments are for the more important employees. Most are two-bedroom, for families. You have one of the few one-bedroom.”

Tabitha shakes her head in denial. “I’m just a regular worker. Never even been a supervisor.”

“Then they must have plans for you.”

“To tell you the truth, I don’t know. I still don’t know what my duties will be.”

They stand looking out over the panorama of the lake and the rolling hill country beyond. It’s like a resort. It takes a while before she notices the patio furniture, a glass table and four chairs, two chaise lounges and a wheeled utility cart. Donna urges her to check out the rest of the apartment.

Everything looks new. A sixty-inch flat screen TV is on the end wall. The three other walls have large framed oil paintings, originals, although she doesn’t recognize the artists. At the other end of the room is a door leading into the bedroom, with the rest taken up by an alcove containing a compact kitchenette with a coffee maker. Later inspection will show it is stocked with the makings for coffee, tea and soup, as well as fruit, snacks and condiments.

The bedroom is large. The king-size bed doesn’t come close to filling it. There is a large dresser and a mirrored make-up table, as well as a study desk with a desk top computer and large flat screen monitor. Her promised replacement E-notebook and her new smart cell phone are beside the computer. Next to the phone is a very thick, black, three-ring binder; she immediately knows it is her study material. In front of the walk-in closet sits her luggage. Inside the closet are seven set of standard issue work clothes, along with sweaters, jackets, raincoat and other items, all noticeably khaki in color. Sets of shoes and boots are on the floor. She knows they will be her size.

The full bath has a shower and a large, whirlpool tub, a counter top with two washbasins and full mirror backing. There is a sleek toilet and matching bidet.

She has never stayed in a five-star hotel, but she imagines this is pretty much like one. Why is she getting the VIP treatment? What are they expecting from her?

Back in the living room, Donna gives her a hug and a “Welcome home,” which almost brings tears to her eyes. “I’ll leave you to settle in. You’ll find more information in the top drawer of your desk: maps of the town and the enclosure; Menu for the dining hall; What facilities are available and the hours. There’s a switchboard manned 24/7. The operator can answer any questions you may have.” She starts out the door, then turns with an afterthought. “There is a shuttle service daily into San Antonio. It’ll take you to any part of town. Maybe we can hit the town this weekend.” With a wink and a wave, she is gone.

With Donna gone, she has an impulse to deadbolt latch the door, but she denies it. She should unpack, but she for now she has to take another look off her balcony.

Regardless of her duties here, she knows she is going to like it.


Chapter Two

Not by accident, the Davies meet Tabitha as she enters the dining hall for dinner. She immediately recognizes Daniel, presumably her new boss, but not the woman with him.

“Good evening, Miss Sullivan,” he cheerfully greets her with a wide smile, offering his hand to be shaken. “I hope you’ve found your accommodations to your satisfaction.” Before she can respond, he looks at the woman beside him, a stunningly beautiful woman. “This is my wife, Sherry. Honey, this is Miss Tabitha Sullivan, the newest addition to our community. She prefers to be called ‘Tab.’”

Her first thought is: how did this average-looking man manage to get such a beautiful woman to marry him? He is handsome enough, but she is movie star quality, while he’s the guy next door. The thought passes quickly as they exchanged greetings.

“So,” Daniel says as he ushers them toward the serving line, “Do you love the place yet?”

Tabitha nods and quickly asks, “Are you sure Donna took me to the right apartment?”

“Don’t you like it?” he asks, eyebrows raised.

“Oh, no! It’s great!” she hurriedly responds. “Better than I expected . . . but, then, I really didn’t know what to expect. It’s just that Donna said that complex was - how did she put it - for the brass.”

Daniel chuckles softly as he responds, “No mistake. I can understand your confusion; we’ve not been very forthcoming regarding your duties here. I apologize for that. But security required some secrecy. At the 1400 hours briefing, everything will be set straight. But as for the ‘brass’ business, you will be working directly with my office. I run the place, so I guess that makes us both brass.”

“We live right down the hall from you,” Sherry advises, “Apartment 202. The other end. All those working with Dan live on that floor. Well, almost all.”

“I love the place!” Tabitha almost coos. “The view is fantastic!”

“Isn’t it!” Sherry agrees. “I just hope Dan gives you time to enjoy it. He can be a bit of a slave driver.” The last she directs at her husband.

“Not true!” he quickly denies with chagrin as they step in line, quickly changing the subject. “We’ve looked to the military in setting up the compound. They call this the chow line.” He handed her and his wife the standard metal, sectioned tray, and silverware. “The large menu on the wall behind the line lists the options available for this meal. As you go down the line, the servers will help you make your choices, and spoon out however much you want of whatever you want. Very efficient.”

“Kind of like smorgasbord,” Sherry adds.

“They’ll even have the meat cooked to your perfection.”

“I could get used to this,” Tabitha grins. “I’m going to have to watch my weight.”

As they sidestep down the line, each with their tray in front of them, their trays are efficiently filled with their choices. By the end of the serving line, they have their full meal, each item in a section of the tray, including desert and drink. They make their way to one of the vacant four-place tables, two chairs on each side. Dan and his wife sit on one side, Tabitha on the other.

“Kind of reminds me of camping,” Tabitha comments as she takes her first bite, “the metal plate.”

“Takes getting used to,” says Sherry. “The sound of a knife scrapping across the metal still gets to me.”

“We do have to bus our table. As you leave, you take your tray and utensils and slide them through the opening to the kitchen. Unlike the military,” Dan offers, “there is no mess sergeant standing at the exit making sure you ate everything served.”

“I certainly won’t miss cooking and washing dishes,” Tabitha advises.

All through the meal, the conversation is sporadic, mostly with Sherry asking her about her life outside, with Tabitha politely answering - but with brief responses, still feeling a little out of place. By the end of dinner, she is more relaxed, yet she still can’t decide if she will ever be a close friend with Sherry. Even as open and friendly the woman is, her very elegance and beauty makes herself feel inferior. She hopes they can become friends; she is feeling quite alone and on her own.

As they exit the dining hall, the sun is just starting to sink behind the surrounding forest. The day had been a bit too warm, but now it is very comfortable. Tabitha’s mind is already back in her new, luxurious apartment, and seeing herself relaxing on the balcony, but Daniel has other plans.

“How about an after dinner cocktail?” he offers, and without allowing her time to excuse herself, he starts them off toward the one-and-only source of alcohol in the compound, simply called The Tavern. “It’s just a block down, right across from Operations. Handy. The only thing, the bartenders keep a record of what they serve. Only two drinks to a customer. We don’t want to encourage drunkenness. The best part, though, like everything else here, they’re free.”

Tabitha is about to beg off, but changes her mind. A drink or two would relax her, for she has to sleep in a strange place tonight. It might help her get to sleep.

“I’m not much of a drinker,” Tabitha confesses, “But when I do, I tend to drink too much. I like the two-drink limit.”

“Neither am I,” Sherry adds. “Don’t tell anyone, but Dan usually gets my second drink.”

“I have to deny that accusation,” Dan quickly complains with a grin. “Can’t have the Chief breaking the rules.”

They walk slowly, talking casually. Tabitha looks around at what would be the center of town. Paved streets with raised sidewalks. The street lamps are just starting to come on in the growing dusk, globed lamps one would expect to see along a walkway in a park. Other people are on the streets, mostly coming from the dining hall. Some are going back to their jobs. Some are going home. Some are hurrying past them toward The Tavern. There is no vehicle traffic. Then she recalls, the only vehicles she had seen since she entered the compound were military jeeps and golf carts. Her rental car that she left parked in front of Operations is gone; returned by someone to the rental agency for her.

It is like going back in time. Operations could have been the county courthouse. The lack of garish advertising signs gives the area an old world charm. A block down, she can see the park, all the lights on with several tennis matches in progress. The various buildings could have been part of an eighteenth century village, providing a place for shopkeepers to sell their wares. She wonders if this newly constructed village was designed to give just that impression. If so, it was a nice touch. She walks along with her new boss and his lovely wife, wishing they were instead going to the park.

It is dark when they drop off Tabitha at her door, bidding her goodnight, and walking down the hall toward their own apartment. She goes inside and does latch the deadbolt, just for her own peace of mind, then goes out onto the balcony. Standing at the railing, she inhales deeply of the cool evening air, imagining that she can smell the freshness of the lake, now shimmering in faint moonlight. Across the lake, she sees lights from scattered homes, probably farmhouses, for the surrounding area is sparsely populated.

As she takes in the view, she wonders if she has made the right decision.

In their own apartment, Dan sits on the sofa and begins to channel surf, while Sherry puts on coffee. Via satellite, they get every channel available to the world outside the compound. By cable, they get channels not available to most of the outside world. She joins him, waiting for the coffee to perk. She sits beside him and leans against his shoulder.

“So what do you think about her?” she asks.

He stops flipping from station to station and looks at her. “Think about who?”

“Tabitha How she’s going to fit in, Silly.”

He shrugs and kisses her forehead. “Won’t know until after the briefing.”

“She knows what her duties will be, doesn’t she!” she exclaims.

“Not really.”

“Do you think that’s fair? She dropped everything and traveled from New York to live and work in this compound! What if she doesn’t want the assignment? She should have been told more.”

“She knows more or less she will be doing research.”

“For the EPA! She may not want to go along with the program.”

“It’s all work to cut carbon emissions. To try to reverse global warming. That’s what she has been training for.”

“Under the EPA!” Sherry insists, getting a little worked up. “You should have been up front with her from the start!”

Dan gets up, clicks off the TV and heads for the kitchenette. “Coffee’s ready.”

She follows. “Don’t shut me off!” she threatens. “I’m just as much a part of the team as you!”

He turns and pulls her to him, his arms around her waist to keep her from pulling away. “Honey, you know that this is on a need to know basis. We couldn’t tell her up front what would be expected from her. If she refused, she could blow the whistle on the entire operation. Even that clown the people elected as President doesn’t know our true purpose.”

She gently pulls away and sets two cups on the counter. As she pours coffee, she asks over her shoulder, “At some point you’re going to have to tell her. If she refuses, she can still tell.”

“You know the interview has been carefully arranged to feel her out. By the time we have to tell her, we’ll already know what her answer will be. If we feel she won’t go along, her job will be some legitimate research on the climate change.”

“Well, I like her,” Sherry states, “I hope she agrees.”

“And, she likes you. I could tell by the way she kept sneaking glances at you. You know, sometimes I think that you’re just too beautiful.”

“Thank you . . . I think . . . wait, what’s that supposed to mean?” What he is saying only reinforces her feeling that her beauty often gets in the way of her fitting in with the crowd.

He takes her hand and kisses it before responding. “I mean that you are so stunningly beautiful that it is hard for some women to get close to you. At least until they get to know you. I know, when I first met you, you totally intimidated me. You turned me on from day one, but I knew you could never be interested in a plain guy like me.”

She has to smile. “You’re not plain. You’re very handsome and totally charming. I fell in love with you for the man you are.”

“And I just thought you married me because I’m hung like a mule!”

“Smart ass!”

“Admit it! That helped make up your mind.”

She giggles, then laughs. “It didn’t hurt!” Then she sobers and moves to him. He takes her into his arms and holds her tight. “Never doubt my love for you, Baby,” she whispers.

“I am the luckiest man in the world.”

“And I’m the luckiest women.”

For a long time they stand, locked in an embrace, her head resting on his shoulders, his hand caressing her backside. She is the first to break the spell of the moment, looking up at him with a questioning grin. “Coffee’s getting cold.”

His response: “Let it.”

They did.

Tabitha sits anxiously waiting the 1400-hour orientation. She had arrived 20 minutes early. While she wasn’t sure it was appropriate yet, she is wearing one of the sets of worker clothing, khaki short sleeve shirt and pants with brown oxfords. The only suggestion that this is a uniform for a particular employee is her name ‘Tabitha’ stitched in script over the right shirt pocket in darker brown.

There was no receptionist behind the desk when she came in, but as the wall clock shows just minutes before the hour, a young woman enters from the main hallway and moves behind the desk, placing her shoulder bag in a drawer. She is not the same woman who received her yesterday.

“You must be Tabitha Sullivan,” she greets with a warm smile as she sits down.

Tabitha nods and stands.

“Please. Sit,” the receptionist urges. “I’ll let them know you’re here. They’ll call for you shortly.” Only a moment passes when she asks, “So, are you settled in?”

“Yes. It’s the easiest move I ever made,” Tabitha replies. “Looks like I didn’t even need to bring clothing.”

The secretary is dressed in similar khakis, with ‘Susan’ emblazoned. “Having a uniform is OK. You never have to struggle in the morning with what to wear. The seven you have for the week is just half your issue, one for each day. The laundry has an identical seven with your name when you turn in the worn sets. Washed, slightly starched and pressed.”

“I’m surprised at how comfortable they are. But are they mandatory? I mean, do we have to wear them all the time?”

“Oh, no! Just when officially on duty. Wear whatever you like on your own time,” the girl advised. “I suggest you alternate shoes each day, get them broke in. We got them the size you gave us; if they aren’t comfortable, the Exchange will get you ones that fit.”

“They’re fine. Just a little stiff.”

“Just remember that anything personal you may need can be found at the Commissary - no charge. Toiletries. Cosmetics. You name it.”

“Nice perk.”

“Yeah,” the girl grins. “You don’t have to spend a penny here. You can save your entire paycheck - or have an occasional splurge in town.”

“It’s almost like being in the Army.”

“Except there is no rank. No saluting. No inspections. No KP,” she remarks, then adds with a slight frown, “And no friggin’ sergeants.”

“Sounds like you served.”

She nods and the frown disappears. “Drafted. Two years. They were training me as a weather observer. That’s when I heard about this outfit. Joined up as soon as my tour was over.”

The intercom buzzed. “They’re ready for you,” Susan announces as she gets up and goes to an inner door, opening it for her. “Good luck.”

Tabitha only has a second to think what she meant by that, for she is met by Daniel Davies as soon as she enters a long, wide, brightly lit hallway.

“Hey, Tabitha,” he greets her in Texas style. They shake hands. “This way,” he says as he leads off. Halfway down the hall he opens a door for her. Inside a large room is the single piece of furniture, a long conference table encircled by twelve swivel chairs. Only three are occupied. All were wearing the same khakis as she.

Before showing her to a seat, he introduces the three seated. “You’ve met my wife, Sherry. She is an integral part of my staff - technically, a board member. We are a nonprofit corporation, with all funding coming from the government.”

Sherry smiles and nods.

“Across from her is my second in command, Charles Durwood, also a board member.”

The man simply nods and leans back in his chair. She can’t tell how tall he is, but he appears to be of average size, if not a little stocky. He looks to be about the same age as Daniel, with close-cropped reddish hair and brown eyes. His slightly dark skin and features suggest Hispanic heritage.

Daniel continues. “Next to him is his wife, Carol Durwood. Also a board member.”

“Welcome, Dear,” she smiles with a little wave. The first Tabitha notices about her is her plumpness and very large, full breasts pulled somewhat flat by the khaki shirt, making it look a bit ill fitting. The second is her pleasant face, a friendly face even when not smiling. Her dark brown hair is short and curly, eyes a dark brown. Like her husband, she looks Hispanic, but there is no accent in her voice. “I hope you’re comfortable in your new lodging.”

“Very, thank you.”

Tabitha thought Daniel would be sitting at the head seat at the end of the table, but he directs her to sit there instead, while he takes a seat next to his wife. He waits until she is settled in, then begins in a casual tone, “First of all, I want you to relax. This is an informal briefing. You already have the job, if you want it. Now we can tell you in more detail what your duties will entail. Each of the four of us will brief you on the different aspects of the operation and your roll within it. I’ll start with explaining just how we were formed and for what purpose. “ When her sees her take out a steno pad and pen, he adds, “There’s no need to take notes. Everything we’re telling you - with a few exceptions that we’ll explain - is in print for you to study. That thick three-ring notebook on your desk at your apartment.”

After a short pause, as she puts the notebook back into her shoulder bag, he begins, “This is not a government agency - at least not in the strict sense of that definition. We are a nonprofit agency - who just happens to get 100% of its funding from the Federal Government. While we are independent of Congress - they have no say so in our functioning - we do get input from several agencies. We do the best to please them while still doing the job for which we were organized: to try to coordinate world governments and large corporations in taking steps to reduce carbon emissions. Formally, we are “The Global Warming Advisory Group. Or GWAP. We don’t use the initials, as when spoken as a word, it sounds too much like a lisping man saying ‘crap.”

Tabitha tries to suppress a grin.

He just smiles at her, as if to say ’see?’ then continues. “Basically, our job is to gather scientifically verified information relating to the pollution of the atmosphere, the oceans and the land that are creating this ‘hot house effect’ - that in turn is warming both the atmosphere and the oceans. We also challenge the vast amount of misinformation being published by the various special interest groups, showing then to be deceptive or out-and-out lies. These are mainly the large world corporations who do not want to spend the money necessary to reduce carbon emissions, corporations who, through campaign contributions and money under the table, bribe members of Congress NOT to take the action we need to take if we are to save the planet.”

He pauses here, looking at Tabitha. “Sounds a little melodramatic, doesn’t it? But if life is to continue on Earth, we have to stop polluting our environment. So far, the governments of the world are only making promises and taking little or no action - including our own government. Congress will not, or cannot, pass the laws necessary to reduce pollution and deforestation. The situation is the same with most of the world governments. So first of all, we have to eliminate any and all doubt about global warming. We have to expose the nay sayers for the liars - and sometimes crooks - they are. Then we have to come up with a workable program that will involve all the world governments, so that each one knows the others are doing their share in reducing emission air, water and ground pollution, as well as deforestation.

“Let me assure you of two things: first, global warming is real; second, if not substantially reversed, mankind of on the verge of making the world uninhabitable. And that, according to the scientific community, could be in 50 to 100 years. You’ll see from the various reports in your folder, that 100% of every scientific organization and group agree with that forecast. It is only about half of the world governments that don’t agree. Mind you, they are no longer denying global warming; they are now saying they have to have more information regarding the problem; they’re stalling, reluctant to spend the money necessary to resolve the problem, still wishing to please their wealthy benefactors to keep the money flowing into their pockets. It’s sad to say, but most in Congress are nothing more than greedy crooks taking bribes instead of doing what they were elected to do.”

He rises and moves to the inside wall opposite the windows, and pulls down a roll-up world map. Each country of the world is a different color. In the center of each country is a large white number. He points to each, reading the number. “These numbers represent the percentage amount of pollution each country is producing. China, 19%. India 12%. Japan, 10%. Pakistan, 8%. The United States . . . “ He taps the map. “41%, the largest polluter of all - and the only nation failing to make a pledge to reduce pollution. So you see the problem we have.”

He returns to his seat, compelling her to respond somehow. “But hasn’t the U.S. formed this agency?”

He nods. “But not through Congress. Most of them don’t know we even exist, much less what we are trying to do. It is the people who actually conduct the everyday activities of running the government who are funding us . . . out of their own budgets. Their contributions are clandestine. The reports we release will be made public through the agency, or agencies, most concerned with each facet of the problem, not just to our politicians. And also to the United Nations and every world government. We hope to embarrass Congress into taking action . . . hopefully before they discover our operation and shut us down.” He continues for another twenty minutes, concentrating on the emissions of gases through the burning of fossil fuel, electrical generation plants, habitat heating and cooling, industry and motor vehicles - all increasing as the world’s population soars.

Charles takes over, a degreed climatologist. His subject is the world oceans and the effect pollution of the atmosphere is having on every ocean sea and large body of water of the world. “First of all, you have to understand the role oceans have on human life. Half of all oxygen comes from the ocean; most of the remaining half comes from trees - but my wife will cover that area. Now as to the oceans, it is not only the water itself that generates the oxygen we deplete by human activity, but the life it supports.” He went on to explain precisely the process involved.

“But when polluted rivers run into the ocean, that kills much of the necessary organisms it comes in contact with. Further, warmer atmosphere means warmer sea water, additionally killing oxygen producers, species that are temperature sensitive. But there is another unwanted result of warmer seas: the ocean is the basic producer of weather patterns, the movement of ocean currents and the movement of upper air. Severe storms need warm water to generate. The warmer the water, the more severe the storms. Resulting hurricanes, cyclones and tornadoes wreck havoc. Huge storm surges cause more destruction than the wind and rain. And the surges rolling back out to sea carry more pollution into the ocean.

“It’s a vicious cycle, the more pollution, the more heat that is trapped in the atmosphere. The warmer the oceans, the more severe the storms, creating more pollution. If the present trend continues, almost entirely due to the dramatically increasing world population, the rather delicate chemical balance of the atmosphere will be completely upset. While it has never happened before, basic science tells us that at some point, there will be nothing mankind can do to reverse it. The planet will simply not support human life. Ironically, over a period of time without humans and other oxygen breathing life, the atmosphere will once again become pristine - as will the seas. Long too late for extinct mankind. We’re already feeling the impact on human life. The first report of deaths from pollution were by the World Health Organization in 2014. That year, 3.3 million people died from air pollution. Last year their closest estimate was some 200 million. And this year it will be more as the world’s population continues to increase exponentially. It is now estimated to be 10 billion! Most of the dead are the elderly, children and those with respiratory diseases. Perhaps the government looks at this as a means of population control, getting rid of the least wanted. They seem to be only concerned about people who work and vote.”

He continues, citing a number of specific occurrences, watching Tabitha for her reaction. Much of this has not divulged to the general population. She tries to conceal her emotions as she begins to realize how serious global warming has become.

It is Sherry Davies’ turn. With a degree in sociology and a crash course in meteorology, she begins by citing how changing weather patterns are disrupting the world food supply. Once fertile farm lands are being destroyed by consistent drought, while other areas are receiving too much rain, flooding crops before they can be harvested. Agribusiness, the corporate farmers, are trying to follow the weather changes with mixed results. Further, the drastic reductions in mountain snow packs were drying up rivers in the summer, rivers that depended on snow melt. Without water in many areas, whole populations are forced to relocate. Water is becoming a very precious and expensive commodity in many parts of the world.

Tabitha recalls their nearby lake, the fabulous view she is falling in love with. Is it in danger of drying up with the climate change and global warning? She is beginning to feel very vulnerable. A glance at the wall clock shows an hour and a half has passed; it didn’t seem that long to her. When Sherry finishes her presentation, Tabitha expected Carol to be next. Instead, Daniel takes over.

“So now we get down to what your assignment will be with The Group. I know you expected this to be a federal government job with retirement benefits and lots of perks. Sorry. If you don’t change your mind and accept the position - which you can do with six months severance pay - you’ll be a civilian employee of a nonprofit, private corporation. Your yearly salary will be twice that we advertised. And you will have a guaranteed retirement after you’re with us six months, regardless of how much longer your employment. We can’t guarantee job security. But even if the government does manage to shut us down, the benefits - retirement and health care - are set up as pre-funded and independent of the government. They will continue. We don’t know how long we’ll be in operation - or how much longer the world has. There’s a good chance that our time left on earth will be short. And the end probably won’t be pretty.”

He pauses, looking at her for some reaction, but sees none. He continues. “You see we very much want you on board. Your past demonstrates your computer skills have given you a unique ability to gather information others don’t want you to see. Cyber attacks are justified: in fact, they are a major source of information others don’t want us to have. And that’s what you will be doing for a start. We need to know who is blowing smoke up the world’s ass regarding climate change. We want to expose them - individuals, organizations or governments - and show they are preaching lies, hiding the truth. Every day that passes may be the point of no return for our atmosphere.

“And we want to know who our friends might be, those we can work with in the second stage. And that is developing a program that all world governments can adopt to try to drastically reduce the various forms of pollution. That’s going to be the toughest nut to crack - with our own government probably being the hardest. As they are the only government in the world still refusing to pledge any degree of pollution reduction, they may never change their stubborn support of the commercial world - the ones making them millionaires.”

He looks around at the other three. “Anything you all want to add?” he asks them. All shake their heads. He turns his attention once again to Tabitha. “So I guess that’s pretty much the picture. We can’t even be sure that what we are attempting to do will make any difference for the survival of the world, but we have to be optimistic. In light of the true purpose of The Group, we don’t expect you to give us an answer now. Study the material we gave you; it goes into greater detail. Take as much time as you need.”

Tabitha takes an audible deep breath and slowly lets it out before answering, one hand resting on the orientation folder. “I don’t need time. I’m on board.”

“Great!” Daniel exclaims, compulsively clapping. The others join in the spontaneous applause. “Welcome, Tabitha. Welcome! From your rapt attention and response, I was pretty sure you would be”

Sherry rises and moves to Tabitha, shaking her hand first, then giving her a hug. “I know I speak for us all. We are so glad your joining us. For as long as you want, I’ll work with you in getting the research program to its second stage.”

The others move to her end of the table. Now standing, she shakes the hands of the others.

Daniel is the first to get back to the business at hand. All return to their seats while he further instructs her. “We have a state of the art computer center. The best and most powerful available. We have a hand-picked group of programmers establishing a worldwide network - pretty much a clandestine one. And some pretty good hackers. We can breach systems and gather data without leaving a trail back to us. In most cases, they may not even know they were hacked. You’re considered one of the best. I suspect you will have some tricks of your own that you might share with us. What we need to know is who are our friends and who are our foes.

“At the same time, our team of earth scientists will gather data from the world over, then put together the most accurate prediction regarding the threat of global warming - one no one will be able to disclaim. Hopefully, the world will join in trying to reverse the threat.” He slides his chair back and stands. “I guess that’s it for now. Sherry, would you take Tabitha on a tour of the computer center?” It is more an order than a request. “Introduce her around, then let’s all meet at the dining hall . . . “ he looks at his watch “. . . say at 1730 hours.”

To Tabitha, he adds, “If you think of anything else we could add to make the center more efficient, let me know. Our budget is substantial.”

As she and Sherry leave the building, heading for an adjacent, single-story, windowless structure, she is only half listening to the older woman’s casual chatter. The seriousness of the dire condition of the world is just starting to sink in.


Chapter Three

At 1000 hours Greenwich time, every audio and visual communication device in the world is commandeered with a single voice message in the language of each country where it is heard. “We are the Peace Keepers. We come in peace. In one hour, we will explain who we are, where we come from and our purpose. Gather all adults to hear this message.” Then, just as abruptly, all systems returns to normal. It is repeated every ten minutes.

Most who heard the message think it is a local government message. Those in government hope it is a prank. However, astronomers and the military are coming to a different conclusion, for radar indicates that a vast number of large objects have suddenly appeared in the upper reaches of the atmosphere, the thermosphere, 120 miles above the earth, visible only by telescopes. There are hundreds of them, their dark, square bases estimated to be some 1,000 feet to a side. It will be almost two days before they get an accurate count on the number of alien objects, each apparently in stationary orbit over a given point of ground.

The press quickly learns of the alien ships, and interrupts all aired programs with the breaking news. Cellular devices are sending out alerts. Civilians getting the news are calling friends and family.

The various military forces around the world are the first to have actual contact with the occupants of the alien ships, for smaller versions of the ships had touched down in the middle of every military base, station or camp. Few dared meet them with hostile fire, but prepared for the worse. Those who took immediate action quickly learned that the ships were unscathed by their weapons.

Within that given hour given, most in the world are awake and at their televisions or radios, anxiously awaiting the promised message. Governments have hastily gathered.

At 1100 hours, as promised, again all communications are commandeered, this time with visual, showing what appears to be a human being, shown only from the waist up. The face of the being is totally lacking in expression, sitting perfectly still for almost a minute, before it slowly raises one arm, palm forward, as if in greeting. It appears to be looking directly at those watching on the various screens around the world. Then, like before, the voice is in the language of each and every listener - without any movement of its mouth. “I bring you greetings from the Universal Council. We come in peace on behalf of The Council. We are The Peace Keepers, charged with keeping the peace throughout the known universe. As a developing world, we have left you alone to mature and stabilize before extending membership to your world. However, we are not here for that purpose. Your civilization is on the verge of destroying itself; we must intervene. The Council could not stand by and see your lovely planet slowly die.

“It has become obvious that the division of earthlings is so severe that you will be unable to stop the ruination of your planet. In mercy, we must intervene. We assure you that the actions we take are necessary if you are to survive as a race. As advanced and civilized as you think you are, in terms of universal knowledge, you are primitive. You have ignored the warnings of those among you who have some understanding of the Laws of the Universe, continuing to act in manners that are gradually, but surely, destroying your world.

“We are here to save your planet. We are asking for the cooperation of all the peoples of the world, but we will rescue your world with or without that cooperation. It will be easier for you if you do cooperate. There will be great sacrifice on your part, requiring many changes in the way you live your lives. There is no other way for recovery for your seriously ailing planet and your dysfunctional society. We hope you will accept us as benevolent dictators, for we must take control of every government, uniting all peoples into one worldwide brotherhood. Changes will be severe in may cases, but necessary.

“Over the next rotation of your planet, Peace Keepers will beam down to meet with your present leaders. There will be tens of thousands of them. They are humanoids, artificial life forms in your likeness. They will work with humans as much as possible in resolving your many social problems. Do not try to use force against them; those using violence will be transported for adjustment. Try to remember that each individual Peace Keeper acts as a harmonious unit, in constant communication with other units and with the Universal Council, the central government of all civilized worlds in this sector of the universe. They will be acting in unity supporting the goal of preparing earthlings for admission to a united universe.

“While the Peace Keepers are working with you, we will begin the process of stabilizing your atmosphere. When your world is again stabilized and pristine, and your peoples living in loving harmony as a single race, we will leave you on your own, but with the offer of universal trade with hundreds of other civilized worlds. With time, we hope you will lose your aggressive tendencies and learn to live with love and respect for your fellow beings.

“From this moment on, you will be able to communicate with the representatives of the Universal Council only through selected Peace Keepers. We wish you peace and prosperity.”

All screens momentarily go black, then return to their current activity. Radio and television stations are quickly commandeered by the news broadcasters. Most local governments urge for calm. A few promise to violently resist.

It was 0400 hours by the time everyone in The Compound had gathered in the auditorium to watch the message on the large flat screen. All listened in a stunned silence, a silence that was followed by low chatter throughout the audience.

Daniel Davies stands and picks up a microphone, calls for order. “Well, people, I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore,” he nervously quips, referring to the old ‘Wizard of Oz ‘ movie, obviously shaken by the news. “Looks like this might just put us out of a job, but we won’t know until Washington gives us the official word. I know it’s frightening, but if their intent is legitimate, it might be the best thing that could happen to earth. I can tell you one thing, it’s real. We’ve confirmed the existence of thousands of space ships. If they are not benevolent, I suppose we’ll eventually discover their true intent.”

“So what do we do in the mean time?” someone calls out.

“Good question. One we’re all asking. I really don’t know! But for the time being, we do nothing. I suggest we declare the next few days a holiday. No sense in business as usual. I can’t tell you what will be the future for The Compound. I know this is home for many of us. We have no home to go back to.” Then he chuckles humorlessly, adding. “Or jobs. The farms can continue to meet our nutritional needs, if they stay. We are self-sufficient for utilities. The military will probably move out . . . or be out of a job. Damn! I don’t know! I suppose we won’t have much choice other than to do what those Peace Keepers tell us. Maybe, with our knowledge of the causes for the global warming, they’ll have use for us in that area.”

Charles Durwood speaks up. “I’ve been trying to contact Washington. Things are understandably in turmoil. When things calm down a bit, we’ll get some instructions.”

Daniel nods. “So for now, try to relax. Go back to bed - as if anybody could sleep now. The dining hall will open late, as soon as the staff gets back to work. Those who for the time being have no duties, you may be asked to give a hand in the ongoing support of the Compound. Until further notice, we will be on Sunday schedule. That means the normal Sunday relaxing of drink limits at the tavern. I don’t want anybody getting drunk, but a few drinks might help us relax. So . . . well . . . enjoy a few days off.”

Slowly, almost reluctantly, the people start leaving, many clustering outside in small groups before wandering off. Daniel corrals his staff members for an additional briefing at Operations, for they won’t have any time off over the next few days. Tabitha is excluded.

Tabitha has not yet made friends, and walks slowly back to her apartment, alone. What looked like a challenging job that would have consumed her, now looks more like unemployment with nowhere to go and with only modest savings to fall back on.

It is still dark when she gets home, beginning to feel depressed with the sudden events. She considers turning on the television to see what the news pundits are saying, but doesn’t. She puts on a pot of coffee, fixes herself a cup, sweet and heavy with a creamer; to hell with a diet. Then she retires to the balcony. The air is cool, but not uncomfortable in short sleeves. She gazes up, wondering if she could see any of the space ships, really knowing she could not. So she sits there, lost in contemplation of the days to come, watching the sky slowly lighten and stars begin to disappear, watching the dark waters of the lake gradually turn to blue. The first rays of the rising sun behind her touch the highest trees on the hills across the lake, reflecting red-orange off the leaves.

This could be the end of the world as she knows it. Tears begin to flow. She doesn’t know if she is crying for herself or for the world.

The compound has been on lock-down since the first awareness of the alien ships entering the atmosphere. The Army is on orders not to let anyone on or off the Compound, but some of its own are missing, assumed to be AWOL. Daniel’s orders are to simply standby. Obviously, those in Washington don’t know what to do.

As morning dawns on the Capital, a large, boxy spaceship silently settles to the ground in the center of the White House lawn. Though looking very large, it is small in comparison to the ships in stationary orbits in the thin fringe of earth’s atmosphere. It looks more like a black, one story building than a space ship, a building some 200 feet to a side with no windows and no apparent entryway. As soon as it touched down, White House security form a loose ring around it, carefully staying at least a hundred feet away.

There is no sign of activity from the ‘black box’ - the name that will stick to it and others like it - and soon military and Capitol police have a complete ring around it, the men and women almost shoulder to shoulder. As they anxiously await some movement from the ship, their radios alert them that six humanoids are already inside the White House, asking for an audience with the President. No one had seen them leave the ship. Only a handful of Secret Service agents had remained inside, those assigned to protect the President and his family. Even as other agents start to return to their normal posts, their radios instruct them that no one can enter or leave the building and they are to maintain security of the alien vessel. No one is to approach it.

Inside, five of the aliens in humanoid form, robots in the form of human beings, have taken up posts at five exits; they obviously know the layout of the building. The people already know that each of the aliens are androids, built in human form for the benefit of earthlings and capable of communicating with any human its contacts in that person’s language. They also know that they should not attempt to even touch one of the alien androids, or as they refer to themselves, ‘humanoids’, each with an identifying number rather than a name.

Each appears to be identical, a little more than six feet tall with athletic-looking bodies. None wear any type of clothing. What should be skin is some type of dull white surface material that flexes like skin as a creature moves. Faces are also humanoid, with the glaring exception that the eyes never blink and the mouth never moves. If it was intended to put earthlings at ease, it had the opposite effect, with them looking like a standing corpse with eyes frozen open. Most found it creepy, an effect increased when one of the humanoids speak without its lips moving. The other obvious variation from true human form - there is no genitalia. Even though the voice is more like a man’s than a woman’s, they will be referred to as ‘it’. The humanoids always refer to themselves as a collective ‘we.’

The sixth alien form stands in the middle of the Oval Office, awaiting the arrival of the President and whomever he chooses to bring with him.

The President is a flamboyant, arrogant member of the elite business world, a multi-billionaire who many claim literally bought the Office of the President through the most expensive campaign in the history of the United States, a campaign that promised to do what the people wanted. Most of those promises would be impossible to fulfill, and he knew it. Now well into his first year in office, he was urging the public to be patient, that the changes he had promised would take time.

An agent holds the door open as President Walden literally stomps into the office and moves quickly behind his desk, making no attempt to sit. Holding the back of his high desk chair, he faces the alien and blurts out in a stern voice, almost shouting, “Just what the Hell do you want!”

It’s face unable to show human emotion, the humanoid speaks in a calm, flat voice. “We want you to listen to what we have to say.”

“As if I have a choice,” the President grumbled.

The humanoid continued. “We are speaking on behalf of the Universal Council. Take what we are saying as coming from their own mouths, which it actually is.”

The President begins making a rather crude comment, but the humanoid continues without a pause, ignoring him, “Again, we assure you that we have sent the Peace Keepers to save your planet. Once you accept that, things will go easier, for there will be many drastic changes to which your people will have to adapt. Every leader of every government in the world has been, or will be given this message. We strongly urge you to cooperate with our efforts. Those who do not will be dealt with . . . harshly.

“Some of your scientists have already deduced the future of Earth, but they have been ignored. I am verifying their findings: the earth is dying. You have polluted it to the point that the chemical balance of your atmosphere has been irreversibly altered. Soon the air will not support life. You should already realize this, for last year some 400 million earthlings died as a result of polluted air and water. Yet your government is still refusing to join with all the other governments of the world in pledging to reduce the causes of pollution. The only government holding out.

“We are beginning to realize why your earth is in this dire condition. Let me explain. We, the members of the Universal Council, can read emotions through the Peace Keepers, one of which is standing before you. Our minds are linked; what one knows, all know. We are in constant communication with every Peace Keeper, and each one with each other. The humanoids also have the ability to read emotions of those they contact. This one who is speaking for us has been reading your thoughts.

“Not only have you known the seriousness of the world’s deterioration and what action must be taken to reverse the harm, your own overriding greed has kept you from doing what is right. You are also of a mind-set to fight us in any way you can. You are obviously unfit to be the leader of your country.”

The President begins to angrily challenge when the humanoid extends an arm and points a finger at him. President Walden abruptly disappears, with no trace he had ever been there. No flash of light. No noise. One moment he is shouting angrily at the alien, the next he is gone.

Almost immediately, two agents draw there weapons and begin firing at the humanoid, and continue firing, for the bullets seem to have no effect. The bullets don’t impact; they simply disappear.

“Violence will be met with violence,” the humanoid says calmly, turning to face them, pointing first at one, then the other. The two disappear, leaving only a slight haze from the discharge of so many rounds. Others have their weapons out, then quickly re-holster them as the alien creature points threateningly at them.

“They have been transported for further evaluation,” the humanoid advises to the others. “Their future role will depend on their cooperation. We would now speak with the vice-president.”

“He’s on his way,” one of the agents nervously advises.

The humanoid turns to face the President’s desk, standing silently. Ten minutes pass without it moving or speaking. Only when Vice-President Baker is standing hesitatingly in the wide doorway, does the humanoid acknowledge him and motions him to sit at the desk. Baker glances around at the others in the room. Some members of the President’s staff, others are Secret Service agents. All look stunned.

Taking a deep breath, he strides to the desk with as much dignity as he can muster. He is in his late fifties but looks younger, probably from the physical activity he gets by playing basketball with other White House staff and employees - most younger than him. He has a full head of hair, probably once a rich brown, but now greying. He often quips to friends he is trying to get his hair to match his grey eyes. Because of his passion to play ball every chance he gets, he is frequently outdoors on the White House courts, resulting in a natural tan which enhances his rather common facial features. Relaxed, his expression is dour, yet , when he greets someone, his ready smile lights up his face. He stands rather than sit at the desk, his current expression more than just dour.

The humanoid continues speaking on behalf of the Council, directing his comments to Baker. “Your President in indisposed and unable to lead. By your laws, you are now acting president. We see you have been greatly distressed by the corruption around you, but we also see your great concern over the threat of world pollution. It is our hope that you accept the Peace Keepers as the only solution to saving your planet. And, yes, you needn’t worry. We will leave you once the threat has been remedied and a single worldwide government has been formed. And when the people are uniformly conforming to a standard code of contact. Then you will no longer need us.”

The humanoid is obviously reading Baker’s emotions and transmitting them to the Council. “Once we reduce the causes of excessive pollution, we can have the atmosphere, water and soils cleared of pollution in a matter of your months. But it will take longer to change the habits of the people in the world, for it is human activity that is causing the polluting. How long that takes will depend upon your degree of cooperation.

“We have sent enough Peace Keepers to assign one to every decision-making leader and department head throughout the world. Others will assist your own peace officers in controlling the masses . . . this one is assigned to you. It will be with you constantly, giving you information, answering any of your questions and giving advise. He may often override some of your decisions, but will explain why the action taken as, part of the overall recovery operation, is the best way. Our desire for you humans is that you will continue to progress peacefully, to eventually become members of the universal world. Our most important advice to you is show love for your fellow man; love and respect is the key to progress.”

With only a brief pause, the humanoid continues speaking, but it quickly becomes evident he is speaking as itself. “We are ‘Ninety-nine’, the last two digits of this unit’s serial number in your language. We are machines. We have no emotions nor personal needs. We need no down time. Consider this unit your guide. We can answer any questions you have, for we are constantly in communication with the command units in orbit and every other humanoid. You can also communicate with your people through us and their guide. And don’t be concerned by flashing random thoughts. All of you earthlings have some bizarre thought patterns; we ignore those that are impertinent to the situation. We center in on deliberate thoughts and emotions.”

Reading Baker’s mind, the numbers ‘99' gradually appears on its chest and back, like large tattoos. “All can address this unit as ‘Ninety-nine.’ Every other humanoid now have their own numbers. Don’t worry about confusion with other number ‘99s’, as we will always be at your side. And no, we will not be watching you sleep. We will go into what you call ‘sleep mode’ on your computers until you awaken.”

Baker hadn’t spoken a word since he entered the room, as his every mental inquiry received an answer. Perhaps not as complete as he wanted, but an answer. Now he spoke up, “It’s rather unnerving to have you reading my mind. I’d much rather you let me voice my questions rather to responding to random thoughts. Our human minds can wander.”

“As you wish,” 99 responds. “We will intercede only when necessary.”

“Thank you. By the way, if you want to get my attention, just call me ‘Baker.’ None of that Mr. Vice-President crap.”

“Mr. President,” 99 corrects.

“Oh, right. So how long will I be covering for President Walden?”

“We don’t know yet. Possibly indefinitely. We know the procedure for the permanent change of command. He, and those two agents, have been transported for evaluation. If they can accept the program, they will be reinstated.”

Baker had been avoiding looking into the lifeless eyes, but now he stares at him. “And what will happen to them if they don’t - accept the program?”

“We can’t say.”

“You mean, you won’t say.”

“No. We can’t say.”

Baker drops it. He is concerned about the two agents; one had become a close friend, having for a while served as one of his bodyguards. As for Walden, he never liked the man, and only ran with him on the ballot at the urging of the party. The guy is a self-centered, money-grubbing asshole as far as he is concerned. He hopes he never comes back. Not because he would be President, but because the people deserve better. Right now, he is dreading his sudden interjection into the role as the acting president.

He changes the subject. “So this has been happening to every nation in the world?”

“At the start of the business day at every capital. In eighteen more hours, all will be briefed.”

“You mean, taken over.”

“They’ve already been ‘taken over’. They will be briefed.”

“OK. So, what do we do now?” Baker wants to know.

“We know the world is in turmoil caused by our sudden arrival.” 99 answers. “Most have abandoned their normal routines. They will be encouraged to return to their normal routines. Work, play, school. When the people get used to our presence, which we know will involve dealing with groups determined to try to fight us, we will start training the people in peaceful ways. Those refusing to cooperate will be dealt with. But even as we speak, the process for returning the atmosphere to its normal chemical condition has started. This is being done from the command ships in orbit. You won’t see anything, but gradually you’ll have blue skies again and clean air to breathe. The heat will slowly get back to normal.

“We, the Peace Keepers on earth, will take steps to eliminate the most serious causes of pollution, the first being changing habits of all peoples so they can live more harmoniously with nature, the second being the cessation of the burning of what you call fossil fuels - coal, petroleum and natural gas. We will provide alternatives, solutions your scientists have not yet discovered.”

“And what about the problem of over population?” Baker queries. “Do you have a solution for that?”

“That is one of the first issues we’ll address. Part of the solution will be birth control. Another will be population redistribution. We’ll cover that soon enough. For now, I want to address your Congress. I assume all have returned or are returning to D.C.”

“And when should I schedule that?”

“Tonight. 9:00 PM. Or 2100 hours. And we want national coverage. That means people on the west coast will hear it at 6:00 PM. The Universal Council will address the people of the United States through me, preceded by words of comfort from you, assuring them of our peaceful intent.”

“I suppose you’ll tell me what to say.”

“You have your speech writers for that.”

“Then you’ll edit it, I suppose.”

“We don’t think we’ll have to, but if you want help, that’s what we are here for.”

“They would be more comforted if it was President Walden speaking,” Baker stresses.

There was a brief pause, as if 99 was communicating with the Council. “We don’t think that will be possible. The press is being advised that he has been removed from office on the charge of corruption.”

“Hell! The whole world knows he’s corrupt. They accept that as normal for politicians.”

“But we don’t, and we know you don’t. But that won’t be an issue we will bring it up tonight.”

“Whatever you say. It’s not like us backwoods earthlings have any choice.”

“We sincerely hope your attitude toward us will change with time,” 99 comments. “It is important that you set an example for your people.”

It sounded like a warning to Baker.


Chapter Four

The Peace Keepers didn’t ignore the Compound. One group appeared at the Army encampment; another in front of the Operations building. Only those few civilians who happened to be outside witnessed their abrupt appearance, or heard the sporadic volleys of gunfire coming from the camp a mile away.

A corporal just returning from patrolling the perimeter road pulls up in front of their Headquarters, and is just alighting from his jeep, his rifle in hand. There was no one around when he pulled in, now he sees a movement and looks behind him, at what appears to be six naked people standing in a loose group.

He spins around, automatically cranking a round into the chamber, and calls out, “FREEZE!” He levels the rifle at the group, demanding they identify themselves. By now he realizes they are not human, at least not any kind of human he has ever seen. The pale white bodies remind him of troops in snow gear. Beginning to panic, he yells as loud as he can, trying to get the attention of those inside. He briefly considers reaching inside the jeep for the radio, but dares not take his eyes off the strange intruders.

One of the Peace Keepers starts to approach him, its arms outstretched, palms open to show he is unarmed.

The Corporal orders him to stop, and fires a round into the air. In seconds, other soldiers are bursting out the Operations and an adjacent barracks, all with their rifles. The alien continues to slowly approach and begins to speak, “We come in peace . . . “ when another shot rings out. The alien points a finger at the Corporal - and he disappears, leaving clothing and weapon to fall to the ground. That is quickly followed by a barrage of gunfire, from three of the soldiers thinking that their comrade has been hit and is down. Each who fires his weapon also disappears. The others flee.

An officer appears in the doorway, quickly taking in the scene. He knows they are the Peace Keepers he has been warned about, and simply raises his hands in surrender. As one approaches, the officer sees the piles of clothing and rifles.

The officer bellows out a command, “Hold your fire! Stop shooting,” but the gunfire had already ceased. To the alien, he pleads, “Please, don’t shoot my men. They’re only following orders! We’re here to guard against intruders.”

The alien speaks without emotion. “We come in peace, but we will meet violence with violence. Those four have been transported. Tell your men to disarm. No harm will come to them.”

The officer speaks urgently into a portable radio, then addresses the alien, “I am Captain Stafford, United States Army, assigned to security for this government compound. I know who you are; I have orders not to resist. My men must have panicked and felt their lives in danger. I’m sorry!”

“Then you must know that we have taken over all the world governments and their activity; you and your men are officially relieved of duty. You are no longer needed here; your charges are now under our protection. Gather all your men into that building. Wait for additional instructions.”

From where he is standing he can only see three of the four piles of uniforms and gear. “Can I ask what happened to my men?”

“They have been transported.”

“I know what you said,” the Captain replies, “but just what does ‘transported mean?”

“They are no longer your concern. All military branches are no longer active. You are now a civilian, you and all your men. There is no Army. You will all soon be evaluated and given new jobs. Be warned. Any acts of violence against us or any earthlings will be dealt with swiftly.” The Peace Keeper did not answer the Captain’s question.

“We know why you say you’re here,” the Captain advises. “Some just don’t believe you have peaceful intentions,” then adds with a wave of his arm toward the piles of uniforms, “especially when you kill people.”

“We kill no one. Those resisting are instantaneously transport to one of the ships above for evaluation. Now, gather your troops. We will wait.”

Back in the village, the six aliens appearing there have given orders that all are to report to the auditorium for further instructions. One of humanoids, bearing a large black number ‘37' on his chest and back, walks directly up to Daniel, who has his wife at his side.

“As you are their leader,” Humanoid 37 advises him, “You will be responsible for the safety of your people. Any violence directed toward us will be dealt with instantaneously.”

Daniel nods. “We know why you are here and what you claim your peaceful purpose is. Some doubt you, but I do not. I can’t imagine what benefits you could gain from us that would justify such an operation. It took great resources to get your Peace Keepers here. Unless I learn otherwise, I will believe that you Peace Keepers are here to save an ailing planet.”

“Good. We sense your feeling. Now as to this project you are working on,” 37 continues. “We would like to discuss it with you - in your office. Have your co-worker, Charles Durwood, stay with the people until we join them.”

The aliens obviously want to be sure that every person on earth knows who they are and why they have come to earth, disrupting their lives. For the United States, what better way than announcing to all that the President will speak to the nation during prime time regarding the arrival of the Peace Keepers. They will also hear a message from the Universal Council, the central organization for many worlds in other galaxies. For the first time, humans realize they are not alone in the universe.

Many may have already listened in on a similar contacts with the aliens round the globe. By the time of the broadcast, hardly a sole living is unaware of the alien presence. The Peace Keepers are everywhere, taking control. Any efforts at rebellion are quickly squashed. For the first time in over a hundred years of aviation history, all flights have been grounded worldwide. All human conflicts have ceased. Most all people with non-critical jobs have stayed home, afraid to venture out as they watch video of Peace Keepers in action around the globe, as well as telescopic views of the spaceships in orbit.

Acting President Baker has spent much of the afternoon with the presidential speech writers, with Peace Keeper 99 at his side for advice. He is to speak to the people first speak, then introduce Peace Keeper 99 as the path through which the Universal Council will speak to mankind. The purpose of the two talks is to make every person in the world know that the Peace Keepers are here to save the people on earth from extinction, to return the earth to its past beauty, and to leave mankind on a kinder, more gentle and loving path. They will have the hope of future trade and interactions with other worlds. People are urged to continue their everyday living activities without fearing the presence of the humanoid Peace Keepers. Those who have suddenly lost jobs - as well as those without employment - will be provided livelihoods. The wealth of the world will be evenly redistributed, with all receiving an equal benefit of the bounties of earth.

By 6:00 PM, Washington, D.C. time, Baker is sure he is ready to make the presentation, backed up with Teleprompters to bolster his confidence. He knows he should have a light meal before he goes on the air, but all he really craves is a stiff drink to calm his nerves. Like all the other world leaders pressed to make such speeches, he thinks this is the most important speech he will ever make. He settles for a BLT and a beer.

Every TV station and news channel will broadcast the speech live, breaking into any and all scheduled programing. It will also be broadcast by radio stations. The internet will fully cover the speech. And it will be recorded for frequent re-airing.

Acting President Baker is introduced to all those in the Chamber by the Sergeant-of-arms, as well as to watching world. He is greeted by subdued applause. This is a sober situation, made even more so when it is Baker introduced rather than President Weldon. Undaunted, the Acting President begins his speech with the obvious:

“First of all, I will assume that all are aware that Earth has been taken over by an alien race. I use the term ‘taken over’ rather than invaded because their purpose is peaceful. They have come to save the earth from extinction. They have come in peace. They will resolve our most serious problems. And they will leave in peace. This they have assured me and every other world leader, and I have no reason to doubt them. They identify themselves as the Universal Council, who represent a group of other civilized worlds in nearby galaxies, all living in harmony, without conflict.

“When you look at the more than two hundred large spaceships in high orbits around the earth, the thousands of small vessels that have landed all over the earth, and the many thousands of humanoid robots they call Peace Keepers, we must know that they are a more advanced group of races than us. They have not made that great voyage to conquer and exploit Earth; in fact, we have little of interest to them. It is a humanitarian mission. They are here to save us from ourselves. They have confirmed what our own scientists have been trying to tell us for almost fifty years! But we haven’t listened! Now it’s too late. We are on an irreversible path to making our planet uninhabitable. We are on a path of extinction. Mankind is doomed, for we have altered the chemistry of our protective atmosphere so seriously that soon it will no longer support life. And it is too late for mankind to make the necessary changes.

“But the Universal Council tells us that they can save the earth. They have the knowledge, the technology and ability to return earth to its pristine state. In fact, they claim that those many huge spaceships now in orbit around the earth have begun the process of doing just that. But they could do that without sending the Peace Keepers down to earth to take over the governing of ourselves - which, you have to admit, we are not doing a very good job. If they did just that, our lifestyles would only once again pollute the world.

“Thus they are going to address the very core of the problem: the people of earth. Simply put, the pollution that is killing our planet is a people problem. The population of the earth is now estimated to be around ten billion, and will increase another billion in eight more years, then another billion in just seven more years. It is increasing exponentially, and it is more than the earth can support the way we are currently living. We are burning fossil fuels to feed, clothe, shelter and transport those billions. We are deforesting the world for building materials and fuel. We are belching gases and chemicals into the atmosphere. We are washing toxic chemicals into our waterways and oceans. Approximately half of our oxygen comes from healthy oceans; the other half comes from trees and vegetation. We’re killing the oceans. We’re cutting down the trees. Trees help clear the air by removing carbon dioxide we exhale, as well as giving off the oxygen we breathe.

“Last year, according to the World Health Organization, an estimated 200 million people died of air pollution, mostly the very young, the elderly, and the weak. The Universal Council states that the correct number is double that - almost 400 million. That’s up from 3.3 million ten years ago! Global warming is killing people by the tens of thousands every day, mostly people without means of filtering the air they breathe. Mostly people in crowded urban areas.

“My fellow Americans, the Earth is dying! And nothing we have done to date is slowing the rate of death! But the Universal Council has been watching! And they have come to our rescue. They will clean our atmosphere. They will give us alternate ways for producing needed electricity, better ways of heating, better ways for transportation. Better ways of feeding ourselves! And they are doing this in universal love! Good Lord, people, the whole universe is living in harmony and we can’t even get along with ourselves or our neighbors! They promise to show us how to live in peace and harmony, how to love and respect our neighbor - whether they live next door or across the ocean. They also know that if they had approached us with this offer, we would have either rejected the offer out of suspicion of their intent, or more likely. we would have never gotten all world governments to agree to work in unity!

“Like it or not, in spite our suspicions or any reluctance, they are going to save mankind. Even if we wanted to resist their offer, it would be futile. If they wanted, they have the ability to wipe every living creature from the face of the earth. If they wanted earth, as some suspect, they could simply eliminate us and take over - and do what they want with it. Compared to the rest of the universe, we are a very young society. We are also a very violent society; we have not yet learned how to get along with each other. We are like little children, absorbed with ourselves, our need, our wants. We need to grow up! Perhaps this will be what it takes for us to learn to love. To forget our differences and live in harmony.

“The Universal Council will give us a start in growing up, to becoming responsible, unselfish, nonviolent adults. After cleaning up our mess, they will teach us how to keep it clean. Once they have accomplished their mission of humanity, they will leave us in peace. They also promise us that if we keep living with love for our neighbor, we will eventually be invited to become citizens of the universe!”

He finishes his speech by urging all to adjust to any changes the Peace Keepers make, always keeping in mind that, while they are just robots - very sophisticated robots - they are carrying out the wishes of the people of the universe. In conversing with a humanoid Peace Keeper, they are speaking to the living citizens of the universe who are directing them. By the mixed applause, he can tell that some are jubilant at the interdiction, while others resent the interference. Typical of how they reacted to the reports of global warming and climate change, Baker knows that some will accept the news and be willing to do what they can to cooperate, while others will reject it as hype, believing instead that the aliens have a hidden, evil agenda.

He cuts the applause short, for he knows what the people want to hear is what the aliens themselves have to say. Reading his mind, Humanoid 99 moves up to his side.

“This is one of the Peace Keepers. In my introducing him, do not applaud, for it is just a machine. It does what it has been instructed. This one has been assigned to be my guide, which means that I will be given directions through it by the Universal Council. So what he speaks from this point on, consider that it is the Universal Council speaking to you.” He steps aside and 99 moves to the podium.

“Greetings from the Universal Council. We represent 123 civilized worlds, all joined for the purpose of extending intelligent life throughout a peaceful universe. We have sent our emissaries, the Peace Keepers, to you in peace, hoping their reception would be peaceful. All contacts considered, there have been few conflicts, all resolved quickly and peacefully. Your President has well described your dire situation. Only a foolish person would deny earth is in serious trouble.

”Because we have the ability to quickly take control and resolve your problems, we chose that course of action to minimize the disruption of our contact. After the initial shock of our appearance, we urge all to continue their lives in their usual patterns. Your governments are still functioning. Your national boundaries are respected. Business will continue as before.

“To each individual human and family, not much should change for a while. If you are retired, your benefits will still be forthcoming. If you are working, your jobs will still be there or will be changed in nature. If you are a student, your schools will still be functioning. If you are ill or injured, health care will be available. If you are unemployed, we will soon find suitable employment for you.

“We are implementing price controls worldwide to deter those who would take advantage of the situation by exercising what you call ‘price gouging.’ All prices, wholesale and retail will, for the time being, be frozen at last Mondays level. Existing prices, both wholesale and retail, will be examined; excess profit taking will be eliminated, so you can expect prices for commodities to drop, many significantly. Take your food markets as an example: the price of every item is known by the Peace Keepers. One of them can simply walk through a store and detect if a single price has been changed. Those making illegal price changes will be dealt with severely. Also be assured that the flow of merchandise will continue uninterrupted. There is no need for panic buying; those hoarding foods will also be dealt with severely. Within a few days, existing prices will be modified to eliminate any excess profit making. Do your normal shopping and you will be pleased at how much further your assets go.

“The only difference in your life styles for a while will be the presence of the Peace Keepers, each with an assignment. We assure you they are no threat to you; unless they have business with you, they will leave you alone. They are simply highly sophisticated robots built in human form, hoping that would make them more acceptable. Since then, we realize that their appearance is still disturbing to some; we hope you will get use to them. For some of you in positions of leadership, a Peace Keeper will be assigned to be your guide. What they ask you to do may be different from your normal operations, but they are coordinated worldwide. Do as they say, for they will aid in making the changes that will alter the way you treat the planet, the first step in reducing harmful polluting. In many cases, they will provide expertise, materials and equipment that will allow you to better perform your duties.

“If you refuse to comply and conform, they will simply reassign you to other duties and put someone else in your place. So you don’t have to obey every command, but it will be easier on you if you do.

“They are also enforcers. They are armed, but they are programed to be incapable of seriously harming or killing a human being. Violence against them will result in the perpetrators being immediately transported to one of our ships for evaluation and reassigning. What you will see in such a confrontation is the violator simply and instantly disappearing. We assure you, that person has not been terminated. For your own safety, keep back from a Peace Keeper, for each has a force field to protect it from damage. By that we mean just far enough away so you won’t accidently brush against one . If you touch one, unconsciousness will result. You will recover in about a minute without aftereffects. However, they can touch you without harm, by simply adjusting the power. Consider them as you would one of your own law enforcement officers; call on one if you need help. If one wants to speak with you, it will address you by your name; they can read your mind. If you find yourself sick or injured, they have the skills of the best of your medics; they will help you.

“Do not attack any peace keeper or even attempt to harm one. First of all, only a very powerful weapon will defeat the force field. And then, that would only disable a machine. It would be immediately replaced. As you no longer need lethal weapons, all will be confiscated world-wide. Anyone brandishing a weapon will be transported. Don’t even touch a weapon; the Peace Keepers will gather them.

“Second, if you demonstrate aggression, either by intent or action, you will be transported for adjustments, and dealt with accordingly. If you plan to commit any violation of your laws, or hostility against us, a Peace Keeper will read your intent and take action. And please do not worry about your random thoughts; we realize the human mind can often be chaotic. We only react when the thought is ongoing and accompanied by willful intent; in such cases, a Peace Keeper will react before you can put that intent in motion.

“Finally, you have our promise that we will help you make your world right, then leave you on your own, but with the means to contact us if you have future problems beyond your control.

“We are informed that many wonder why we are doing this, taking the time and expense to clean up your planet. In a word: love. It is something you humans have not learned to do. Oh, yes, you have the ones you love; your immediate family and friends. But you have not yet learned to love your fellow humans. You are still killing. You are still warring. You are still allowing others to suffer. Some of you are directly causing that suffering, other indirectly. We have love and respect for all intelligent life-forms - and there are so many differing species just in our small section of the vast, limitless universe. That love and respect extends to you humans. We consider it a privilege to help you help yourself.

“For most of those whom you refer to as ‘the average citizen’, there will be little change other than life will be better. For some, especially those who have a conscious role in the deterioration of your planet, the change will be drastic - but still for the better. People you know may suddenly disappear without a trace. These will be the ones relocated by necessity. Your habit of grouping into huge population centers has to be reversed. Your population has to be spread out across the globe more evenly to ease the stress on the environment. Others will have to be relocated for employment. Immediate families will not be separated unless by their choice.

“But we plead with you, neither to fear the Peace Keepers nor try to resist what they are doing. And always remember, they are machines. They have no personality, so do not waste your time trying to befriend them, arguing with them, or trying to bribe them. They will deal with you just as they are programed and instructed. You cannot modify their actions. And they will not intentionally harm you.

“There is one last, but very important matter, which we have saved for last. Religion. Of all our collected worlds, you have an amazing number of paths of worship and religious belief. We have no problem with that, as long as what your faith teaches you does not conflict with our recovery program. Conflicts caused by your often conflicting religious beliefs will be dealt with just as swiftly as with any others. We will point out that almost all of your varied sects preach love, but few truly exhibit such love. We wish you love. This will be the only contact directly from the Council. From this point on, necessary communication will be through a Peace Keeper.”

Humanoid 99 abruptly turns and leaves the raised podium. There is a spatter of polite applause, but most are so overwhelmed by the flood of information they begin mumbling among themselves. Baker really has nothing more to advise, but returns to the podium. He has one more dictated task.

“I want to get a feel of how you think the government should proceed. By a show of hands, who wants to try to defy the Peace Keepers and ignore their directions.” He knows it is a loaded question. He also knows the Peace Keepers present probably already know who they are going to have to replace.

Several dozen hands immediately shoot up, but most pause, looking around to see how the others are reacting. He sees a poor show of hands, for only a few more are raised. Baker looks around, scanning the members of Congress and the other elected officials present, absently nodding as he tries to identify those who would defy the aliens.

He continues, “Again by a show of hands, who feel that we should cooperate with the Universal Council?” Again, the response is slow and unenthusiastic, but almost all hands are raised.

“I am calling both the House and the Senate to formal session tomorrow. I’m sure you plan to anyway. You can discuss the matter and come up with some consensus. But be advised that I intend to co-operate with the aliens; it’s quite obvious that we have no other choice. You can voice all the bravado you wish in front of your colleagues, but you damn well better forget party lines and come to a decision. People, we have no options! The world has been conquered. All we can do is hope and pray they are sincere in what they are telling us and that they have no hidden agenda. May God bless mankind and see us through this tribulation.”

Baker leaves the same way he came in, rather than pass through the audience, being in no mood to answer inquiries. He finds 99 falling in beside him, matching his pace.

“Satisfied?” Baker snaps at him.

“You did well.”

“So tell me, do you have a hidden agenda?”

The answer came immediately. A simple “no”.

They start to return to the White House on foot, but the Secret Service agents intercede, for a crowd has gathered in front of the building. They will be shuttled back in caravan, with a police escort. The ride is brief, but Baker notes that 99, seated beside him, pays no attention to the scenery, staring straight ahead.

He is tired and wants to go to his own residence and crash, but he is advised he is now staying in the Presidential suite. Agents have already moved all his personal belongings. In his new residence, with 99 still at his side, he heads for the bedroom, pauses at the door and looks back at 99. “Are you really going to stand in my bedroom while I am trying to sleep?”

Humanoid 99 steps past him into the room and looks around. The only other door is to the bathroom. There is a balcony, but they are on the second floor. He turns to address Baker. “We will be stationed just outside your door. Call if you need anything. We will know when you awaken. Rest well, for we have a busy day tomorrow.”

Baker takes a hot shower, hoping it will relax him. Ready for bed, he picks up the phone. An agent immediately answers. Baker gives a simple order: bring him something to help him sleep.

It was almost 9:00 PM in Texas when the historic broadcast was over, leaving the various news pundits to tell the people what they just heard, as if nobody had been listening, each trying to put a personal spin on what both the Acting President and the Universal Council had said. Daniel had the session taped; they would watch it again and again, trying to detect anything that might make them not believe what the aliens were saying. The rest of the world could do the same thing, for many stations, especially cable channels, were replaying the session over and over.

Humanoid 37 had been standing off to the side throughout the broadcast; apparently they have no need to sit. While Daniel’s staff is clustered around him, discussing the issue and how it is going to affect them, 37 approaches. “Excuse me, Daniel Davies, we have been informed that further instructions will be given to you tomorrow morning.”

Daniel is a little surprised at the politeness of 37, but acknowledges the information.

“The military has been relieved of duty,” 37 further advises. “We have taken over security for you. For now, no one can leave the grounds without permission. Please instruct them to stay in the village. The civilians can return to their homes. For now, they are to continue their normal duties. That includes the farmers. They must continue to care for the livestock and the crops.”

“Our office hours are nine-to-five,” Daniel responds. “All those taking the lead will meet you at 0930 hours in the conference room. Does that suit you?”

“That is acceptable.”

“But right now, we would like to have a private discussion with the managers and supervisors.”

“My orders are to stay with you all the time.”

“Oh, just bitchin!” Daniel cries out in exasperation. “Are you going to tuck me into bed, too?”

“We advise you to work on your attitude - again. We know the situation is difficult for you. We’ll try to make the adjustment as easy as possible.”

Daniel bristles at the counsel, but controls himself. “And may I ask just what that ‘adjustment’ will be?”

“That’s what we will discuss in the morning. And no, we will not tuck you in. We will be stationed in the hall outside your rooms, able to know if you need anything.”

“Yeah, the mind reading. That will help me sleep more soundly.”

His wife, Sherry, whispers in his ear. “Honey! Cool it!”

He just looks at her, then at 37, and back at her. “You know he can hear you,” she reminds him, then sighs. “How about a nightcap? It’ll help you get to sleep.”

Daniel turned to 37. “Is that OK with you?” he says with heavy sarcasm.

“Yes.”

“Thank you! Would you care to join us?”

The Peace Keeper didn’t respond.

“Oh, that’s right,” Daniel continues. “You would anyway.”

“Damn it, Daniel!” Sherry exclaims, not trying to hold down her voice. “Get a grip! You’re supposed to set an example. You’re talking to a programmed machine. Quit trying to pick a fight with him!”

He just stares at her for a moment, frowning. Then his face begins to relax and he nods. “You’re right. This whole thing is getting to me. Our new President is telling us to cooperate, so I’ll cooperate.” He turns to look at 37. “Sorry, 37.”

It didn’t respond.

“It’s a machine. You don’t have to apologize,” she reminds him again.

“Right. Sorry, honey.”

She kisses him on the cheek. “Let’s go have that nightcap and go to bed.”

“Right.” He turns to face the others and gets their attention. “Everybody, back here at nine sharp!”

As they cross to the tavern, with 99 right behind them, he can see three of the Peace Keepers standing at attention at various parts of the village. He wonders how many of them there are in the compound.


Chapter Five

Tabitha awakens from a disturbing dream, leaving her feeling a little disorientated. She quickly realizes she is in her new apartment, and that they are captives of the aliens. All she can recall of the nightmare was that, to her surprise, it didn’t involve the invasion.

She knows she will not be able to go back to sleep. The digital bedside clock-radio reads a red 0535. The drapes had been left open; she sees it is still dark outside. She rises, slipping on a robe, for she knows it will be cool outside. She needs to step out into the night and hopes that her newly beloved view will calm her.

It won’t be long before dawn, but even now she can see scattered houselights on the opposite side of the lake. They seemed to be always on, possible porch or yard lights. Or people, who like her, can’t sleep. She had become used to the omnipresent haze that hung over the city of Washington, D.C., often becoming stifling smog. While there was a light haze this morning, the air was fresh and sweet in comparison.

Rather than sit, she stands at the railing, taking slow, deep breaths as she looks down at the blackness she knows to be the lake waters. Beach park lamps, their light dim and warm, shows the path that leads down to the gate accessing the beach area. At the gate stands a Peace Keeper, absolutely motionless, facing up the path; she knows it is there to keep anyone from leaving the compound. She longs to be down by the lakeshore, something she had not yet been able to do, but she knows the humanoid will not allow her to pass. But she has to get out, perhaps walk down to the main park. Maybe they would allow that.

She dresses in a fresh uniform (as she now considers the khakis) and quickly brushes her short blonde hair. She will shower and makeup when she returns.

As soon as she opens her front door, a Peace Keeper stands facing her, just six feet away, startling her. Gathering her composure, she starts to speak, but the humanoid, with the number ‘78' blazoned on its chest, speaks first. “Yes, you may go for a walk, but you cannot leave the village.” It does not move.

“Thank you,” she mutters, and closes the door behind her, without locking it. Now she can almost reach out and touch the alien - machine, she reminds herself. This is the closest she has been to one of the things. As long as it stands there, she will take the opportunity to examine it. She estimates that it is at least six feet tall, maybe a little taller. It wears no clothing or shoes. It has the structure of an average human male, but with an absence of pronounced muscles - more like a female. The facial features are more like a human male, but without any expression. The surface, or its skin, is a dull off-white, perfectly smooth, without wrinkle or flaw. It has neither nipples nor genitalia. It is barefoot. The toes and fingers do not have nails.

The face is more like a mask. No whiskers. No wrinkles. The lips are relaxed and unmovable, even when it is speaking, the sound seeming to come from the area of its lips. The eyes seem to be the only break in the mask, with lash-less lids that never close. It is the eyeballs that seem to be the only break in its surface, white eyeballs with jet black iris and pupil. It’s almost like she can see into the eyes. The head is without hair or resemblance of hair. If the features were on a man, they would be pleasant, even being bald, but the effect on her is one of mild repulsion. She hopes she will get use to them.

“You will,” it says.

Christ! she thinks, I hope I get used to them reading my mind.

“You will,” it repeats.

She slides along the wall to avoid getting any closer to it, then turns and hurries to the end stairway. Outside, she confronts another Peace Keeper, standing some thirty feet away, facing her. She ignores it and starts walking toward the park, two blocks away. She notes the lights are on in the dining hall, but only coming from the serving area along the back wall. A glance at her watch shows it will be open in just five minutes; perhaps she will stop to eat on the way back, then finish getting ready for work; she plans to be there before 0900 hours.

There is one Peace Keeper at the park, standing at the main entrance. The park is unfenced and is cris-crossed with wide, paved walks. Near the front is a collection of children’s swings, slides and a climbing structure resembling a castle. As she passes the humanoid, it seems to pay little attention to her, but she knows it is watching her; apparently they have a broad range of vision without the ‘eyes’ moving.

In the park, she begins to relax, her pace now a casual stroll. Her mind wanders back to the city, where she lived in an upscale high rise that was within walking distance of the government office building where she worked. With the deterioration of the atmosphere, there seemed to a correlating deterioration in society. Crime was rising at an alarming rate, to where she dared not venture out alone after dark. Muggings were common. Both the murder rate and the rape rate were steadily increasing. Her own apartment had been burglarized, in broad daylight while she was at work. She only felt safe walking to and from work because of the number of pedestrians doing the same. Safety in numbers. If she worked late, she took a cab home.

Within blocks of the Nation’s Capital, street beggars were numerous, chased off by the police only to reappear elsewhere. She always kept a few dollar bills in her pocket to give to one, then hurry off, not wanting to speak to them. Because the population of the city (exempting most of the politicians who would not live there) was predominately black (African Americans, as they still preferred to be called), most of the crime was reported to be committed by young black youths who had no jobs. Unemployment was reported to be an estimated 50% among them, probably higher due to the under-reporting by the government. As a result, she would get nervous every time a black youth came near her, even though she had never been mugged herself.

Her job required that she keep up to date on world events, events which often dictated where and what she was ordered to hack; her job was to infiltrate computer files of governments, businesses, organizations, and sometimes even private individuals. And she was to try to do so without being detected. While not an agent, she was an employee of the Department of Home Security. For the past two years, most of her efforts were in support of identifying terrorist organization and those who supported them.

The Islam Nation, as they called the territory they controlled, was now so strong their combined, seized countries made them the fourth largest nation in the world - in area. No one yet had a handle on their numbers, except that the piecemeal efforts of the free world could not contain them. Their leaders bristled when they were referred to as ‘terrorists’; they were ‘freedom fights,’ supported by Allah. The fact that they brutally murdered anyone they captured who refused to reject their own religion and become a citizen of Islam, made them terrorists in the eyes of the world.

In the middle-east, only Israel remained free, surrounded by Islam Nation territory. They were under almost constant attack, with the only thing preventing their total takeover was the presence of troops from the United Nations countries. The majority were U.S. troops. Casualties were high, mostly Americans and Israelites. Other countries sent token forces, but most refused to enter in direct battle against the Islam fighters. It would not be much longer before Israel would be conquered; even now, negotiations were under way to evacuate all those who wished to avoid certain death.

The old Cold War with Russia was renewed with vigor, with the new government invading and taking over countries once part of the Soviet Union. No one was taking steps to stop them beyond diplomatic complaints, including the European Union. Russia had allied itself with the Islam Nation, with the agreement they would honor Russian sovereignty in exchange for it to recognize them and not interfere with their expansion.

Wisely, the Islam leaders (who were hard to identify as they frequently changed) had curtailed the infrequent terrorist attacks on U.S. soil, offering the United States a deal much like the one with Russia. There was increasing demand from the American people that the U.S. withdraw all troops and, basically, mind its own business, for the economy was struggling and the infrastructure crumbling. More and more, bridges and tunnels were suddenly collapsing, dams and dikes failing, but there never seemed to be enough money to do maintenance and repairs. More and more, federal highways were becoming toll roads.

Sixty percent of the nation’s budget now went to the military. The national debt continued to climb; Chinese corporations were becoming common in America, as the government turned over more and more resources to satisfy just the interest on debts China held. More than half of all U.S. borrowing was with China, now the richest nation in the world. And still, in an attempt to buy favors, the U.S. government continues loans to other nations, mostly with nations that have not repaid past loans and probably won’t repay the current ones..

In spite of this, the wealthiest one-tenth of 1% of the American people are becoming wealthier, while the once proud middle class are becoming poorer, so much so that one-out-of-four children are living in poverty, often not knowing when they will have their next meal.

The government established national minimum wage remains at $8.25 an hour. The highest state-imposed minimum wage had dropped to $10.00 an hour. Attempts to get Congress to establish a liveable minimum wage were futile.

But Tabitha was a government employee with a six-figure salary and a bundle of benefits; she lived comfortably. But she wasn’t able to save much, for living in the city was expensive. She could have done like many others, commuting to surrounding areas where the cost of living was less, but that would have meant almost no time for herself. She had already been working overtime. Long commutes would cut into her sleep time.

Coming out of her reveries, she has made a loop of the park as she sees the eastern sky lightening. The sun will be up soon, warming the air, but for now the coolness is delightful as her walking keeps her body heat comfortable. Now she is faced with either having to return to Washington - and her old job - or starting over somewhere else. Where that could be, she has no idea.

With a deep breath, she mentally shakes herself back to the here-and-now, and heads back, concentrating on the upcoming meeting with Humanoid 37.

The Hose of Representatives and the Senate each had their session, both starting midmorning and lasting well into the evening. While some tended to drift and were laboriously brought back into line, the sole issue discussed was, in essence, will they surrender the Nation to the Universal Council and yield to the direction of the Peace Keepers? What few attempts to resist around the world had been futile and brief. It was obvious to most of the lawmakers that the ‘war’ was already lost. They were occupied. There were no options. Yet some argued that they should at least make a token resistence. By mid-afternoon, they had neither come to a majority conclusion nor prepared a bill to vote on. Impatient, Acting President Baker sends both the House and the Senate a bill for passing:

Having no realistic alternatives, We, the Government of the United States, representing the citizens of this nation, reluctantly submit to the overwhelming force of the Universal Council and their armed force, the Peace Keepers. This surrender remains valid and in force only as long as the Universal Council carries out its promise that they will peacefully reverse the deterioration of the planet Earth and then leave us in peace. This is a conditional and temporary surrender of the United States and its territories. We can speak for no other sovereign nations of the world.

It would be obvious to most that they had no other choice, yet it was another three hours before the senate presented their bill, word for word with what the Executive Branch had presented. An hour later, the House did the same. The final bill was signed into law by Baker, making the submission official.

Now came the task of getting the citizens to comply.

The aliens had taken for granted that all the world governments would agree to what was at least submission, if not out and out surrender. Either way, they controlled the world. If the governments cooperated, it would go easier on the homo sapiens. They didn’t wait for the multitude of national governments to make up their minds.

In each country, small groups of Peace Keepers showed up at every law enforcement agency and took control. A small percent of the peace officer were transported, but most either resigned, turning in their guns, badges and identification, or agreed to work under the supervision of a Peace Keeper. Uniformed patrols would continue, with each patrol car having a Peace Keeper riding shotgun.

The availability of Peace Keepers seemed limitless; there was no way to count them all.

One by one, small groups of Peace Keepers gained access to every prison and jail in the world. Resisting guards were transported, some with all their clothing and gear, others leaving all clothing and gear behind in a crumpled pile. In pairs, Peace Keepers made the rounds, visiting each cell. They spoke to none of the inmates, simply standing outside the cell for a moment, then pointing a finger at each inmate, transporting them, most leaving nothing behind. The guards remaining were instructed that the prison was shut down. They were to report to the closest reassignment center for new work assignments, as were a very few of the prisoners not transported. They were advised that any Peace Keeper would give them directions to the nearest center.

The teams would then leave, locking a vacant facility.

In two days, every prison, jail or other detention facility was empty. There was no need for jails; law breakers would simply, and abruptly, be transported.

The world’s communication systems were left to function as normally, with the exception of frequent, brief public announcements directing the citizens regarding actions they should take, with the repeated theme being to continue their lives as before as long as their activities were lawful and harming no one. If their job no longer existed, they were to report to the nearest reassignment center.

The Peace Keepers were everywhere. In urban areas, one could hardly walk two blocks without seeing a pair of them, or a Peace Keeper paired with a uniformed officer. They had supplemented uniformed police patrol, adding law enforcement vehicles to their commandeered light military vehicles to transport Peace Keepers about the cities and countryside. Every law enforcement agency was under the control of the Peace Keepers. They began systematically checking every building, speaking to every occupant. They first asked for the forfeiture of all weapons designed to be used for either hunting, combat, self-defense or aggression. All weapons seized were promptly transported; it was presumed they were sent to the alien ships above. It was not uncommon for a citizen on the streets to see a Peace Keeper extend its arm to point at a person, who then simply disappeared.

When a loved one went missing, the family would call the police first to find out if they had been transported. Most of the time, the person had just fled. If the Peace Keepers had taken the person, they would readily confirm it.

Occasionally, the Peace Keepers were met with gunfire. Unharmed - or rather undamaged - they quickly transported the aggressors, weapons and all. It soon became obvious that confiscating weapons was only a secondary reason for their searching; they were also looking for known criminals and violent people. The members of the press, free to report as long as the reporting was factual, soon noticed that the criminal elements - most notably the street gangs - were disappearing. Much of the alien’s activity was captured on the many cameras posted around the cities. Often, news film clips showed. Peace Keepers being fired on, then the shooter or shooters disappearing - being transported. Never was a Peace Keeper taken down.

The only other victims were the occasional human peace officer accompanying the Peace Keeper, the human who did not have the protective force field. They, to, would then be transported, presumably for medical care.

In the first seventy-two hours of the Peace Keepers control of the earth, every weapon capable of harming a human being was confiscated, including every military weapon. The resistence by individuals or small groups was rare and quickly dealt with. Ongoing wars ceased; they had nothing to fight with, and now, many thought, nothing to fight for.

For the first time in human history, there were no panhandlers, beggars or homeless people on the streets, presumably transported for reassignment. What that phrase meant - ‘transported’ - was still uncertain.

While still trying to get used to his new White House residence and the constant presence of Humanoid 99, one thought continues to nag the new President Baker: how will the world proceed when the aliens leave us on our own? Assuming that they will have created effective and honest governments the world over, will collective mankind have learned a lesson? Or will things drift back to the old ways, driven by greed and the lust for power and dominance?

His own study of history and political science makes him fully aware that no government ever established by mankind has survived the ravages of time. All have failed. He was fully aware that his own government was on the verge of collapse from its failure to effectively lead the nation. The obscenely wealthy privileged class controlled government, even though they represented only one-tenth of 1 percent of the population. He knew he was a part of that class. He had to admit that he had been just as much a puppet for them, just as he was now a puppet of the Universal Council.

He promised himself that he would do everything he could to create a stable government which would continue an effective self-rule when - and if - the aliens left.

The 0930 meeting of the compound staff, including Humanoid 37, had been brief, but specific. They were no longer associated with the United States government. They would continue to work as part of the Global Warming Advisory Group, but their objective was now to develop a plan for the world governments to stop activity that contributed to the pollution of the earth. They were being provided with the knowledge of the type of technology and hardware the Universal Council could provide to convert current systems into environmental friendly sources of energy, transportation and waste management. More often than not, it would require the complete abandonment of current systems.

By the fourth day of the take-over of the compound, the Computer Center was now the center of operations. Any person not needed in support of the new objective, or the maintaining of the facility, was reassigned elsewhere. The number remaining was almost half of the original population. They were kept busy processing what, for a while, seemed like an endless stream of data fed into their computer system. Humanoid 37 remained at Daniel’s side, providing input. Two other Peace Keepers were available to provide a seemingly endless amount of information for other team members.

The day had been very busy, but surprisingly, the aliens were aware of the frailty and limitations of homo sapiens, and didn’t demand more than the normal eight-hour work day, six days a week, with Sundays off in consideration of religious beliefs.

Many locals would insist that spring was the most beautiful time of the year in the rolling hills and forests of what was called the ‘Hill Country’ of South Texas. Tabitha was not about to argue with them. Despite the stress and trying conditions of the last week under the constant vigil of the Peace Keepers, she was beginning to fall in love with the countryside. At the end of each day, if possible, she would go for a walk, usually staying out until it was almost dark. Being a city girl, where there was never dark, for the polluted air reflected city lights to form a depressing gloom, the absolute darkness in the forested areas frightened her; she made sure she would be back to the village before night fell.

She had found a trail which meandered through undeveloped portions of the acreage, skirting the developed farm fields and pastures. Spring is in full bloom, with the bright green of many species of deciduous trees contrasting with the darker green of the many native oaks. Undisturbed meadows are carpeted with brilliant blue bonnets, frequently interspersed with the darker blue of lupine and the deep red of Indian Paintbrush. Even in the deep shadow of a forest grove, wherever the sun penetrates the dense canopy of leaves, grass and flowers grow luxuriously. In the occasional fenced-off pastures she passes, she often sees scattered groups of milk cows moving toward distant barns, anxious to be milked.

While on her walks, she can almost forget the dire situation the world is in.

It is turning dark when she returns to the village to have her evening meal. The Davies are just leaving the dining hall and pause just long enough to invite her to their apartment after dinner. Others will be there.

Sherry greets her at the door, quickly ushering her into their apartment, into a living room that is noticeably larger than her own, but has the same eight-foot sliding glass doors leading out onto their own balcony. Daniel moves to meet her. Both of them have cocktail glasses in their hands.

Charles and Carol Durwood are seated on a long sofa, their own drinks setting on the glass-topped coffee table. Both wave at her. Donna is at the kitchenette, busy mixing drinks. She turns when she hears Tabitha’s arrival and waves with an empty cocktail glass, grinning broadly.

Before Sherry closes the door, Tabitha nods a head back toward the hall. “Be honest. Doesn’t the continual presence of the ‘droids give you the creeps?” She uses the nickname they had come to use when referring to a Peace Keeper.

Sherry just laughs easily. “What will be, will be, Dear. Just try to ignore them.”

“I’m kind of getting used to them,” adds Daniel. “They’re like having the internet at your beck and call. Ask them anything and they can give you an instantaneous answer. And, unlike the internet, it’s always factual. It’s making my job easier.”

Donna approaches with a drink for her. “When you gonna invite me on one of your walks?” she asks with a brief frown which quickly turns to a broad smile. “Just kidding. I know you like the solitude.”

She did, but she quickly responds, “Come with me tomorrow!”

“Only if you mean it!”

“I do.” Even as she is saying that, she thinks it might be nice to have a little company - as long as she doesn’t talk all the time.

As if she is reading her mind, Donna adds. “And I can be quiet. Really!”

Tabitha smiles and nods, then is distracted by the approach of co-worker Wendell Woodward, a psychiatrist by training. During her first days in the Compound, he had repeatedly approached her, trying to engage her in conversation. It very soon became obvious he was hitting on her, but she wasn’t interested. It isn’t that he was unattractive, just too tall and lean. And he was probably some ten years older than her, with hair balding. He just isn’t her type, but for that matter, she isn’t inclined to get interested in any man. At least, not until she can see where the world is going.

“Hey, Tab!” he greets. “How’s it going?” The irony strikes her funny, for they had been working all day in the same room, often exchanging data and ideas, but she suppresses a giggle.

“OK,” she responds.

“How was your walk?” He obviously wants to again engage her in conversation as he joins the group, moving a little too close to her for comfort. She backs off a little.

“Great,” she advises without enthusiasm. “The hills are so beautiful. I almost hate to come back,”

“She stays out ‘til almost dark,” Donna adds.

“Maybe I could join you some time,” Wendell suggests. “I love long walks.”

Very hurriedly, Tabitha says, “Donna is joining me tomorrow,” hoping he won’t press the issue.

Knowing that Tabitha is not interested in him, she quickly interjects, “And it’s just us girls. No boys allowed.”

Undaunted, he suggests, “Maybe Monday evening?”

Before Tabitha has to answer, Donna takes her by the arm and hustles her off, leaving Wendell behind. “Tab, you haven’t said ‘hey’ to the Durwoods.”

“Thank you,” Tabitha whispers to Donna as they find a seat across from the couple, a love seat that will prevent Wendell from sitting with them.

They have been discussing the world’s condition every work day; it is the last thing they want to talk about after hours. Soon all are seated in a group, making plans for a picnic at the lake Sunday.

There had been a chaplain who conducted Sunday nondenominational worship on Sundays, and various other religious meetings and Bible studies during the week, but he had disappeared along with others the Peace Keepers deemed unnecessary for their new assignment. So now Sunday mornings are free - not that everybody attended church - but they planned the outing for the afternoon when it would be warmer. Perhaps warm enough to swim, even though this early in the season the lake waters will still be very cool.

When Sherry came around with a pitcher to refill drinks, Tabitha turns to Daniel. “I thought we could only have drinks at The Tavern.”

He shrugs. “Times change. Rules change. They don’t care as long as we do the job.” The ‘they’ were the Peace Keepers. “So just try not to get drunk. I have a feeling any one of us could be quickly replaced.”

“So much for job security,” quips Charles.

“Hey, that went with their arrival.”

“We just have to make the best of it,” Sherry advises.

“Yeah, we don’t know what the ‘new world’ will be like,” adds Daniel with heavy sarcasm. “I finally made contact with my younger brother, David. We hadn’t heard from him since the take over. I was beginning to fear the worse.”

“How is he?” Tabitha asks politely, even though she didn’t even know he had a brother.

“He says they’re fine,” Daniel responds. “They’ve been relocated to some little town in Indiana. Kentland. In the middle of open farmland. He’s working at a dairy; drives an old clunker the seven miles to the farm for now.”

“He’s married?”

“Yeah. Janet. Smart lady, even if she did marry David. Two kids, at least at last count. We haven’t kept very close contact.”

“So they’re going to be OK?”

“I guess so. He’s never milked a cow in his life, but he says it’s all done by machine,” he relates, “I did learn one thing about this ‘transported’ and ‘relocated’ business. When Dave’s job went away, they gave him several choices of where he wanted to live and what he wanted to do. Him being city-raised, he thought it would be nice to raise the kids in the country. When the time came, He, the wife and the two kids reported to one of the smaller, landed space ship, taking with then as much luggage as the four could carry. They had to leave a lot of things behind. The luggage was carried away by human workers and the four were ushered into a metal chamber. He said they were in there for only a few minutes. Nothing happened. Then they were taken out. When they left the ship, they were standing on the lawn of the courthouse in Kentland, Indiana. A human briefed them and loaded them into a van. Their luggage was already loaded into the back. The man drove them to a house just a block off the center square, their new home. Said the whole thing didn’t take half an hour.”

Sherry adds, “I got to talk briefly with Janet. She thought it was a little spooky.”

“I can imagine!” declares Tabitha. “Instantaneous travel!”

“Well, that too, but she was talking about the house. It was as if the previous occupants just left the place ready for a new tenant. Nothing personal was left behind And the kitchen was fully stocked. Refrigerator. Pantry. All new, unopened goods. Same with the bathroom. Toiletries. Towels. Linen. That would unnerve me, too!”

“I suppose so,” Daniel agrees. “There was even an older sedan parked in the detached two-car garage, tank full, and keys in the ignition. He also told me that there are very few Peace Keepers in the town. Most everything has been turned over to humans to handle.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Tabitha admits. “Do you think that’s like what awaits us when we’re done here?”

Daniel shrugs. “Who knows?”

“They are going to leave us on our own some day, aren’t they?” Tabitha needs reassurance.

“That’s what they promise.” Daniel reassures her. “Look, even when the planet is cleaned up, we’ll still have to have government. There will still be a need for something like the EPA to assure no one is polluting, either intentionally or accidentally. We may still have jobs.” He pauses momentarily, sitting forward. “Look at it this way. By the time this is all over, we - our little group - will have the best knowledge of what was and what will be. I do know that there are other groups like us operating in almost every one of the larger nations of the world. And I know we are the only one here in the United States.”

“You don’t really know, “ Charles counters. “It’s an educated guess.”

“Well, true, they haven’t told us that, but we are dealing mostly with activity in our own country and our interaction with other countries. It’s only logical that other groups would be working on the problem for other parts of the world.”

Charles just nods agreement. “So what’s your point?”

Daniel scoots even more forward, now sitting on the very edge of the couch. “My point is that a new government will have to be formed before they leave us, otherwise the world would plunge into utter chaos. Even worse than it was. Some of us could well be part of the new government. In fact, I would be willing to put money on it!”

“So?” It is almost as if Charles is enjoying baiting him.

“So quit worrying!” Daniel’s voice is rising. “We’ll probably be just fine!”

Sherry speaks one word to him, softly. “Honey!”

He takes a deep breath and his expression softens. He sits back. “So don’t worry. Be happy.” He gives all an Alfred E Neuman grin.

All laugh and the attention is again back on the picnic.


Chapter Six

The start of the month of May is also marks the beginning of the third week of alien occupation. In civilizations of the past, those not involved in the conflict - the civilians occupied - begrudgingly went along with the new leaders and the new rules. The citizens of the world today have done the same. On all levels of society, government leaders, from federal down to townships, have been removed, with the politicians either transported or reassigned duties. Each previous governing body has been replaced by a single spokesman, guided by his or her Peace Keeper, with only the federal employees maintaining those services needed. Those rebelling disappeared. All decisions and orders now come from the Universal Council, so that all government operations are working in harmony with all others.

Laws have become universal, with each and every law applying to the entire world. One hour each evening is set aside for education of the people. Every television and radio channel is dedicated to advising the public of changes in the law and other public announcements. It is mandatory for all to watch. Even children. It is the intent of the Universal Council that governments no longer operate behind closed doors, that all people know what is happening with their country and the world. And be more involved in major decision making.

The most obvious change to those in the business world is that almost all the leaders have disappeared, replaced by someone selected from middle management to run the corporations and companies - along with an advising Peace Keeper. In the financial world, most of the rich and powerful have also disappeared. All wealth is now controlled by the Universal Council and redistributed, with every citizen receiving a living wage.

Wealth is no more.

People are amazed by the number of houses and apartments now vacant. Before the occupation, housing was critical, with many living wherever they could find shelter. Now every person has shelter from the elements, without rent or mortgages. The majority of middle-income families find themselves owners of their habitat, with free utilities provided. At least they have sole possession; real estate is the property of the state. Some have their compensation drastically reduced, but still adequate for their needs. Nobody is going without unless it is by their own choice, refusing to comply with the changes being made by the aliens. Many are also assigned to new jobs, sometimes requiring relocation. The relocation process often brings scattered families back together.

No family is allowed more than one vehicle for private use. Many of the vehicles seized are being converted for public transportation with drivers reassigned from a wide variety of previous occupations. And a great many are being converted to run on nitrogen as a fuel, nitrogen extracted from the air. There is no resulting pollution. Eventually all passenger cars and light trucks will be converted, eliminating one of the major sources of air pollution. - the internal combustion engine. If a family needs additional transportation, they simply make a call and a driver will pick them up. In the meantime, plans are being made to greatly increase public transportation: buses, subways, streetcars and light rail. The intent is to gradually eliminate the need for a family to even need a car. Many have opted to ride bicycles.

No one is going hungry. The fear that there will be food shortages quickly passed. Markets and restaurants offer plenty of food, at much lower prices. The first notable difference is the absence of unhealthy items. Tobacco and hard liquor have disappeared, but wine and beer is still available. There are no narcotics to be found outside of alien-controlled health centers. All healthcare is free, as are needed medications. Many people with ailments that were previously uncontrollable or un-treatable are being cured. Terminally ill patients are being transported. The aged are being transported.

Children are still going to schools, but the curriculums are changing. They are starting their education at age three or four, learning to communicate and interact with others. The stress is on the life sciences, how to live in the world. As they pass through puberty, emphasis is on job training in an area of their interest, preparing them for their life’s work. With on-the-job training, they will learn the skills needed to be productive wage earners. And they will be confident that there will be a job for them.

Many of the changes are already in progress, but it will take time to make the major changes in the infrastructure. It is apparent that the Peace Keepers will have to be around longer than thought, but most don’t care.

Now confirmed by special election as the new President of the United States, Baker is realizing that he is still nothing more than a spokesman for the Peace Keepers. He is actually relieved at this realization, for he can’t keep up with the changes being made. No humans can.

“Tonight,” Humanoid 99 instructs him in the same monotone voice, whether asking or ordering, “You will announce through the news outlet that you are forming a new government, asking for those who desire to serve to let their local Peace Keeper know of their interest.”

“That is supposed to be done by vote of the people,” Baker needlessly tells him.

“That didn’t work very well. The positions will be filled by the most qualified people willing to do the job. There is no monetary advantage to the job; the most qualified and intelligent will be part of the world government, a single body governing the entire world. They will be selected from around the world.”

“Won’t there be a problem with language?”

The android’s answer is instantaneous. “Not for long. There will be a language common to all. As your world has already adopted English as the language for business and aviation, it is logical that governments communicate in the English language. We have means to aid humans in quickly adopting English as their second language. Schools around the world will teach children English as their second language. With time, the world will all be using English as their primary language.”

“There will be resistence to that,” Baker mutters, while at the same time mentally agreeing with the concept. He abruptly changes the subject. “So the world will have one government. What about our own government?”

“You will have one,” 99 assures him, “but it will simply be an extension of the world government, here to carry out their directions.”

“So I won’t really be the President?” It is more a statement than a question.

“More like a governor of a territory - of what was the United States of America. For the time being, each state will have its governor. All governors will have the duty of carrying out the dictates of the world government. The current country boundaries will be restructured for more efficiency. Both county and city governments will be regulatory in nature, following the standardized world statutes: Criminal. Civil. Regulatory.”

“And my duties?”

“You will be the head of an eleven-member presidential board, each board member having the same qualifications as the president, or more accurately, the chairman. While you will be required to carry out your duties in harmony with world law, the primary duties will to be to appointed directors for the various departments, each charged with a different aspect of the functioning of the country. This will greatly reduce the pressure on you as well as assure that no one person can take control or influence others.”

“Are you telling me that there will be no Congress? No Legislative branches?” Baker asks.

“All laws are made by the world government. You will need no Congress.”

“And the Judicial branch?”

“Not needed. The world government will establish the court system. Also law enforcement. You will have your needed courts, but they will be under the jurisdiction of the world government. The same with law enforcement and corrections. There will be a worldwide law enforcement agency, not under your control. They will function in all areas of your country, where needed.”

“Wow, talk about a police state! I don’t think the people will like that very much.”

“They don’t like law enforcement now. At least they can put their trust in the world police.”

“I hope so.” Then he adds. “You must realize that human beings are creatures of habit. They don’t like change. You guys are changing everything!”

“We will eliminate most of the world’s problems. They’ll like that. They’ll get used to the changes. Eventually, the world will stabilize. Most already like the changes in their living conditions. Remember this, when we leave you, the world will be stabilized both physically and socially. You will be back in control of your own destiny. We will establish a procedure for you to call upon us for advice, but we will not intervene a second time. If you again chose a path to ruin, you will be on your own.”

“I think we get the message,” Baker advises, “But I still don’t know what you expect from me.”

“You already have a good idea. Your immediate chore is to select those ten who will serve with you. We will provide the requirements they must meet. It will be a national campaign.”

“And you will help me select the board.”

“We will provide you with the names of those who meet the requirements as well as have the proper motives - something hard for you to do. You will have many from whom you can make your final choices. All will be capable of serving. Appoint those who you think can work harmoniously with the others - and with you. You’re invitation for qualified applicants will be on prime time news tonight, repeated in the different media until we feel we have enough coverage.”

“I already have some in mind,” Baker says.

“No one who has been serving in either the federal government or state government will be considered. They are of the wrong mind-set. Our first inclination was to soon replace you, but your past performances as an elected official show that you have the welfare of the citizens as your primary concern. That, and your exceptional intelligence coupled with common sense.”

He starts to make a sarcastic response, then thinks better. “I guess I’d better get cracking on the speech.”

“It’s already prepared. It’s on your desk. It’s short. Less than two minutes. Try to memorize it so it looks natural.”

“Yes, Master,” Baker replies. “Will that be all?”

Humanoid 99 doesn’t respond, and moves to the door, where he stands in silence. The conversation is obviously over.

“Nice talking to you,” Baker mumbles going to his desk, and begins reading his script.

Most of the people living in the confines of The Compound are supporting the work of the Global Warming Advisory Group, while not active in the actual work of the corporation. They are content to stay where they are, for nothing much has changed for them since the Peace Keepers took over. They have their easy duties seeing to the needs of those working on the project, for their numbers have been bolstered by those reassigned from the original objective of the group. More are now available to work the farms, the dairy, food service, medical care, laundry and simple maintenance.

What might be awaiting them outside is an unknown. Most feel that they are better off where they are, at least for the time being. Not that they could leave if they wanted; the Compound is sealed. In the first few days, those no longer needed to support the efforts of the compound were allowed to leave, assigned to new jobs as close as possible to their friends and family. The few who were assigned but refused to serve were transported. What being ‘transported’ meant is still unknown. The general explanation that they were being transported for reassignment isn’t very assuring. The few people who had witnessed someone being transported, reported that at one moment the person was there, the next he wasn’t. No sound. No flash of light. No smoke. They just vanished. Some times outer attire was left behind to fall to the ground in a heap; other times everything disappeared with them.

The result is that no one wants to be transported, regardless of the assurance by the Peace Keepers that they have been programed to be unable to harm or kill a human being. They are content to stay put for now and do whatever the Peace Keepers tells them.

Television and radio are still transmitting much of the usual mindless (although cleaned up) entertainment, but the breaks for advertising are now public information blurbs advising people how to conduct themselves or how to avail themselves of needed services. What news items are released only show peaceful adjustment to the new methods of administrating the functions of mankind. They show that, the world over, mankind is adjusting just as those in the Compound have adjusted.

The citizens are also regularly assured that the process of cleaning up the environment is going well, but it is a slow process, and it will take months before they will begin noticing the change.

And always there is the promise that control of the earth will eventually be returned to earthlings.

Daniel and his crew are working within a loose framework provided by Humanoid 37. As they address each area with what they believe is a workable solution, under the constant input of their hosts, their work is submitted to the aliens for consideration. It has become obvious that every interim government of the world is doing the same thing, and the data submitted is being compared and incorporated into a document that will be acceptable to all societies of the world, as well as to the Universal Council. Apparently, everything will eventually be incorporated into an international version of how to rule the world - an international constitution with international statutes. The world will eventually have one currency with its value and use closely controlled by the government.

The Compound’s duties are now to determine how to limit the release of emissions that pollute the atmosphere, the oceans, fresh water and the ground. It addresses industry, transportation, farming and the everyday activities of humans. They are to determine what ordinances will be needed to assure compliance to the necessary changes to which the human race must adjust. Even as they endeavor to complete the task, some wonder why they are wasting their time; surely, the Universal Council already has their own plan.

Other similar groups around the globe are addressing the multitude of other issues.

Daniel insisted that they be allowed a full hour break for lunch. It would give the people a time to relax and have a leisurely meal, for their tasks are stressful and mentally demanding. So the daily procedure is four hours in the morning, with a midmorning break of fifteen minutes, an hour lunch break, four hours in the afternoon, with a mid-afternoon break of fifteen minutes. Their workday is 0800 to 1700 hours, Monday through Saturday. The Peace Keepers have accepted the schedule.

As summer approaches, the days are getting longer. Concerned that his people weren’t getting enough exercise, he tries to get his crew interested in playing softball several evenings each week. They like it. Soon they have established four leagues: ‘The Hackers,’ Daniel’s group; ‘The Soilers,’ the farmers; ‘The Beaters,’ food service,’ and; ‘The Fixers,’ maintenance. The best players turn out to be the soldiers the teams recruited, as they are in the best condition. They are all now civilians.

This evening The Hackers are playing The fixers. It is a practice game, as many are still learning how to play. The new baseball field, adjacent the park, even has dugouts for the two teams playing.

“I hate to tell you this Coach,” Charles addresses Daniel during one of the practice games, “but we really stink!”

Daniel just chuckles. “Yeah, I know. Most of their guys and gals work for a living. We should have kept ourselves in better shape.”

“How about starting a poker tournament instead? Good old Texas Hold ‘Em.”

“Hang in there, Chuck. The idea is to get some fresh air and exercise. It doesn’t matter who wins or loses.”

“I think the umpire is on the take, if you ask me,” chimes in Wendell.

In fact, they had the perfect umpire. One of the Peace keepers crouches behind the catcher, calling the pitches with absolute accuracy. Peace Keepers also fill the other umpire positions. No one knew the rules better than the Peace Keepers. Any one of them could be asked to umpire, and they can comply.

“The ump is 37,” Sherry points out. “If anything, it should be on our side.”

“In a way,” Tabitha adds, “they are on our side. They’re using little league rules to give both teams a chance to play.”

“Come on guys,” Daniel urges, “Just enjoy the game. We aren’t even keeping score.”

“I am,” grumbled Charles. “It’s umpteen to nothing.”

“Hang in there. This is the last inning. I’m buying at The Tavern.”

It is the custom for the teams to mingle after a game, to get to know each other better. They are doing just that, except for Tabitha and Donna, who are at the bar talking to two young men.

“Looks like our girls are making friends,” Sherry comments with a knowing grin.

“How about that!” declares Daniel. “I was beginning to think they might be gay, them spending so much off time together.”

“Probably are,” grunts Wendell, obviously annoyed at Tabitha paying attention to a younger guy - and a handsome one at that.

“Hardly,” Sherry scolds, knowing the man has a crush on Tabitha. “They just want to be with people their own age. They’re both at least ten years younger than us.”

“Well, I like to see them having a good time,” says Charles. “Things around here are just getting too damn serious. Ask one of our farmers: make hay while the sun shines.

Now that the soldiers are mixed in with us, the younger single women can really get picky.”

During this time, his wife Carol has been watching the girls, a slight smile on her face. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we don’t have some weddings in the future,” she says, then looks at Daniel. “You think they will allow that?” referring to the Peace Keepers.

“I don’t know why not,” he responds. “They have to be aware of all the hanky-panky going on.”

Sherry laughs. “I was wondering if you were aware of that!”

“And you wouldn’t tell me if I wasn’t?”

“None of my business.”

“Well, it is my business,” Daniel advises, “and I do know what’s going on. Since the soldiers mixed in with us, there’s been a run on condoms.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that,” Sherry comments with a smile, “I mean about the condoms. We don’t need our girls getting pregnant. Things are complicated enough as it is.”

“They’re being discrete. That’s all I care about.” Then he adds, “And that it doesn’t affect their performance.”

“Oh, I’m sure they’re performing just fine!”

“You know what I mean,” Daniel snaps.

“Boy,” she responds, leaning over and kissing him on the cheek, “you really have to work on your sense of humor.”

“Yeah,” adds Carol, “if we can’t find something to laugh about in this situation, all we can do is cry.”

Daniel stands up, preparing to leave. “OK, people. Enough idle gossip. And enough boozing. The evening’s still young.” He addresses Charles. “Chuck, you mentioned something about poker. What say we see if any games are going on at the rec hall?”

They leave as a group - except for Tabitha and Donna. They will leave later- with their two ex-soldiers.

Both the Capitol building and the White house are almost deserted. With Congress disbanded, the only government business is being conducted by the new President and his gradually growing Board. All government functions are being conducted by the hundred of thousands of Peace Keepers spread around the world.

The situation is the same in all other countries. Only those actually performing the tasks involved in maintaining society remain at their jobs, overseen by one of more Peace Keepers. Gradually, the populations of cities are being reduced. Reports are beginning to come back from people who have been relocated to other parts of the country. The stories are similar. They are instructed to gather their immediate family, along with personal items. The Peace Keepers decide what they can take with them. They step into one of the black ships, no sooner settle in, then step out into another part of the country. Each are assigned living quarters, more often a fully furnished house than an apartment, and their personal belongings are soon delivered to them. Duties are assigned. Everything they need is provided; there is no longer a monetary exchange, having gradually been eliminated. And as to goods, ‘need’ is the key rather than ‘want’. If they don’t really need something for their comfortable survival, they will not receive it.

Derelict structures are being removed, no longer eyesores. Entire slum neighborhoods are being leveled, with newly trained workers building new homes. Commercial buildings are being re-purposed in accordance to the needs of the new system of things.

Most aircraft have been grounded for the time being. The aliens have their own means for transporting goods and people. Trains are now only for local rapid transit, leaving freight yards filled with rail cars. Long distance buses now serve only community-to-community travel. The cab fleets are growing, most simply a passenger car and driver who will take a person wherever he or she needs to go. Again, there has to be a valid need to be somewhere, not just a want to go.

After a brief lull, industry is again manufacturing needed items; needed items. Almost all are under new management. All are nonprofit. All property belongs to the world. Managers, supervisors and workers are unpaid; they are provided with all they need for comfortable living. They don’t really need paper money or credit cards.

Only those who had been living excessive, luxurious lifestyles would be unhappy, but they are nowhere to be found. Financial institutions have ceased to exist, their structures being converted to other needs. Money was recycled for other uses. There will eventually be a common, worldwide currency, but not yet.

But the biggest changes go unseen except for the workers involved; building the new plants that will provide the worlds needs for electrical power. At first, prefabricated units were transported down from the ships above and assembled to create huge nitrogen powered electricity generators, chosen because of the 78% of the atmosphere that is nitrogen gas. As each plant is completed and put on line, it replaces the coal-burning and petroleum-burning power plants. Then the energy is utilized to operated the new manufacturing plants that begin building the many more needed generators, large and small.

Most residential housing is being gradually taken off the old electrical grids, their electrical needs provided by a small nitrogen generator backed up by an eight-by-ten solar panel that generates electricity even on a cloudy day, storing what is needed for nighttime.

Cellular communication is gradually replacing the need for utility poles and wires, becoming part of a single, worldwide network. Every person will have a communication devise that performs an amazing number of related services.

At the White House, Baker has completed his assigned contribution toward the forming of the world government. It is being implemented in stages. Humanoid 99 advises him of a new need in the adjustment of society: There are still too many people for the world to support them at the present time.

“As your ranchers put it,” advises 99. “We have to start thinning the herd.”

“Meaning?” Baker inquires, a sick feeling growing within him tells him what he has been expecting all along.

“There are too many people for your world to support at this time. We must severely restrict childbirth. We must transport millions of people.”

“Putting them in other parts of the world won’t lessen the demand,” Baker protests.

“We have other worlds with earth-like climates for carbon-based life forms. Worlds where the excess humans can thrive. We will transport a part of your population to those wolds.”

“How many people are you talking about?”

“Your earth can comfortably support a population of about six billion people; possibly more. We can’t be certain yet.”

“My God!” Baker exclaims, “Your talking about some FOUR BILLION people!”

“Actually, only closer to two billion. The earth’s present population, by our estimates, is about eight billion. The exact number has not been determined. Probably never will. We will leave you with a population that the earth can support in comfort. As you increase your ability to provide, that will provide for future population growth, but only if you implement a means of controlling pregnancies and childbirth, short of aborting fetuses.”

“And I assume we have no choice in this?”

“You assume right. It is necessary.”

“The people won’t like it.”

“On the contrary, as their living conditions improve, they will like it.”

“How about the people being transported to other worlds,” Baker demands. “Will they have a choice?”

“Some will volunteer. For others . . . no, there will be no choice. But we assure you, their changes will be better than they had here on Earth.”

“Damn!” he breathes, taking in the enormity of what he was being informed. After some thought, he asks, “These other worlds. Do they have a population?”

“Yes.”

“Like us?”

“Similar.”

“And will our people be welcome?”

“Most certainly.”

Again, it is a while before Baker speaks again. “I hope you’re not asking us to make the decision of who goes.”

“No. That has already been determined. In fact, the process has already begun.” Before he could ask how, it continues, “Most of the military combat forces have already been transported. They are undesirable for peaceful civilian life. As have most convicted felons. And all of those your society had caged for the rest of their lives. And, out of necessity, those who became violent toward us. All to other selected worlds. And all have been what you would call - rehabilitated. A simple process for our scientists.”

“As bad as our world has gotten, that won’t come to your four billion quota.”

“Correct. We are now dealing with those who have demonstrated their pattern of life is living off others, from petty thieves to what you call white collar criminals. Those whose activities harm others. They are being held pending rehabilitation.”

“Then what?” He knows there will be more.

It continues. “Everyone who cannot contribute to the functioning of the world. The severely handicapped; the incurably ill; those unwilling to work; those too old to work. These will be transported. Further, those with disease or genetic defects who should not be allowed to produce defective babies. That, according to our computations, should come close to leaving a viable population. If more are necessary, we will transport excessive children, mostly with their single mothers, so that future generations will have the sam ratio of male-to-female, as well as a workable age ratio.”

“Children, too!”

“Young ones adapt very easily. Then we will implement a strict restriction on childbirth, which, if you’re wise, you will continue when we leave you.”

“The people will rebel!”

“Most won’t be aware. Neither you nor the other leaders we are disclosing this to will tell anybody what I’ve told you. Their accompanying Peace Keeper will know their intent and will instantly transport them before they can get a few words out.”

Baker frowns at him. “Me, too?”

“As I am programed and instructed. We will warn you first. If you continue, We will transport you.”

“I’ll bet you’d like that!” Baker mumbles.

“Baker, you should realize by now that we are machines. We have no emotions. We make no decisions on our own. We are the most efficient, sophisticated androids in the known universe. We are unable to make an error. If we malfunction, we are powered down. We function as the Universal Council has programed us.”

“Yeah, yeah! I know,” Baker waves him off. “You’re still a pain in the ass. Just do what you came to do and get the hell off my planet!”

The humanoid makes no reply.

After a long silence, Baker gathers his composure and in a more civil tone asks, “You have any more good news for me?”

“As a matter of fact, I do. We have some very special worlds that we want to colonizes with stable, normal human beings. They will be the sole specie. It will be all their own world. Those adventurous souls volunteer will live on worlds they would consider to be perfect place to raise their children. In time, this offer will be made to select groups, but not until your world is stable. At that time, we’ll have a better idea how large a population Earth can comfortably support.”

“And I can’t breathe a word of this,” Baker verifies.

“Correct,” 99 confirms. “For now, concentrate that you and your governors continue to make the selection of people you wish to serve with you, using the list we have provided. If you have other choices, we will let you know which ones qualify. It is getting close to the time for you to form your governments in accordance with world standards. Gradually, we will turn over some control to you.”


Chapter Seven

Daniel contentedly reclines in one of the chaise lounges on his patio, looking out over the dark lake waters at the spattering of house lights in the hills beyond. There are fewer now. As his gaze moves upward, the stars appear brighter and more numerous. He wonders if the atmosphere is getting clearer. Somewhere up there, the multitude of alien space ships are doing their thing. With the other amazing technology they have presented to earth, the process might be simpler than he thinks. He is also wondering where all those people they have transported may be. There was talk of ‘reevaluation’ and ‘reassignment.’ Was that being done up there, in one of those many huge mother ships? And where were they reassigned? As the population of the world is dramatically decreasing, it seems more likely those souls were transported to some other world or worlds.

One thing is nagging him. He has heard two different versions from those who have witnessed a transport: one describes the person disappearing, leaving garments behind, even including eyeglasses and wristwatches; the other describes persons disappearing entirely, clothes and all. Even items they were carrying. Was there some significance? More often, those attempting violence against a Peace Keeper disappeared, weapons and all. Where they disintegrated? Killed? His assigned peace keeper denies any are killed, that they are not programed for that response.

Then there were the undesirables, even to earthlings; those who lived lives of violence and crime. By earth standards, most were considered incorrigible, spending much of their miserable lives in jails and prisons. Did the aliens have a means of changing their personality, making them useful citizens? And all those hopelessly ailing from disease; could the aliens cure them?

According to Washington, the aliens intended to cut Earth’s population almost in half. That would be some five billion people removed! What was to be their fate? If they were on another planet, were they living contented lives? Or were they no more than slaves? Worse yet, a source of food? Or for some sexual purposes?

He knows one thing. The aliens don’t like cities. They don’t like people to crowd together, virtually living one on top of another. They claim it is unnatural; contrary to the scheme of life. Intelligent beings were not meant to life isolated from the natural world. In these few weeks of their occupation, he has heard nothing to indicate just what life form the aliens were, nothing of how they lived. Was Earth going to be patterned after their worlds? Their societies?

Those Peace Keepers in his compound would answer just about any questions he asked, except about their worlds and their masters. When asked anything about the other parts of the universe, or about those constituting the Universal Council, they remained silent. No amount of coaxing would get a reply, almost as if they didn’t hear the question. He also noted that none of them spoke of themselves in the first person; they always used ‘we.’ It was hard to know if the ‘we’ meant the android itself, all of the androids or the Universal Council.

Another thing that is bothering him is the scope of the occupation. There are supposed to be more than two thousand impossibly huge space ships in orbit. Counting them is difficult because they frequently disappear and reappear, sometimes simply relocate. And they all look identical. Since hearing that estimate, no one has given an exact number. Then there are the many thousands of the smaller ships that have landed, bringing the Peace Keepers by the hundreds of thousands. Add to that all the highly technical and sophisticated equipment and machinery. The expenditure would be staggering, both in cost, material and manpower. Or rather alien power. But then, all that might mean nothing to them, as it appears to be a collective project of many civilizations. Possibly it’s something they often do. Or perhaps the ships are a part of their trading.

But if it is a significant effort on their part, why are they doing it? They claim it is their universal love for all life forms, that it is a benevolent act. But can they have some other motive in mind? And then there is the question of whether they will ever leave earth. Might we forever simply be slaves, doing their bidding?

His revery is broken by the sound of the sliding glass door opening. He looks over to see Sherry silhouetted by the inside light, wearing a bathrobe, her long blonde hair wrapped in a towel. Just looking at her is giving him a tingle in his groin. He often tells her she is the most beautiful woman he has ever met, and he means it! Every time they are alone and relaxing after a long day, his desire for her begins to grow. As it is now.

She balances a small tray with one hand while sliding the door closed. He sees she has brought them drinks. Lately, those drinks have been cocktails since they are now allowed to have liquor in their residences. She makes them just the way he likes, but then just about everything she does, he likes.

“Hey, Hon,” she greets. “You going to take a shower tonight?” She hands him a drink, then slides the other lounge beside his and sits down, taking a sip of her own drink.

“If you had told me you were going to take a shower,” he replies with a lecherous grin, “I would have joined you.”

She shakes her head. “Bubble bath. I needed to relax.”

That sat silently for a long time, enjoying the lingering warmth of the day.

His uneasiness was returning. Without turning to look at her, he asks, ”Honey, have you ever wondered if the Universal Council has a hidden agenda?”

“We’ve talked about that before.”

“I know. But now that we know more, do you ever get suspicious?”

She reaches over and takes his hand in hers. “There’s no use on dwelling on such possibilities. Whatever they might have planned beyond what they are telling us . . . well, there will be nothing we can do to stop them.” She squeezes his hand.

“Yeah, how well I know. Maybe we should just take off. Head deeper into the hills. Live on our own.”

She has to smile. “Honey, you don’t know the first thing about living off the land. Neither do I.”

“We could study up first. Find out what is edible in this area. How to build shelter. Everything is growing now.”

“And how do you plan to avoid the Peace Keepers?”

“We could go where there are no people. No people, no ‘droids’.”

“We don’t know what their range might be. And they probably have someway of locating escapees from above.” She squeezes his hand again. “Tell me you’re not serious!” she demands.

He just chuckles. “No, not really. I’m just beginning to feel what prisoners feel.”

“If they had it as good as we do, they’d never want to be set free.”

“I guess it’s just getting to me. I feel responsible for everyone here. All I can do is try to make their lives more comfortable.”

She sets her drink down and stands, facing him, getting his attention. She unwraps the towel from her hair, letting her tresses fall loose, shaking her head. Even damp, it is still blonde. Looking into his eyes, she loosens the belt, letting the robe open to show just a sliver of flesh. It is enough to make him taken a sudden intake of air and start his heart beating a little fast.

She reaches down to pulls him to his feet. Her robe opens wider. “Come on. I’ll get you out of your funky mood”

Like an eager young lad, he follows her into their bedroom, hid funky mode gone.

He is in a better mood when he awakens with the first light of dawn. Sherry is still asleep, a hint of a smile on her lips. She looks so peaceful, he decides to let her sleep. He eases out of bed, quickly dresses and heads down to the dining hall. It is not yet open, but he prevails on one of the cooks to prepare two breakfast trays.

She is still asleep when he returns. He gently tries to wake her, but she just grunts, rolls over onto her back and pulls the sheet up over her head.

“Rise and shine, Sleepyhead,” he says cheerfully.

No response.

“I brought breakfast. Your favorite. They fixed it just the way you like.”

Still no response. He sits down of the bed beside her. Her amazingly firm breasts are outlined by the sheet. He reaches over and cups one in each hand, gently kneading.

She suddenly pulls the sheet off her face and glares at him, a tight grin on her lips. “You looking for trouble?” she snaps.

“Your breakfast will get cold,” he warns her.

“Let it!”

He laughs. “Eat. You have to keep up your strength.”

She pulls his hands away as she sits up. “Then don’t start something you aren’t going to finish. Go. Let me get dressed. I’ll be there in a minute.”

“Yes, Dear,” he responds in an impish voice.

By the time they finish a leisurely breakfast, it is still early, but they dress and head to the Computer Center to open up, with 37 trailing close behind. Daniel likes to be the first there, to set an example for the others.

It will be another day of the same old, same old, doing research on information that will be transcribed into documents that, in turn, may become part of the rules and regulations of the new world government. He wonders just how important their works is in the process of shaping the new world. He also wonders how restrictive their future lives will be. And what will they be doing in the brave new world?

President Baker has scheduled a session with his newly selected and officially appointed Board of Advisors for 1000 hours. Each of the seven men and three women he appointed had to be approved by the Universal Council. This told him two things: first, each one of them was honest, for they could not hide greed or hidden agendas from the Peace Keepers; second, they had the intelligence and common sense to handle their duties. He is pleased with that. He knew they would all do their best for the cause.

Humanoid 99 is standing in its usual position, just inside the main door to the Oval Office, facing an opposite wall, unmoving. It could have been a statue, but Baker knows that it is aware of the presence and thoughts of any human within . . . well, he can’t yet know their range of mind contact. Grimly, he realizes 99 knows his present thoughts, but the android remains stoic. He tries to concentrate on the check list for their morning discussion.

A movement causes him to look up to see 99 approaching his desk.

“We have a message for you,” it speaks in its even mechanical voice, too precise in pronunciation to be human. “From the Universal Council.”

Baker sets down his notes and sits back, nodding.

“Galactic greetings, President Baker. We commend you for the progress you are making.”

There was a pause. Baker felt compelled to reply. “Thank you. We are trying to cooperate as we are anxious to once again have control of our world.”

“Yes. How soon will be determined by how soon the world government is organized and prepared to assume leadership. We should have the planet free of harmful pollution by then. But there is one more thing you need to know about that time. You will not be left entirely alone.”

Baker jumps to his feet, glaring at 99, even while knowing it is not the android who is talking. “You said you will leave us alone! What the hell now?”

“Please be calm. We will fulfill that promise. All Peace Keepers will be removed when the time comes. But we have come to the conclusion that mankind, as yet, does not have the ability to lead itself without unemotional guidance. Thus we are going to leave behind a system that will provide continual guidance as you progress. It will not mandate what actions your government plans, but it will warn if such action is counterproductive or deviating from lawful operation. Other than that, we will have no further input to this system. Once the new course of humanity is established, it will be up to you humans to govern yourselves.

“As your United Nations had established headquarters in the City of New York, we have decided that will be the seat of your new government, putting an end to the current debate of which country should have that privilege. That structure and many around it will belong to the world government. All appointed members of that government will work and live on those grounds, their duties being full time. As we have advised you, the body of that government will represent every current nation of the world.

“The machine we will refer to as the ‘The Guide,’ will be located in what is now the United Nations building. It will be able to monitor all your communication systems, but cannot add, detract or alter any data. It is necessary that it can keep track of the status of the world and be able to respond to any requests for information or advise, as well as to be able to alert you if you are making an unwise decision. Like a Peace Keeper, it will answers any questions you have. It will be up yo you as whether or not to heed that advise. We will be able to monitor your world through it, as we have an invested interest in your future. However, we will not be able to alter The Guide in any way. Nor can you. As we promised, we will leave you to your own fate.

“If you eventually become truly civilized - which, frankly, some of us doubt - we will again contact you with the offer to become a member world with representatives on the Universal Council. If you fail . . . We will leave your fate to you. We will not intervene again. We wish you love and peace.”

After a long silence, Baker, still standing and leaning on the desk with outstretched arms, demands, “I need to know more about this machine.”

It is 99 who advises him that the message is over.

“Damn!” Baker mumbles, then addresses it, “What can you tell me about this . . . Guide?”

The response is immediate. “Consider it a sophisticated computer - an advisor. It will have no physical control over your world. You are not compelled to use it as a source of information or advice. You can ignore it, but that would not be advisable.”

Baker sits down, waving 99 away. It responds and moves back into position without another word. One more thing to talk about this morning, Bakers muses.

Both Tabitha and Donna are late for work. Only fifteen minutes late, but it is unlike both of them; they are always there early, ready for duty. They walk into the building, quickly heading for their respective duty stations, slowing as they pass Daniel’s desk to mumble apologies, then hurry on.

Daniel suppresses his amusement. Normally, he would make an appropriate comment about punctuality, but he says nothing, simply nodding acknowledgment as they pass. He recalls last seeing them last night in the company of two young, good-looking ex-soldiers at the bar, and quickly makes an assumption based on their obvious embarrassment - along with the fact that neither of them are wearing fresh uniforms.

Good for them, he thinks, They should enjoy themselves while they can. He knows he would if he found himself single in this uncertain world. Who knows what will happen tomorrow. He realizes that they have fulfilled what the Peace Keepers had asked of them about research, their greatest skills. Now they were doing what other similar groups around the earth had been assigned: input on the formation of the new world government in one very specific and narrow aspect of the overall picture. Any number of teams could do the same. He can’t help wondering what will happen to them when they have completed their task.

There will be no further need for the Compound - for their little village. They will be out of a job, and he knows that in ‘the brave new world’ everyone will have to work to earn his or her keep. One of the latest government mottos is: “If you don’t work, you don’t eat.” So far, the Universal Council has shown consideration regarding keeping immediate families together. He is sure, whatever their future, he and Sherry will be together. Where, and doing what, is the unknown. He tried asking 37, but received only silence, its response when it didn’t know or couldn’t say.

Of one thing he is sure; those whom he had been working with over these past years, forming close friendships, would probably not be kept together. That suddenly makes him feel sad. He looks around the large office filled with islands of computer consoles, each with friends working in pairs. Sherry is at her computer, hands idle over the keyboard, obviously reading the screen. His gaze moves from one person to another, recalling their personalities and the many good times they have had together. They work hard, but they also know how to enjoy each others company.

This my family, he realizes. He knows he is gong to miss them, and immediately resolves to do everything he can to keep them together.

As he and Sherry enter the dining hall for lunch, he spots Tabiha and Donna in the serving line, each accompanied by who appears be to be the same two young men they were with at The Tavern. He nudges Sherry as they fall in at the end of the line, nodding toward the two couples. Sherry just smiles broadly when she sees them.

She looks back at Daniel, a slight frown contradicting her smile. “Don’t you dare say anything to them. You saw how embarrassed they were this morning.”

He raises his hands in surrender. “That’s their business. I’m keeping out of it.”

“You know what I mean!” she whispers earnestly, “No ribbing them about their new friends. And tell the others to lay off.”

“Will do. Actually, I’m glad they are making new friends.”

“And don’t assume the worse,” she adds, still watching them.

“The Corporation does have a policy discouraging office romances,” he points out.

“Unless you’ve forgotten, ‘the corporation’ no longer exists. And I don’t think the Peace Keepers care one way or the other as long as we’re doing what they say.”

Daniel nods. He is also looking at the two couples. They look happy. “They tell us the key to a harmonious universe is love. I’m sure they have no objections.”

“Just don’t make them think they’re doing something wrong,” Sherry assists.

“Maybe you can casually mention to them they’re not doing anything wrong.”

She nods. “Not necessary, but if and when it seems appropriate. . . .”

By the time they are loading their own trays, the two new couples have found a table.

“Maybe we should join them,” he suggests. “Let them introduce their new friends.”

“Don’t you dare!” she scolds. “They want to be alone. Besides, you should already know them.”

He keeps sneaking glances at them, a little embarrassed that he doesn’t remember the names of the two men. He hurries to explain, “They’re ex-soldiers reassigned to us. I haven’t yet put faces on the names. This would be a chance to get to know them.”

“Forget it. The girls will introduce them when they’re ready,” Sherry advises. “Besides, we’re making a lot of assumptions that may be wrong.”

They find a table on the far side of the dining room from the two couples, both seating so that neither are facing toward them. They eat in silence. Only when a server comes around with coffee refills, do they sit back and relax.

Daniel steals a quick glance toward the pair, then addresses his wife. “I’ve been thinking,” he began, wanting to get her opinion, “we have a lot of married couples. The Corporation seemed to select married couples, knowing we would be kept away from the rest of society. But I did notice that most of those with clerical skills are single women. That really bothered me in the beginning, thinking that the married men might not be able keep their junk in their pants. Fortunately, no problems surfaced. Anyway, now that we have the addition of more single men - according to their personnel files - maybe . . . but then, some may be married . . . .”

“You’re wandering, again, Dear,” she interjects, “Get to the point.”

“I’m going to spend a little time with the files from the Army. Those that are married - and even having families - maybe we can either get them released to go back to their families or bring their families in.”

“I’ve already checked,” she advises with a sly grin. “The married ones - mostly the officers and non-coms were released. Every soldier turned over to us is single with no close ties with the outside.”

“You could have told me this!”

“You didn’t ask,” she shrugs. “Besides, I thought you would already know.”

“I’ve been busy,” he counters guiltily, quickly getting back on track, “Anyway, if the numbers are even close to even - single men and single women - maybe we should encourage socializing. Who knows how long we’ll be here. People have needs.”

She just stares at him. “You think they need your permission to couple up?”

“No! No! What I mean is we should encourage it. Most probably think office romances are in violation of our rules - or of theirs,” he adds, referring to the Peace Keepers.

“I’ve already asked 37,” she advises, “They don’t care one way or another as long as its consensual sex.” She sees him staring at her with raised eyebrows and quickly adds, “Don’t look at me like that! I’ve been thinking the same thing! Nobody should be alone in these trying times.”

He takes a deep breath, again glancing over at the two couples. “OK! I’ll get out a memo to that effect.”

“Good,” she replies, then looks sternly at him. “Just make sure it doesn’t apply to married couples.”

He knows what she means. “Never entered my mind. I have the most beautiful, sexiest woman in the compound,” then quickly added, “And I wouldn’t want the guys thinking married women were fair game.”

“Good.” She looks at her watch. “We have 35 minutes. What do you want to do?”

He only grins broadly.

David isn’t impressed with their new home, but Janet found the old Victorian style two-story house charming. It was on a large lot, as were all the homes in that area, with a spacious back yard, freshly tended. She especially liked the wide screened porch across the front, fully furnished with a picnic table, two rocking chairs and a three-person porch swing.

Both the daughter, Debby, now 14, and her brother, Darrel, now 11, have their own rooms upstairs. They are there now, unpacking and personalizing their ‘new digs.’

David and Janet are taking a break, swinging, his arm around her shoulders. From where they sit, they can see out through the light screen the other front yards in the neighborhood. There are no fences between properties. It’s late morning and it’s already getting quite warm. Summer is close at hand. With clear skies, he suspects the summers here on this flat, almost treeless farmland will be hot and humid. But here in town, or in the village, as locals call it, trees are so numerous almost everything is in shade. From where they sit, they can look down the street for another block and see where open country begins. They don’t know it yet, but the rail line passes along that end of town; they will often hear the horn blasts of the diesel engines. Only a very few passenger trains will stop at the town depot. Most will be freight trains. In the other direction is the village green.

“Home sweet home,” he declares with a sour grin. “Welcome to the new world.” He is taller than average, with the same brown hair and blue eyes as Daniel, and two years younger. Most people can see a distinct sibling resemblance when the two are together, which hasn’t been very often over the years. Never having done hard labor, he is concerned whether he can hold up to long working days on the farm.

“I don’t know, Honey,” she cheerily replies. “I think it’s quaint! I think I’m going to like it.” She had been raised in a pleasant suburban area, seldom having occasion to go into the city. For her, the change is less drastic. Being only 5'-2" tall, standing beside David makes her look even shorter. She is constantly concerned about her weight. But David insists she is ‘pleasingly plumb, just the way I like my women.’ But she knows that she is pretty, with auburn hair and hazel eyes that almost match. So far, after being married sixteen years, she has managed to let him think he rules the roost, but she is the anchor of their union. He’s the boss when she lets him.

“You weren’t raised in a city, like me and Danny. This is so different. But I guess I’ll get use to it.”

“I sure hope so. I don’t think we’ll get a second choice.”

“And I just don’t know about being a farmer. And cows?” he declares, making a face. “They’re big and ugly and stink! And dumb!”

Their driver/host gave them a few hours to get settled in before returning to pick them up for work assignment and orientation. He returned, this time driving a small, open shuttle bus, with a silent drive train. David sits beside the driver, an elderly gent with a close-cut full white beard, who identified himself simply as ‘Herbert.’ Janet sits behind them, in the middle so she can look and talk to both. The children sit in the last seat. It is more like a stretched golf cart.

“Folks,” he begins as he backs the cart out of the driveway consisting of just two concrete strips at wheel width, “We’ll make a brief tour of the town first.” The cart accelerates silently toward the town center; with only a faint sound of rubber tires rolling over asphalt. “I say short, because the town only stretches two blocks each way from the Commons in two directions, and only three blocks each way in the other two.”

No sooner has he said this, the open expanse of grassy center block comes into view. The Commons or Village Green. It is surprising lushly green with numerous tress and shrubs surrounding open lawn. A two-story Courthouse is set in the middle. As they make the loop, Herbert points out the only other two features: a child play area with brilliantly colored swings, slides, and climbing structure that doesn’t really blend with the older buildings surrounding the Commons; the other feature is a large, round, covered bandstand, where, he advises, there is a concert every Saturday evening. He doesn’t even mention the gun metal grey, square alien space ship setting alongside the courthouse, nor the Peace Keeper standing guard outside.

Across the streets on all four sides are the storefronts, most empty. They pass a lighted ice cream parlor, which doubles as a pharmacy. The driver looks back at the kids, “Free ice cream! One to a customer. It’s open after school and evenings. All day Saturdays and on Sunday afternoons.”

Debby, at 14, feels too grownup to show any response. Already as tall as her mother, she is still growing. And she is almost fully matured physically, but not yet mentally. A good student at school, she is at the age that youths begin to think they know everything and are much wiser than their parents. And she is at the age when boys are starting to get her attention - and she, theirs. David won’t let her date, but Janet knows that they will soon have to change that rule, or there will be rebellion.

But for Darrel, 11-going-on-12, ice cream is a big deal, yet he says nothing, not wanting to evoke teasing from his big sister. He sees it as a place for guys his age to hang out. Neither does he rule out making use of the playground, as long as he does so in a cool way. He is small for his age, something that often makes him a target for school bullies, the bigger kids. The fact that he looks a little ‘nerdy’ doesn’t help.

The driver swings out one block, starting a loop three blocks to a side. Behind the businesses, apartments dominate, mostly fourplexes, none more than two-stories, with the residential houses across the streets. None of the houses appear to be vacant and all are in good repair. They see one small group of workers making repairs. Another loop out, the houses face open country. They are at the edge of town. On the opposite side of town are the larger businesses: a supermarket; a car dealership, a feed and seed, a farm equipment outlet, and a small railroad depot. On the last side of town is the grade school and a combined middle school and high school.

“Well, that’s all folks,” the driver cheerfully announces. “That’s the Village of Kentland, Indiana. Not much, but it has everything you really need to live comfortably. We used to have a movie theater downtown, but it closed. Now you can get the same thing on cable TV.”

“Well, I like it just fine!” Janet declares. “I’m anxious to make new friends.” After a pause, realizing they have seen only a few people during the entire tour. “By the way, where is everybody?”

“Working,” he curtly responds. “Most on the farms. Or at the Granary a mile out. Then seven miles out is the big dairy where you’ll be working.” He addresses David, “We’ll make a loop to hit all three. At the dairy, you can check in and they’ll schedule your briefing. It’ll just take a minute or so.”

David had imagined his dairy farm to be a small family affair; he was far off base. It is a sprawling spread. Around the large barn with its twin silos were two milking sheds and two covered cow sheds. Close next door is a large metal building, where, their guide explains, they process their own milk and the milk from other area farms.

“About half is bottled as milk and cream,” he explains, “The rest is processed into butter, cottage cheese, sour cream and various cheeses. We specialize in sharp cheddar here.”

He stops in front of a small building closest to the two lane roadway. “While your checking in,” he says to David, “What say I give the wife and kids a close look at some of the cows?”

“That would be fine,” Janet answers for her husband. “The kids will love it.”

One look at the un-enthused boy and girl tells him different. “Most of the milk cows will already be out to pasture, but we’ll see some calves,” then added, “And maybe a cow giving birth.”

“Eww!” groans Debby, but Darrel perks up.

After David enters the office, they leave the cart at the building and walk the hundred yards to the enclosed shelters. The closer they get, the stronger the smell.

Debby wrinkles her nose disgustingly, while Darrel pinches his nostrils closed.

Harold just laughs. “Cow manure. You get used to it.”

“Poor David,” Janet says with a smile, “I hope he can get used to it. It’s about gagging me.”

“We won’t stay long. The calf stalls are over there. The kids have to see them.”

As they enter the open sided calf shed, Harold stops them at the second stall. There, a worker is about to feed a small calf.

“Hey, Pete,” he greets the worker, an older gentleman. “Here’s a new family just moving in. The husband’s checking in.”

“Hey, yourself, Harold,” he responds. “Giving them the grand tour?”

“Well, a short version. The smell, you know.”

“Perfume of the Gods,’ Pete declares with a broad grin.”

Harold introduces the three, then seeing the feeding bottle, suggests, “Maybe you could let them feed the critter?”

“Sure. Why not.”

“No thanks,” mutters Debby, backing away, but Darrel eagerly steps forward. “I will!”

After showing the boy how to hold the calf and the bottle, he hands the bottle of fresh warm cows milk to him. The calf is soon sucking noisily, the large nipple in its mouth, occasionally thrusting against the bottle, much to Darrel’s amusement.

Debby watches in fascination, and it doesn’t take much urging for her to give it a try. By the time the bottle is empty, David is standing at the cart, looking for them.

They drive straight home, most of the way with the kids chattering about feeding the calf.

As Harold pulls into the driveway, he speaks over his shoulder to the kids. “You guys are registered for school already. They expect you in the morning. School starts at 0900 and is out at 1500. Darrel, you’ll be going to Wentworth Elementary. Debby, you’ll go to Kentland High. All the kids living in the village walk to school. Only the farm kids are brought in by school bus. Just check in at the front office and they’ll get you set up. Backpacks. Books. Everything you’ll need. They’ll show you were to go and show you your schedule.”

“I’ll take them there,” Janet advised.

“Can if you want. But they can walk safely there and back. We have no crime in Kentland. The minute a person thinks of committing a crime and starts out, a Peace Keeper zaps him. End of story. No crime.”

“He’s right, Honey,” David confirms. “The bad guys have been transported.”

She just nods, but is determined to escort them to school, at least for their first few days.

That afternoon, with the kids in their rooms enjoying their last day of freedom, Janet queries him about his job. He is assigned the first shift, from 0400 to 1300 hours, so that he will be home when the kids get out of school and home for the evening meal. This is the period of the first milking. He will be learning on the job, rotating from one duty to another until he has the ability of performing most of the duties. He will eventually be a relief worker, filling in for absentees.

She can sense that he is not very enthused about either the town or his new job.


Chapter Eight

Not a city, town or community in the United States is the same one month into the occupation. The same can be said for most of the world. After assuring that all possible resistence was dealt with, the next concern of the Peace Keepers was providing food and medicine to the masses, something challenging in the many underdeveloped areas of the world. There was now food enough for all; it simply had not been getting to those in greatest need. Much was wasted. They quickly remedied that. With the world’s population already greatly reduced, there was a surplus of food.

Those souls that could serve no purpose on earth were transported. Others would be brought back to health to once again be useful. Those in the medical field were given crash courses on advanced medical techniques, using new medicines, techniques and medical equipment provided by the Peace Keepers. Most earth medications were altered to be more effective; new medicines were provided to cure difficult diseases. Ineffective drugs were discontinued. Once people were again healthy enough to work, they were assigned jobs, suitable for their abilities, often requiring relocation.

Many areas of the earth were considered unsuitable for supporting human life. They were abandoned for the time being. Those who had been trying to scratch out a living in such inhospitable areas where relocated, for there were many unpopulated areas suitable for supporting life. New technology was making them inhabitable. They were beginning to be populated. It was slow process, for it was the humans who were doing the work under the supervision of the Peace Keepers, with tools and equipment best suited for the various tasks.

By alien standards, more than half of earth’s manufacturing was devoted to things humans really didn’t need. Existing factories dedicated to the manufacturing trivial items were refurbished for the manufacture of things earthlings truly needed, not what they thought they needed or simply wanted.

Priority was on worldwide standardization in manufacturing. There would be one model for any item, designed for the greatest durability and efficiency in use, often incorporating innovations provided by the aliens. For any given item, all parts would be interchangeable, no matter where it was manufactured. Durability and reliability were stressed. With time, all outdated and outmoded items would be replaced, all using clean energy through innovations provided by their occupiers.

Logging was severely restricted. As both aluminum and iron were plentiful on the earth, new small structures were framed with aluminum, larger structures with steel. As the demands for petroleum as fuel diminished, plastics would be more extensively used in construction. Unwanted structures were not simply demolished; they were salvaged for reusable materials. Glass was reformulated to be resistant to fracture, while at the same time having the ability to reduce thermal transition and block harmful solar rays.

As soon as one habitat was vacated either by relocation or transporting, another family would be moved in, one assigned to work in that area. As populations dwindled the world over, cities were being emptied to vacated suburban and rural area dwellings. Eventually, only those working in the remaining city facilities will live there. Numerous factories around the world were retooled to build the electricity generating solar roof panels and power storage units using alien technology and earth materials. Eventually, every habitat would generate its power, heating and cooling needs from the sun.

Structures needing more energy would be powered by the nitrogen generators, now being duplicated in retooled factories.

The grand plan was to eventually eliminate all electrical power lines. Wire would be recycled. Utility poles would be milled for dimension lumber, reducing the need for cutting down forests.

Most automotive plants were being geared to manufacture the alien designed nitrogen-powered engines, a more sophisticated and more efficient version of the latest nitrogen engines that earth had started manufacturing in small numbers. There will one standard size for the few needed passenger vehicles, other sizes for trucks and farm equipment.

And there was always the promise of more innovations to come, but first, humanity had to be stabilized.

Due to the drastic reduction of employees in the Compound, less than half the original number, the Army camp closed the dormitories. Those few soldiers not transported were moved into the village to occupy one of the apartment complexes. Except for the farmers, their families and the full-time farm hands, all now have their meals in the dining hall. There are enough vacated apartments for everyone, but the farmers chose to stay in their homes on the farms.

At Tabitha’s request (for it seemed she still had some clout), Donna is given the one-bedroom apartment across the hall from her. They have bonded, forming a close relationship. They work together, dine together, and spend most of their off-duty time together - most often in the company of their new ex-soldier boyfriends.

Daniel is aware of the relationships, that the men are often spending the night with the two women. It would have been a serious infraction of corporation law, but now he just didn’t care. If they are happy - and it doesn’t affect their performance - he’s happy for them. And the Peace Keepers haven’t put a stop to it, nor did they didn’t interfere with the numerous late night comings and goings throughout the apartment complexes.

The young man, who Daniel still refers to as ‘Tabitha’s man,’ had been a buck sergeant and a military policeman, assigned the boring duty of circling the perimeter road at least twice an hour, carefully not establishing a time table that would-be intruders might use to gain access. The fact was, the 6,000 acre compound was off the main road; few would stumble across it. Locals avoided the area. Rumors were rampant as to what was going on inside, and all were bad. Nobody wanted to enter, or for that matter, even get close. The fence even kept out all but the smallest critters and birds.

His name is Victor Wells. Now a civilian, he is still serving as security, working three 12-hour shifts in three days, then three days off. He was now working day watch, 0800 to 2000 hours. When on duty, he can have early breakfast with Tabitha, for they both start duties at the same time, then have a late diner with her. Even though he is seven years younger than Tabitha, there appears to be little difference in their age when seen together. Like most military, he has kept himself in good condition, quite muscular. Darkly handsome, he is a contrast to the fair skin and blonde hair of Tabitha. And much taller.

Donna’s man works the same shift, but has different days off. Still, the four can spend late evenings together and all will occasionally have the same days off. His name is Bill Reilly, also an ex-sergeant and close friend of Victor. Like Victor, he is well built and quick on his feet. Not as handsome as his buddy, he is still an attractive young man, being two years younger than him. Both no longer wear their Army uniforms and gear, but wear the same khaki shirt and pants as the civilians. The only difference is the word ‘SECURITY’ blazoned in large letters on the back of their shirts, and they wear a black armband with white ‘SECURITY’ letters.

Even though the Camp has been shut down, those soldiers selected to remain in The Compound were still government employees, designated as Security. On duty, they wear a utility belt with radio, plastic ties and a stun gun. The gun is non-lethal, provided by the Peace Keepers, and will harmlessly incapacitate a suspect for a minute or two, long enough to secure a suspect. The range seems to be limited only by how far away they can see a suspect and set the bright red aiming beam on the intended target. Neither man has had occasion to use them. The radio communicates only with the nearest Peace Keepers; they are never out of radio range as long as they are inside the compound. When off duty, they change to the normal civilian clothes. Neither Daniel nor their captors care what they wear off duty. As a test, one daring ex-soldier stripped naked and walked by a Peace Keeper; it paid no attention.

As having the most seniority of those military selected to remain, Victor Wells was designated as head of the security detail, still taking orders from the government - which never conflicted with instruction from the Peace Keepers. They were essentially the law enforcement for the compound.

Since the Peace Keepers took over, no one has been able to leave without their permission. The occasional visits to San Antonio came to an abrupt stop. No outsiders are allowed inside the compound. There are few deliveries from outside, but those that did come are stopped at the gate. The driver remains at the gate house while security drives the truck inside and delivers the goods, returning the empty truck to the civilian driver. Most equipment and supplies were provided by the aliens, delivered by space ship.

The Peace Keepers can come and go at will. No one knows where the local space ship is located when it is not on the grounds. Most of the day-o-day orders relating to security come from a Peace Keeper, apparently coordinated with the other androids.

The work schedule of their men works well with for Tabitha and Donna, for they can still take their long walks through the woods and can still be at the dining hall when their men get off.

Tabitha and Donna go to the dining hall early. Both their beaus are still on duty. They just have coffee as they wait.

Both have something on their minds. It is Donna who first gets serious. “Bill wants to move in with me,” she blurts. “He wants us to live together.”

Tabitha just laughs nervously. “Vic, too. They must have planned it together. What did you say?”

“What do you think? He’s there most of the time, anyway. How about you?”

She shakes her head. “I need more time. I think I love him, but how can I be sure? Nothing is normal anymore. Anyway, I stalled him by saying I didn’t know if it would be allowed.”

“Good God, Girl!” Donna exclaims in frustration. “Nobody gives a rip anymore! Live it up while you can! So what if you don’t ‘love’ him. Do you like him enough to shack up?”

“Yeah, I think I’d like that. But if it didn’t work out after a while - well, I hate breakups.”

A food server approaches the table, two coffee pots in hand. “Refills?” he asks.

Both nod and hold off on their conversation while he refills their cups, remembering who drank decaf and who regular. Everybody was a return customer here.

Donna continues once the server is out of earshot. “You know our time is limited here,” she speaks softly, but earnestly. “There will be the time we will be reassigned . . . Or transported. Who knows what after that? Our lives could be short . Live it while you can.”

“You’re right, of course. Now is not the time to be picky.”

Donna leans forward, speaking even softer. “Look, both have their own apartments. They will still have them. If either of us get tired of them, we’ll just kick them out; they’ll have a place to go.” When Tabitha doesn’t respond, she commands, “So just do it! Tell him tonight!”

“It would be kind of nice, always waking up with him beside me.”

“And getting that morning quicky,” Donna adds with a grin. “But take advantage of it now. Some day they’ll be rotated to night shift. We’ll have early dinner with them, then have to sleep alone three out of every six days. We can have breakfast together, then of to work - and them to bed.”

“You’re right. If he asks again, I’ll say yes,” she said with sincerity.

“If?’ Donna exclaims. “I’ll bet you he asks again tonight.”

“OK. But you stay out of it. It’s between me and Vic. No coaxing.”

“Deal.”

After a few drinks at The Tavern, the two couples go their own way. At Vic’s suggestion, they go to her apartment, as they both like to have an intermission on the deck, enjoying the night air and the view. His view is of another apartment building.

“So have you given it any thought?” he finally asks.

She knows what he means, but replies, “About what?”

“Come on, Girl! About us living together.”

“I have.”

“So what do you say? You know I’m crazy about you! I love you so much. I would ask you to marry me if there was still such an arrangement.”

“I know. And I love you, too.”

“I’ve been patient,” he reminds her. “I’ve given you plenty of time to make up your mind. I promise you . . .”

“Yes!” she interrupts.

“Yes!” he echoes, jumping up from the lounge and pulling her up to embrace her tightly, kissing her tenderly, then more urgently. “You won’t be sorry, Baby. I’ll treat you good. Like a queen!”

“Just treat me like you have, and I’ll be happy. That means no other women.”

He made the two finger boy scout sign. “I haven’t even looked at another woman since I met you!”

“Nor I another man. But there’s one other thing.”

“You name it.”

“We continue safe sex. A pregnancy could mean transporting for me.”

They retire to the bedroom to celebrate their union, then make plans for him to move his personal gear in the day after tomorrow, his next day off.

Two days after Vic moved in with Tabitha, Bill has his first day off and moves in with Donna.

Baker (now officially Chairman Baker) soon realized that he was little more than a figure head, at least for the time being. He and his Cabinet are given the task of filling governmental positions under the new structure of a world government, in which the United States of America ceased to exist. It is now divided into two countries: the states east of the Mississippi River, including Wisconsin, now comprise East America; the states west of the Mississippi, including Minnesota, are now West America. The City of Washington, D.C. is now Columbia, the Capital of East America. The City of Denver, Colorado is now Denver, the Capital of West America.

Baker is the Chairman of East America, a position he would hold until the aliens leave, and the procedure for elections by the people has been implemented. Thomas Ryan, one of Baker’s cabinet, was reassigned and placed in the position of Chairman of West America, doing the same organizing for his area that Bake has been doing for own. Under the Universal Council’s restructuring of the world, both are independent countries.

New York City (Now only that area covering Manhattan Island) is now the Capital of the World. The old United Nations building is the Headquarters.

Unknown to him until just lately, Ryan had been busy organizing the government of West America for some time. Humanoid 99 prohibited the two men from comparing notes, advising each new chairman that they could coordinate only through the Peace Keeper assign to them.

Baker was beginning to understand the past growing frustration of the people, only able to vote for the individuals selected by the powers that be. That was one of the major problems of the past, only now it was the aliens rather than the privileged class doing the dictating. He can only make his own appointments from a short list provided by the aliens. Most of names were persons unknown to him, but he quickly realizes that all men and women on the list, for any position, are fully qualified. Not the case in the past. He also realizes that with the power brokers influencing Washington a thing of the past, greed for money and lust for power are no longer issues. He can be assured that each candidate is honest and dedicated; the Peace Keepers would have eliminated any with a hidden agenda, for nothing can be hidden from them. He also notes that each list contains an equal number of males and females.

He got the message; his Cabinet now consists of five men and five women, with him selecting a woman to fill Ryan’s vacated seat. AS Chairman, he makes the eleventh member.

For now, the only task of each newly established office, department or agency is to train employees in the various positions. It is the various Peace Keepers who are supervising the government employees as they continue the necessary day-to-day operations of the various departments and agencies. By the time the aliens will allow them to begin taking control, (under their guidance, of course), they will be able to do so efficiently.

What was happening in East America and West America is being duplicated in every country in the world. It is becoming apparent that the national and local established boundaries will, in the new world, simply be a means of designating geographical areas. All would be citizens of the world. Every large nation is being divided into more manageable sizes, much like they did with the United States. Very small bordering countries are combined into one new, larger nation. Existing borders are often altered to follow more logically the geology of the land, such as rivers, bodies of water or mountain ranges.

The Universal Council had quickly realized that Earthlings had two main problems: the delegation of people into class levels in almost every aspect of life, and the great number of different religions that divided the people and often radicalized their lives. And they have two remedies for the problem: rehabilitate their religious beliefs to be in harmony with all others religions, bonded in brotherly love and the belief that all people were equal - and to transport those unable to adjust.

The impact is the greatest in the middle east, where differences in religious beliefs had fostered civil wars that had festered for centuries. More often than not, transporting is the only solution, often with entire regions left almost abandoned. The message from the aliens is clear: worship whatever or whoever you wish, but do not try to force others to think the same. Love whatever God you choose, but also love your fellow man. Violence has no place in religion and will not be tolerated.

By creating a global communal arrangement, they have eliminated all of the world’s money, widely recognized as the root of all greed and evil. No one person can profit from the labors of other persons. All have jobs suitable to their abilities; all received an equal reward of sustenance. If you don’t work, you don’t eat. If hunger doesn’t eliminate laziness, transport will.

That have also eliminated the power and influence of the religious leaders of the world, where religion had been dwindling in many countries long before the arrival of the aliens. Where a religious guide met the standards set by the aliens, he or she could continue as a spiritual leader, but only at a local level. The vast bureaucracies of major religions are broken up. Each remaining house of worship serves a local community with a local leader for conducting services having the central theme of universal love. Attendance continues to drop.

Baker has long since ceased to try to outwit 99; it was hopeless. Not only can it read his mind, and the minds of every other human around it, that information is apparently instantly known by every other Humanoid, as well as by the Universal Council. The memory capacity of each of the machines appears to be limitless. He wouldn’t be surprised if each ‘droid held the accumulated knowledge of the world, for each could instantly answer even the most technical of questions. And he is quick to point out when mankind’s version of knowledge is wrong.

Baker’s knowledge of the intent of the Universal Council to drastically reduce Earth’s population is tormenting him. Not only is there nothing he can do about it, he can’t even tell others; the minute he tried, he would be transported. Even if he managed a method to warn the world without 99 being aware, they had cut off all communication with the rest of the world. He suspected the same is being done throughout the world. He now knows the procedure the Peace Keepers are using to reduce the World’s population, transporting those humans deemed least desirable. He suspects that this means extermination for some, for why would such a superior race of beings want our rejects? Slave labor? Body parts? Or maybe human beings were considered a delicacy on the Universe’s menu. He was certain that he isn’t the only one who has such doubts, but nobody is going to talk about it.

At one point in his political career, having the party nomination for the presidency was his dream, but that dream faded with time. Being talked into running for vice president, and winning, he had a brief period of hope that being second in command might lead to the top office. He soon discovered that it would never happen; the powers that pulled the strings were already behind another man for the next nomination. After his term of office was over, the best he could hope for was to run again for a Senate seat or an appointment as a department head.

How long he will serve as Chairman of East America is unknown. No time frame has been established. He is just another puppet, this time for the aliens instead of the wealthy privileged class. He feels like the unhappy little child who wants to run away, but can’t do anything more than walk around the block, being prohibited by his parents to cross a street. He doubts that 99 will ever let him out of his sight. At any time, he could be transported and another puppet put in his place. More and more, instead of feeling he is a part of a glorious program which will save mankind, he is feeling that he is a part of their demise.

Humanoid 99 surely knows how he is feeling. Might that be grounds for him being replaced? He is so demoralized, he really doesn’t care. Maybe being transported may be a better way go.

So far, 99 has said nothing to him about his attitude.

Charles and Tabitha asked Daniel for a private meeting, advising him it would be just the three of them.

“So, what’s on your minds?” he asks once they settle into chairs in his office, all facing one another.

Charles glances at Tabitha, who nods for him to begin. “As you know, right here on the compound there has been a lot of so called ‘transporting’, which the Peace Keepers say are relocating people to other locations. It’s supposed to be part of decentralizing population centers, spreading out humanity.”

Daniel simply nods.

Charles continues. “Look, we’ve known for some time now that the problem with climate change, the warming of the atmosphere and its pollution is caused by the activities of mankind. We try to blame it on the burning of coal, oil and natural gas for electricity; the burning of petroleum for transportation and air conditioning; the excessive number of farm animals for food, and their methane gas passing; the deforestation which is reducing the number of trees to clean carbon dioxide from the air and producing oxygen; human waste products making their way into the oceans, reducing their ability to create oxygen. But the bottom line is there were just too many people.”

Here he pauses, knowing he isn’t telling Daniel anything he doesn’t already know. “So the logical step in reducing the negative effects - is to reduce the population. I think . . . “ he says, then corrects himself. “We think that what they are leading us to believe isn’t the complete truth. We think that reducing the population is an integral part of their solution. While they claim they cannot lie, and that they are programed not to harm humans, we suspect both are lies. They can lie, and they are lying. And they are harming people.”

“What makes you think that?” Daniel asks.

“Two things,” he continues. “First, remember the four soldiers who resisted and were transported? Their clothing and weapons were left behind. Others who were transported disappeared, clothing and all.”

“So?”

Tabitha answers. “So there are apparently two types of transporting. At first, we suspected that those who resisted were simply dissolved. Evaporated, leaving only their clothes and such. Their molecules sent into the universe. We think hey were killed.; all living cells just vaporized. Probably the same for those they deemed imperfect and incurable. And those who disappeared clothes and all were actually being transported to another place. Maybe here on earth. Maybe to one of the orbit spaceships. Maybe to another world.”

“Then,” Charles takes over, “we began looking at the people being transported. It appeared that the strong, young and healthy were being transported with what they were wearing; while it was the resisters, and the older, weaker people who disappeared leaving clothing behind. We have come to the conclusion - merely suspicion at this point - that the stronger are be sent to other worlds as labor, and that the weaker are terminated. Apparently, the force they are using to kill only destroys living tissue, while the force they use to transport will transport both living matter and solid matter.”

Daniel looks at Tabitha. “Do you concur with this?”

She nods.

“Well, that makes three. So do I. And so does Sherry.” He pauses for a moment, then asks, “Have you discussed your theory with anyone else?”

Tabitha shakes her head. Charles answers for both of them. “No. It would just alarm others. And we can’t be sure.”

“How about your wife?”

“No. Carol couldn’t keep a secret if her life depended on it.”

“Good. For now, let’s keep it a theory among the four of us,” he advises, then adds, “And 37. I’m pretty sure he knows our suspicion, and that puts us on dangerous grounds.” He looks out the office window at the back of 37, standing as if on guard. “Don’t you, 37?”

He sees no reaction of the ‘droid, and continues, “Anyway, even if what we think is the truth, there is nothing we can do about it. The minute we start planning any kind of rebellion, we would be dead meat. Same if we stop cooperating. And we could be wrong. There just might be two ways of transporting a human from one place to another. And we could even have it backwards; maybe they see the strong as a threat and the weaker as passive.”

Both Daniel and Charles are in a position to see 37 standing outside. Tabitha has her back to it, and resists the urge to look back over her shoulder.

Daniel continues, more for 37 than for them, trying to be sincere in what he is saying. “At any rate, they are the saviors. They have come to save the Earth from the follies of mankind. How they do it - well, that’s up to them. We have no say in the matter. We should just be glad they are here and hope that they do what they say they will do.”

“I agree,” responds Charles, again for the benefit of the ‘droid standing just outside, and yet acknowledging their situation. “There is nothing we can do about it. Whatever world they leave us is better then the destruction we faced.”

All realize they are fooling 37; it knows exactly what they are thinking. They also know that it knows they realize they can do nothing about their fears. As long as they don’t form an intent to take some kind of action against the Universal Council and its Peace Keepers, they can fell however they feel.

Daniel knows it is best to change the subject. “So Tab, how’s the love life?”

She blushes, but is glad for the diversion.

“Great,” she replies. “He’s asked me to marry him.”

“And?” he urges her to continue.

“I told him no. For one thing, we haven’t known each other long enough to make a lifelong decision.”

“Life may not be as long as you think,” interjects Charles. “Make hay while the sun shines.”

“Charles,” Daniel advises with a grin. “They are making hay!”

“You know what I mean,” he grumbles.

“Anyway,” Tabitha reminds them. “We no longer have a chaplain. He was transported. There’s no way we can get married.”

“Have you even asked one of the ‘droids if it’s possible?”

“No. I told him we will just live as if we were married. That’s a serious commitment. With time, things might change. We can make the decision then.”

“Smart girl.” Daniel is hesitant to ask, but does anyway. “How’s the situation with Donna and her beau, Reilly?”

“Bill. Bill Reilly. They’re doing fine.” She is obviously reluctant to talk about them.

“Well, if they don’t know by now, both I and the ‘droids have no objections. However, keep this in mind: if a woman starts sleeping around, they may see her as undesirable and transport her.”

She doesn’t respond, and there is a moment of awkward silence which Daniel finally breaks. “But just one other thing. You know the ‘droids can read your minds. I want everybody to start trying to communicate with them without speaking. Think your questions. And why I’m ordering that, is so everybody will fully realize they know every thought we have. That might make them more cautious of what they think.”

“Gotcha, Boss,” Charles acknowledges for all.

“Back to work.”

As the environmental scientists warned over the last four decades, the earth’s atmosphere had begun to make chemical changes as more and more noxious gases were being released by the activities of some ten billion souls. While many people thought that the basic problem was the increasing percentage of carbon dioxide and the decreasing percentage of oxygen, the real danger was from the other heavier gases that stayed in the lower atmosphere. Some were from emissions, but most were chemical reactions between the gases incited by the increasing heat. Long before the atmosphere was depleted of oxygen to the point of suffocation, or poisoned by excessive carbon dioxide, all human life would die of other chemical poisoning.

There had been two persistent schools of thoughts from the world governments: one was that over a long period of time (time that varied from 30 years to a hundred years) all would perish from lack of oxygen; the other was that as the population was being dramatically reduced, so would the activities causing the pollution. After perhaps half of humanity died, the air would start clearing, allowing the other half to survive.

The warnings given by the scientific organizations at the 1997 Kyoto meeting were true: if mankind didn’t start making significant reductions in the emission of the various ‘greenhouse’ gases, there would be a point of no return, a point where nothing they could do would reverse the chemical changes in the atmosphere. Mankind had passed that point. Hundreds of millions were already dying each year, mostly in the densely overpopulated urban centers around the world, with most of the victims being the weakest: the elderly; the very young; the ill. While there were no safe zones, people living in remote areas with low populations and people living at high altitudes were suffering less. Healthy teenagers and young-to-middle-age adults in the country were not yet feeling the effect of pollution.

But now they had their saviors - the Peace Keepers. They would save the world. Their sudden appearance was alarming and overwhelming. The military were quickly neutralized, as were local law enforcement agencies. Governments were disbursed. Communication was controlled by the aliens. No one knew what was happening in other parts of the world, save but what the Universal Council wanted them to hear. All humans could do was hope that the aliens would save the world, then leave as they promised.

However, they never said how they would save mankind.

Or when they would leave.


Chapter Nine

Those living in Kentland, Indiana, a small farming community whose very existence was to provide for the needs of the numerous surrounding farmers, tried to continue their pastoral life styles as if nothing had happened. In fact, other than the fact that their small local government has been taken over by a small platoon of Peace Keepers without violence - and the notable loss of some citizens followed by an influx of new citizens - little has changed.

They were led to believe (or chose to believe) that those of their neighbors who disappeared were simply transported to other parts of the county where they were needed. Most that were in a position of leadership, including peace officers, were replaced by the Peace Keepers. For many who were living frugal life styles out of necessity, often struggling financially, the change to a communal form of society has been a blessing. For the privileged few who were living privileged life styles, the change is devastating.

Families have been kept together, with the man being considered the provider. He is assured a job that meets the needs of the family. And the key word is ‘needs’, not ‘wants.’ The woman is considered to be the nurturer, providing the home and meals for the others, and raising the children. If the husbands’ job goes away, he quickly is assigned another. Schooling of the children continues.

Houses suddenly vacated are gradually being occupied by families relocated to the village by the aliens. In true country fashion, the new comers are warmly welcomed. The attempt to continue their way of life is often bordering on desperation, but most are adjusting to the changes. Those among them who are chosen to take the lead (with a Peace Keeper advisor at his side), assures the people that the Peace Keepers will leave them with a pristine world. Patience is urged.

David and Janet Davies are quickly adjusting to the dramatic changes in their lives. They have settled in, resigned to what may be a long wait for the world to get back to normal - whatever that may be after the aliens leave. There is yet no way for him to call his brother Daniel in Texas; their twice monthly telephone visits are initiated by his brother and are limited in time as well as what they discussed. David is well aware that his brother’s ‘droid, number 37, will be listening in. However, they are soon aware that neither of them know what is really going on in the country, much less in the world.

It is Sunday evening, and David sits with his phone in his hand, expecting Daniel’s call. He answers before the second ring.

“Hey, Dave,” Daniel’s voice comes over clearly, “How’s it hanging?”

“Hey, Dan. I’m putting you on speaker. Janet and the kids are here.”

“Same here. Sherry’s here.”

“Hi, Dan,” Sherry says louder than necessary, “Hi, Janet, kids.”

The women dominated the conversation, mostly about how Debby and Darrel are doing in school. Sherry also has a lot of questions for the kids.

When there is a pause in the conversation, Daniel’s voice comes over the speaker. “How would you guys like to move here to the Hill Country?”

“What do you mean?” David asks.

“Don’t get excited, but I’m working on getting you assigned to my team here in the compound. That is, if you’re interested.”

“I don’t know,” Davis casually responds, trying to hide the sudden light surge of adrenalin, “I’m getting to like my cows.”

“Smart ass. But, really, do you think you and the family would prefer the rolling, wooded hills of South Texas as opposed to the flat nothingness of central Indiana?”

David looks over at Janet, who just shrugs, then at the two kids.

Debby, the teenager, nods enthusiastically, “Yes! Yes! This place really sucks!”

Her younger brother, Darrel, says nothing.

“It’s two in favor and two uncommited,” David advises. “But what makes you think you can pull it off?”

“A lot of my people were transported. Their replacements are from all parts of the country. The job I’m lining up calls for expertise that your degree supports. No promises, but I’ll try hard. Think it over. Give me an answer next Sunday.”

“We’d really like to have you and the kids with us,” Sherry chimes in. “It’s beautiful here. And we miss you and worry about you.”

Daniel adds, “And think how long and cold the winters are there.”

“Of course we’ll consider it. But tell me more about that job.”

Between Daniel and Sherry, they give the family a glowing description of life in the compound, trying their best to entice them. By the time their allotted call time is up, they hang up with the feeling that they will accept the invitation.

Now all he has to do is convince humanoid Peace Keeper 37 that David would be the man for the job.

Things are not going so well for many parts of the world, for the global warming has had a dramatic effect on the worlds polar caps, glaciers and high mountain snow packs. The floating Arctic ice has completely melted, with only thin surface-freezing each winter that lasts only a few months. Hugh icebreakers keep the a passage open the year around. In the Antarctic, most floating ice shelves, some as big as Greenland, have melted, allowing grounded ice, hundreds of feet thick to start sliding into the sea. Half of the thick ice pack of Greenland has melted and is not being replace by winter snows. Few glaciers remain. In the Himalayas, melting snow provided water for a vast area having 40% of the world’s occupation. Now rivers almost dry up by midsummer.

Even the seemingly unlimited assets of the Universal Council are overwhelmed. Whether by the magnitude of the need to redistribute populations, or by design, the relentless inundation of land by the seas displaces hundreds of millions.

The world’s oceans have risen 12 feet, inundating coastal areas; higher in some parts of the world. As 40% of the world’s population lives within 40 miles of an ocean or sea, parts of many cities have had to be abandoned. Almost as soon as some coastal cities have built dikes to keep the rising ocean waters from inundating them, each exceptional high time is flowing over them. By the time the Peace Keepers will have begun lowering the heat of the atmosphere, stopping the accelerated melting, Earth’s population will be reduced to some five-to-six billion humans - the aliens’ target. They have to take the aliens’ word for those figures.

Out to sea from the new coastlines, where magnificent cities once gathered people from the surrounding countryside, buildings and skyscrapers thrust out of the waters, like tombstones for humanity. They will remain for centuries before they crumble with time, becoming nothing more than monuments the failures of mankind - and navigation hazards. It will take centuries before sea levels would significantly lower. Glaciers will not reform until the next ice age.

Five years have passed since Tabitha joined the group at the Compound. Not much to their surprise, the Peace Keepers have again changed their function - now to an information center for all West America. Skies are once more clear, the air clean. There is no longer the need for fossil fuel burning for power plants. Almost every home is now self-sufficient, creating all the electrical needs from amazingly simple roof top panels and efficient nitrogen cell units for air conditioning. All communication is wireless. Drinking water is extracted from the air.

Cities have shrunk to a fraction of their original size, with abandoned buildings gradually being dismantled for reusable building materials, their previous occupants long since disbursed to small towns and villages.

Instead of building new communities on precious agriculture land, they were relocated to areas unsuitable for farming or ranching. More areas are being laboriously cleared of all traces of civilization, preparing them for agriculture.

Water is no longer such a precious commodity, for the mountains have heavy snow packs each winter, providing ample melt to feed the rivers all year long. Weather patterns are providing ample rainfall. With less need for well water, water levels of aquifers are gradually rising.

Worldwide communication has been reestablished as the aliens ease up on their isolation tactics. They apparently have nothing more to hide. Governments are running efficiently, all centrally coordinated with New York City, the Capital of the World. A majority of the Peace Keepers have been removed from the streets, supplemented by civilian peace officers, all designated as World Peace Officers. Those androids remaining are apparently able to maintain thought control.

There are no military organizations.

There is no longer such an thing as a corporation. All businesses are small and run by the local government. From the top managers down to the trainee, salaries vary only by a small percentage. All earn enough to live comfortably on the credit they earned, for there is still no legal tender. All transactions are conducted by computer, with each citizen have a ‘credit chip’ implanted in their right palm, between the thump and finger. Each person is provided shelter, clothing and sustenance according to his or her needs. There is an allotment for entertainment, recreation and personal interests.

There is no poverty. There is no wealth. The rule is: share and share alike. There are no beggars, homeless nor lazy, for every able-bodied man and woman knows that the consequences of not preforming assigned duties are severe: transporting. Humanity still does not know the fate of those who have been transported, never to be seen or heard from again, but all recognize that while it is not a desirable thing, it is necessary.

While there is little crime, almost all crimes that do occur are crimes of passion, for mankind has not yet controlled its savage tendencies. Most potential incidences were curtailed by a Peace Keeper, often sensing the passion before the person acts, suddenly appearing where needed. Instances of violent crime are rare, for the penalties are swift and severe. Apprehension is a given, and justice is sure. There are no criminal courts; a Peace Keeper immediately knows all the circumstances leading up to the crime, the actions taken and the violators’ intent. All know: if you commit a crime, you pay the price. That price is transportation, often in public view as an example.

As a result of healthier diets, more physical activity, and better health care, life expectancies for both man and women are increasing and becoming more equal. It is becoming more common to see people in their eighties still active, although probably not by choice.

More and more, the Peace Keepers are turning control over to the people, keeping a low profile. The number of Peace Keepers continue to dwindle, replaced with human peace keepers armed with non-lethal weapons that are seldom used. Only the occasional mentally disturbed individual becomes a problem; the peace officers quickly stun him into submission with no lingering harm. Drunkenness and family disturbances are still an occasional problem, but most people are afraid to step out of line. It is the remaining Peace Keepers who judge the future of anyone taken into custody. ‘Relocation for treatment’ is most often the judicial decision, sometimes temporary, sometimes permanent.

All the landed spaceships have long since left; replaced by strategically placed transport chambers for the delivery of material and supplies. The number of alien ships in orbit has been drastically reduced. And more and more, local governments are learning (primarily due to less censuring Peace Keepers) more about conditions in the other parts of the world. While peace and modest prosperity reigned worldwide, entire populations no longer exist. And not all civilizations have attained the standard of living of the industrialized nations, such as the Americas. But all have improved. Primitive tribes from areas in African countries, Indonesia and Australia can no longer be found. Entire areas where civil war had become a way of life are deserted, the people moved to other areas - or simply unaccounted for. Areas where the environment was hostile to human life are likewise abandoned.

All this was accounted for by the necessity of reducing the world’s population. The least desirable of humans had to be culled if the world was to survive. Despite the Universal Council’s insistence that all had been transported to other worlds where they were thriving, the growing feeling was that they had simply been disintegrated. This growing train of thought was not alarming; the survivors were living well and the world was beginning to clean itself, little by little; few cared about the past.

Even though the Peace Keepers have removed any restriction on human reproduction and longer life expectancy, the population of the world seems to have remained static since stabilizing. Able young couples were being recruited to colonize newly discovered earth-like planets, tempted by documentaries showing the beautiful new worlds, ideally suited for human habitation. Many were signing up, to be taken by spaceship to their new homes.

The Peace Keepers are careful to avoid using the word ‘transported’ in their recruiting efforts.

The five-year anniversary of the aliens’ arrival came and passed with few taking notice.

Life in rural Kentland, Indiana had returned to much as it had been before the occupation. Being a small town serving the surrounding farmers’ and ranchers’ needs, they had become a close-knit community. By their bringing-up, they were docile in nature and had a strong social bonding. Accustomed to what would have seemed a lower-class standard of living, they actually lived better than most of the dwindling middle-class of America. And there was no poverty. The town took care of its own, wanting no outside interference.

Thus the changes dictated by the Universal Council and enforced by the Peace Keepers were not all that different from the way they were accustomed of living. And they were one of the communities to first notice the reduction of Peace Keepers and the reorganization of civilian peace keepers, once being the local Sheriff’s Office, working out of Kentland, the county seat.

In the past, the youths left town as soon as they were old enough, seeking a more exciting life in the big cities. Others left for college with few returning. So Kentland’s population remained fairly static. Now, unable to leave, disgruntled youths often acted out and got their wish. They were transported. While the town’s population had always been predominately older, the Peace Keepers were bringing in younger people, mostly couples with children to balance out the population. David and Janet Davies are typical of the “new blood.”

Debby is now 19, a very pretty and outgoing girl, popular with the school boys. She graduated somewhere in the middle of her class (only 19 in number), deciding college was not for her. She was given a job in the cheese plant at the dairy where her father worked. She has a boyfriend, and lover, whom she wants to marry, but they have yet to obtain the necessary permission.

Her little brother, now 16, is no longer ‘nerdy’ and is popular in high school. Soccer has become the local sport; he is the captain of their small team. He is getting good grades and was counseled to attend college, which offers free room and board. There is no tuition. They suggested that he major in animal husbandry. If he completed his studies, he would eventually have his own ranch. There aren’t a lot of girls his age, yet he has managed to date most of them, never getting serious about any one girl.

Before the family would be separated, David desperately wanted them to be relocated to the Compound in Texas, but his brother, Daniel, had not yet been able to arrange it. The Peace Keepers had assigned them to Kentland, and there they would stay until they were given permission to leave. It is not possible to simply load up the old sedan provided them and drive to Texas. The first Peace Keeper to spot them would stop them and return them to Kentland - or worse.

The county clerk they had to deal with at the courthouse was sympathetic, but it wasn’t up to him. The same with Debby and Eddie Campbell, her fiancé, regarding their getting a marriage license. The excuse given the couple: they were too young. David is given no reason for the inaction on his request to relocate.

Occasionally, he and Janet would discuss their situation, usually after one of their Sunday phone calls to Daniel, but more often it is a subject they avoided.

David sits back on the sofa in the parlor, taking in a deep breath and letting it out slowly, his head back, staring at the ceiling. They had just hung up with Daniel, and the two teenagers quickly went to their rooms.

Janet scoots closer to him and snuggles to his chest. “Sounds like they’re doing fine,” she lamely offers, knowing his frustration. Daniel still did not have any encouraging news.

“Yeah, suppose so,” he responds, putting his arm around her and planting a kiss on her forehead. “Some time I think it’s never going to happen.”

She knows he is referring to their relocation request. “I know,” she soothes, “but we have it pretty good here. I’m getting to like it. And the people are great. Everybody helps everybody else. I like that.”

“The winters suck,” he grumbles.

“Yeah, but the springs are great,” she counters.

“And the summers are too hot and humid!”

“But then there’s fall and all the beautiful colors of changing leaves. It all balances out.”

“You don’t have to be out in it like I do.”

She doesn’t respond.

“Sorry, Homey,” he quickly apologizes. “I didn’t mean that you don’t have a hard job. Besides taking care of the kids, house cleaning and cooking, there’s all the gardening - which I know I don’t help with often enough - and the food processing. Canning, preserves, freezing.”

She doesn’t look up at him, but is smiling.

“Any way,” he continues, “Kentland is kind of nice. Laid back. Almost like going back to the early 1900s. Hell, most of these houses are over a hundred years old, but they’ve all been well cared for. Built to last. You don’t see abandoned houses. A couple of gas stations, yes. And the old fuel oil depot. Most of these places were built with oil furnaces.”

“I think of as quaint. I’m getting to like it here. We’ve made so many friends,” she paused for a while, then looked up at him. “Honey, I’m not sure I want to leave here.”

He sits up, pulling his arm free, obviously upset. “You’ve always said you want to leave. What’s changed your mind?”

“Time, I guess. The longer we’re here and the more friends we make - well, I’m just not so hot for the change.”

“What about the kids. They want out.”

“They’d also want out of the Compound,” she quickly advises. “Besides, they’re going to be on their own soon. Debby is already considered an adult. Both could go off to college in Indianapolis, if they wanted.”

David bent forward, elbows on his knees, staring at the braided throw rug at his feet - one that Janet had made. He is silent for so long, she nudges him.

“You OK?” she asks.

He nods. “So what do you want me to tell Danny?”

“Let’s just see what happens. They may never let us leave,” she earnestly pleads. “If the opportunity arises . . . well, I’ll do whatever you want. Promise.”

He sits back and takes her into his arms, holding her tight. “You’re right, Babe. Let’s not worry about something that may never happen. Kentland’s OK. I can think of a lot worse places.”

They sit in embrace for a long time, their reverie broken only by Darrel’s voice blaring, “Mommmm!” They can hear Debby saying something to him, but they can’t make it out.”

“Whose turn is it to kill them?” David asks with a sour grimace.

Life in the compound is also becoming routine. Tabitha and Victor finally received permission to marry. As leader of the project, Daniel was given the power to civilly unite couples, which constituted a legal marriage. Victor is responsible for the ongoing security of the Compound. The two share governing of The Compound.

Donna and her boyfriend Bill broke up just months after he moved in. Since then, she has had three boyfriends; none lasting long. Daniel had to counsel her about getting a reputation of sleeping around, one that might cause the Peace Keepers to transport her. She promised to be discrete, but was warned that their captors knew everything she was doing, even behind closed doors

Christmas is just a week off. The rainy season is about over and the temperature at night often drops below freezing. Most are looking forward to the first snow, just for a change. The fall colors have passed, with just a few brown leaves stubbornly hanging fast, leaving the surrounding forests dominated by the dark green of the oaks, with touches of brighter green from pine. They know that snow falls are infrequent and the snow doesn’t last long. There had been little but a dusting of snow for the past two winters; the climate was just too mild. But temperatures worldwide were slowly, very slowly, falling. Maybe this year they would get a good snowfall.

Two days before Christmas, they have visitors.

It is mid-afternoon, and Daniel has called for a break. He and 37 are the only two still in the building. Two strangers enter the computer building. He has never seen them before. His first reflex is to look at 37 for its reaction. There is none.

Daniel assumes the ‘droids have arranged the visit and relaxes.

Both are in their fifties and carry themselves with the poise that suggests they are ex-military. Both are dressed like mailmen. Both wear gray caps with ear flaps. The caps were common for cold weather, but it is the eyeglasses they wear that seem strange. Both wear strange-looking heavy framed eye glasses.

Gathering his composure, Daniel asks. “Can I help you?”

The taller of them raises a warning finger across his lips, pointing to 37, then brings out a stack of index cards. He writes, then holds the first out for him to read. “Don’t speak. We will communicate in writing.”

The other man hands him a similar cap, motioning him to put it on. Then similar glasses. Daniel complies. They are very heavy and awkward, but soon he is adorned just like the two.

Daniel almost responds verbally, but stops as the second man also signals him to be silent. Neither look menacing.

The second card reads “I am Colonel Wright. My companion is Colonel Pennington.”

The next card reads “With the cap and glasses, your brain waves are blocked. The Peace Keepers cannot read your mind. They will pay no attention to you.”

Daniel looks at 37 standing twenty feet way, facing them. He is bewildered by all this and, as a test, mentally asks, “37, what time is it?” There is no response from the android.

The next card reads “We represent an underground military force dedicated to drive out the Peace Keepers. By force.”

Daniel grabs a note pad off his desk and scribbles, “What do you want from us?”

Another prepared card is shown. “We need your help.”

Daniel motions them to take a seat, then writes, “How can I help?”

Col. Wright hands him the first of the three pages, motioning him to read.

Daniel reads:

If you are reading this letter, you have been selected to be part of a campaign to rid the world of the alien intruders. The cap and glasses shield your thoughts from being read. To a Peace Keeper, it is like you are napping without dreaming. Do not utter a sound. Communicate by motion and writing. As with any military action, some danger is involved. Some may die. If you are willing to take the risk to free mankind from captivity, nod yes.

Daniel looks up at the two men. His thought is not on his role, but concern for his wife and the others who have become so close. Would she be willing to take the risk?

Did he even have the right to make such a request? Then he realizes that as soon as he removes the cap, 37 will be aware of the visit and what transpired; it would immediately deal with the two intruders.

He nods yes.

Wright writes another note, “Can you trust at least three others?”

Daniel again nods yes and is handed the next sheet. He reads the pages slowly, often rereading parts to make sure he understands. He has doubts that such a mission would succeed, but he reads on.

The written message is a brief description of what the two mens’ group has been doing since the invasion. At the start, it quickly became obvious that any resistence was futile. Politicians world wide, accompanied by their military aids, retreated into the underground bunkers that almost every government had built to survive even a nuclear attack. They were sealed with lead to block radiation. All who had knowledge of these bunkers were thus enclosed. When the Peace Keepers didn’t try to dig them out, they realized that the lead lining blocked their thoughts from the Peace Keepers. The bunkers were designed to sustain a specified number of humans for years, initially until the anticipated nuclear winter had subsided.

They used this time to work on devising a way they could travel among the ‘droids without their intent being discovered. After some failures, the developed the cap with flaps and glasses. They were patterned after popular caps worn in cold weather. The caps were lined with lead, the glasses lead rims and leaded glass. They worked and they soon developed other brain shielding devises. As long as they didn’t speak their intent, they could move about freely. To the ‘droids, it was as if they weren’t even there. Thus they were able to start gathering the equipment and material for developing a weapon with which they could attack the orbiting spaceships.

Everything was on a need to know basis, for if one person was suspected to be acting against the aliens, they would bring in reinforcements and start eliminating anyone wearing a similar type cap or device. They also carried a capsule containing a fast acting poison, held in their mouth when they were outside the underground shelter. .Every person involved pledged that they would, if captured, would crush the poison capsule between their teeth. They were willing to die for the cause.

Timing was critical. From this point out, Daniel could not remove the cap. Nor could anyone else who was given a protective cap. It would only be a matter of a few days, or less, when the attack would begin.

Once given a prearranged signal, teams worldwide would begin the termination of the Peace Keepers. Others would have their orders.

From now to the time of attack, anyone having knowledge of the campaign had to wear the cap and glasses continually, even while sleeping. If even one Peace Keeper was able to read the mind of one involved, the entire campaign was in danger, along with anyone wearing the cap and glasses. It had to happen very soon.

Daniel sits back and looks at the two men, his mind absorbing the enormity of the situation. Could he even refuse? Would they kill him if he did, so that he could not divulge their plot? As soon as he took off the cap, 37 would be aware of his new knowledge. It seemed like a do-or-die project.

While trying to decide, one is writing another note and hands it to him. “Hard choice, we know. But we suspect that the billions transported have been destroyed, or made slave labor. Many more millions will meet the same fate. Their intent is evil. They will never leave.”

Col. Wright looks at him with head cocked, obviously waiting for a response, Daniel nods, mentally picking his suicide team: His wife, who he knows will feel as he does; Charles, and by necessity his wife Carol; Wendell; and Tabitha and her husband, Victor, an ex-soldier he knows will want to fight. Six people.

Daniel hurriedly scribbles, ”Six more.”

Wright motions to hold on, and Pennington leaves the building, returning several minutes later with a heavy package. He sets it down at the side of Daniel’s desk.

Another note: “There are eight caps. One extra, just in case.”

Daniel looks down at the box but doesn’t open it. He writes: “Do you want to meet the others?”

Wright just shakes his head and hands him a cellular phone, then another note: “Keep this on and monitored at all times. When you hear ‘Santa Clause is coming to town’ immediately begin setting up your attack. In exactly ten minutes from the time of the message, you will hear “Now. Now. Now.” Immediately begin eliminating your Peace Keepers as fast as possible. Others around the world will be doing the same. It has to be simultaneous. Instantaneous. That’s critical.”

Pennington makes a motion to take back all the hand written notes, then uses the office shredder to destroy them.

They shake hands and leave the building. Daniel sits, staring out of the glass partition of his office at the still form of 37. Then he makes six phone calls.


Chapter Ten

His wife, Sherry, is the first to return to the office. One look at her husband with his weird head piece causes her to burst out in laughter, thinking it is a gag. Before she can say a word, Daniel is on her, placing his hand firmly over her mouth. For a moment, she tries to struggle away, but then sees him urgently bouncing his forefinger on his lips. Only when she ceases her resistence and nods does he release her, but continues to signal for silence. He leads her to his office.

Again signaling for silence, he produces a cap and glasses identical to his. She puts them on, all the while looking questioningly into his eyes. He hands her a note reading ‘Don’t say a word. Wait for the others.’

The others are met at the door with a card reading, “Danger, Don’t say a word. Total silence. I’ll explain.’ The strange cap and glasses tells them something isn’t normal. Daniel is not one who clowns around. Not until all five have arrived does he lead them back to his office.

When they see Sherry wearing the same headgear, they are sure something serious is going on. Each is given one of the caps to put on. Another note reads, ‘Let’s go for a walk.’

They leave the computer center by the back entrance to avoid seeing anyone, or more important, avoiding anyone seeing them. They are soon in the woods, following a narrow path deeper into the woods. All remain silent. In a small clearing half a mile from the village, Daniel stops and faces them.

“We can talk now. They can’t hear us,” he advises. “Sorry about the drama, but they can’t know what we are about to discuss.”

It is Charles who warns him, “They can probably still read our minds. We don’t really know their range.”

Daniel nods and taps his cap several times, grinning. “That’s what these caps are for. They block their ability to know what we’re thinking or feeling. We can talk without them listening.”

“Where did you get these?” Sherry asks.

“From friends. I’ll explain.”

He quickly tells them about the visit by the two outsiders and the plan, trying to answer all their questions, explaining that he himself doesn’t have all the answers. It is all on a need to know basis.

Wendell is the first to object, cursing, “You committed us without giving us a chance to decide if we wanted to go along with this suicide plan!” He has a few other choice things to say in his anger, spurred by his growing fear.

“And just how could I do that without also telling the ‘droids?” Daniel responds sympathetically. “Besides, they put this cap on me before they told me. And once it’s on, we can’t take them off. Not for a second. At least not until the operation is over. If any one of us removes the cap - and the glasses - a ‘droid will also know of the plot and take action. They’ll transport all involved and alert others around the globe. Hundreds - no, probably thousands of people will die.”

Wendell curses again. He is not happy.

“I’m really sorry, but they gave me information that convinces me the aliens are here to stay. We’ll never be free of them. They’re culling the human population, taken people who meet their needs. The resistence believes it is for slave labor; or even food. None of us are apt to live long.”

I t is Victor, the ex-soldier who asks, “So what are we supposed to do? How can we take out the Peace Keepers remaining here?”

Daniel shrugs helplessly, “They have the weapons to do the job.”

“We don’t have them?” Charles demands, up until now saying very little.

“No. They told me they will contact us with further orders. But that it will be very soon, a matter of a few days.”

Carol is scowling, but it could not be seen by the others. Like the rest, the cap and glasses concealed her face from the nose up. “This thing is uncomfortable. And heavy.” She seems unconcerned about her husband’s heated objection.

It is Tabitha who voices the inevitable. “Like it or not, friends, we’re committed. If even one of us takes off this headgear, the jig’s up. The ‘droids will know everything and we all will suffer the consequences. So like it or not, we’re all in.”

“Well, I’m not having any part of it,” spits Wendell vehemently. “You do what you want. Count me out!”

“You don’t have any choice!” Charles insists. “We’re all in this together.”

“You shouldn’t have asked me!” Wendell cries, on the verge of hysteria. “I don’t want to die! I can live here just fine!”

He starts to bolt back toward the village, but Victor is on him before he can take two steps, grabbing him from behind in a choke hold, but not cutting off his air.

Wendell continues to struggle and curse. “You’re all crazy. You’re going to die. I’m going to tell, make them stop you!”

Without a word, his expression emotionless, Victor tightens his hold. Only Carol runs to him and futilely tries to pull Victor off, all the while begging Wendell to listen to reason. He ignores her as Charles gently pulls her away. Wendell is trying to talk, but only guttural sounds came out, his breathing severely restricted.

Victor is easily holding Wendell despite the desperate struggling. He looks to Daniel for orders.

Daniel closes his eyes for a moment, then simply nods.

Victor’s hold tightens, and Wendell’s struggling becomes violent, desperate to get air. But long before he might die of suffocation, he passes out as the blood flow to his brain is cut off. Victor continues his tight hold on the now limp body, counting to himself.

All are just staring in disbelief, yet not voicing any objection. Carol is crying in her husband’s arms.

When his silent count reaches twenty, Victor gently eases Wendell’s body to the ground, knowing he is dead. Looking directly at Daniel, he speaks softly. “He would have had us all killed.”

They all stand in a state of shock, the only sound coming from the quiet crying of Carol as her husband, Charles, tries to comfort her.

Daniel briefly wonders if anything was going on between her and Wendell, but quickly begins concentrating on their immediate situation.

Daniel finally manages to compose himself and speaks. “Damn it, people! For five years now we have just rolled over and played dead. By their own count, they have taken some five billion of us for who knows what! We have been helpless! Now, for the first time, some brave souls believe they have found a way to defeat them! I don’t like living each day, doing what they say, always wondering if this is going to be my last day alive. I know the situation gave you no choice, but I truly thought all of you would feel the same way! We finally have at least a chance to take our planet back. We have to take it!”

He looks from one to the other. All the others are doing the same.

“Let me point out one thing Wendell was too shaken up to realize. If any one of us decides to inform, all will die, including the informant. So will all others involved around the country. Simply taking off the cap and glasses will let them know what we are planning. Again - all will die. Like it or not, we are all committed.”

Daniel takes a deep breath, briefly glancing at Wendell’s body, then continues. “Not only will we be killed - or worse - but all wearing headgear that looks anything like these, will be instantly transported. Thousands of people. That probably means death, or a life where you wish you were dead. Does everybody realize that?”

All nod, even Carol, still being held by Charles, who alone speaks, “I know the way things went, you had no choice. I, for one, would have joined even if I had a choice. Between slavery with an unsure life-span and death, I would choose death. But our choice is between freedom and death. It’s simple, if the resistence fails, we die. If it succeeds, we will be free. So we don’t have a choice. We’re with you.”

“I’ll bury him,” Victor volunteers. “They’ll figure he managed to slip away.”

“Do it. Here, back in the woods.” He turned to the others, “Those inclined can say a private prayer for him. Remember, not a spoken word-one that might get the Peace Keepers suspicious. If you must convey a message, do it by note, out of sight of any ‘droid. Then destroy the note. And for God’s sake, keep the caps and glasses on at all times! I don’t care if they are uncomfortable or your head itches, or what, keep the strap fastened. Take them off for one second and the ‘droids will know what we’re up to. You can go a day or two without showers. If anybody comments about the cap and glasses, which they will, tell them that we lost a bet and have to wear them. It’s been cold enough. Then quickly change the subject. Try to avoid getting close to a ‘droid, but don’t be obvious about it. None of you will report for work. We’ll all be out sick.”

In silence, they head back to the village. When it is in sight, he has one couple at a time enter and go immediately to their apartments, telling them he will let them know as soon as he gets more information.

Christmas Eve is a time of family celebration more than a recognition of the birth of Christ, which critics are ready to point out is not really his date of birth. They haven’t had a chaplain for more than three years, so there has been no religious service. There has been little exchange of presents, for no one can give anyone else a gift they cannot get themselves, for free, unless it is home made. It has simply become a time to party, to get as drunk as they can without attracting the attention of the Peace Keepers, then spending Christmas day sobering up.

This year will be different for the gang of six. There will be no drinking. Others know only they have been sick, their meals delivered to their apartments. As it is a holiday, they had the day off, anyway. Daniel knows, because of the wording of the code phrase ‘Santa Clause is coming to town,’ the time to begin the resistence will be today, Christmas Eve, or very early Christmas morning. They must be ready. And sober.

All have gathered in the Davies’ apartment to avoid being seen by the others - and having to explain their odd headgear, for none are able to remove them. That morning, a mailman had left a large package for him at the main gate. The return address was that of a cosmetics company.

Inside were sealed packages with a shipping order on top. It contained instructions for the ‘application of the product,’ to the affect that a one-second impulse of the ‘wrinkle remover’ will erase skin wrinkles, and that each applicator would allow ten beautification sessions, with ten refills, for a total of 100 applications. The four page brochure continued with the usual instructions, hazards and health warnings of a legitimate product - all they could ignore.

The weapons were devised to not resemble a weapon. They look more like a very small hand drill with a battery unit attached to the handle. The ‘barrel’ is simply a small extension of the handle with three small apertures in triangular positions.

From the instructions by Wright, Daniel knows each attachable ‘battery’ is the power source capable of firing ten times. Each weapon has ten such power sources, for a total of 100 firings. He also knows that one aperture is a laser beam for accurate targeting, the second to neutralize the ‘droid’s force field, and the third to fry its electronics, immobilizing it.

There are only six Peace Keepers remaining in the compound. They have enough charges for eight hundred firings. This told Daniel that their job would not be over with just eliminating the twelve.

Each of the six had been instructed to fill their issued back pack with what they would need for a period of thirty days. This meant medications, toiletries, cosmetics, six changes of underwear, two sets of uniforms and any small personalized items. The packs were small, limiting how much they could carry. They would wear their heavy winter jackets and thermal longjohns, for the weather was turning cold. And, of course, their uncomfortable headgear.

They were each given a web belt with a short-handled, small sledge hammer attached to the belt. And they would each have their cell phone, each set on the same frequency for conference calls - their ‘walky-talkies.’

They are as ready as they could be with what little information they had.

Daniel has just given them their briefing, being sure that each one knows how to handle the weapon, load it and reload it. They are to work in twos, husband and wife. When spotting a ‘droid, they will try to sneak up on it and get at least within a hundred feet. One will fire first, a single charge. If the charge is effective, the ‘droid will cease any motion. If off balance, it will fall to the ground, but it might simply freeze. If it is motionless at the time of firing, they may not see any result. In such case, the second of the team will fire.

They will then approach cautiously to verify the ‘droid is neutralized. They would then use the sledge hammer to thoroughly smash the head and the chest area to assure the droid cannot, somehow, recover.

Once they have cleared the Compound, they will be contacted with further instructions.

Daniel is thinking that midnight might be the time to start the rebellion, but then realizes that this has to be coordinated worldwide. They might have to attack in daylight. As soon as the Peace Keepers are being neutralized, the Universal Council will know and start their own response. He knows the capability of the ‘droids to make a human disappear simply by pointing a finger, but he doesn’t know what weapons their ships might have. Certainly Col Wright and others must have some means of dealing with them; he certainly hopes so, or this resistence will be futile.

In Kentland, Indiana, the first snow of the season is falling, driven by strong winds. Most workers went straight home from work and plan to stay there until the mild blizzard is over. Those selected to wear the caps and goggle-like glasses fit right in with the other winter gear. David Davies, his wife, Janet, and their two teenage children, Debby and Darrel, had been home the last day, feigning mild flue symptoms. Each wore the special cap and glasses, waiting for further instructions.

In the middle-east, both women and men wore black Gurkhas in public. All of the men selected dress as women, wearing the protective headgear underneath. They, too, are waiting.

In Chicago, Illinois, those awaiting final word are dressed in youthful attire, with ‘hoodies’ to cover the protective headgear.

In Moscow, Russia, heavy coats with fur-lined hoods hide the headgear.

In Paris, France, wigs with shoulder-length hair and bangs, with wrap-around glasses, conceal the gear.

The world over, those chosen stay out of sight when they can, but conceal the protective headgear when they absolutely have to be in public. All wait. All are armed with the neutralizing weapons.

The cell phone he has been staring at for the last half hour rings harshly, startling him. His first thought, looking out the balcony window, it’s still daylight! He then sees it is a message. He takes a deep breath and looks up at Sherry, looking at him with eyebrows raised. He opens the message box.

‘Santa Clause is coming tonight. 2100.’

“Christ!” he cries. “That’s in just over an hour! Doesn’t give us much time!”

Sherry, shakes her head in warning, looking at the entry door. She says loudly, “That’s OK, hon. You can have the card tables set up in no time. I’ll go get Tabitha to help me. You fix the drinks.”

He realizes, with some embarrassment at his outburst, that it is for the benefit of Humanoid 37 out in the hall. “I’ll give Charles a call. He can help.”

Sherry quickly leaves, noting where the ‘droid is standing, then hurries down the hall to Tabitha’s apartment. Humanoid 37 pays no attention to her. She steps inside as soon as the door opens, saying nothing.

She nods at Sherry and Victor. “The card game starts at 2100.”

Victor says nothing, but looks at his watch, noting it is 2010.

All know exactly what they are to do. They have fifty minutes to find the locations of as many ‘droids as they can, then by 2100 hours be in position to quickly take out as many as they can. The one unknown: when one android is neutralized, will this alert the others? Or the ships above?

The element of surprise will allow them, working in pairs, to take out three. The next three could be a shoot out.

The three couples, several minutes apart, go for evening walks in the growing dusk, walking easily arm-in-arm. They remain silent. Each has their issued weapons in their jacket pockets, loaded, with the extra nine charges in bandoliers across their chests. At five minutes before the hour, they have located three of the six ‘droids. The fifth must be checking one of the apartment complexes. The last two would be watching the farms and the perimeter road.

No one can say a word. Victor had briefed them on some military hand signals. He and Tabitha position themselves halfway between two of the droids, signaling Charles and Carol to position between two others. Humanoid 37 has fallen in step with Daniel and Sherry, staying some twenty yards behind.

At 2100 sharp, Daniel hears “Now. Now. Now,” over his communicator. Both he and Sherry turn, weapons in hand. Daniel centers the red laser beam on the ‘droids chest and fires. There is no sound. The ‘droid freezes in mid-stride, its momentum pitching it forward and down with a heavy thud. At the same time, Victor and Tabitha each target their ‘droid and fires. Charles and Carol do the same. All three of their targets had been standing. Nothing happened.

Panicking, Tabitha is about to fire again, but Victor holds up a hand to stop her. He approaches his target cautiously, weapon aimed at its head. Its arms are relaxed at its side. Tentatively, Victor reaches out to check for the protective field. He touches the ‘droid, then gives it a push. It topples.

All go into combat mode, sheltering where they can. There is one more ‘droid in the village. They don’t know where it is. The sudden neutralization of their three comrades might have put it on alert. If so, it will start looking for them. All they can hope is that their headgear will keep their location unknown to it. All wait.

Late diners are coming out of the dining hall, unaware of what has just gone down. Soon, two spot one of the downed ‘droids, talking excitedly. Daniel catches their attention with a wave of his arms, signaling silence and waving them on. They hustle off. Daniel and Sherry run toward the dining hall, pushing another couple back inside, and motioning all those inside to lie down.

Within a minute, the fourth Peace Keeper appears at the top of the stairway to the upper floor of the apartment across from the dining hall. From its position, he can see two of the fallen androids. As it starts down the steps, Victors targeting beam appears on its chest. It continues forward and then down, tumbling to the base of the stairway.

More agonizing minutes pass as they wait for the other two on patrol. Daniel is beginning to think the sudden shut down of the four ‘droids has gone unnoticed by the others. They may have to seek them out.

Victor drags the first ‘droid he had neutralized out into the middle of the main road, signaling others to take positions. They have just taken cover when the first jeep drives into view and rolls to a stop along side the fallen ‘droid. Daniel has the closest shot and takes it out as it bends over his fallen comrade. It falls forward, remaining motionless.

One left. Anxious minutes pass as all watch the road leading from the farms, watching for the last ‘droid. They hear the second jeep coming from the opposite direction, but it stops a hundred yards away. In the growing darkness, they can’t see the ‘droid inside.

Daniel looks across the expanse at where Victor had been crouched at the corner of a building, looking for some sign. He is gone.

There is no doubt that the ‘droid sees his two downed comrades and is alerting the ships above. If they have the ability to beam more down, they will be in trouble. They would be quickly overwhelmed. He prays Wright and his men are doing their thing with the spaceships.

The jeep starts rolling slowly forward. All Daniel sees is the bright red spot through the windshield, where the driver would be sitting. Then he sees Victor step out, weapon raised. The jeep continues slowly, headed for the other jeep. But it fails to stop, bouncing over one fallen ‘droid, then thudding into the other jeep.

Victor walks casually to the crash site. Neither jeep has much damage, but the driver is neutralized. The others join him.

“That was too easy,” Victor says with a smile. “But there’ll soon be more who will probably know what’s going on. We have to find them before they find us.”

Daniel motions to the sky above them. “You think they know what’s happened?”

“I’m sure they were in communication. Question is, are they in constant communication or just periodic checks,” Victor reasons. “They’ll know sooner or later.”

The sound of the crash has brought others onto their overlooking balconies. Daniel yells at them to get back inside and lock their doors, while the women quickly herd those inside the dining outside, sending them back to their apartments. Charles clears the tavern.

They go into lock-down. Now it is up to the six to protect them. All they have on their side is the fact that the ‘droids can’t know who or where their enemy is located.

Victor has recruited two more men, one of them being his friend Bill Reilly, and quickly briefs them. They soon have the last two helmets, glasses and weapons.

With all the citizens secured in their apartments, the eight have to make a choice: do they go looking for others or wait for them to come for them? With no idea of where reinforcements may appear, they chose to hunker down at the center of town, where they can see the Peace Keepers coming from any of the four directions. Hopefully, they can pick each one off before their places of concealment are discovered.

Daniel keeps looking up in the direction where he knows their controlling spaceship is located, half expecting some indication that it is being destroyed. He sees nothing.

Victor has taken command of the military part. The weapons work. They didn’t need a second shot, so he positions them strategically along the main street so that they will have the best coverage for any arriving reinforcements. They might have a long wait.

An hour passes when the cell phone Col. Wright had left him rings. “Sorry, I took so long to get back to you,” his voice apologizes.

“What’s happening?” Daniel demands.

“Hell if I know for sure,” is the response. “I’m still getting briefing from command. But apparently, the ‘droids we didn’t destroy, were all beamed up. We can’t find any left.”

“What about the ships?”

“We had weapons trained on all of them, but we can’t tell if they worked.” His voice paused. “But they’re all gone.”

“Destroyed?”

“I don’t think so. I think they just moved out of range.”

“Then we’re still in trouble.”

“Looks like. Look, I’ve got a lot of calls to make. I’ll keep you posted. In the meantime, keep alert. Get your ex-soldiers briefed and turn security over to them. Whoever is on guard wears the helmets and keeps the weapons. Good luck.”

The phone goes dead even as Daniel mutters, “Thanks a lot!”

They spend the next hour smashing in the heads and torsos of the six ‘droids to assure they are inoperative, then build a large bonfire and toss the six into the roaring flames. By the light of morning, there is only glowing embers left - and melted metal.

There will be no breakfast, for all have locked themselves into their residences. By lunch, Daniel has a handful of cooks report to the kitchen to prepare box lunches and drinks to deliver to all. The farmers are advised of the conditions and assure Daniel that they can take care of themselves, refusing his order to come into the safety of the village.

Sherry is relieved to be able to remove the headgear. Her first act is to wash her hair. But she knows that a ‘droid could now know her involvement in the rebellion. If they return, they will kill all involved. Over their lunch, she voices her concern for their situation.

“We only have the eight weapons,” she points out. “There’s no way we can fight them off if they come in numbers.”

“Honey, Col Wright advises that so far, there isn’t a ‘droid anywhere on earth. Looks like they split.”

“They’ll be back,” she insists.

“Maybe not. They claimed they would leave when we were able to take care of ourselves. We rebelled. My guess is they just gave up on us. Why would they continue to try to help us when we fought them?”

“You still think it was a humanitarian intervention?” she asks.

“I don’t know,” he confesses. “I keep thinking about the fate of the some five billion people they transported. They claim they don’t kill, so what happened to them? Were they taken for slave labor? They were far from the cream of the crop.”

“I think they’re all dead,” Sherry admits softly. “Why would they use the dregs of our society to colonize another world? It doesn’t make sense. What if homo sapiens were considered a dining delicacy by the rest of the universe?”

“You don’t think they’re through with us, do you?”

“Not for a minute!” she snaps. “If we don’t develop a defense against them, we’re doomed.”

“I hope you’re wrong,” is all he can say. He has his own doubts.


Chapter Eleven

Commissioner Baker awakens to urgent knocking at his bedroom door. It seems to him he just got to sleep, a feeling verified when he glances at his bedside clock: 2335 hours. The knocking gets louder as he hurriedly slips into his robe. Still half asleep, he wonders why Humanoid 99 just didn’t come in to wake him. Before he gets to the door, it is thrust open and one of the Secret Service agents enters, a cell phone to his ear.

He momentarily interrupts his call. “Sorry to wake you, Sir. But something very serious is happening.” He speaks quickly into the phone, then puts it away.

“I just got to sleep,” Baker grumbles. “It better be important.”

The agent nods. “They’re disappearing!”

Baker is about to ask who ‘they’ are, then realizes 99 isn’t at his post.

“The Humanoids,” the agent advises. “Here at the White House, every one of them are gone. One moment they were there, the next they’re gone. The same thing seems to be happening around the globe.”

Baker lets this sink in, then asks, “What about the ships?”

“Trying to find out. The airways are flooded with reports. Some are reporting firefights with the aliens.”

Without dressing, he hurries down to the basement Ready Room, where a few others have already gathered. Agents are monitoring the dozen screens, each from a different part of the country as well as one from Germany and one from Israel.

One of his Cabinet members rises to greet him. “The same thing seems to be happening around the country. There’s a few reports of men taking out some of the Peace Keepers, that they developed some kind of weapon that neutralizes them. But most are experiencing the same as us; they’ve just disappeared. All at about the same time.”

An agent speaks up, “Denver is reporting that the ship above them is losing altitude and moving west. They may be in attack mode.”

Systematically, they attempt to contact other Governors. The airways are crowded, but when they get through on each hot line, the story is the same. All the Humanoid Peace Keepers are gone. Most report that the ship above them has moved and is no longer in sight.

Over the next two hours they are getting a better picture. The Vice-Commissioner and all the Cabinet Members are now present, each assigned to make contact with a section of the globe. Not a single Peace Keeper can be seen. All the space ships are gone; no visual sightings or radar readings.

Pasadena Space Center reports they tracked an object passing over at a lowering altitude, then it passed out of range over the Pacific. It was traveling too slow to be a meteor. They believe it was a spaceship.

At 1000 hours, Commissioner Baker meets with the fragments of their prior government. They have had no communication with the Universal Council, essentially leaving them without a governing body. The Central Computer appeared to still be functioning, but without the Peace Keepers to interpret, it is worthless.

The Commissioner has a better picture of the situation. “Starting at 2300 hours last night,” he begins his address. “A group forming a small resistence group, initiated a global-wide coordinated attack on the Peace Keepers. They claim they have disabled and destroyed many of the Peace Keepers with hand weapons they developed. They also claim they have a means of blocking the androids from reading their minds. At the same time they were taking out the Peace Keepers on the surface, they deployed weapons that were supposed to be able to destroy the orbiting spaceships. Those they targeted simply disappeared, but then they realized that many disappeared without being fired upon. The feeling is that The Universal Council has left the earth - at least for the time being.”

There is applause and cheering from the small crowd, some of whom are displaced former Senators and Representatives. Baker waits them out before continuing. “However, the spokesman for this resistence group doesn’t think they have left us for good. They think they will return with a stronger military force. I tend to agree. Therefore, I am reinstating all the military branches with orders to continue their work on developing a global defense. I am also reinstating all government Branches and Departments to the pre-invasion status. They will co-govern with current staff until the details are worked out. We will work as a unified unit. We have to start governing ourselves, and the sooner, the better.

“I will address the citizens at 1800 hours, our time, to explain the situation. The rumors are rampant. We are already urging all citizens to continue their lifestyles as they have been under the alien rule, to give us time to reorganize. I am declaring tomorrow a national holiday to give everyone a chance to settle down - or celebrate. I fear the worldwide transition won’t go smoothly. The aliens had total coordination. We won’t. I have no illusion that we will continue this communal system. I also know that there will be a lot of chaos going back to a monetary system of world trade.

“By maintaining the current status quo, we will be able to organize a coordinated defense. This will be the United States of America’s priority: to be ready when they return.”

“What do we do now?” Janet asks her husband David, as the sun rose ending a long night. They had both been part of the resistence, but not one shot had been fired. When they set out, not a Peace Keeper could be found. They spent a long, cold night on guard.

“A lot of people are asking that question,” David replies. “I’m trying to get hold of Daniel, but all lines are busy. They may have gotten wind of our plot and simply left for now. They’ll probably be back - with reinforcements.”

“So we have to keep wearing these helmets?” she bemoans. “They are so heavy! And my head itches!”

“For now, we better. If they return and we don’t have them on, they will be able to pick us out. The courthouse is our gathering place. We can organize a watch. One man in the bell tower can see almost the entire town. If he sees a Peace Keeper, he can give alarm by ringing the bell. We’ll put the helmets back on and go back into defense mode.”

“It’s not over, is it?” she asks plaintively, eyes becoming teary.

He sadly shook his head, “I’m afraid not.”

By morning, rumors in the Compound are running rampant. Those who saw the action that evening are relating their stories. The entire community is soon aware of the absence of the Peace Keepers.

Daniel had his staff make contact with all the farming families, telling them to come in for breakfast, that there would be a briefing at the dining hall at 0900. He now has a good picture of the situation after a briefing with Col. Wright. They will soon have the Army camp reactivated with former military. For the time being, every serviceman who had been on active duty at the time of the invasion is officially back on duty. Some will remain at the military facilities, but most will be assigned to work with the current local law enforcement agencies in keeping the peace.

To the dismay of Tabitha, that means that Victor will have to live at the camp, as will the handful of soldiers who have remained with the community. They are promised more of the hand guns, but the helmets are still in short supply. As anyone in a military uniform would be an immediate target for the Peace Keepers, they will continue to wear civilian clothing. Those with a weapon, which they are beginning to call ‘phasers’, after the popular Star Trek series, will keep them concealed.

The duties of the once-called Global Warming Advisory Group, have once again changed. With their sophisticated computer communication system, they will now have the chore of assisting in the reorganization of Federal, State and local governments, especially when it comes to coordinating government activities with the other world governments. The fear is that the governments of the world will go back to their old ways - the ways that created the critical and devastating changes in climate. And that included their own government, who, of all the world governments, had done the least to reduce pollution - even though they were the heaviest contributor.

Tabitha couldn’t help feeling that they would have been better off with the Peace Keepers still dictating Earth’s activity. They had stabilized the population to half of what it had been and stopped armed conflicts across the globe. Whenever she thought about the five billion people who had been ‘transported,’ she rationalized that most were those undesirable ones who had caused most of the world’s problems. The sudden disappearance of all the many thousands of Peace Keepers convinced her that the Universal Council was capable of relocating matter; perhaps all those people had been moved to other worlds as the aliens had insisted. She considers their abrupt freedom as temporary, simply waiting for the retaliation by the aliens.

The fact that there has been no communication with them since their sudden exodus added to her apprehension. Although Daniel doesn’t know it, their conversations in private add to her feeling of dread, for not only does he believe the aliens will return, he is doom and gloom regarding mankind’s ability to direct its fate. He is sure that nations will quickly abandon the working communal system of government, and that the resulting attempts to return to a monetary base will create chaos, interfering with the delicate system of food distribution. The corrupt politicians and their wealthy sponsors would again be in control. The once wealthy, privileged class would again begin amassing new fortunes.

Adding to her growing depression is Victor’s absence. The Army unit, of which he is now an officer with the field commission of Captain, is on a four/ten schedule. During his four days of duty, he seldom is able to see Tabitha but for brief moments. She calls him several times a day when he was on duty, but he usually can’t talk long. On many occasions, his unit would spend the entire four-day shift off the Compound. She begins spending more off her off-duty time with the Davies, not wanting to be alone.

Whether or not the aliens return, all know their time in the compound will sooner or later come to an end. The United Nations has been reassembled, generally simply transferring those assigned to the alien’s World Government to be representatives of their various governments. Daniel’s team had been in the process of installing an even larger computer system that would replace The Compound’s system when the proverbial ‘shit hit the fan.’ They might be transferred to New York . . . or not. If Victor’s unit was transferred, she might not be able to go with him.

To add to her anxiety is the fact that she thought - no, the fear - that she might be pregnant.

Life in the village of Kentland, Indiana changed little. The old mayor is back in office and continuing his governing of the village. He did little before the invasion; he does even less now, letting the communal system continue. Their surplus of corn and grains is, for the time being, traded for staples, as is the excess dairy products. If anything, life is better, for the winter skies are a deep blue on clear days; the atmosphere is noticeably cleaner. They have not had a severe storm in the past two years.

The Davies family gladly turned their phasers and helmets over to the Sheriff’s deputies, once again being normal citizens. The two dozen sets they had been provided just the day before the revolution were now in the hands of local peace officers and military reservists. It was the military who now manned the Court House bell tower around the clock. The town now also has a radar unit.

David is now again working days, so the family is able to have dinner together, something Janet insists upon.

As is their habit, it is a time to discus their days - and to bring up any concerns or problems. But Janet insists that the subject of the aliens possible return is taboo. David agrees. There is no need to discuss the issue; there is little they can do anyway. What they never told either Debby or Darrel was that they would be marked people; the aliens could read their minds and know of their involvement in the revolution. They hope the fact that they never had to act might spare them.

They are having desert, a local favorite, apple pie, made from the fruit of a local orchard. Debby has been unusually silent.

Noticing this, Janet addresses her, “You’re awfully quiet tonight, Dear. Is anything wrong?”

The teenager just shakes her head, taking another fork-full of pie.

“Now’s the time to talk things over,” Janet presses, then looks to Daniel to say something.

“Is it something at work?” he asks. She had graduated from high school but had begged off going away to college. She is working with her father at the dairy.

“Come on, Girl,” he presses, “I know when something’s bothering you.”

She just glares at him and snaps, “Nothing’s wrong. Everything is just peachy!” Her voice is filled with sarcasm.

“Well, excuse me!” David responds curtly.

Janet reaches over and places a hand on his arm, silently telling him to drop it. He nods, knowing she will have a mother/daughter talk in private.

He just hopes she hasn’t gotten herself pregnant.

Debbie is dressed for bed when Janet knocks on her door, waits for a response which doesn’t come, then enters anyway.

The girl is sitting on her bed. It is obvious that she has been crying. Janet quickly sits beside her, placing an arm around her. She, too, is hoping it isn’t an unwanted pregnancy that is the reason for her dismay.

“Honey, I’m your Mama,” she begins. “I’ve always been here for you. I know you’re eighteen and considered an adult, but you’ll always be my little girl. I hope you’ll always feel free to come to me if you have a problem.”

Debbie leans heavily into her arms, bursting into tears. She lets the girl have her cry, patiently waiting. It seems a long time before the outburst subsides. Debbie sits up, an embarrassed, weak grin on her face, and reaches to her night stand for a handkerchief. She wipes her eyes, then blows her nose.

Finally Debbie speaks, head bowed, “He dumped me,” she says softly.

The mother knew that Debbie had been dating one of the boys working at the dairy, but always double dating. The ‘he’ had to be Eddie Campbell. She didn’t think anything was serious between them.

“I had lunch with him at work.” Debbie continues. “He was real serious. I thought he was going to ask me to go steady. Instead, he tells me ‘this just isn’t working out.’ Just out of the blue.”

“Oh, Honey, I’m so sorry!” She doesn’t know what else to say for a moment, then adds, “Well, better now before things got serious.”

Debbie started crying again, blubbering, “It was serious!”

Janet starts counting days. Debbie had graduated late June. She almost immediately went to work at the dairy. It was now January. That would be almost seven months. She could have met Eddie right away. She wondered how long they had been dating before they became aware of it.

Debbie looks up and sees the frightened look on her mother’s face, then flatly states, “No, Mother, I’m not pregnant.”

“Oh, I never thought . . . “

Debbie interrupts. “Never mind. I’ll get over it. He just told me this afternoon.” She can’t look at her mother as she continues. “I thought he loved me or I wouldn’t have let him . . . “ She leaves it unfinished.

They are both silent for a very long time before Debbie asks, “Do you have to tell Dad?”

“It would be better if you would tell him yourself.”

“Mom! I can’t!”

Janet shrugs, “He has to know. He is your father.”

“He’ll be disgusted with me! He’ll think I’m sleeping around. Eddie’s the only one. I thought we would get married someday.”

Again, mother takes her child in her arms. “Let me tell you something about your father and me. I let him do it before we were married. You were the result. The only difference, your father is an honorable man. He married me the moment I discovered I was pregnant.”

Debbie sat upright. “Really?”

Janet nods. “He won’t think bad of you. But don’t be surprised if he punches Eddie in the nose.”

Despite herself, Debbie giggled a little at the thought.

“Look at this as one of life’s hard knocks. Don’t trust men. You’ll find the right one soon enough. When you find one that reminds you of your father, that could be the right one.”

“Thanks, Mom. I love you.”

“I love you, too, Baby.”

“Are you going to tell Dad tonight?”

“When the time is right. When you feel up to it, you can ask him to forgive you. He will, you know.”

Mother tucks the young woman into bed, as she had so many times when she was a little girl. As soon as she is in the hall, the bedroom closed behind her, she lets her own tears flow.

For the first week after the abrupt exodus of the aliens, a strict curfew is enforced nationwide No one is allowed on the streets from sunset to sunrise. As the military is in charge, a number of violators are shot - some killed - before the general population take the curfew seriously. The anticipated looting didn’t happen, probably because the Peace Keepers had done such a good job of transporting the criminal element - as well as the fact that people already had everything they needed to survive.

The most critical issue to be immediately addressed is the assurance that food delivery from the farms and distributors will continue. Any deviation from the established communal sharing program will be considered an act of treason.

The military has also anticipated some citizens will attempt hoarding, especially regarding food. The existing system for distribution already limits amounts each person can obtain using their implanted ration chips. When citizens see that there will be no shortages, their anxieties are reduced. By the end of the first week things are back to normal - at least, the normal established by the Peace Keepers.

The word spreads quickly. All men and women with any military training, up to the age of 65, are to report to the nearest military facility. If their current civilian assignment is not critical, they could be activated. If so, they are advised that all dependent family members would stay with them. Volunteers enlistment is also encouraged.

At the same time, the call went out for all men and women with law enforcement experience to report to their nearest law enforcement agency. If physically fit, they would again be commissioned as law enforcement officers and assigned according to their experience and training. Older experienced peace officers would be assigned to the various support duties, leaving the younger, more physically fit, to work the streets.

Every college and university in the country temporarily closed their doors, leaving the students available for military or government duty. The ranks of Army and Coast Guard swelled, as did law enforcement agencies. There is little time for basic training; each recruit is assigned to an experienced man or woman for on-the-job training. They will learn by doing.

The underground weapons manufacturing program is expanded to selected Air Force bases, one of them being Lackland Air Force Base, on the south side of San Antonio, Texas. Emphasis is on making as many of the phasers as possible; the goal is to have every military serviceman and law enforcement officer carry such a sidearm, for they had to be prepared for the expected return of the Peace Keepers. While the phasers fried the electronics of the Peace Keepers, they also stunned humans, making them incapacitated for at least five minutes, leaving only a slight burn. They could also fry electrical systems of any fleeing vehicle, immobilizing them. Because the twin beams were generated in glass tubes, the hand-held frame could be made of plastic, speeding up the manufacturing process and reducing the cost of manufacture.

The Army Air Corps and the Coast Guard will have the responsibility of transporting troops and equipment, as well as handling the ground-to-ship phasers. The Army, now with the Marines attached to them rather than the old Navy, are charged with taking on any returning Peace Keepers. In the works is the possibility of re-instituting the Department of The Air Force. In most areas, civilian functions continued, with women handling the jobs left open by the men going into the military.

Most of the industrialized nations followed much the same course, having been in on the initial revolt. They, too, are holding the status quo.

It is a different matter with some of the third world countries, most of whom had suffered greater losses during the transporting campaign of the aliens. The order for distribution of food and medications quickly collapsed. Old conflicts flared. Starving people are fleeing the upheavals with nowhere to go for relief. Weak governments fell to hastily organized rebel forces consisting of nonviolent people seeking relief for the masses. For the time being, the rest of the world must ignore them, for they are pressed with their own defense preparations. Those illegally attempting to cross national borders are usually fired on by troops of the defending country, for allowing the hoards to enter would impact their own food supply. The troops often kill out of fear of such consequences, temporarily stemming the flow.

It soon becomes obvious that many more millions of people will perish in the next few months, for the first priority worldwide is to be prepared for the return of the Peace Keepers.

Tabitha solves the problem of frequent separation from her husband, Capt. Victor Wells. She joins the Army. Because of her computer skills, Victor manages to have her assigned to his detail at the Compound as a communication specialist with the rank of Corporal. He assumes the responsibility to train her to be a soldier, by necessity a very abbreviated course.

Using The Compound as their camp, they are organized into mobile patrol units, going into potential problem areas in the Hill Country, usually for a week at a time. They would return to camp for rest and resupply before the next detail. The draft has been reinstated, ordering all males between the ages of 20 to 30 to report to the local recruiting station. Not all are complying. Capt. Wells and his unit have the task of seeking them out and taking them into custody. For her part, Cpl. Tabitha Sullivan-Wells accesses public and private computer files for the last known locations of all men in that age bracket.

It is winter, often making their tours of duty cold, wet and miserable, but they almost always find shelter each night in vacant houses or at local law enforcement departments. They are always in communication with the camp.

Much to Victor’s disappointment, Tabitha has cut her beautiful blonde hair short - very short. It was just too hard for her to take care of while they were on detail. With the wool watch cap and hooded coat, from a distance she blends in with the men. The area they are assigned to patrol is rural rolling hills with low growing trees between areas cleared for grazing of cattle. It had been a popular vacation area, with most businesses geared to the tourist trade, now nonexistent. There are also many homes of retired people, totally dependent on the continued flow of goods.

It is midmorning when their seven vehicle detail enters Garner State Park, where air surveillance indicates there are still campers. It is supposed to be closed and vacant. The front gate is open, the locks broken. The main office is closed, its parking lot empty, but as they roll deeper into the park and come to the first campground, every shelter is occupied.

Victor rolls to a stop adjacent the first site. Four people stand in front of the open shelter; a young couple with two children. The man is cradling a rifle.

With his phaser in hand, but not pointed at the armed man, Victor coldly demands, “Drop the weapon! Now!”

He is of draft age and appears to be in good physical condition.

When he doesn’t respond, Victor points his phaser at him. “I am Captain Wells, United States Army. This weapon won’t kill you, but they say it’s very painful. Don’t make me use it in front of your family!”

The man resignedly lays his weapon on the ground. Tabitha cautiously approaches and retrieves it. Victor holsters his weapon. “This park is closed. Why haven’t you reported for assignment?”

“What, and leave my family on their own?” the man replies defensively. “I couldn’t do that. The whole system is screwed up.”

“No, it isn’t! The system of communal living is still working.”

“Not where we lived!” the man snaps. “We would have starved there!”

Victor has run across others like him, people who distrusted the government, feeling they are on their own.

“You were given instructions where to report for assignment,” Victor states, assuming that to be true. “They would have assigned you to an area still receiving supplies. And new duties.”

“Yeah. In the Army!”

Victor changes the subject. “How long have you been camping here?”

“Since the day you guys started the rebellion. We were originally from San Antonio. I moved the family here to get away from the crime and corruption. I knew they would start shutting down Leakey. Probably send us back to San Antonio and the shit job I left, waste management. I wanted to get my family somewhere safe, and the park was just a few miles away, so . . . ” He finishes with a shrug.

“Then you had an assignment.”

The man nods. “Before this crap started, I had a decent job selling real estate. Then the aliens came. The schools were ten times better than the Bexar County system. And with the lousy economy, we weren’t getting anywhere back in the city.”

“We all made adjustments,” Victor countered. “Nobody was happy with the situation, but most did their part. They didn’t just run away.”

The man is silent for a moment, then mutters, “That’s easy for you to say. You were probably always a soldier.”

“My duties are to take all stragglers to the nearest processing center,” Victor advises. “And to arrest draft dodgers. By your own admission, you’re a draft dodger. You are under arrest!”

Another soldier handcuffs the man and searches him for weapons. He hands Victor the man’s identification.

“This verifies you are from Leakey,” Victor reads from the identification, then looks at the man. “All in that area were to report to the Real County Courthouse there in town. The town is classified as a tourist town that no longer serves a purpose. The area is to be developed into agriculture. You and your family would have been relocated.”

Tabitha has been looking around. She sees at least twelve open shelters, all occupied. The map they have shows there are hundreds of camp sites scattered in several separate sections along the Frio River. Some had open-sided shelters, some enclosed, plus a few cabins. Most campsites were open with fireplaces for cooking.

“Captain,” she addresses her husband formally, “There’s more people here than we can handle. Do you want me to call for backup?”

Victor nods. “Have them send food with the first bus. There’s probably a lot of hungry people here. We’ll get a count.”

The arrested man speaks up. “We were doing just fine, hunting deer and squirrel, and fishing.”

Victor ignores him. He sends one jeep with two men to secure the entry to the park. He sends all the ATVs, each with two men, to check the other park sections. They are to collect weapons and advise all they contact that they will be relocated where they will have housing, clothing and food, as well as new duties. Families will be kept together. They are to use their phasers only if threatened.

He hopes they can clear the park without violence. He will let those handling reassignments deal with any draft dodgers.

He turns his attention to his suspect. “Turn around,” he orders, then proceeds to remove the handcuffs. “I’ll let the center deal with you. Get your family ready to move out. I assure you, your family will be kept together. Take only personal items. No more than the four of you can carry. Leave the camping gear; you will be given temporary shelter. You’ll be given options as to where you might be ultimately sent.”

The first bus arrives mid-afternoon with box lunches. The food is distributed, giving all time to eat, then that bus is loaded as more buses arrive. By dusk, six buses are loaded and headed to Hondo, the nearest processing center for the area. By dark, the park is empty and the detail heads into Leakey to spend the night in the abandoned courthouse.

In the morning, they will check out Lost Maples park.


Chapter Twelve

The first winter storm blew in from the west, with strong winds driving dry snow across the flat Indiana farmland, accumulating only when obstacles blocked the wind. It started shortly after midnight, but by first light, the schools announced a snow day. There would be no classes.

In town, snow begins accumulating against buildings and vehicles. Most businesses will remain closed and only essential government duties will be preformed. But farmers can’t take a day off. The animals have to be brought into shelter and fed. Cows still have to be milked and the milk processed; a time-critical operation. So it is well before dawn, still dark, when David Davies and his daughter Debby head out to their jobs at the dairy and processing plant some seven miles east of town. With the wind to their back and blowing straight down the highway, the pavement is wind-swept of any accumulation. The bordering fence lines are beginning to accumulate drifts.

Debby is nervous the entire ride out. “Will we be able to get back? The snow’s piling up.”

“We’ll make it a short day,” he advises, “We’ll get back home before if gets too deep.” Even as he assures her, he has some doubts himself. He knows that once the front passed through, the winds will die down and the snowfall will start to accumulate on the roadway. He had been assured that the plows would keep the road clear for their return.

“Once the cows have been milked, fed and enclosed in the cow shed, they’ll be fine until the second shift comes on for the evening milking. What we get today will keep in the cooling collector to be processed tomorrow.”

“We will finish the milk from last night,” Debby adds. “It’s all going to cheese. But then what?”

“We keep milking. At worst, we lose some milk. Can’t be helped,” he says. “We can’t take the risk of having all the workers cut off out there for who knows how long; a few sturdy young bucks can stay out there to handle the milking. It all depends on how long the storm lasts.”

They are silent for a while, with David gripping the steering wheel with both hands, sitting forward, trying to see the road between swipes of the wipers. The pavement is bare with the exception of a few growing drifts, but the asphalt is slippery. He keeps the speed down, often lightly braking because of the strong wind pushing from behind. He knows he will be bucking that wind going back.

“Dad,” Debby breaks the silence, “I heard one of the supervisors talking about some of the farmers being unhappy with the communal system. Have you heard anything?” She knows they are continuing the communal system of trade established by the aliens until the governments of the world can decide whether to stay with the system or go back to the free trade system of monetary exchange.

He nods. “They’re complaining that they have to work too hard for the same share other citizens get for just a 40-hour workweek. Even though they have help they didn’t have before, farming can be a hard life. Most of them are working harder than they really have to. They want to return to the dollar.”

“We depend on the farmers, the ranchers, the fishermen for our food. What if they refuse to provide it unless they are paid?”

“Probably conflict. The military would have to step in. But don’t worry, Baby Girl; they won’t - at least for now. What would we pay them with? As a group, they’ll push for return to the monetary system. And we will . . . I mean, go back to paper money and trade credit . . . but it will take time to develop a smooth, worldwide transition.”

It is still dark, an hour before sunrise, when they reach the dairy. He parks the vehicle where he has a straight shot back to the highway. Debby will be in the cheese processing plant, out of the weather, but David will have to face the fierce wind, bringing bottles of milk from the freshly milked cows to the many calves still requiring mothers’ milk. The other crew has already begun milking.

He takes time to move calves from their single stalls, placing them in larger ones, four to a stall. While they are sheltered from the wind and snow, they still have the cold. They can group together for warmth. If the storm lasts long, they could lose some.

It will be up to the evening shift to prepare them for the night.

He finishes early. While waiting in the warmth of the plant’s office, he begins to reconsider his brother’s long-standing offer to try to relocate them in Texas.

Third world countries rush into replacing the existing communal system with disastrous results. Implementing the return of their national currency only disrupted the complicated procedure of international trade of products, disrupting the flow of life-giving sustenance to the masses, for neighboring nations still utilizing the global trade agreement refused to see any value in paper money of another country.

After an emergency session of world government heads, The United Nations, reactivated by the few remaining members who survived the aliens transporting of the masses was struggling to become operational and influential. Their first efforts were to encourage all nations to stay with the communal program until a universal currency can be established . . . if that is what the majority decide to do. They are having very little effect, and expect to fail miserably, for they will have no enforcement abilities; they can only advise and organize.

With the disruptions, once again, people are beginning to go hungry. Soon many will be starving to death.

For the first time in centuries, the farmers and ranchers are in a position of power, along with the fishermen and hunters, for they control the food chain. The aliens had broken up the powerful agribusiness controlled by the wealthy; all farms and ranches were now small, family oriented operations. Fishing and hunting is now uncontrolled, fostering fears of species depletions. Many grass-root organizations begin sprouting up in farming communities in an effort to give voice to farmers and ranchers. The goals are the same: they want compensation for their work. If they can organize nationwide, they could hold the world hostage.

East United States and West United States are once again the United States of America, with the key elected offices being co-chaired until a national election can be held. The most serious problem is the lack of experienced politicians, for most had been transported. Fortunately, most of the day-to-day operations of the various governmental branches and agencies are performed by experienced civilian workers, the ones who had always performed the actual duties. Slowly, critical government operations considered by the aliens as unnecessary, are reinstated, with emphasis that the government will perform those services which, by their very nature, cannot be provided by the private sector. The government would reestablish the dollar as the national currency with strict price, wage and interest controls, for greed would certainly begin beginning to raise its ugly head as individuals saw the opportunity to again accumulate wealth - and the accompanying privilege and power.

Country after country soon realize they should have retained the complicated, yet effective, method of global communal living established by the aliens. But it is already too late to go back. The coming years will be another painful adjustment for humanity.

As the first few months of freedom have passed. The one area of success for the United Nations is the establishment of the Global Defense Pact, creating a coordinated organization of defense forces to counter the dreaded return of the Peace Keepers. In the United States, this is a new branch of the military forces, called Space Defense. It appears to be destined to become the largest branch of the military, quickly replacing the aborted attempt to reorganize the Air Force. It is beginning to take away precious manpower and resources from the other branches.

In every industrialized nation, the number-one project is playing a part in creating a global defense. Hampered by the availability of needed material and equipment, the manufacture of weapons is a priority. The effort is worldwide. The large countries create the heavy weaponry, farming out component part manufacturing to small countries. Every nation will have a role based on their ability and resources.

The goal is to have the huge laser guided disrupters placed to cover the airspace around the globe. They will hopefully have the ability to negate the protective shields of the alien ships, while at the same time neutralizing all electronics. The belief is that they would then be unarmed and uncontrollable, drawn down by earth’s gravity to be in range of rockets with low-yield nuclear explosive heads. There could be collateral damage by the falling debris - unavoidable.

As with worldwide aviation, the common language for the space defense program is English. There would be a series of worldwide radio and radar communication systems, with one common emergency frequency.

The priority for all telescopes on earth is to continually scan the universe for early detection of the return of alien space craft. New telescope stations are being establish to cover all of surrounding space.

The Compound is now a support group for the Global Defense Command of the United States, responsible for coordinating communication with other nations. They have had so many changes of designation and scope of duties that most continue to simply refer to it as The Compound. That duty includes both communication and the coordination with other nations in the manufacturing of the defense weaponry. The Compound is now officially a military facility under the command of Col. Wright, soon to be promoted to general. He runs the show, with all civilian workers under his supervision. He controls the Operations building, with Daniels people moved to the Computer Center behind.

The population of The Compound is growing. It is also losing its small town atmosphere. Daniel has just been notified of changes in his current status; his new assignment, as a government employee attached to the Global Defense Command, is to be the acting project supervisor of Global Defense communication with his wife Sherry assigned as acting Director of Computer Communication. The assignment will probably be permanent. Charles Durwood is to coordinate the network of telescope observatories controlled by the United States, assisted by his wife Carol as his Personal Assistant - again yet to be made officially permanent. They will all be working out of the Computer Center building.

Daniel enters Operations and is stopped by an MP posted just inside the main entrance where his receptionist greeted visitors in the past. As he is expected by Col. Wright, he is directed to the Colonel’s office; ironically, Daniel’s old office.

To his knock on the door, he hears a terse, “Come!” and enters.

Unsmiling, Wright waves him to a chair while he finishes signing a letter. Then he sets the pen down and sits back, smiling. “Bet you’re wondering what the hell is going on. Right, Davies?” The military tends to use only last names.

Daniel laughs humorlessly, “What else? Just waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

Wright just waves an arm. “Not to worry. The assignments are going to be permanent. You will be in charge of the government nonmilitary operations here in Camp. You’ll have your office back soon. I’ll be in charge of running the Base and all its support facilities, easing the stress on you. My new facilities on the camp grounds are almost ready.”

“I’ve had a long briefing regarding the changes. I don’t see any major problems.”

Wright’s expression turned serious. “My Aide says you want a favor.”

“Yeah. I want one of my key computer experts back,” Daniel quickly gets to the point.

“You must be referring to Cpl. Wells.”

Daniel is a little surprised that the Colonel knows what he wants, and just nods.

“No, I’m not a mind reader,” Wright chuckles, “and I don’t have a spy among you. Fact is, in reviewing personnel files, I noted that she is an expert in cyber espionage. What is it they call it . . . hacking, I believe.”

“She enlisted to be with her husband, Capt. Wells,” Daniel advises, immediately knowing he didn’t have to elaborate.”

“And you want me to get her reassigned to your communication center.”

“Yes. We need her expertise.”

“I had the same thought after reading her records. It’s already in the works. Capt. Wells detail is due back tomorrow. She’ll be transferred to your command.”

“Great! I appreciate that.” He pauses. “There’s one thing.”

Wright just nods.

“They’re newly weds. She joined so she could be with her husband. Is there any way you can have him assigned to duties here in The Compound?”

Wright just stares at him.

“To get the best production out of her,” he quickly adds, “To keep her from worrying about her husband gone on six or seven days details. I need her full attention to this important work.”

The Colonel takes a deep breath, then responds, almost like he is thinking out loud. “Capt. Wells is on the short list for promotion to major. As such, I would have a position for him here in The Compound. If he gets his ‘leaves’, we can keep them together.”

“Isn’t that up to you?”

“I have the final say so, but there’s a promotion board . Protocol says I should accept their choices., but they usually follow recommendations.”

“But they don’t have to.”

“Relax. Your request will be approved. National security justifies the transfer. Consider it done.”

If he was a military man, Daniel would have recognized it as dismissal. When he doesn’t rise, the Colonel looks at him questioningly. “Is there something else? Maybe promoting her to sergeant?”

Daniel laughs softly and rises. “Wouldn’t hurt. A little morale boost. But, thank you, Colonel.”

“Glad to help. She’ll be under your authority as soon as she has her two days R and R.”

Daniel leaves Operations thinking that maybe Col. Wright wasn’t such a hard ass, after all. Perhaps he could help him get his brother, David, and his family duty in The Compound.

The Farmer’s Cooperative of San Joaquin Valley, California was the first group of farmers threatening to boycott the communal system. Under control by the Peace Keepers, the organization had been disbanded with the non-farming leaders transported, never to be seen or heard from again. It was still an unneeded and illegal organization as long as the current government officially declared the communal system would stay in effect until, and if, a worldwide monetary system of trade was reestablished. Most of the disgruntled farmers were those who had the huge farm holdings, all of which were broken up into basically one-family farms. Most had been very wealthy and lived privileged life styles. Now they were just part of the masses, and they didn’t like it.

The military quickly moved in, took the instigators into custody. They were reassigned to duties in the eastern states, their smaller farm holdings turned over to new farmers. They wanted to set an example.

The federal government made it publically known that if the alien-established communal program could not be continued to the satisfaction of the majority of citizens, they would have an organized procedure for the country to return to the dollar as a median of trade. It stressed it would have to be coordinated worldwide.

Time was indicating that most of the citizens - those of the so-called middle and lower income America, as well as those who had been living in poverty levels, including the retired - were content with the communal system. They had shelter, food, clothing, transportation, education and health care. Able-bodied citizens had jobs. Mothers could stay at home to raise the children. The government was gradually adjusting the conditions set by the aliens, transferring people, when possible, to duties more pleasing to the individuals, both as place of relocation and type of jobs. That covered about 99% of the country’s population

The remaining 1% were mostly those of upper incomes and the very wealthy who had inherited their fortunes. The Universal Council had deemed the majority of the wealthy and privileged class as the cause of the world’s ills. Most were transported and their holdings distributed. Their remaining families were now striped of their wealth and holdings, to live as simply as the other 99%. As a group, they were not happy about losing their privileged style of living. As a group, they were pressing for a return to free trade, being confident that they could rebuild their fortunes, for they believed they were better and brighter than the common class.

The immediate concern of the government was to continue the production and distribution of food. The aliens had developed a comprehensive computerized system for the most efficient growth and distribution of food stuffs, eliminating much of the bulk transportation between nations. With a few notable exceptions, each nation could produce most of what their people needed through a more efficient use of land and water.

The farms had to keep producing in harmony with the alien program if the people were to be kept fed. If they, as a group, decided to withhold their produce, many would go hungry. The military was still too small to overcome an organized, nationwide boycott. They could placate the farmers with promises only for so long; for now they had to make the life of the farmers, ranchers, fishermen and other food producers no harder than any other 40-hour, five-day workweek.

Nobody had yet come up with such a solution other than to provide each farm with as many workers as needed. If a farmer attempted to withhold crops, the government would pull out all the assigned help, moving them to other farms. Rebels would lose all privileges and rations. The loss of some crops would not be missed, for they were only trying to feed half of the old population. The hope was that the ongoing threat of the return of the Peace Keepers would keep the farmers content for the duration.

Daniel has his nightly shot of whisky, now so relaxed that his eyelids are dropping.

“I miss them,” Sherry states, breaking the silence.

His eyes snap open. “What?” he asks, long having lost interest in the television program they had been watching.

“The commercials.”

“Are you kidding? That crap use to irritate the hell out of me!”

“Yeah, but some were funny,” she replies, “and better then the news flashes and public information blurbs that replace them.”

“Then quit watching the old reruns. They were geared for some 20 minutes an hour in commercials, promotions and station breaks. They have to fill those breaks with something.”

She just shrugs and sighs. Then she turns to him. “Let’s go for a walk! Get some fresh air.”

“That fresh air is pretty cold now.”

“I don’t care! We can bundle up. Let’s go to the park!”

“Really? It’s almost bedtime.”

“Come on, Stick-in-the-mud!” she teases. “We can both get some needed exercise.”

He gives her a leering grin. “I know a better way of getting that exercise.”

“That might happen - but only after our walk.”

He sits up, rubbing his face, then looks up at her, already standing and reaching down to pull him onto his feet.

They are soon walking arm in arm, bundled up against the cold night air. It is invigorating, with no chilling wind, the air barely cold enough to create occasional breaths of condensation. Even though the tavern is still open, they are the only ones on the street, easily finding their way by the dim village street lamps.

The dining hall serving line is closed, but coffee and tea are always available, along with snacks. They will stop on the way back.

“This is nice!” Sherry quietly claims as they near the park. A military jeep slowly approaches on its regular patrol. The driver taps the horn lightly in greeting as it passes.

They continue, walking slowly, in no hurry. As they enter the park, Daniel breaks the silence.

“So, how is Tabitha adjusting?”

“She’s taking over! I’m so glad to have her. I was in way over my head.”

He grins. “I was going to wait until it was official before telling you . . . ,” then lets his voice trail off, teasingly.

“Tell me what?” she asks, squeezing his arm. She knows it is something good the way he’s acting.

“Talked to The Colonel today.”

“The General. He’s been promoted, remember?” she corrects.

“You want to hear this, or not?”

“Sorry. Go ahead.”

“It’s about Dave and Janet.”

She suddenly stops and pulls him to face her. “They’re coming here?” she cries excitedly.

He smiles broadly and nods. “Put in the order today.”

“When?” she cries happily, for while her brother-in-law is OK, she is very fond of his wife. “When will they get here?”

“He couldn’t say. They’ll have to find a replacement for him. And for Debby, too. She’s working, now. They’re all coming.”

“We’ll have to find them a place!” she declares enthusiastically. “Close by.”

“How about the apartment downstairs. Right below us.”

“It’s vacant?”

“Reserved for them.”

They continued walking, her dominating the conversation with her plans for their arrival. He listens in silence, but is smiling. It will be nice to have the family together again.

Bob Baker, the old Chairman of East United States of America, or simply East America, and Jeff Ryan, the old Chairman of West United States of America, or simply West America, had little to do during the alien occupation, for their constant Peace Keeper companions ran the show. Now that they were gone and the two could now communicate freely, their first joint decision was to reestablish the United States of America and its democratic form of government.

The problem was that virtually all of the former elected officials and their appointees had been transported, as were most of the leaders of the Democratic and Republican nomination committees. For one reason or another, most of those involved in the electorate conventions were missing. There were few to surface who had any experience in politics. In a way, that was good, for they could start with a new government free of the chronic corruption of the last one. But for now, they had the problem of finding people who had been part of the government willing to take on the various offices, people who could step in and organize.

It was soon evident that few wanted to get involved in government again unless there was some financial award - a significant incentive. As one past director of a small department cited, why would people want to take on the killer obligations of government leadership when they get no more than the ditch digger? Those who were eager to get on board probably hoped it would be the gravy train government used to be. Both Baker and Ryan were determined that would not happen.

Both were now back in the White House as Co-Chairmen serving until the first national elections could be held; it would be the people who chose their national and state leaders. They would concentrate on getting all of the departments and agencies up and running, as most of the low-level administrators, supervisors and workers were still on board and running the show.

The country was now under martial law, with the military filling in for the struggling state governments. Only by enforcing the communal government system established by the aliens could the country continue to function until the new governments were up and running. The production and delivery of those products essential for human life had to continue under the communal system, but it was bewilderingly complicated. As soon as the dollar was reinstated as the means of trade, things could get even more chaotic. Greed would once again be a part of the equation. The government would have to first establish price control across the board, and have the ability to enforce them. If not, people would starve. Coordinating with the other world governments would be critical, a factor that was extremely difficult in the old world, and possibly impossible in the new.

America might have to become self-sufficient, existing without world trade.

The ‘number one’ rule for the time being was still: If you don’t work, you don’t eat. The aliens had effectively eliminated those humans who couldn’t or wouldn’t work: transporting. What they left were able-bodied workers, mostly families with children. The aliens had effectively - and without compassion - ‘thinned the herd.’ The world’s population was estimated to be half of what it was prior to the evasion, for there was yet no means of taking a worldwide census. All those with disease and afflictions had transported. It was a healthy world today - and a hungry world. There was ample housing for all. There were jobs for all. There was food for all. But all that would change dramatically if the federal government could not make a smooth transition from communal living to a monetary society; if they couldn’t get the food and other necessities of life to the people.

For beleaguered Co-chairmen Baker and Ryan, it seemed an impossible objective.

The call was out across the nation for volunteers who would temporarily fill the various federal, state and local governments. The only incentive was that they would have a role in an historic event. That, and they would have great accommodations, catered meals and maid service for the duration of their service. And lots of perks. Plus, there was the possibility of landing a prestigious position in the new governments, and - eventually - with corresponding wages.

It would be a little over a year before the first elections would be dictated by the interim federal government. This had to be coordinated with the military. Cities would be the first to fill their elective offices. The following month, county governments would have their elections. The next month, elections for state offices. The fourth month would be the national elections, when the military would turn over control to the new government. Campaigns would be limited to the 30-day period prior to the election, limited to a series of ‘town hall’ type meetings and person-to-person campaigning. No broadcast commercials. No sign posting and limited campaign literature distribution with strict guidelines for content. And there would be no ‘mud slinging.’

In the future, the major role of national government would be in regulation rather then providing services. They would set standards. They would set prices. They would set wages. They would establish minimum standards of education for every occupation and profession. They would establish free training for those able to meet those standards. They would establish on-the-job training. The government would only provide those services which, by their very nature, the people could not provide for themselves.

The military would once again have the role of keeping peace, and participating in the defense against the perceived alien threat.

For the first time in the history of the United States, there would be minimum education and experience criteria for every elected office. And for the first time, it would actually be the people who chose their leaders rather than political entities. No elected office could be ‘bought.’

Now, all the Baker/Ryan government could due is make administrative rules that they hoped the new leaders would make official by Constitutional amendments. In the meantime, the expanded military would enforce their rulings. The present primary directive to the militia: maintain the communal distribution system at all costs.


Chapter Thirteen

Lieutenant Colonel Victor Wells made it a point to personally meet the Davies family at the train depot in San Antonio rather than send a detail, as no civilians were being allowed to leave The Compound. Neither Daniel nor Sherry could go with him. He was there as the train from Chicago pulled in, knowing that they would be tired from the long trip with its many stops. He also knew that they would be anxious to be reunited with Daniel and Sherry, for they had not had personal contact with them since before the invasion.

When the family left Kentland for the drive to Chicago, where they would leave their car for reassignment, the plains were covered with almost a foot of snow and the day was bitterly cold. A low, leaden overcast threatened more snowfall, but the highway was well plowed, the pavement bare where wheels wore paths. It was a dreary day, yet the Davies were in high spirits.

The train trip took thirty-two hours and it is late afternoon when Victor loads them into the eight-passenger military van and heads west for the one-hour drive to The Compound. It had been cloudy with a cold drizzle that morning, but the sky is now clearing and they are driving toward a beautiful sunset.

“Is The Compound like this?” asks David, waving at the rolling hills to the north.

“Pretty much,” Victor responds, “only less populated and more heavily wooded. Mostly old growth oak.”

“The lake,” asks Darrel, just turned twelve, “Is the fishing good?”

“Medina Lake,” Victor responds, “You like fishing?”

“Yeah, if I can catch something. I don’t like just drowning worms.”

Victor laughs. “I don’t fish myself, but they say it’s pretty good, specially since it’s been closed off to the general public.”

“It’s inside the compound?”

“Bordering on it. For security, we patrol it. You have to make arrangements to access it. Again, for security. You’ll have plenty of opportunity to fish it. And no license required. And no limits. What you catch goes to the mess hall for preparation.”

“Mess hall?” Debby chimes in.

Again, Victor is amused. “That’s what we call the dining hall. You’ll have all your meals there.”

“That’s what I’m looking forward to,” says Janet, “Not having to cook.”

“Or do dishes,” Debby adds.

David turns to business. “I’m really curious what I’ll be doing. Daniel didn’t tell me much, just that it was important work.”

“He couldn’t tell you much. Classified. But he’ll explain everything when we get there.”

“I’ll have something to do, won’t I? And Debby?” asks Janet. “With the no cooking and such - and with Darrel in school - we’ll both need something to do.”

“All three of you are assigned to Daniel’s detail. That’s up to him,” Victor replies and leaves it at that.

David turns to the family. “I’m sure we’ll all have duties to fulfill. He assured me it’s important work.”

“It is that,” Victor assures them.

In Castroville, he heads north for the last 17 miles of their long trip. He stops at the security gate and rolls down the window. The MP on duty recognizes him and salutes.

“The Davies family. Party of four.” They are quickly passed through the double gates. It is dusk as they enter into the gloom of the woods, but soon the lights of the village come into view.

“Oh, wow?” Janet breathes. “I see what Sherry meant by saying the village is really quaint! It’s like stepping back in time. Even more rustic than Kentland!”

“And I’ll bet as dull,” grumbles Debby.

“Oh, there’s plenty of recreation. We have a critical duty here, but we also take time to play,” advises Victor. “And there’s a lot of young men assigned here. Mostly military.”

“Oh, great!” moans Janet.

Again Victor laughs. “Relax, Mom. My men are on their best behavior - if they know what’s good for them. But there is a lot of organized recreation that all are involved in. If any one gets out of line, you just let me know.”

Debby just sits back, smiling.

Victor pulls into a parking space in front of their assigned apartment complex, the same building where Daniel and Sherry live.

Victor and his driver help them with their luggage. At the first floor landing, Victor addresses Darrel, pointing to the north. The lake is barely visible in the growing darkness. “That’s Medina Lake. You can see it from your balcony.”

As they enter the wide hallway with a welcoming rush of warm air, David asks, “Does Daniel know we’re here?”

Victor just nods, stopping at the first door to the right, opens it and motions them to enter. The room is dark, but as the four enter, the light flash on, accompanied by a chorus, “Welcome home!” Daniel and Sherry are there with the rest of the crew they will be working with.

Victor dismisses his driver and moves to Tabitha’s side. The living room is large by most apartment standards, but it seems crowded with so many people there to greet and welcome them. After the rented families have exchanged hugs, Daniel makes hasty introductions to the others, knowing they won’t remember all the names.

“Don’t worry about names,” he tells them. “These are the people you will be working with. They’ll soon be just like family.”

Daniel directs them to the sofa, emptied for them. “Sit. Relax.”

“If it’s OK with you, I’d rather stand for a while. We’ve been doing nothing but sitting.”

Drinks were being thrust into their hands.

Debby looks at her soda, then at Victor. “Do you have wine?”

“You old enough to drink?” Victor asks with a smile.

“Yes!” she states.

“In Indiana,” Mom corrects. “Not here!”

“How old are you?” Victor asks.

“Almost twenty.”

“You have to be twenty-one in Texas. But it’s eighteen on base. It’s up to your parents.”

Debby frowns at her mother, knowing what she will say.

Victor again intercedes. “We limited the use of alcoholic beverages. You have to use your ration card, and the limit is two drinks. Nobody gets drunk.”

“I drank back home,” Debby challenges, “ and I never got drunk.”

Daddy came to her rescue. “Handle it responsibly and its OK. The first time you get drunk, you’re cut off.”

Debbie smiles, but looks to her mother. She knows Mom has the final word.

Janet closes her eyes, but nods.

“White wine, if you have it,” the teenager says in a dignified tone.

Knowing they are weary from almost two days of travel, soon only Daniel and Sherry remain, showing them their new three-bedroom apartment.

“We live right upstair, “ Sherry advises. You all get a good night’s sleep, We’ll give you the grand tour tomorrow after breakfast at the dining hall. It’s open 0600 to 0900 for breakfast. Say we meet here at 0800 - that’s eight o’clock - and walk over together?”

“Fine.”

Daniel adds, “You’ll have the morning to get settled. After lunch, we’ll go to the Computer Center and show you what we’re doing here.”

“Will I have to get a security clearance?” David asks with a grin.

“You already have one. Secret. I couldn’t get you in here until I arranged it.”

The sun is well up, quickly taking most of the night chill from the air. The walk to the Mess Hall is short, for their apartment complex is only a block from the hall. Once inside, Daniel briefs them on the serving line procedure, remembering how alien it was for him. Once the four are in line with their trays, he points to the menu on the wall behind the serving line.

“This morning you have your choice of bacon and eggs, fixed any way you like them, cheese omelette, waffles, oatmeal and toast,” he advises. “Oh, and sweet roles. Just tell the servers what you want and how you want it. You can mix it up any way that suites your taste. Ham. Sausage. The only rule is: take what you want but eat everything you take. We don’t waste food.. When you have the food you want, you get your drink. Cups and glasses at are the drink station.”

They make their selections and move to a double table, so all can dine together.

Typical of a twelve year old, Darrel’s tray is full.

“You better eat every morsel,” David threatens his son, knowing the boy has a good appetite.

In response, Darrel turns to David. “Uncle David, can I go back for seconds?”

“Nobody is expected to leave hungry, but we discourage overeating,” Daniel says with feigned sternness. “You start getting fat and you go on a strict diet and exhausting exercise.”

Darrel says nothing more and begins eating.

“We raise our own beef, pork and chicken,” Daniel advises between mouthfuls. “And dairy. Also, in season, we raise most of the vegetables and fruits, canning and freezing for the winter. We import the staples; the military sees that we get whatever we need. We eat pretty good the year around. Should times get bad, we have over a year supply to Ready-to-Eat meals.”

Darrel dutifully cleans his ‘plate’ (the sectioned stainless steel tray), obviously forcing himself to finish the last bit.

After breakfast, Daniel takes them on a short tour of the center of the village, where all of the support facilities are located: commissary, laundry, clinic, recreation hall, schools, gymnasium, swimming pool, theater, and meeting hall. All are located on the four streets around the Operations building.

He is about to take them to the park when Victor approaches the group and greets them. Then he quickly asks to speak privately with Daniel, who turns the tour over to Sherry.

As soon as they move away, Victor speaks. “We have a problem you should be aware of.”

This gets Daniels full attention.

“I’ve just been advised to put the compound on full alert,” he continues, not waiting for a response. “There have been an increasing number of protests from the public, mostly from suppliers and some farmers. Some are just one day boycotts that just temporarily disrupt the distribution of goods. But a few are ongoing and apparently beginning to cause some disruption in the food distribution. In those areas, the public is getting panicky.”

“How are you guys handling it?” Daniel asks, knowing hungry people will do desperate things.

“We have a major disruption in San Antonio, the major distribution center for us. It appears to be well organized, seriously reducing the goods entering the city. We’re on it, but the troops are spread thin, concentrating now only on the flow of food. All they can do is threaten the farmers and distributers with arrest. If they don’t comply, we have to take over the operation, and we just don’t have the manpower to do that.”

Daniel nods. “They want compensation. Return to the dollar.”

“Yeah, and we both know that’s a problem we don’t have a solution for. At least not yet. We’re Ok here, but for the time being we may not be getting any food stuffs.”

“We can survive just fine for some time.”

“They are also asking that we ship any produce now available.”

“We have to feed our own people!” Daniel protests.

Victor hurriedly adds, “Just the excess we would normally ship, but as soon as possible.”

Daniel takes a deep breath and exhales slowly before responding. “You say ‘we,’ but that’s in your jurisdiction now. I trust you’ll do what is right.”

“We won’t go hungry, I assure you. But we must go into an austere mode. Anyway, we are on shutdown. No one in or out of the compound until further notice. If things get bad, hungry locals may try to raid our farms and our supplies. The orders are to shoot looters.”

Daniel stares at him, eyebrows raised. “You are talking about using the phasers, aren’t you?”

“No. Shoot to kill.”

“Jesus Christ! You can’t just kill hungry people!”

“It’s not my call,” Victor says sadly. “I’ve instructed my men to use the phasers, but if they recover and continue, well . . . .” He could only shake his head, then continues. “Chances are they will have weapons. We’re trained to use deadly force whenever we feel our own lives are in danger. It could get nasty.”

Daniel shakes his head, looking down at the ground. “It’s starting,” he mutters.

Victor knows what he means, as they have had discussions about what could happen if there isn’t an organized conversion to a monetary system of trade. Then the aliens could simply wait for civilization to collapse and move back in. More earthlings would be transported for whatever fate awaits them, be it slave labor or slaughter for food. Few still believed that the intent of the Universal Council was a benevolent intervention.

“What does Washington say?” asks Daniel.

“For now, the military is still in charge.”

“Are you saying we’re under martial law?”

“Actually, we have been all along, but we support efforts to get the new government up and running. So we are it, at least for the time being. There is no clear leadership coming from the government. Until a new Congress has a handle on the situation, the military is taking whatever action deems necessary. For us, that means devoting all our efforts at strengthening our Global Defense. Number one priority. That’s your responsibility. Ours is protecting you and your team so you can do your job.”

“You might as well order everybody to assume a sitting position, put their head between their legs and kiss their ass goodbye!”

Even facing the possibility of dire consequences, Victor has to smile. “I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“OK. You have my full cooperation. All we can do is try our best.”

“Thanks, Daniel. That’s all any of us can do.”

Even with the ration chips limiting purchases, it only took two days for most of the shelves of the major supermarkets in San Antonio, now distribution centers, to be striped by panicking shoppers. Not all supply lines had been disrupted, but as soon as shelves were being restocked, throngs of people converge on the centers, wheeling out shopping carts loaded with foods, bypassing the checkout stands and the rationing procedure. Local police are unable to deal with the crowds, many of whom are carrying weapons. By the time military backup arrives, the stores are again stripped clean.

For the time being, no more supplies will leave the warehouses, now under military protection.

Many other U.S. cities are having similar incidents, stretching the military and law enforcement thin.

Washington is working on a proposal to issue credits to those providing goods, to be honored when - and if - the dollar is reinstated as the official exchange, but they have not yet agreed on how this would be done.

The new space observation facility on Mt. Hackberry in the Mojave Desert of Southern California has detected an object the size of an alien space ship approaching Earth at some 66,000 miles an hour. It is an estimated 120 days out at its present speed, still too far out for that telescope to get a clear image.

Using the coordinates from Hackberry, Mt. Wilson Observatory is locked onto the object and is tracking its course and speed in an attempt to determine its precise day and time of arrival and which defense disrupters will have the first shot. It is still not close enough to determine exact size and shape.

Despite efforts to keep this information from the public, a prime time news agency announces the possible return of the Peace Keepers, further adding to the panic of the citizenry. Efforts to counter that release only adds distrust of government, calling it a cover up.

By the time the Mt. Wilson Observatory identifies the object as a huge meteor on a not-so-near passage of Earth, and definitely not an alien ship, the damage has been done. The food distribution system is in shambles. It could take weeks to get it back into operation, even if the new Congress finally can agree on an emergency compensation program for suppliers.

Daniel has called an emergency meeting of all personnel under his command, both to relay the information from General Wright and to advise of changes in their schedule of operation. Col. Victor Wells is to brief them.

“The top priority for the compound,” Victor advises after all have been made aware of what is happening on the outside, “is to continue to do our part in getting the Global Defense Program in full operation. We still have to get some 47 world governments to make solid commitments to either participate in the program or contribute manpower and equipment for the completion of the defensive weapons. All we can do is arrange for the contacts between governments so they can facilitate such agreements.”

There is a general muttering among those present, for at least half believe their efforts are futile; it would be only the industrialized nations who would bear the task of arming the world.

“Director Davies will continue with the changes we are being asked to make,” Victor continues, nodding for Daniel to take over, then quickly adds, “You may not like the changes.”

Undaunted, Daniel continues with the briefing. “There is increased urgency and demand for our services. They want me to convey to you their appreciation for the excellent work you have been doing. But, now they are asking us to work around they clock, seven days a week. So far, it is a request, but if we refuse, I’m sure it will be an order. We already have all shifts covered, necessary because of the time differences around the globe, but as to the seven-day work week they are requesting, I’m resisting. There is no sense in working Saturdays and Sundays, when most governments are not in session, so from here on out - at least until I’m overridden - only a skeleton crew will be on duty weekends for communication. Everybody will have two days off, most on the weekend, but will work five twelve-hour shifts each week, half from 0600 hours to 1800 hours, the other half from 1800 hours to 0600 hours. Check the schedule for your assignment. It will begin with the day shift tomorrow.

“We are to double our efforts of clandestine hacking of certain world governments computer systems in an effort to determine what their true intentions might be. We have to know who we can trust; which governments are sincere in cooperating and which are only offering lip service. Keep in mind that we are now working for the military under martial law, at least until the Federal government can get their act together and take the lead.”

Charles Durwood raises his hand and is recognized. “I know Col. Wells assures us of our security, but just how secure are we - really?”

Daniel nods to Victor to respond. “Good point.” he begins. “The defense of our planet is the primary concern of all responsible world governments. And you all know how important our work is in achieving that goal. Rest assured, you will be sheltered both from outside threats as well as being kept well fed and cared for. This is probably one of the safest places on earth. But it won’t be if we can’t defend ourselves from the alien threat.”

“Do you really believe they’re coming back?” someone asks.

“It doesn’t matter if you or I believe one way or the other. The possibility exists, so we have to be prepared for it.”

He turns the session over to Daniel, who opens the meeting for more discussion, answering every question or responding to every statement as best he can. It is soon evident that not all trust the ability of the military to lead the country back to solvency. It was military leaders who had grasped command of the nation; would they ever give it back?

Later, in the privacy of their apartment, Sherry presses her husband for what she refers to as the ‘straight poop.’

Daniel pulls her to him, kisses her on the forehead, and assures her there was no hidden agenda. “You know I personally don’t think they’ll be back. What for? Retaliation for our rebellion? We only destroyed machines. They probably have some five billion of us. And much of our natural resources. Certainly they have enough either way. If they were truly acting as a benevolent race saving us from self-destruction, why would they now want to destroy us? Incidently, they did save us from extinction. We may just be paranoid.”

“I hope you’re right.” she replies.

“What we should be concentrating on is returning the world to free trade. The way we are going, it will be survival of the fittest, once again returning to a society of the haves and have nots. In such case, this compound will become an armed encampment fighting off the outsiders.”

“Thanks for the encouragement,” she replies sarcastically.

“Hon, you know our situation as well as I do. We have the best chance of survival right here, regardless what happens - short of the aliens returning.”

“I know. We should try to make our lives as normal as we can.”

“Atta Girl! That’s the attitude! We have to build up the morale of the others.”

She is quiet for a while, then perks up. “Let’s have a party! This might be the last evening all of us can be together!”

“Good idea. We can invite our friends over.”

“No, I mean a real party! For all of our people. The whole compound. We can take over the dining hall after the evening meal.”

“We’ll have to open it up to everybody,” Daniel advises, skeptical about the idea.

“So we will! The more the merrier!”

“Pretty short notice,” he responds.

“Put up a sign in the hall. Everybody will see it.”

“I don’t think the cooks can prepare on such short notice.”

“We will have just eaten. All we need is some liquid refreshments. We can get the booze from the tavern and have punch, beer and wine. Something for everybody.”

“We’d have to clear it with Victor.”

“Do it!,” she cries enthusiastically. “He’ll agree. He can pass the word to his troops. It’ll be great.”

“What about the farmers who eat at home?”

“I’ll make some phone calls to invite them. Quit making excuses!”

He has to laugh at her eagerness, beginning to warm to the idea. Why not? “OK, but you’re in charge. You can get some of the ladies to help you.”

The party lasted until the wee hours of the morning, with a live band from the soldiers for dancing. Most were reluctant to end it, but the kitchen staff had to start preparing for a breakfast that few would attend. Many were still slightly intoxicated - or hung over -when reporting for duties that morning. But all had a great time.

It would be the last party for a long time.


Chapter Fourteen

After a leisurely breakfast, Daniel takes his brother and his family for a walk around the facility, a little guilty that he has been putting it off. As the sprawling Operations building takes up the center block, it doesn’t take long, for all the other service buildings are across the four streets circling it. One lap around Operations - you’ve seen the whole town. Only the Computer Center, the Dining hall and kitchen, the apartment units and the park lay beyond.

For now, Daniel wants them to be aware of what services The Compound has to offer. The town center is so small, there is no chance they can become lost; if you walk beyond the apartment buildings, you are out of town. If you follow the only main road, after a long walk, almost twelve miles, you will be back where you started.

It is while they are in the park, strolling along the main circuitous pathway, that Daniel begins to brief them on the changing conditions.

“I feel guilty that I encouraged you to pack up and come here,” he apologizes.

A little confused, David asks, “Why is that? We think the place is great.”

“Yeah,” adds Darrel, “this park is cool. So is the lake.”

“It’s OK,” Daniel responds, then tries to explain more clearly. “When I invited you to join us, things were relatively stable . . . I mean here in the compound. Things are far from stable outside. We had an assignment that assured our future here. That is, the purpose we serve in government. That’s not so certain now. They may eventually no longer need our services and could decide to disband the group.”

It is Janet’s startled look that urges him to quickly add, “I’m not saying that will happen. I just want you to know that things happened so quickly . . . well, I just hope I didn’t take you from the relative security of a farming community only to be again uprooted and sent to who knows where.”

David squeezes his wife’s hand in reassurance. “We knew the uncertainties, Danny. We took them into consideration. Our decision to leave Indiana was more to avoid another long winter than in seeking better security. Ain’t that right, Babe?” He again gently squeezes her hand.

She simply nods, even though she doesn’t agree.

“Well, I just want you to know I’m sorry if it comes to that. It wasn’t my intention. If we have to leave, we’ll do it as a family. I’m sure the powers that be appreciate the service we’ve provided and will take good care of us. But for now, there’s nothing to indicate relocation.”

“That’s good enough for us.”

“So tomorrow,” Daniel continues, “you, Janet, will report for duty at the Computer Center at 0900 hours, giving you time to get Darrel off to school. You’ll work to 1800 hours. Darrell, after school is out at 1500 hours - that’s 3:00 - you’ll have activities at either the gym or the recreation hall, supervised by the teachers. You stay there until your Mom is off work. Dave, you’ll work with me. Debby, you will be his administrative assistant. You’ll have the same days off as Janet, so you’ll all be together. But you two start work at 0600 hours - twelve-hour days for the time being. I can’t tell you yet what days off you’ll have, but my assistant will try to put you on a schedule compatible with school days. - so I expect you’ll have Saturdays and Sundays off.”

“What will I be doing as Dad’s assistant?” Debby asks.

“What ever I say!” David quickly interjects, but his serious expression soon melts into a smile.

“Each of you will be briefed as to your duties,” Daniel answers. “You’ll break in on the job. Nothing you can’t handle. You’ll soon be up to speed. And the Peace Keeper with the number 37 on his chest has the correct answers to whatever you want to know. Schedules. Procedures. Data. The same with the other two androids in the office. If they don’t answer, it’s either something your clearance doesn’t cover or something the Aliens don’t want us to know - or as they put it - that we, as human beings, wouldn’t understand.”

Debby frowns at her father, but is addressing Daniel. “Do I have to call him ‘Boss’?” The frown melts to a slight grin.

“On the job, we’re on a first name basis,” Daniel responds. “With the military, it’s last names only. They only use their rank and last name in formal situations. On details, the one taking the lead is often addressed just by rank.”

“‘Dad’ will do nicely,” David assures his daughter.

Daniel nods. “We’re one big happy family!” he exclaims cheerfully, then turns serious. “The job is demanding enough. No sense in making it any harder. We try to have fun when we can. You’ll see; your co-workers will become almost like family.”

Sherry feels the urge to add, “The same with civic matters. We try to be like one big, happy family here in The Village. Like you were taught in church, the two greatest commandments are to love. Try to love your neighbors - your fellow workers - or at least show them great respect. I know you’ll fit in just fine.”

Debby just nods, not knowing what to say. She keeps pace with the others, avoiding eye contact, giving her attention to the scenery around them. She feels apprehension about her new role, but will try to fit in, put her past out of mind - as best she can.

The coolness of the morning is gradually yielding to the clear skies and full sun, even though they are often in the shade of the oak grove that dominates the park, with only the cleared areas for the softball diamond, the playground and the tennis courts getting full sun. The breeze is light, but by afternoon a stiff breeze, keeping temperatures in the mid-seventies.

To Darrel’s disappointment, lake waters are already too cold for swimming. But the fishing will be great, especially now that the lake is off limits to civilians and the fish population is increasing.

Having made a full circuit of the park, Daniel motions them to a picnic table near the playground. With a grin, Darrel leaves them to try out the swings.

“The only thing I can suggest,” Daniel continues the briefing, occasionally watching the teenager swinging, “is to live one day at a time. Chances are, we’ll be here a long time. Maybe even longer than we want. Don’t worry about food or medicine. We’re self-sustaining. Later, I’ll show you the farms. We grow our own vegetables and fruit. Our own dairy. Our own beef. We have over a year supply of canned and frozen goods, plus another year supply of military REMs - Ready to Eat Meals. Even if all supplies are shut off, we could survive for years.”

David interrupts. “This is now officially an Army camp, isn’t it? Will that change things.”

Daniel nods in agreement. “Yeah, they run the show, but the very reason for the facility is our work. And it is primarily a Federal Government operation, which it will remain when the military turns full control back to Washington . . . or whatever they’re going to call the Capital in the ‘Brave New World’!’ he hastily adds. “Their role is to maintain security, a plus for us. If things go bad outside, they will keep the hoards at bay.”

“Any chance they’ll draft us?” David asks, nodding toward Tabitha, who he knows in now a soldier.

“I joined,” she quickly advises, “to be with Victor.”

“No reason to,” Daniel assures. “You’re officially on the team. And Tab has been reassigned to my team. When her two-year enlistment is over, she can be discharged; or she can reenlist. Her option. She’ll still by on the team.”

“That sounds pretty stable to me,” says David.

“It should be,” agrees Daniel, and he leaves it at that, but he is thinking, ‘As long as there is a government holding everything together.’

They have time before lunch to tour the perimeter road, visiting the Army camp and the dairy farm.

It turns out that Debby has impressive computer skills for a teenager, and is temporarily assigned to Tabitha for additional training. Both David and Janet are pressed into the task of converting voice recordings to print, incorporating them into the growing computer files. All this is done by voice recognition computers, turning sound into print. In the basement, other computers translate foreign languages into English. This data is carefully designated as to content and stored on DVDs. For security, everything deemed important is converted to hard copy as a backup in the event of a computer failure.

The tedious part is monitoring what is pertinent and what is not. With their limited manpower, it is impossible to listen to or read everything they have tapped into. The voice recognition unit is also programed to respond to a series of key words, phrases places or names that would dictate further examination. Such words can be changed or added to, depending on the current government concerns. Keyed transcripts require human evaluation. Everything is encrypted and transmitted to the Pentagon, where every transcript is reviewed. If any item is deemed potentially important, it is passed on for further review. The Brass send to Washington what they feel it needs to know. Currently, that’s very little.

By the end of their first week, they are all adjusting to both the new environment and their new duties. But things are to abruptly change.

For the last twenty-three hours, at the top of each hour, every broadcast around the globe has been interrupted with a brief message: At 1200 hours Eastern Standard time in the United States, the Universal Council will address Earth.

Daniel has gathered his team in the Computer Center. The others of the community gather in the dining hall, the conference hall or at their duty stations. All work has stopped in anticipation of the promised - and dreaded - message from the aliens.

Promptly at the time promised, every radio, television and internet transmission is pre-empted by a static picture of a humanoid figure, totally motionless as the broadcast begins. Presumably, the message is from the figure on the screen, although it remains perfectly immobile.

“Greetings, Planet Earth. We have watched your progress since you drove the Peace Keepers away, rejecting our assistance with the communal system we had established. We have been monitoring you and have come to the conclusion that you are an imperfect species, incapable of governing yourselves in peace. We took that into consideration, hoping that the elimination of your inborn greed for wealth and power would be negated when every human being’s needs were met. Your suspicion of our intent seriously influenced your thinking, even though you could see we were effectively on course of cleaning the pollution of Earth, eliminating hostile aggression, and providing for the basic needs of every Earthling.

“Instead of being grateful for saving Earth and mankind, you chose to believe we had an evil agenda. Instead of seeing us as saviors, you saw us as conquerors, even though we repeatedly assured you that we would leave you in peace as soon as your planet was once again stable. We promised you a peaceful Earth that would be considered for membership in the Universal Council. You chose to see us as an invading enemy and attacked us. So we left you.

“You only had to continue to live in harmony worldwide, but you were determined to go back to your old ways; the path that was leading you to extinction. You chose to wage war, to prepare for an alien attack that will never come. We have no further interest in coming to the aid of a society intent on suicide. We know there are those of you who will not believe this message; you will continue to expend resources that should be directed toward peaceful endeavors. You will go back to the philosophies that led to aggression and the destruction of your environment: greed and lust for riches and power.

“Nevertheless, we would be guilty of failing to act in international love if we did not try to convince you that we will never return to Earth, neither in peace nor in aggression. We assure you, if it was our intent to return, nothing you could do would deter us. We urge you to direct your time and resources to peaceful paths. You were alone in the universe, worshiping your collection of Gods - or more often worshiping riches - when we intervened;. You are once again alone.

“It is the fervent hope of the Universal Council that you will come to your senses and strive to become one race of people, worldwide, living in peace and harmony, both with your fellow man and with the beautiful planet you inhabit. However, you are already beginning to pollute the planet once more. Your own environment scientists will confirm that. But you didn’t listen to them before, so we doubt that you’ll listen to them this time

“We have quarantined your planet. The rest of the universe will give you wide berth. You will not be contacted again. Our hearts are sad for you.”

The static image and the voice is abruptly replaced by the regular broadcast, the same newscasters who led up to the expected alien communication; they are in stunned silence, as is Daniel and his people.

It is he who breaks the silence, speaking more to himself than to his crew. “My God,” he mutters, ”What have we done?”

Victor quickly answers, “We’ve gained our freedom, that’s what we’ve done.”

Daniel can only stare at him in disbelief, not commenting.

It is Sherry who hotly responds, “So you war mongers can once again pitch the World into continual conflict!”

That broke the spell, leading to a heated argument, with Tabitha coming to Victor’s defense. “He was drafted! He had no choice!”

Others are voicing their opinions, each trying to talk over the others, venting their emotions. Not all hostility was directed at the Colonel.

Victor says nothing more. In the midst of the heated debate, he stiffly rises and strides out of the room.

Tabitha stands and stares from person to person. “You bastards!” she spits angrily, and hurries out after her husband.

That brings an end to the debate. Daniel quickly changes the subject. “I think we may be out of a job.”

Victor is heading toward the tavern when Tabitha catches up with him, grabbing an arm and walking briskly to keep up with him. “Honey,” she pleads, “she didn’t mean anything personal. We were all shocked at the turn of events. I know you haven’t agreed with a lot of what we’re doing.”

He just nods without slowing his pace. His destination is obvious. “I need a drink,” is all he says, but he pats the arm clinging to him.

“You’re not going to get drunk, are you?”

“Not a bad idea,” he responds, looking down at her with a tight grin. “Care to join me?”

“You tend to get a little mean when you get drunk.”

“Who told you that?” he demands, stopping and pulling her around to face him. “You’ve never seen me drunk.”

“Some of the guys talked. When we were on patrol.”

“I don’t drink like that anymore. You know that.”

“We haven’t been written off as hopeless before, either,” she says softly, not wanting to upset him any more than he is.

He takes her into his arms, her head against his chest. They stand quietly for some time, each holding the other tightly. Then he kisses the top of her head.

“Not to worry, Cupcake. Just a couple of beers to relax.”

“I could use a little relaxing myself. Just do me a favor. Let’s not talk about this . . . situation . . . not tonight.”

“Deal.”

Others had the same idea, for the tavern is crowded. Many had listened to the broadcast at the tavern and there soon is another loud debate as to what it all means. Victor orders four beers and motions for Tabitha to follow him, his hands full. They go back to their apartment and settle in on the balcony, sipping their beer and staring out over the lake, even though it is getting cooler as the sun lowers.

They retire early.

The last thing Daniel told his people yesterday was that it would be business as usual; forget the new schedule. Report for duty at 0900 hours. They will discuss what their future might be.

All are present. At Daniel’s request, Tabitha is there as a part of the original research team. Victor excused her from attending the military briefing, feeling that her talent would be of best use with the research team. He would brief her later. She was to consider herself on temporary duty under Daniel.

It was 0930 before Daniel leaves his new office in the Computer Center to join the others anxiously awaiting him. When he does address them, his message is simple.

“Word is: we are still in business,” he begins. “Many still don’t trust the aliens and that they are just trying to get us to discontinue the space defense program so they can take over. Others believe the aliens, but they are a minority. So, the emphasis will now be to try to find out what the other major nations are planning. What they say publically might not be what they really intend to do. The fight to assure their fair share of resources has already begun, as normal distribution is being disrupted. So do your magic and intercept without their being aware. Try to find out what is really going on, for I don’t even trust what our own government is publically saying.” He pauses, then adds, “And so, unofficially, I also want to know what our own government is planning. I don’t trust that bunch that are serving until the elections. And I certainly don’t trust the Pentagon. Most don’t know what the hell they’re doing. Tabitha will lead the effort. She’s already taught many of you some tricks of the espionage trade.” He paused, as if mentally assuring he has covered everything, then adds, “So, let’s get to work, people.”

The fact that he doesn’t ask for opinions or input bothers no one, for they had all discussed the issues at length. They know what is at stake.

It had already started, long before the aliens formally abandoned Earth. With the Peace Keepers no longer enforcing the extremely complicated worldwide distribution system for every kind of goods, hastily formed governments began trying to take control of their countries. For many, the first act was to destroy everything created by the aliens; unfortunately, that meant the computer control of trade. Their efforts to maintain the flow of vital goods had minimal success, for there was no way they could even comprehend the complexities of the program, much less keep it in operation. Try as they might, cross-border exchanges were increasingly failing, with trade values increasingly coming into play.

Most of the suppliers of the life-giving products continued to ship their goods as before, but it was some of those involved in the distribution who began holding out for some monetary payment for their services, no longer content with their equal share. The military was quick to intervene as food deliveries were being held up, but they were soon overwhelmed by the number of distributers who were doing the same thing. Where they could take over, they relied on the existing computer program to keep things running smoothly. The usual response was for the military to execute the manager who was responsible, turning over the operation to the second in command. They hoped fear would keep the new manager in line. Sometimes it worked.

Where the computers had been destroyed, distribution was haphazard. People were beginning to starve. People were beginning to die for lack of medication. People, in desperation, were becoming increasingly violent, venting their anger toward the military and local peace officers. This limited their ability to try to keep a steady, dependable flow of goods. And as much of the goods they produced were to be sent to other countries in exchange for the goods they needed, exports dwindled, as did the needed imports.

Now that most believed the aliens would not return, with a few notable exceptions, the military redirected their efforts at peace keeping. In the United States, the military completed their take-over of the national government, putting on hold what the civilians had accomplished so far. Wisely, their first action was to assure the continuation of food distribution just as the alien program dictated. When exports were not honored with exchanged goods, those countries were cut off. The aliens had made every nation a self-sufficient as possible, limiting the need for exports and imports. Because of its size and variety of climate, the United States could survive with closed borders as long as the communal program was kept in operation.

From the start, the military took a hard stand: any interference with the communal system of trade was a capital offense. Only after a number of resisters were shot and killed, with their deaths widely broadcast for all to see, was the military seen as serious - deadly serious. While all military and civilian police had the new phasers, they also had the conventional handguns. In most instances, deadly force was the rule when faced with violent lawlessness. There would be no repeat offenders. When a civil disturbance, or riot, ensued, identified instigators were shot and killed by snipers; those refusing to disburse were given painful charges from phasers as a warning. Those still resisting were shot.

The earthling keepers of the peace were becoming as ruthless as the alien Peace Keepers - even more so in the eyes of those who believed that those transported by the aliens were never killed.

At the same time Daniel was briefing his team as to their new duties, Colonel Victor Wells was doing the same to his troops.

“Until further notice, we are on twelve hour shifts. You will work six days on with one day off. Shift changes are staggered, with some details being relieved every four hours around the clock. Checked the board for your hours. Our sole duty now is the security of the Compound. That means perimeter patrol for many. Civilians have been assigned the task of keeping two hundred-yard swath outside and inside the fence cropped close, around the entire Compound. New signs are being posted outside the security fencing, warning people not to enter this cleared area; violators will be shot. It is a no man’s land. It should give us some warning of impending breach of the fence, as well as eliminate cover for those who might snipe patrols.”

Military briefings are one-sided. Only when the commanding officer has completed his information, will any of the troops have an opportunity to ask questions - if then. The Colonel continues, “If anyone is spotted in the cleared area outside the fence, there will be NO verbal warnings and NO warning shots. You will immediately use your phaser at stun strength. When they recover, let them retreat. Anyone making it to the fence or into the Compound, you are to shoot to kill. That goes for anyone armed - on either side of the fence. We do not take prisoners.

“We will probably have to kill a few before the civilians take us seriously. For the present time, food distribution in the surrounding areas is sufficient to eliminate the need for people to try to raid our farms. But some may have other agendas. Treat all as enemy combatants. Many of you will be assigned to patrol the farm perimeters against raiders; those so assigned will use deadly force; again, no prisoners. Just make sure a suspect isn’t one of the farmers; you will know all of them by both sight and name. The farmers will be instructed as to their movement. If there is any doubt as to identity, stun first. If it turns out to be an intruder, then execute.”

“I know this is in conflict with the internationally accepted rules of warfare; circumstances dictate these harsh tactics, otherwise violators will keep trying. We may have to kill a few before they give up trying to raid The Compound. And it is just as apt to be large groups as well as individuals. That applies to both men and women. The one exception is children; us a light stun and let them leave. And I’m talking about children, not teenagers. Treat youths as adults.”

He pauses and looks over the assembled troops. “If anybody has a problem with this procedure, speak up now. If you can’t shoot a civilian, I don’t want you under my command. My door will be open today; if you can’t handle the detail, I’ll transfer you out. I’ll replace you with a soldier who can.” He didn’t expect any to speak up in front of his comrades, but he knew there would be a few to later ask for transfer.

He continues. “Just keep in mind that things will get worse before they get better. This could be a long assignment. The work being done by our civilians is critical to the survival of mankind as we know it. They have to be protected at all costs. We cannot allow anyone to disrupt their duties; we will not allow any such disruption. Is that clear?”

Now was the time for anyone to speak up. None did. Their mood was sober as they disbanded.

The new government, in the process of being appointed by the joint efforts of Co-Presidents Walden and Baker, suddenly had nothing to do. The military coup was sudden and thorough, accomplished without a shot being fired. Most saw it as a necessary move, for military rule crossed all state borders. Only a unified national effort would have any chance of keeping millions of people from dying from hunger and related diseases.

They already had reports of small nations in utter turmoil. Most were in the Middle East and Africa, where the culling by the Peace Keepers was most severe. Those most effected by the disruption were the desert countries where arid conditions limited their ability to feed themselves. Mass migrations were common, with many perishing en route; those making their intended destinations were met with force. Millions more perished. No country could afford to take in immigrants, for they were having problems feeding their own people. With the mass movement of malnourished people came one pandemic after another; disease swept from one area to another. National borders became killing zones.

What little air travel there was to and from the United States was grounded. As international trade dwindled, cargo ships entering the country were unloaded without any of their crew being allowed to leave the ship. Some ships were sent away empty. Empty ships were not allowed entry. Gradually, the United States was closing its borders, determined to become self-sufficient. In the absence of a national monetary system, food and medicines were becoming the medium of exchange. Those taking control of food began demanding property of value in exchange - or personal favors. Many young, single women became prostitutes for food. Single women with children were likewise driven to depravation, often involving their minor children. Burglary and thefts were common, as was looting. The military had standing orders to use deadly force in policing the citizenry.

With hospitals running out of needed medications and supplies, the death rate was increasing. Medics were often faced with the choice of whom they would cure, leaving other to languish and die. Requests from patients wishing to end their suffering were honored.

With every disruption of the flow of food stuffs, came an increase in crime. Those in need often used force to take from those who had. Nature’s survival of the fittest was beginning to apply to the human species.

Farms close to urban areas were the first to be raided, soon to be stripped of everything edible, including livestock. As the desperately hungry hoards moved away form the dying cities, more agriculture was disrupted, often ruined beyond recovery. And as the city dwellers began leaving, manufacturing suffered; unable to meet the exchange requirements, less food and medication went to the cities. The military and the pre-empted local law enforcement was completely outnumbered, helpless to stop most of the onslaught. This further interfered with the food distribution system, adding to the hunger of the masses.

The draft was expanded. Every man and woman between the age of eighteen and fifty-five, married or single, were rounded up for military service. Only those with minor children under their care were exempt. Only those with serious physical impairments were excused. The period of service was indefinite. Refusal to serve was considered treason; treason was punishable by death. Most reluctantly served; at least they would be fed and their health cared for. The only uniforms for draftees, due to a shortage, were fatigues. Few had the phasers; they were issued to the regulars they served with. Most were assigned to support positions, freeing regular troops for enforcement.

With winter in the northern latitudes, those displaced by hunger were drifting south into the warmer climes, hoping there would still find food in the fields. For the first time in many decades, illegal migrants were crossing back into Mexico by the millions, accompanied by many hungry Americans, only to find agriculture there was also being routinely raided.

Any animals they came upon were doomed, whether wild or domesticated. They were food. Whole species would not survive, doomed to extinction.

All the while, those trying to bring mankind back to civilization could do little to change the fate of the people.


Chapter Fifteen

Winters in the Hill Country of South Texas tend to be mild, even more so now that global warming has raised the mean temperature of the earth by almost five degrees. They are in an El Nino year, increasing the annual rainfall. So far, there have been only two snowfalls, each less than two inches. The resulting snow quickly melted as daytime highs often reached the high sixties.

The farmers have been busy constructing hot houses to extend the growing season for many of the vegetables and grains. They are also converting many of the pastures into truck gardens, obtaining needed hay for the livestock through the military. They have also stopped growing all but winter wheat, having received two truckloads of flour and a truckload of rice through the military. The maturing orchards promise to have a good yield this year.

Several irrigation wells have been drilled to supplement rainfall. They will supply irrigation for fields too far from the lake to use it as a source, as well as a cleaner source of drinking water.

The military placed a priority on maintaining the dwindling food supply to the region with a fifty-mile perimeter of The Compound. After a few attempts, the locals have given up on any attempts at raiding the Compound, sufficing themselves with the supplies provided by the military. The only problems were when a migrating group would pass through having to learn the hard way that the warning signs meant business.

The purpose of Daniel’s team is now mostly at identifying any foreign threat, mostly from Mexico and the Central American countries. They are now monitoring communication systems around the clock, still working eight hour shifts to assure that the operators are alert. The hours have been eased; they are now working a four-on-four-off schedule to rotate days off, assuring everybody has occasional weekends off. They have ample time off compared to the soldiers.

Even assigned to day shift, Tabitha’s time with her husband, Victor, is limited. While he normally works a regular day shift as commander of the military detachment, he is often called upon at odd hours. He tries to coordinate his one day off a week to be on one of her days off. Too often he is called out of their bed to resolve some emergency.

They had their evening meal together, looking forward to a relaxing evening at home, but before they have returned to their apartment, he is called out.

It is late when he returns, but she has waited up for him. Both have tomorrow off and can sleep in. She turns off the television as he enters, but makes no effort to rise from the couch to greet him.

“What was it this time?” she asks, trying not to be complaining, but there had been so many times in the past where his presence wasn’t really necessary. She suspects he just doesn’t delegate more authority to his officers.

“Nothing serious. A detail was at the gate, requesting billeting for the night. They had no such orders.”

“So, couldn’t the duty officer make the decision?”

Victor nods. “Standard procedure is to turn them away. They could be imposters.”

“So why didn’t they?” she asks irritably, “Follow procedure?”

“They were tired and hungry. It is cold and wet out. The lieutenant in charge of the detail said he knows me. He asked for me.”

“You couldn’t have spoken to him over the radio?”

“I didn’t know him well enough to make sure who I was talking to.”

“You allowed them in,” she assumes.

He nods.

“And got them all tucked in?”

The sarcasm in her voice tells him she is pissed. Even as he tries to think of what to say that will placate her, she continues, “Why do you have to make every damned decision? Don’t you trust your men to follow the rules?”

“Security is important.”

“As long as you make all the decisions, they never will take on their responsibility. You’re what we call a micro manager. You have to be involved in everything. They never will start making their own decisions as long as you make them for them.”

He sits down next to her and starts to put an arm around her, but she abruptly rises and moves to the kitchenette. “Coffee’s still hot,” she says over her shoulder, changing the subject. She doesn’t want to argue.

He stares at her back for a moment, fighting the impulse to argue, to try to justify his action. Instead, he simply apologizes. “Sorry, Babe.”

Still not facing him as she prepares two cups of coffee, she tries to keep emotion out of her voice. “I guess I shouldn’t complain. Lord knows we’ve been through this before. You’ll never change. It’s just that we have so precious little time together. Sometimes I wish we were still in the field. At least we were together out there.”

He said nothing as she returns with the two cups, sets them on the coffee table, and sits down, leaving some space between them. “Thanks, Tab,” he mutters, then adds with as much sincerity he can muster, “I really am sorry.”

Almost as in defense of him trying to take her into her arms, she holds her cup in front of her with both hands. “I know,” she softly replies.

“And you’re right. I don’t let my men make enough decisions on their own,” he concedes. “I’ll try to change that. Promise! In fact, at the next briefing, I’ll demand that the officers and sergeants start taking some responsibility. I’ll discourage them from calling me when the procedure is clear.”

She stares into her cup, not responding.

“I promise!” he repeats.

She takes her first sip, makes a face and sets the cup down. “This isn’t what I want!” she declares, rising. “I need a drink! Lets go to the tavern. It’s still open.”

He would rather go to bed, but he agrees. They walk in silence the block to the watering hole, where both order doubles. Two friends join them. By the second round, both have cheered up. By closing time, both are getting drunk.

They make it back home and collapse into bed, both too intoxicated to even think about having sex. Another minor crisis avoided - or at least postponed.

For reasons Daniel writes off as government bureaucracy, the Army relents to the ongoing pressure of the citizenry to designate the population center of The Complex as a township. Tired of just calling it ‘The Village,’ the people want to give it a name. It is a decision arrived at by the powers that be in the Pentagon; the only thing they are leaving up to those who live and work there is the name. They can choose a name. He decides to put the matter to a vote, with every adult casting a ballot with a suggested name.

It is a pleasant distraction to the daily routine, with a lot of promotion by groups wanting a specific name. After all, this is now their home, and possibly will be for some time to come. Sherry is put in charge of the procedure; the vote will be taken at the next town hall meeting. From the start, she can tell that there will be many names suggested; the name getting the most ballots could be the choice of a relatively few citizens. So she decides that they will count the ballots in front of everyone, then take the three names that have the most ballots and have a ‘vote off’ by a simple raise of hands. This way, more people will be able to say they vote for the town’s new name.

The three most popular names were Glen Haven, Lake Forest and Oak Park. The clear winner was Glen Haven. Daniel makes the notification to the Pentagon the next morning; the township officially becomes Glen Haven, Texas. While it is still officially a military compound, under military law, they can elect an honorary mayor and town council. As the primary purpose of the civilian workers had evolved to mostly be espionage through the internet, with Daniel Davies as The Director, people consider him the logical choice to be the new major.

But he declines, citing a conflict of interest. Anything the mayor and council takes action on would first be reviewed by him, then endorsed by Colonel Wells. Final pending approval would be by Gen. Wright. The final approval for any changes would be from the Pentagon. Obviously, is was not much more than an honorary office, but it still gave the people a feeling of some degree of self-rule. - the actual intent of the powers that be.

It is Sherry Davies who is made the new Mayor of Glen Haven, Texas, by popular vote, possibly due to her activity in selecting the town’s new name. It probably didn’t hurt that her husband is the Director. Her first duty will be to appoint a six-person City Council, with herself being the seventh member to avoid tie votes. Not surprising, all the Council members are women - two from the research staff, two from the civilian workers, one from the farm community and the sixth a spouse of the military force.

The moral of The Compound improved noticeably. All live with the knowledge that their very existence depends on the government. At any time, the entire project could be scrubbed and the Compound shut down. They are also aware that their survival in the increasingly chaotic world is dependant on their military protection and a steady flow of supplies from the outside. The recent changes promoted by the government indicate to most that the government plans to keep them around for a while, a comforting thought to most, for most have no homes to which they can return.

It is obvious that the government is sheltering them both physically and emotionally, for little news filters in concerning the rest of the country, nor the rest of the world. Only those working directly under the command of Director Daniel Davies know much of what’s going on through their eavesdropping, but they are under strict orders not to pass on any information to the rest of the community. It is a moral issue. The general population know that there is an ongoing struggle to maintain the flow of food and medicine through the communal system. They know that many people want a return to pre-alien times. Democracy. Capitalism. Personal freedom . . . They also assume that things are not going well outside.

Their only source of outside information is from radio and television, both under government control. The best thing about the changes is that there are no commercials nor promotions. The worse things, there are few new programs. And there are only six channels available by satellite: adult education; juvenile education; two movie channels, one arts and crafts, and the sixth a mix of old travelogues, nature films and sports, with a brief on-the-hour news and public information. Current events are noticeably avoided unless the news is favorable. Radio is simply a variety of music with rare public announcements, with one pleasant surprise: one station is broadcasting old radio programs from the forties and fifties. This is nostalgic for the elderly; amusing for the younger.

There are six local channels offering a variety of films and old television programs, all devoid of commercials and carefully monitored for content. No pornography. No excessive violence. Two of the local channels are exclusively for children. The same standards apply to the library of videos, CDs and DVDs.

While all civilians can resign their positions and leave the compound - never to return - all know they are better off where they are. The soldiers assigned to the base consider it easy duty, with a dozen now married to civilians. While fraternization with civilians is prohibited, it is not enforced. Almost half of the enlisted personnel are female. Neither does Daniel discourage his people from socializing with the soldiers. After all, one of his most talented computer hackers is married to the C.O. All one happy family.

But no one can say how long Glen Haven will last.

The Monday morning after the announcement that Mayor Sherry Davies had appointed six women to serve as councilwomen until an election could be arranged, Director Daniel Davies calls her into his office. All very formal.

Closing the door behind them, he turns to face his wife. “You never told me you were going to appoint an all-women council,” he flatly states.

She just shrugs, knowing that the issue would come up. “You said it was my choice,” she responds. “I felt it was about time that women had a say in government.”

“But ALL women?” he counters. “This is apt to upset some men!”

“It’s only temporary,” she argues. “If the people want men on the Council, they can make their nominations, and vote for them. The final Council structure will be established by vote. Besides, in the few matters that will be decided by the Council, women have more awareness.”

“Such as?”

“For one, schooling,” she quickly cites. “We need more training for those teaching. Only two hold teaching credentials on the outside. Plus a better curriculum; more teaching and less testing.”

He hadn’t yet moved from the door. “Just the same, you should have coordinated with me.”

She glares at him, instantly angry, but takes a deep breath before answering. “You listen to me, Mr. Davies. You are not going to micro-manage the mayor’s office. It’s bad enough that we have to have the military’s approval of everything we do. We are going to take action as we see the need; we don’t need your approval. You can either endorse it or not; it will be Gen. Wright’s decision - more likely Victor’s. And Tabitha will undoubtedly influence him in his decisions - just as I would expect you to support me.”

“Sweet Jesus!” Daniel utters, “I think we’ve created a monster!”

She ignores his comment. “I’ve read the orders thoroughly. The matters relating to the township are covered by the Mayor’s office. We were given a standard charter that we - meaning the City Council - will modify to cover our particular situation. It is the Pentagon who will endorse it . . . or make changes. As Director, your responsibilities are those relating to the operation of the Research Center. You should be glad that you don’t have the added responsibility.” Then she reminds him, “A responsibility you said you didn’t want!”

He is far from glad, for he even resented the take over by the Army. He used to run the entire operation. Now security and law enforcement was by military; township matters by the Council. His only responsibility now was management of the espionage program, keeping The Pentagon happy.

She knows how he is feeling. “Honey, don’t look at this as a demotion. You know the only reason we are here is to spy on other governments. If your program goes away, so does the entire Compound. You can now put all your efforts into the program. It’s your baby! I promise you, as long as I’m Mayor, I’ll confer with you. I’ll consider any advice you may have . . . but final decisions are up to the Council. And they’ll only relate to city functions. - unimportant things you won’t have to worry about.”

“You mentioned Tabitha,” he says. “She works for me. Are you saying she’s on your side now?”

Sherry just smiles. “She’s a woman,” but then quickly adds, “You know she is an extremely intelligent woman. She’ll do what she thinks is right. Let’s not put her in the middle of any disagreements you and I might have.”

“Are we going to have disagreements?” he pointedly asks.

“I really don’t think so. Really! But don’t be surprised if you see a woman’s touch dressing up this little town.”

It is through their espionage efforts that Daniel gets hints of impending military action in the Middle East. Iran, supported by Russia, is sending troops into Iraq. Like many of the countries in the region, a majority of their previous population had been transported by the Peace Keepers, leaving Iraq struggling to feed those remaining. They have no military; the advancing Iranians are taking over city after city without firing a shot, winning over the hungry people by bringing food for them.

Efforts at re-establishing the United Nations are going no where.

While breaking transcriptions is a time-consuming job, there is growing evidence of a plot where Iran will continue their peaceful conquest by taking over Syria , Jordan, Israel and Lebanon, giving them access to the Mediterranean Sea, while Russia will take over Turkey and other former USSR countries, also giving them access to the Mediterranean. The United States had pledged to protect Israel, but the military powers are reluctant to start being the S.W.A.T team of the world again. NATO is no longer around to fulfill its promise to protect Turkey and Greece, the probable next targets for the Russians.

So far, there are no reports of combat, probably due to the aliens transporting every person with a criminal or violent background, as well as the destruction of most weapons of war. As to Russia, it would have taken more time to reestablish a fighting military and its weaponry. But they would have had time to build up their agriculture to create an export of surplus of foods to bribe countries to join them. Iran would have less land, so was probably providing most of the troops.

But Daniel and his staff have a much clearer picture of their own government. The current token Congress has no desire to get into a war, especially in the old quagmire of the Middle East. Their solution for saving Israel is to simply bring all the Jews to the United States. There is even a proposed bill - now in limbo - that would turn Oahu, Hawaii over to be the New Israel. Under the present system, they have absolutely no input as to the activities of The Pentagon; only out of courtesy are they even kept advised what they are planning.

A new word is becoming popular in The Pentagon: Isolationism. The United States is energy self-sufficient. It is agriculturally self-sufficient. They could close the borders and do just fine, many thought. Canada would certainly join them in such an effort. Not everybody agrees to make the same offer to Mexico or the Carribean island nations. Most efforts remain those that strengthen the defenses of the nation.

The Peace Keepers had relocated many millions from their home country to other countries. Once the alien force was eliminated, the United States had closed its borders, allowing neither immigration nor emigration. It remains so today. While the new government made no effort to deport those illegal aliens already in the country, they closed the Mexican border with a vengeance. They would let undocumented aliens leave, but shoot on sight anyone trying to sneak into the country - and not always using the phasers. Deadly force was authorized. Gradually, those who had entered the United States illegally (or stayed beyond their legal time) where realizing that they would be just as well off in their native land. There was a steady, daily flow out of the country.

With a population already depleted by the aliens, jobs were plentiful - but not always desirable. The standing motto remained: ‘If you don’t work, you don’t eat.’ Unless you were totally unfit for any kind of employment, whether by age, physical ability or mental ability, you were expected to seek employment. It was a crime to remain idle. The government would attempt to assigned employment to fit the individual’s desire and ability, but there were many jobs to be filled in agriculture; few wanted to be a farm worker. Fortunately, agribusiness had converted most manual field labor tasks to machine functions. Still, there was a need for manual labor.

Those intentionally avoiding work were arrested and, as prisoners, assigned to work gangs, usually involving hard labor. In season, that meant harvesting fruits and vegetables, back breaking work. Most soon learned that they had to develop good work habits.

Marriage was once again a union between a man and a woman. For either spouse to be granted a divorce when there were dependent children involved - or a pregnancy - both parties had to have made arrangements for remarriage. Once married, a person could not go back to being single unless their spouse had died. The emphasis for allowing a divorce and subsequent remarriage was for the welfare of the children. If either spouse walked away from a marriage, they were committing a crime, punishable by arrest and assignment to hard labor. If dependent children were involved, it was considered more serious. The more children, the greater the crime and subsequent punishment.

In the turmoil of the days following the Peace Keepers sudden departure, many families were broken up. The new laws on marriage gave legally married persons thirty days to rejoin before enforcement would commence. When scoff-laws began to be arrested, the new marriage laws were taken seriously.

For those who could not work, arrangement were made for their care. The elderly were provided housing and sustenance, most commonly in hotels with restaurants, converted to senior care. Other hotels and motels were converted to care for orphaned children and day care facilities for working parents. Only a mother with a dependant child not of school age could remain unemployed; her job was to rear that child or children. Once a dependent child started attending school, the mother was expected to be employed during school hours.

More and more, single young men and women were opting to join the military, with the vast majority going to the Army. There was no longer a Navy branch; former personnel and equipment were now part of the Coast Guard. The Marines were also so reassigned to the Army.

The Army was now charged with keeping the peace within the borders of the United States, its territories and possessions. They had replaced Border Patrol. They also supported local law enforcement agencies. What had been the Air Force was now converted back to being the Army Air Corps, flying in support of local law enforcement agencies and air support for the Coast Guard.

When a local jurisdiction, whether a township or county, did not establish a law enforcement agency, the Army provided that public service. The army also had a huge mobile force that could be called upon by local law enforcement agencies in the event of an emergency.

Despite the overall population reduction caused by the aliens, the combined Army and Coast Guard would soon have almost as many military personnel as during pre-alien times.

For any of this to work successfully depended entirely on the continued functioning of the communal goods distribution system, currently having mixed success.

All living in the compound are aware of the changes on the outside. They are living in a communal community and living very comfortably, perhaps the reason why they don’t understand why there are those on the outside pushing to reestablish the old monetary system and open the borders to free trade.

And, one way or another, most are aware that things are not going so smoothly outside their security fences. And there is always the fear, or dread, that the need for their services will go away, leaving their future uncertain. What would await them outside?

Sherry made good her promise to give the village a woman’s touch. The first, and most noticeable change, was to paint the town. Literally. The dull military olive drabs and greys were replaced by pleasant earth tones, immediately transforming the town into a typical civilian village. Gradually adding to this was the installation of planter boxes with flowers and small ornamental plants and bushes. The transportation vehicles, all olive drab, were repainted a bright yellow. Only those vehicles used by the soldiers retained their military markings - and that would change if the Council had their way.

All had to admit that the changes were good. And all knew that there would be many more substantial changes in the future. That included Daniel and Victor -now that Gen. Wright had been reassigned leaving Colonel Victor Wells in command of the Camp. They strolled through town on an unofficial inspection of the changes.

“You’ve got to admit,” states Daniel with a wave of an arm, “the town never looked so good.”

“Nor as unmilitary,” adds Victor. “This is supposed to be an Army base.”

Daniel glances at him, asking, “You don’t like it?”

“Didn’t say that. I guess it’s OK considering the joint effort. I’m just wondering what the brass will say the first time they drop in.”

“It’s all been approved.” Daniel points out.

Victor stops to more closely inspect one of the curbside planters. “I was wondering about the flowers. They’re fake. Plastic.”

“It is winter, you know. Sherry says they’ll be replaced with hothouse flowers by spring.”

They stroll on.

“The place reminds me of a resort town I once visited. In Colorado. I think I can get used to the change,” Victor comments.

“Well, keep in mind that almost all who live and work here are civilians. The less military the decor, the better they’ll feel about the situation. That’s why I keep Sherry on a long leash. As long as she and her girls don’t get too carried away, I’m going to let them do their thing. She is asking me for advice.”

“Just keep them away from the camp. We like drab. Matches our uniforms.”

“You got it. Although that Jeep you drive would look great a fire-engine red.”

“Very funny,” Victor replies as they approach the Operations building. “Let’s see what they’ve done in there.”

As soon as they pass through the revolving doors, Victor mutters, “Oh, Lord!”

The reception area is painted a bright peach. The wall behind the receptionist bears a hand-painted mural of brightly colored flowers. Both men stare at it in disbelief.

It is Daniel who speaks first. “This is the first I saw it! Honest!”

Victor can only shake his head. “This is your jurisdiction. You’ll have to deal with it. I don’t think the Pentagon will like it.”

“I’ll talk to Sherry,” he promises, all the while wondering what she has done with the rest of the building, especially his office. He is relieved as they continue down the central corridor, the paneling untouched. So is his office. They pass out the rear door and walk to the Computer Center.

Sherry meets them as they enter, immediately knowing by the way her husband looks at her that he is upset. “You saw Operations reception,” she assumes.

He simply nods, but before he can say anything more, she quickly adds. “They got a little carried away. I already told them the mural is too much. And to tone down the peach.”

“Get them under control,” he orders. “Make them clear all changes with you. And I hope you’ll clear things with me. This is a government facility, you know.”

“Sorry, Boss,” she replies, immediately realizing that her comment could be taken as sarcasm. “Really. Consider it covered. I’ll have them repaint it this evening, after office hours.”

He surveys the open office space, sprinkled with computer consoles, looking for changes. Seeing nothing obvious, he asks, “What do you have planned for here?”

“Nothing in the mill. At most, the painted top half of the walls maybe a light beige.”

He considers that for a moment, visualizing the change. “That would be a nice touch. But leave it at that.”

“How about flowers at the desks?” she aks, with an impish grin.

“Don’t push it,” he replies, then turns to Victor. “I’ve got our monthly supplies request ready. You want to go over it?”

“Yeah. Let me say ‘hi’ to the wife first,” and he heads back to Tabitha’s alcove.

Sherry waits until Victor is out of hearing before she eagerly presses her husband, “So what did he think about the changes downtown?”

“He actually liked them, but he’s not sure how the brass will see it. I suggest you leave it as is for now. It looks good enough.”

“They want to repaint the apartment units,” she advises. “Similar earth tones like the town center.”

“That’s a lot of work. You think you can get enough volunteers to do the job?”

“If you can get the paint, we’ll get the workers.” Then she adds, “They want to do a little landscaping, too.”

“Wouldn’t hurt. See what the farmers have. We’ll have to do with what we already have. Maybe they can start growing some landscape plants.”

“Thank you, Dear,” she replies and gives him a peck on the cheek.

“We’ll be going over the supply list,” he advises. “Don’t disturb us for about an hour. Then we’ll take you girls to lunch.”

Life within the Compound was becoming as normal as the situation allowed.


Chapter Sixteen

Two months after the town mayor and council were appointed, formal elections were held. Probably due to the citizens approval of the changes brightening their town, making it look like anything but a military facility, Sherry was elected to serve a four-year term as Mayor and her girls were elected to serve two-year terms as council persons.

On the national level, the military coup was beginning to return some control to the newly-appointed government established through the efforts of Chairman Baker and Chairman Birch, Co-Chairmen of the Executive Branch. The local and national elections currently being organized would allow the people to fill the elective posts. The newly elected President would make the permanent appointments. In the meantime, a group of senior military officers would retain control of all military and law enforcement personnel, still part of the Armed Forces. The newly formed national government would once again have control of the country, but the military would have the power to enforce - or not enforce - the laws of the land.

Due to the warmer global temperatures, now considered to be permanent, but at least not increasing more, spring was coming earlier in the year. This was good for the farmers, as they were under increasing demand to provide the food stuffs America needed, now that the government had closed the borders. Nothing was being exported nor imported. The State of Hawaii was under pressure to provide the tropical fruits and vegetables normally imported from other countries. Alaska was increasing their fishing fleets. The government established a number of canning and freezing facilities for the processing of foods for the winter months. People were learning to do without many products that they formerly took for granted, but very soon realized they really didn’t need.

The government was also getting a handle on the food distribution system, but there were growing complaints from the farmers and ranchers that they were getting the ‘short stick’ of the exchange. There was also pressure from those involved with industry to return to a monetary exchange, mostly from those driven by the desire for wealth and prestige. Those who considered themselves to be above the others, those of the ‘upper income bracket’ and the few of the ‘privileged class’ that remained, felt they should have a greater share in the countries resources.

Private interest groups were presenting bills to Congress that would make modifications in the laws to give them greater control. Few passed. Those that did, were vetoed by the Co-Chairmen. The days of the wealthy buying beneficial legislation were over - at least for the time being.

The government was now owner of all real estate, including single family dwellings, and was now responsible for their maintenance. Where possible, the previous home owners were allowed to keep them as their residence, but the government still had the responsibility of keeping them inhabitable.

With the elimination of personal wealth, the government also found itself owner of many mansions, luxury accommodations and sprawling estates. Many were converted for public use: Schools, health clinics, hospitals, orphanages, day care facilities, retirement complexes and recreational facilities. Others were converted to multi-family units. But most remained vacant and unused for the time being, for under a true communal system, none could have more luxurious accommodation than others.

Plans were made to expand the railroads, making them the primary source for both long distant travel and the transport of goods. New rail lines were already being installed.

Cities were a growing problem. The normal populations of urban areas had been more greatly reduced by alien transporting than rural areas. Most manufacturing jobs went away. Many cities, large and small, had become almost abandoned, as agriculture was now the largest provider of jobs. People who used to work and live in the cities found that their new jobs required them to move to small towns and even into the countryside to be close to work. With increasing frequency, older buildings were being stripped and demolished. Entire aging neighborhoods were being razed, leaving block after block leveled.

Adding to that was the fact that while private ownership had been eliminated, local governments were proving to be poor landlords. Due to both vacancy and neglect, buildings were quickly deteriorating, becoming uninhabitable and hazardous. Local governments were being overwhelmed with the problems, lacking both equipment, materials and manpower to provide resolutions. The quickest and cheapest way was simple to demolish unwanted buildings and leave the unsightly piles of ruble. Many were simply blown up.

Too often, it was fires that destroyed the vacant buildings, often taken inhabited structures along with them. And, too often, entire blocks were destroyed by fire. With the passage of time, vacant buildings would deteriorate and collapse on their own.

Governments were just beginning to realize the growing problems they would face with the passage of time.

Most of the citizens of Glen Haven were content with their new life style, knowing that they had it better than most on the outside. They no longer considered themselves ‘locked in’, but rather that the world was ‘locked out.’ They felt protected. The few incidences of trespassing were generally kept from the people. There was no longer reason for the people to leave the Compound, for there was no tourist trade. No night life. No shopping centers. And most considered it too dangerous to venture out, an unfounded fear that Daniel left uncorrected. He was quickly aware of the importance Washington and the Pentagon placed on their espionage - and took advantage of it. To keep his select crew contented (along with all those supporting the operation) he made sure that they had everything they needed or might want. Special requests by citizens were quickly accommodated.

Listening in on what other governments had in the works was proving to be a great advantage to the United States. Even though all treaties and trade agreements were null and void, the government could be kept aware of any planned aggression against the United States. The data the Computer Center gathered, either from what was left of the internet or from hacking computer systems, was quickly transferred to the Pentagon, who in turn would brief the government.

The team worked around the clock, for they were monitoring all points of the globe, all time zones. It was at the end of the day shift that Director Daniel Davies had a briefing of all supervisory personnel, partly for their own knowledge of what was happening on the outside, and partly to identify areas that warranted closer surveillance. They often had news well before the government released it to the public - if they ever did.

Present were Tabitha Wells, Sherry Davies, Charles Durwood, now the night shift supervisor, Carol Durwood, and Victor Wells, who had just dropped in to take his wife to dinner. As Commandant of the Base, Victor was always allowed access to the information they were gathering.

“It looks like the USSR is back in business,” he reports to his people, now off duty and relaxing, their minds more on dinner than on the outside world. “Ukraine has sued for peace with Russia, apparently without a shot being fired. They simply saw the advantage of having trade with Russia, one more step to giving them access to the Mediterranean Sea. The Pentagon wants us to concentrate our efforts on monitoring Turkey, for they feel that Iran will allow Russia to possess the northwest corner of the country if they can have the majority as part of the Muslim State. That will give Russia the shipping access they want. Our job is to find out if there is to be such an agreement.”

“Another step is the dividing of the Middle East and Eastern Europe between Iran and Russia,” comments Charles. “Looks like they’re going to do it without conflict.”

“Do you think the United States will protest?” asks Carol.

Daniel shakes his head. “We are in isolation mode. The official response is that it is none of our business . . . which it isn’t! For the first time in two centuries, our government has stopped being the world’s bully. Western Europe, Cuba, Korea, Vietnam, Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria - all were none of our business. Now that we are giving our own country 100% of our attention, maybe we can resolve some of our own problems.”

“China is doing the same thing,” Charles adds, “peacefully taking in poorer bordering nations in the Far East, using their agricultural and manufacturing might as a lure.”

The Director continues, “So, we just continue sticking our digital nose into the world’s business. I hope it’s just for the purpose of recognizing any threats to us. Let’s put a top priority on Turkey; try to verify the potential of such a merger.”

“Sometimes, I wish we were still under the control of the Universal Council,” Tabitha says softly, almost thinking out loud. “At least the world was at peace and everybody was being cared for.”

Victor seldom attended these briefings, and when he did, almost never spoke up. It is to comfort his wife that he did now. “Things are getting better out there. Nobody is starving. Now that we are independent, we can do a better job of distributing food and medicine.” All know he is referring only to the United States.

“And as far as the rest of the world,” Daniel advises, “The culling by the Peace Keepers eliminated most of the aggressive people. And greed isn’t much of a threat anymore. Not to mention reducing the population and heading off the ruination of the world. We have a better chance for world peace than ever before.”

“And their elimination of the scum bags in the world,” adds always cynical Charles.

“So just be glad we have our little haven here and that we are doing our part in striving for a peaceful world,” suggests Daniel in closing the meeting, setting his notes down and rising. “Let’s eat.”

In Washington, Co-Chairman Baker is discovering that he is having a much easier time in heading the government compared to past presidents. With the detrimental influence from the wealthy, Congress is able to pass laws that benefit the citizens rather than powerful lobbies. Political parties have fewer areas of disagreement. Elected officials have less concern regarding being reelected. With extremely limited campaigning, they realize that the best way to get elected is to do a good job.

Under the communal system, there is no money for bribes. Under a new Constitutional amendment, all campaign costs are covered by the government, with strict campaign rules. There is no campaigning allowed until a month before the actual voting, whether for primary or final elections. All campaign workers must be volunteers. No advertising is allowed, including signs. The conducting of polls is eliminated as being influential. Candidates are limited to town hall type meetings and personal contacts. No more campaign trails. For each elective office, two debates are allowed, both administered by the government and broadcast on public television and radio, with a limit as to times being re-broadcast.

There is no media advertising, other than reporting on a candidate’s qualifications and his proposed agenda, with the requirement that all candidates for a given office be given equal time and/or coverage - as dictated by law. The content of every broadcast relating to an election must be reviewed and approved - word-for-word - by the Elections Bureau. No newscaster can express personal opinions concerning a candidate.

On the day of an election, there can be no further campaigning. Nor can the media announce the progress of an election, for it is recognized that how others have voted can influence ones who have not yet voted. No voter will know the outcome until the final votes are tallied and the results are official. There is no absentee balloting, with arrangements for a person to vote when outside the jurisdiction involved.

Campaigning on the street or door-to-door is allowed only by the candidate in person. Telephone campaigning is forbidden. Campaigning by mail or carrier is prohibited.

Further, the amendment makes every United States citizen age eighteen or older eligible to vote; with no exceptions. It also standardizes times for voting sites to be open, from 0800 hours Eastern Standard time to as late as 2000 hours Hawaii time; no matter where a voter lives, they can vote anytime between eight in the morning to twenty at night, their time. No voter would know any results before casting his or her vote.

The same amendment also establishes minimum qualifications for each federal and local office, assuring that a candidate has the knowledge and experience necessary to handle the job before being allowed to campaign for that position. It also requires each candidate to pass a background check to assure he or she is of high moral character, with nothing in their past which would disqualify them from holding office. And it sets eight years as the maximum time a person can serve in any elected office, virtually eliminating the professional politician.

Finally, all election outcomes, whether federal or state, will be determined by popular vote. The candidate who gets the most ballot votes is elected to that office. For the first time in decades, money will not buy an elective office. For the first time in decades it will be the vote of the people that will put a person in office, not appointed parties nor private interest groups.

Congress passed a bill - almost by unanimous vote of both houses - that establishes the office of a senator and the office of a representative as full time jobs. For the term they are to serve, they are expected to meet in session at least once a week and be available to their staff every weekday. All must live in housing provided by the government, all in Washington, D.C.. Like citizens, they will have vacation time and sick leave, but their personal freedom to travel will be limited. They are permitted to return to the state they represent once a month, for a period no longer than three days. At all other times their constituents can contact them electronically.

The only reason the bill was passed is that almost every Congressman is new to politics, and, as citizens, were sickened by the corrupt conduct and lack of agreement by past Houses. The Co-Chairmen quickly signed the bill into law, but most political observers prophesied that it would soon be repealed.

Two new Departments were created: The Department of Nutrition and the Department of Housing. The Department of Nutrition has the responsibility to gather and distribute food and medicine under the communal system introduced by the Aliens, making such modifications as needed to make it work. The Department of Housing has the responsibility of providing housing for all citizens, facilities for public service, the facilities for manufacturing and the maintenance of government real estate. The operation of both departments will be by trial and error, as such circumstances are new to a country that has operated under capitalism for centuries.

By Executive Order, a committee was formed to work out details for gradually returning the country to a monetary trade system; the reestablishment of the dollar. Most everyone believes the present system is untenable and must be changed. In the mean time, there is a constant scramble to react to situations of crisis, increasing the Oval Office’s ability to lead a proactive government. Most experts believe it will take years to establish a new, functioning society and renew relationships with the rest of the world.

As expected, spring came early to the Hill Country of South Texas, much to the joy of the children of Glen Haven, tired of being cooped indoors for so long. There were enough children in the community to have seven classrooms, each accommodating two grades: 1st and 2nd; 3rd and 4th, 5th and 6th, 7th and 8th, 9th and 10th, and 11th and 12th. An eighth unit provided for preschool and kindergarten age children. In addition to the classrooms, there are the physical education area and gymnasium, student cafeteria and various science and math labs. By their completion of the tenth grade, students will have the equivalence of a high school education. The 11th and 12th grades will be the equivalent of an associate degree, two years of college. Upon graduation, the teenagers will be assigned on-the-job training in an area that they were both interested in and have the aptitude to learn.

Perhaps by then the nation will have stabilized, the Compound will be shut down, and families once again living in an open society. But for now, the playground is active during school and the park active after school. Soon lake waters will be warm enough for swimming; all children will be taught how to swim. The laughter and excited sheiks of playing children add a degree of normalcy to the town. Some citizens are wondering if they can remain living in the town after the military pulls out. They are beginning to love their little village of Glen Haven.

While civilians can request to leave the compound to resume their lives on the outside, very few even considered that choice - mostly because they have no where to go. By now, eight local women and one local man has married a soldier, including Victor and Tabitha. The soldiers are able to live with their spouses when off duty. Some will soon complete their enlistment; they will be allowed to stay as new citizens. Any citizen wishing to marry a person from the outside can petition to have their fiancé move into the Compound, with the condition that he or she can pass a rigid background check. So with citizens marrying soldiers, citizens marrying outsiders and new childbirths, the population of Glen Haven will gradually grow. So will be the need for feeding the additional mouths.

Victor responds to a call from the main gate security team. They have retained a man who is trying to get into the compound. Soon after the Colonel arrives and is briefed on the situation, he in turn calls Daniel to the front gate.

As Daniel rolls up to the gate in his freshly painted royal blue electric cart, another victim of Sherry’s village beautification program, he sees Victor talking to a young man sitting on the ground, his hands secured behind his back. The two soldiers assigned to work the gate stand back, while a third soldier is searching an old, travel-worn sedan parked at the gate. When Victor sees Daniel’s arrival, he walks around the closed gate to meet him.

“What’s up?” Daniel asks, looking first at him, then at the young detainee.

“This guy wants in; says he’s here to marry one of our ladies.”

The young man sits quietly, head bowed. He appears to be just a teenager, hardly old enough to be driving a car. He is casually dressed and well groomed, hair shorter then what is now common with youngsters. Then Daniel notices the Indiana license plate on the old car.

“That wouldn’t happen to be my niece, Debby, would it?”

Victor nods. “Says they’re engaged.”

Daniel shrugs. “Not that I know of. She had a boyfriend, but he dumped her. She was pretty shook up about it. I don’t even know what his name was.”

“This guy’s name is Eddie Campbell. His ration chip gives a Kentland, Indiana address. The car is assigned to Kentland as well. I don’t know yet if he’s supposed to have it.”

“That’s where David lived before coming here,” Daniel confirms regarding his brother, Debby’s father. “But he looks too young to be her boyfriend.”

“He’s twenty, but looks younger,” Victor advises, then adds. “There is no authorization for his admittance. You know I can’t let him in. I thought I’d check with you before sending him away . . . or arresting him. There’s still the question of legal possession of the city-owned vehicle.”

“Don’t know anything about him. He’s not on my list of relatives seeking entry.”

Victor just nods almost unperceptively, looking over at young man. “Just thought I’d check with you. If they actually were engaged, I know you could make arrangements for him to join her. Seems like a nice enough guy. Traveled a long way to get here. I can’t imagine how he managed to get gas.”

“Can I talk to him?”

“Be my guest.”

As the two approached, the young man looked up, his desperation etched into his face, eyes bleary from lack of sleep. He didn’t seem old enough to even have to shave very often, but he was clean shaven now.

“My name is Daniel Davies, the Director of this facility. How do you know Debby Davies?”

The young man’s face brightened and he sat straighter. “You’re Debby’s uncle!” he exclaimed. “Please. Tell her I’m here. My name is Eddie Campbell. We were engaged to be married before she left to come here.”

“Are you the one who broke up with her just before they left to come here?”

“Yes,” Eddie admits, “but not because I didn’t love her. I knew they were going to leave and I couldn’t come with them. I broke up with her so she would forget me. I did it to make it easier on her. I still love her. I always will!”

“Does she know you’re coming?” Daniel asks.

“No. She never called me and I don’t know how to get hold of her. They won’t give me any information about her or her family.”

“So what makes you think she even wants to see you now. She was very broken up about the split.”

“We were really in love!” Desperation is in his tone and his rapid speech. “I hope she still loves me and will take me back. I can explain everything to her! At least, let me talk to her! I want to ask her if she’ll marry me!”

Daniel chooses to ignore the request for the time being. He points at the sedan. “Is that the car assigned to your family?”

Eddie nods.

“Does your Dad know what you’re doing?”

“No.” Again his body sags and his head drops. “He thinks I’m taking a bunch of guys to the lake for a fishing weekend.”

“So you stole it.” Daniel accuses.

“I guess you could say that.”

“At the very least, unauthorized use of a government vehicle. How did you manage to get gas?” There no longer are convenient service stations along the highways for buying gas. The distribution of gas is severely restricted.

“From the dairy. Filled enough gas cans to get here.”

Daniel sighs deeply. “So you stole the gas, too. You know you’re in trouble, son. They’re going to detain you until they can decide what to do with you.”

“Is there any way I talk to Debby?” he pleads.

“I’m going to leave that up to her father. He might not want her to have anything more to do with you.”

“Well, can I at least talk to him? Let him know how much I love her!”

“I’ll tell him. For now, they’re going to take you to the Camp where you’ll be held pending any criminal charges.”

“I’m sorry,” the young man almost wails. “I just have to see her; tell her I love her!”

“I’ll keep you posted,” Daniel promises. “Hang in there!”

A semi had pulled in with supplies. One of the soldiers moves the sedan into the compound, out of the way. It would be processed and impounded. The other takes the lad to Victor’s Jeep.

“Well?” Victor inquires as Daniel rejoins him.

“Family assigned vehicle. At worse, unauthorized use of a motor vehicle. Got the gas from where he works. Doubt if they’ll complain.”

“They’ll charge him with something; you can count on that,” Victor insisted. “Any chance you’ll take him in? They would probably drop the whole thing if he joins the Project. We can always use more muscle.”

“Let me run this by David. See what he says. I don’t think he likes the kid.”

“In the mean time, we’re going to hold him until we can confirm illegal possession of the vehicle. It’ll be impounded and we’ll hold him in camp. They can visit him there if they want.”

Daniel follows Victor’s Jeep back into town, then stops at Operations as the Jeep continues on through town to the Camp beyond. He is not looking forward to his talk with David - or Debby.

Since self-governing was reestablished, Washington has been pressing state governments to implement basic manufacturing, stressing the making of equipment and supplies to provide for the primal needs of society. For the time being, older vacated housing, estimated to be about 30% of all single family dwellings, are being stripped of household items (cook ware, table ware, small appliances, etc.) but that supply is dwindling. Only those items absolutely necessary for the functioning of a home will be considered.

The hardest part is finding someone who has the knowledge to set up and run such facilities, for most of those leading the past companies and corporations had been transported, never to be seen again. The next hardest was to supply the resources necessary to restart such businesses. With no additional incentives for those taking the lead, few wanted the additional stress and responsibilities. Often it was a military man or woman who started the companies going, eventually to be replaced with civilians.

They had managed to keep the utilities functioning, with a few exceptions. Most required a steady supply of coal, petroleum or natural gas. The alien’s introduction of efficient nitrogen generators and solar panels helped, but there were still too few to supply all the energy needs. They also managed to keep a number of refineries running to provide fuel oil, diesel and gasoline. Conversion to atmosphere-friendly energy production might be years off. At least, they now had the science and ability to reproduce the efficient alien systems. The state governments were charged with providing utilities to residents and businesses, with the provision of clean drinking water the greatest challenge, for many areas had suffered with permanent climate change, making it difficult to meet local demands. Only the drastic reduction in the world population mitigated the shortage. The dramatic loss of winter mountain snow packs seriously reduced the flow of many rivers through the late summer months.

They were starting to get a handle on food distribution, giving up on the concept of the super grocery store and use of food rationing cards. Now every major population area had a food distribution center where all foods were gathered, sorted and divided into preselected packages of all food products needed for a week, taking into consideration the sizes of the families being served and special medical requirements. Once a week, a representative of a family would present their ration card and obtain food for the coming week. Each package also contained the suggested menu for the 21 meals for each family member to assure the food would last the week.

Food distribution centers were controlled by the military, with all the civilian help they needed. Always present were soldiers armed with the now dreaded phasers - which they were not reluctant to use against those who were causing problems. Once zapped with the agonizingly painful charge from a phaser, and the long recovery, no one would want to risk a second charge.

The military had tripled in size from pre-alien days, with at least two-thirds of their assignments related to civilian peacekeeping and civilian services. Local law enforcement agencies were manned exclusively by military personnel. With the hard-core criminals eliminated by the aliens, along with firearms and other anti-personnel weapons, their jobs were easier and safer. Nobody ran from the police anymore, for the phaser would stop them in their tracks. The lowest charge setting had a modifying effect on agitated or violent subjects, actually calming them down, precious when dealing with civil and family disturbances.

As long as the government could keep their citizens housed and fed, and provide them with meaningful employment to minimize idle time, the people would stay in line. Some would actually be content.

Things were not going as well in many other parts of the world.


Chapter Seventeen

David and his wife Janet have been putting off telling their daughter, Debby, about the arrest of her old boyfriend, Eddie Campbell, but they realize that they better let her know before the information gets to her through the grapevine. He has been in custody for two days, held in isolation at the Camp by order of Colonel Victor Wells.

David visited him that morning, wanting to know why he had shown up at the Compound, all the while knowing it was because of Debby. The young man insisted that Debby had no idea he was coming, and that he hoped he will be allowed to enter the Compound and marry her. He begged to have Debby visit him so he could tell her that he still loved her. This information he passed on to his wife.

“You know,” Janet reminds him, “It was Eddie that ended their engagement. Why would she want to take him back.”

“Maybe she still loves him.”

“She’s been dating a soldier, a Cpl. Jonathan Frankland. I think it’s serious.”

David is silent for a while. “They’re leaving it up to us. If we feel Debby doesn’t want, or need to see him, they’ll ship him out to face several criminal complaints. She, and nobody else, will ever know he was here.”

“Don’t you think she should make that choice?” Janet asks. “I got her in conversation last night, at bedtime, asking her if everything was going well with her. When I casually brought up Eddie, she insisted she was over him. That was when she told me about her Army friend. She says he may be the one.”

“All the more reason to not tell her. They told me the only way Daniel will let him become part of the Compound is if they are engaged to be married. He is authorized to bring a spouse or immediate family member of a citizen of Glen Haven. She may feel compelled to agree to marry him simply to save his life.” He is obviously torn by the decision he had to make. “What if she does still have feelings for Eddie, and is hiding that from us, feeling there is no chance for them to be together?”

“I’ve thought of that. She’d do something like that so we wouldn’t worry about her. This thing with the corporal might be just a casual acquaintance. She’s a woman now. I say let her make the decision.”

He thinks that over before answering. “Maybe we can get Daniel to tell her he can stay, anyway, regardless of how she feels about him.”

“He’ll do that?”

“Sure. That way, Eddie staying or not isn’t up to her. No pressure.”

“Talk to him. See if he’ll do that.”

“Already have,” David responds with a big grin. “I wanted you on board. She can visit him this afternoon, any time between 1500 and 1700 hours. Call her and have her meet us for lunch.”

After more then 10% of their supplies failed to arrive in the last month, Daniel calls another meeting of his core personnel, those directly involved in the cyber espionage efforts. Included in the meeting is Victor, as Daniel realizes that the man has more connections with the delivery of supplies, and wants his input.

“The good news,” he begins the briefing, “is that we can still manage on what we produce here inside the Compound. But that’s about all the good new there is. If we think we have it bad in here, it’s much worse on the outside. The government is giving us top priority on provisions, but the long-range picture is that the system is not working all that well yet. Many people in many areas of the United States are just getting enough food and medicine to stay healthy. It’s even worse in many other parts of the world, with millions dying of starvation and related disease. It’s hard to get exact figures, for many governments have collapsed, leaving their citizens to fend for them selves. There are even reports of cannibalism. It’s becoming survival of the fittest.

“When, and if, it starts getting that bad here, we can expect the hoards to overrun the Compound to steal what we have. And in the process, they’ll probably devastate the land, making it unproductive. People facing death by starvation have nothing to lose. Likely, they’ll try to take over, to kill us of all in the process.”

He turns his attention to Victor. “What are the chances of increasing security for the compound.”

“Unlikely, until we start having incidences of invasion,” he replies. “With the growing unrest and increase in crime, the military is stretched thin. Their help will probably be too little, too late.”

“Don’t your people realize the importance of the work we’re doing here?” Daniel insists.

“Of course they do! Why do you think we have it so good here?” Victor reminds him. “Unfortunately - at least with the Army - what other governments might be planning takes a back seat to controlling our own people. That’s unofficial, mind you, but that’s the general opinion. These recent cutbacks are probably just the start. I guess we better be able to live on what we produce. I’ve already taken steps to implement such austerity. The first step will be to eliminate waste; people to be served amounts of food necessary to sustain good health. The “no waste’ policy will have teeth; there will be consequences for wasting food. You will eat everything served, even if it doesn’t taste that great. The children will get all they need to stay healthy and active, but will be trained not to waste food. We can survive on what we can produce.”

“Until the hoards overrun the Compound,” says Charles pessimistically, “We won’t have a chance in hell of keeping them out!”

“I’m afraid he’s right,” agrees Victor. “There’s just too much perimeter fence to patrol - over twelve miles. Even with my people working twelve on and twelve off, we couldn’t counter coordinated attacks from different locations. I need more manpower.”

“I’m working on that, too,” advises Daniel. “Sherry and I are working on the possibility of implementing a form of civil law enforcement for the Glen Haven. I believe we have the authority to do that. Even if we don’t, we’re going to do it. It will be a force of vigilantes who will serve as the eyes and ears for your people, Victor. They can be the elderly in many situations, as long as they can still see and hear. I hope to be able to reassign these people to serve on patrol, at least one every half mile. They can alert you. A break in the electric fence will also give us some advance warning.”

“I can use all the help you can provide,” answers Victor. “But they have to ultimately answer to me.”

“They will. But I’m not going to ask them to be in harms way. They are to be in concealed positions, having a quarter-mile view in each direction. This may entail doing more clearing inside and outside the fence than we have done so far, so intruders can’t sneak up on us. These lookouts will report on what is going on, but will not engage. Most will not be trained in fighting.”

“Will that include women?” Tabitha wants to know. It is an issue she and her husband have discussed.

Daniel just stares at her. “They can see as well as men,” is his delayed response, knowing they would have a discussion in private. Then he adds, “The invaders won’t even know they are there. They’ll be in little danger.”

“Less danger than if they get in,” adds Charles.

“I understand that there will be no more stunning of trespasser and turning them over to the military,” Daniel verifies with Victor. “Your General Wright is on board with that.”

“We already got orders. Full phaser. Invaders will be killed.”

“Good,” Daniel nods, “but before we start implementing this procedure, Sherry insists on holding a town meeting to make the citizens aware of the situation. I’ll try not to make the situation any more foreboding than I think it is. Part of it will be asking for volunteers for lookouts. People who are in non-critical positions. For the time being, they will work four hour shifts. The elderly, perhaps shorter. With 24 lookout points, that will require 144 people a day. If things get tough, we can make that eight-hour shifts. We’ll work out a method to keep all awake and alert.”

Sherry speaks up again, obviously still not happy with the planning, “We need safe shelters for the people serving as lookouts, secure places where invaders can’t see them - or get to them. And we need to establish shelters for citizens when an invasion is pending. And a procedure for quickly evacuating children from classes to those shelters.”

“I’m working on that, too. What I have in mind is the basement of the Computer Center, currently housing only rows of processors. I think we could get just about everybody crammed in there. And stock it with drinking water and military rations. There is a mens’ and womens’ restroom down there. Plus full communication abilities.”

She just nods, but says nothing more, for she reluctantly realizes that it is something they are going to have to do to protect themselves.

They work out more details, coordinating with what the Army can and cannot do. They will call an emergency town hall meeting for that evening.

“I say! That went well!” Daniel sarcastically remarks, with a Cockney accent when only Victor and Charles remain in the office.

“Don’t expect the people to be happy with the turn of events. They think they have it pretty good in here. I haven’t heard a single soul talk about leaving,” Charles comments.

“I’ll stress it as just a precaution,” Daniel promises.

“My men are already on alert. Orders from the Pentagon. And they are not to alarm the citizens,” says Victor, quickly adding, “I can take about half the duty sentries to work on clearing more space. They can do both. I suggest that we burn what we clear so there will be no places of concealment.”

“I agree. And I’ll get the farmers to mow and plow the cleared area. Bare ground. Or maybe grass, and let livestock keep it short while at the same time allowing some present pasture to be converted for growing crops. Dual purpose. We can survey the perimeter to find the best location for the blinds. They need to have a full view of the area, but not be seen in turn. If they don’t have time to retreat, they may have to hunker down in place. I want it so that any trespassers can pass by them closely and not see them.”

“My men have experience in that.”

“I’ll order more chain saws, but no telling what our response will be. I suppose I’ll have to let them know what we’re doing, but I’m reluctant. They may not agree,” Daniel says.

“I’ll see what I can come up with,” Victor promises, then adds with more enthusiasm. “Maybe we can get what’s left of the Forest Service to provide some tools. Maybe if we stress fire prevention, we might get them to even help!”

“Tools, yes. Help, no. I don’t want any outsider to know what we’re doing. Especially about the lookouts. The word could get out and attackers would adjust their tactics.”

Charles just slumps in his chair and shakes his head sadly. “You know this is just putting off the inevitable. Mankind sealed its doom with attacking the Peace Keepers.” Then he adds, “Oh, they’ll be back. They’re just waiting until we destroy ourselves and they can take over without a fight.”

“They said we are on our own,” Daniel reminds him. “They won’t return.”

“Right. Not to help us. They’ll come back to strip the planet. Or worse yet, to take the survivors. I’m convinced we’re nothing more than food to them. We never have heard of the fate of the some five trillion people they transported. My guess is they killed those of no value to them and turned the rest into herds, to fatten and slaughter.” It is obvious that the old distrust of the aliens is still strong in some.

“You may be right, but that’s all the more reason to survive,” Victor counters, tired of the same old arguments coming up. “You know we are improving the weaponry that brought down one of their ships. We just need more of them to have a global defense. Unfortunately, that program has lost some priority.”

“They’ll just have another surprise for us. They probably don’t think any more of us than so much cattle.”

“We have to try!” Victor is getting a little annoyed by Charles pessimism. “If I’m going to die, I want to take some of them with me.”

“What? Some soleless machines? We’ll probably never even get a chance to see one of the aliens, much less get revenge.”

“No, their ships! That’s where the aliens would be. Perhaps even members of the Universal Council. The real enemy!”

“They won’t get within firing range.”

“Wrong!” Victor heatedly counters. “We can detect them coming days away and can intercept. Destroy them in space! Our ground weapons can destroy them before they are even in sight. Hopefully, before they launch the transport ships filled with their Peace Keepers. If not, the original phasers can pick them off in the atmosphere. Any who make it through will be dealt with by ground forces.”

“Guys! Guys! Let’s cool it!” Daniel interjects. “The military has their project; we have ours. Ours is to survive to live to see any eventual victory. Our current threat is the outside world.”

Both take deep breaths and simply nod.

“What is important,” Daniel adds, “Is that we do not panic the citizenry. I don’t want to hear gloom and doom from either of you.” He is looking at Charles.

“I’m with you all the way, Boss,” Charles responds with a wry smile. “I don’t have to like it.”

“None of us do,” Victor reminds him.

Look,” Daniel intercedes, “we now know we are not alone in the universe, According to the Universal Council, there are many other civilizations. A recent paper from the World Astronomers Association cites that they put the number of galaxies in the universe as ten to the nineteenth power. That’s ten followed by nineteen zeros. And each galaxy has billions of stars. They believe that one in six of these stars could have an earth sized planet, having the right gravity for human life. There are many other variables for being inhabitable - temperature, atmosphere, water. But out of those 1.6 quadrillion earth-sized planets in the universe, the odds are that there would be many suitable planets.”

“Interesting,” comments Victor, “but what does that have to do with our problem here on earth?”

“My point is, many of those planets could be members of the Universal Council, and by their own standards, are far more advanced than we are. We could be starting a war with the rest of the universe; a war we could not possibly win.”

“We have to protect ourselves,” Victor insists.

“We don’t even know if they’re going to return! They told us we were on our own! Why are we spending precious resources on a global defense that, if initiated, could bring sudden annihilation to the earth? Christ Almighty, the path we’re following, back to the old ways of polluting . . . we are going to destroy ourselves. If I was on the Universal Council, I would vote to let earth destroy itself, and then take anything of value.” Daniel takes a deep breath, holding up his hand to cut off further discussion. “Let’s not get distracted from our present threat; hoards of hungry people threatening to overrun the Compound. Anyway, we can’t control what the world powers are planning. The way things were going, we were seriously unprepared to rebel in the first place. We paid too much attention to those seeking government positions, men and women still driven by ambition, wanting to be part of the new privileged and elite class. The greedy ones. They were the ones putting dissatisfaction of the communal system into the minds of the people. The people were doing just fine and would probably have adjusted. The collection of and distribution of the world’s goods was handled well by the aliens; we’re making a mess of it since we took over. Now . . . now we just have to make the best of it. And coordinate with Victor.”

“Well, I’ve been putting it off,” Victor responds, “but I guess the time has come to make it official. I’m making it official. We are under orders. As of 0900 hours this morning, The Compound was placed under total martial law. Mayor Davies, until further notice, your government is now under my command.”

There is a long, stunned silence at this sudden revelation. With a dismissive wave of his hand, Victor continues. “Sherry, that’s the official word. For all practical purposes, I don’t see the necessity for much to change. The military has always been in control; Good Lord! this has always been a military facility! Let’s just keep working together as we have. We will strengthen the security of The Compound through a cooperative effort so that Daniel and his team can continue their work - the only reason we’re still here.” He paused and looked around, taking time to look into the eyes of everyone present, then continues. “Can we agree on that?”

By no one disagreeing, he assumes all are on board.

To their surprise, Debby doesn’t want to see Eddie. In fact, she refuses the opportunity to visit him.

When pressed, she angrily responds, “Mom, he dumped me. One day he says he loves me and wants to marry me, the next he says we’re over. I should never have given in to him! The asshole got what he wanted and I guess I wasn’t good enough for him! He can go to hell!”

“When did he break up with you?” her Mom gently asks, surprised at her daughter’s language.

“About the time Dad was communicating with Daniel for us to relocate here,”

She stares into her daughter’s eyes, holding her by her shoulders so she can’t turn away. “Don’t you think that might have had something to do with it?”

“What do you mean?” Debby asks, calming down.

“Honey, he couldn’t go with us and he didn’t want to be the cause of you staying behind and not having a safe haven. Perhaps his decision was not because he didn’t love you, but because he unselfishly wanted what was best for you. Right now, he’s in trouble for what he did to get here - to see you.”

“He should have told me,” she mutters, avoiding looking into her mother’s eyes.

“He was probably afraid you would choose to stay with him - and an uncertain future. You know things were getting tough. He wanted what was best for you - not him. Victor interrogated him, and you’re the reason he’s here.”

“How do I know he’s not just trying to use me to find safe haven? Besides, I’m seeing one of the soldiers. I like him a lot. Not as much as I loved Eddie, but it could get serious.”

“Baby,” her Mom gently urges, “you may later regret that you didn’t. By seeing him, you can see if there’s any feeling left between you.”

“Anyway, he can’t stay. He’ll probably go to jail.”

“Uncle Daniel says he might be allowed to stay regardless of whether or not you two get back together - by enlisting in the Army.”

“Does Eddie know that?” she demands.

“Yes,” Janet lies.

She hotly declares, “He’s just trying to use me to make sure!”

“Only one way you can find out.”

Debby just shakes her head, her posture slumping. Janet rises, standing quietly in front of her.

“Well, he’ll be here until tomorrow afternoon, when he will be transferred to Lackland Army Air Corps Base in San Antonio. Let us know if you change your mind.”

Gathering at the dining hall at the end of shift, Sherry has been reluctant to express her own feelings; feelings which were not entirely in line with her husband’s, but she speaks up now.

“You’re right,” she concedes, “We have to focus on the here and now. If we can’t keep the compound secure, we’re doomed. We know we can be self-sufficient for many years, but only if we keep the world out. I know the women will be willing to play a role, but I don’t want to see mothers put at risk.”

“Thank you, Baby,” Daniel responds, pleased that she is on board. “Security is job one. And we’ll assign women support duties, out of harms way. But if we want the government to continue to support us, we have to demonstrate that the work we are doing is important. But we can slow down. We could cut our working hours in half and still feed them information. So, depending on need and ability, I’m going to ask half of the team to work with the Army on perimeter security, specifically on the lookouts. Anybody else who wants to volunteer their time off . . . well, that’s commendable. Victor and I will work on that selection.”

“Keep in mind,” Victor adds, “that the lookouts, or spotters, won’t be involved in repelling intruders. They will be well hidden from view. Their job is merely to observe and report. I doubt if we’ll even have enough phasers to arm them. They’ll be instructed to keep responding troops advised of the conditions and positions; them firing at intruders would only reveal their positions. We don’t want that. But first, we’ll need more able-bodied workers to finish clearing a no-man zone, free of vegetation that could conceal a man. Then there will be the building of the lookouts, at least twenty-four of them. My men will coordinate both activities, something they have had training in.”

“So think about it,” Daniel continues, now addressing all present, “If you - or any of your people - want a change of pace, let me know. If I can spare you, you’ll be reassigned. Temporarily. We don’t know how long we’ll have to keep it up. We’ll rotate assignments when we can. I know long vigils with nothing to do can be boring.”

“That brings up getting sleepy,” Victor points out. “You must stay awake and alert at all times. There are proven medications that will ward off sleepiness. There are also procedures that are effective. All will be trained. Plus we’ll have a radio check-in at least every fifteen minutes. By military procedure, falling asleep on duty is a court martial offense. Each volunteer will be tested for his or her ability.”

It is now Charles who speaks up. “I see you two have been working on this for some time. Can I assume you have all the bugs worked out?”

Victor looks at Daniel, then chuckles. “The army has been manning forward outposts for centuries. Yes, we have it down to a science.”

“Any questions?” Daniel asks. There were only a few. As they return their attention to their meals, he reminds them to get names of those who wish to volunteer to submit their requests. There would also be a bulletin on the message board.

Without discussing it further, they finish eating, bus their trays and head for The Tavern for some serious drinking.

Late that evening, with a mild buzz from drinking, for he is officially off duty, Victor heads toward Camp and the brig. He unofficially wants to talk to Eddie Campbell. Both he and Daniel will have to agree to admit the young man as a new citizen; they’ll also have to agree on his duties. He could easily get him drafted and pull strings to assign him to his detail. Or Daniel could convince his bosses that he would be a valuable addition to his program.

He has another concern: he knows that Debby is seeing one of his corporals. He doesn’t want to be a part of sabotaging their romance. He feels some loyalty to his men. If he can manage it, he will move the prisoner out before Debby changes her mind. Eddie gone - problem solved.

The detention area, located in the Military Police building, is far from a jail. It has a joint use: as an interrogation facility and as a holding facility, mostly when a soldier comes back to Base intoxicated and belligerent. He could sleep it off in one of the three cells, metal-lined rooms without bars. The next morning he would be reprimanded and returned to duty, usually without further adjudication. Rarely was there need to incarcerate one of the civilian citizens of Glen Haven.

Tonight, Eddie Campbell is the only prisoner, now held on a single charge of unauthorized use of government property, the vehicle assigned to his family.

The young man must have heard Victor and the jailer talking as they stop at the door to his cell, for when Victor looks in through the small window in the door, he is laying on his back on the single bunk, head raised, looking back.

The jailer, another soldier assigned that duty, unlocks the door and opens it. Victor steps in, turning back to the jailer, telling him to leave it open. Eddie immediately sits up, feet on the floor. He is still clothed in the civilian attire he wore when apprehended, rather than the normal prisoner coveralls.

Victor speaks to the prisoner. “I know it’s late, Mr. Campbell,” he says, keeping a formal approach, at least for now, “but there are a few things I need to know in determining what to do with you. Your scheduled to be transferred to Lackland tomorrow.” He looks at his watch. It’s after midnight, so he corrects, “This afternoon. I know you did those foolish things in the name of love, but what makes you think Debby wants anything to do with you?”

“Have you talked to her?” he blurts out, immediately excited. “Does she know I’m here? Can I see her?”

“Whoa, Partner!” Victor intercedes, not answering any of the questions. “First answer my question: what makes you think she wants anything to do with you?”

“Because we were in love! We were going to get married. Then all of the sudden the family is moved here!”

Victor just nods, “She’s an adult. She didn’t have to go with the rest. She could have stayed with you.”

Eddie puts his face in his hands, as if he is going to cry, but his voice, if plaintiff, is clear as he responds, “That’s just it! I knew she would! But things were getting pretty bad in Kentland. We were having problems getting feed for the cows. The same for food. The farmers were starting to hold back, demanding some compensation for their labor. None of them are happy with this communal sharing thing. It would be better for her to leave to be with her uncle. So I broke up with her - the hardest thing I’ve ever done!”

“So it wasn’t because you didn’t love her?”

“No! It was to give her a better chance of survival! I thought, with time, I would get over her, but I haven’t. Missing her made my love even stronger.”

Victor just stares at him for a while, seeing a man wracked with misery. “She knows you’re here. She could have visited you. She chose not to. You did tell her you didn’t love her any more.”

“I had to, or she might have stayed. It would have broken my heart to see her suffering as things got worse.”

“Uh huh,” Victor responds. “So you came here hopping we would let you in, too. So you could be safe, too.”

Eddie just shook his head. “No, I came to let her know I still love her and want her to be my wife. I made other plans for us to be together and secure.”

“And that is . . .?”

“I’ve enlisted in the Army. I’m to report to Chicago on the 14th. If she still loves me - and will wait for me - we can get married when I get my first permanent assignment.”

This takes Victor by surprise. He assumed the man was just trying to get into the Compound, using the girl as a means. He would verify the enlistment status, but this could change things. Still, Debby should have the final say, but should she have this new information? And maybe this guy is sharper then he seems, and realizes he can get into Glen Haven by marrying a citizen, something not known by many. She might not be able to make a logical decision.

“You know, if criminal charges are made, that could make you ineligible for enlistment. We don’t want criminals.”

“I was getting desperate! I needed to see her and let her know how I felt. What I had planned! There’s no public transportation. I’d never make it hitchhiking; I’d get picked up before I got out of Indiana.”

“So you hope to marry her so you so you can stay.” Victor still hopes to catch him in a lie.

But Eddie just shakes his head. “No, no, no. Even before we broke up, when they were first talking about the move, her Dad made it very clear to me that he opposed our getting married, and he wouldn’t let me join them. He felt she was too young for marriage.”

Another thing to check out. David knew him better; perhaps he really didn’t want them to marry. Victor is getting weary; it has been a long day, and a new one is almost starting. The drinking hasn’t helped. He needs some sleep. He will make some inquiries in the morning, after a little sleep and breakfast.

“Well, she can still visit in the morning - if she wants. We have to leave that up to her.” As he is leaving the room, he pauses and turns. “I’ll check on your enlistment status. See if they still want you. They may not press charges. Get some rest.”

The clanking of the steel door closing and the turn of the key seems unusually loud in the dim silence of the hallway. He is starting to feel some compassion for the young man, but he is still determined to get him transferred out early that afternoon. He should talk to David, her father, to see what his feelings are, but isn’t sure that he will.

Daniel is waiting in Victor’s office when he arrives, fifteen minutes later than his regular routine. He speaks up even before Victor settles in.

“I just talked to Eddie Campbell,” Daniel informs him. “He told me everything he told you. When were you going to tell me?” He was obviously upset.

“At ease, Partner! That was late last night, after our night out. I just got up and about.”

“I have a very personal concern here! She is my brother’s daughter, my niece. I’m her uncle!”

“That’s the way it works. Now just calm down. I’m keeping you in the loop. So the question now, is where do we go from here? For one thing, is it true that David is against her getting married?”

Daniel takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. Then again, calming himself. “That’s the feeling I get. For that matter, he thinks she’s still too young to be thinking about marriage.”

“She’s almost twenty.”

“You know how fathers are. She’ll always be his little girl.”

“So, what’s your take?”

“I wish he had never shown up. She was recovering fine, thinking he didn’t love her, that he had taken advantage of her,” is Daniel’s quick and frank response.

“Well, he’s here, but I can change that in a heartbeat. If you and David agree, he’ll be out of here within the hour. To Lackland, either for trial or for basic training.”

“You believe that enlisting story?”

Victor held up a finger and then punched the intercom.

“Sir?” a voice responded.

“Parker, any response on the military status of prisoner Campbell?”

“Yes, sir. He’s to be inducted on the 14th. In Chicago.”

“Thanks.” He closed the circuit, then turned to Daniel. “You heard. If the Army still wants him, we got him. As the arresting officer, I’m going to recommend not pressing charges. If they agree, he’ll already be at Lackland. He can be inducted there and take his basic training there. That will resolve the issue with him. But you can be sure he’ll find a way to get in contact with Debby. How do you think she’s going to respond with you and David keeping this from her?”

“She doesn’t want to see him.”

“Even if she had this information? Why he broke up with her? He’s going to be in basic training for twelve weeks. Then to a specialty school or on-the-job training for anywhere from three to five months more. They could work things out by mail and telephone.”

Daniel abruptly stands. “Well, not my decision. I’ll bring David up to speed. Let him make the decision.”

“You realize that it should be her decision.”

“She’s still living under his roof, but I’ll suggest he tell her. A visit now - if she wants - couldn’t hurt. He’s going to be out of the picture for months.”

“OK. Tell him he’ll be shipping out at 1500 hours.”

Daniel has to chuckle. “Ain’t young love grand!”

Victor nodded, trying not to smile. “I’m just glad I found Tabitha. I can’t imagine living without her.”

“You lucked out there, Partner. She’s a great gal.” As he makes his exit, he turns one more time. “Would you be available later - if David wants to talk to you?”

Victor gives him a thumbs up.


Chapter Eighteen

When Kentland law enforcement agents were notified of the arrest of Eddie Campbell and the recovery of the vehicle assigned to the city, they in turn contacted Eddie’s parents. There was never any doubt about his guilt by the department, for he was the one in possession of the vehicle when it was last accounted for. However, his parents believed he might have been hijacked and left for dead along some road. They insisted on a thorough search along every road in the area he might have been traveling. They were relieved that he was alive and well, but heartbroken that he could do such a thing.

They were managing fine without a car, sharing rides with co-workers and neighbors to their jobs. They live within three blocks of the old supermarket turned into a food distribution center; Kentland was a very small town. Everything was within walking distance. Over the years that mankind was once again on their own, there was more and more disruption of the supply lines of foods and necessities, sometimes by groups pressing the government for a return to the dollar system, sometimes by groups hijacking the delivery trucks to feed their own people when they had failed to receive deliveries.

At first, the military quickly stepped in and took over the production and distribution, but as the incidences became more frequent, they were soon overwhelmed. Whether it was the farmers or distributors, they arrested the dishonest and hoped they were replacing them with more reliable people. They began escorting deliveries as available manpower allowed. But hungry people do desperate things. Is there an honest man alive who would not steal food to keep his family alive?

Kentland is supplying four main foods: Dairy products, cattle, corn and grains. They are delivering as scheduled, faithfully, but there are too many incidents when part of the food supply they were expecting in return didn’t show up. Being country folk, they manage. Lawns and backyards have been turned into truck gardens for vegetables for their own use in season, and canned or frozen for use throughout the non-growing months.

Every family receives a food allotment to last a week, the amount depending on the size of the household and their ages. Over time, it has been fine-tuned to assure every family is getting their fair share and no more. Waste is intolerable. When an expected delivery is short, they substitute with local goods. No one is going hungry.

They are also doing fine with clothing, as local women have joined forces to make much of the day-to-day wear. Fabric is easier to get than finished clothing. Gasoline and diesel are severely rationed and controlled by the military, with agriculture given top priority. So is fuel oil, the primary source of heating homes during the long, bitter winter months; few homes have been converted to the new technology.

Out of necessity, once abandoned coal-fired power plants are put back on line on a temporary basis, to be permanently converted or dismantled sometime in the unknown future.

For other commodities, the availability is infrequent, as manufacturing is still far below normal. If a family needs a dinner plate, no matter where they live, they will find their choice limited to white, porcelain, microwave safe plates - all looking identical. There is one choice for toothpaste. One choice for sun screen. One choice for soap. Under the direction of the aliens, the government had created advisory boards to determine the best for each product produced pre-invasion. That practice continues. After all, there is no more competition. No more false claims. No brand names. And no more demand for profit. Even if a product isn’t like the one people were used to, they can depend on the fact that it is the best product for doing what it is supposed to do. It is safe to use. And it is free.

Everything is getting the ‘thumb print’ of the military, but the people don’t mind. Most respect the two branches; the Army for their role in trying to keep the supply lines open, and the Coast Guard for securing their borders. People know it is the military that is keeping the peace, keeping the greedy wolves at bay, and providing for the needs of the people. They are now getting reports through the newscasts (again by the government) of the disruptions, conflicts and major wars raging in so many other parts of the world. It is a change in policy, the thought process being that if the people knew how bad things were in other countries, conditions at home wouldn’t seem as bad in comparison. It is so bad, that instead of the once stabilized population slowly growing, the world’s population is still decreasing.

The military is still censoring the worse local news.

The peace compacts with Canada, Mexico (including Belize and Guatemala for security reasons) and the Carribean island nations are effective in keeping North America a closed state. The biggest threat is from people trying to enter the area through Central America, or the northern South American countries. It is the job of the Coast Guard to keep all foreign ships out of North American Territorial waters, now extending 200 miles from land. They protect those waters with deadly force.

In the Carribean and Gulf of Mexico, and on both the Atlantic and Pacific coast, it is the job of the Coast Guard to keep out all unauthorized vessels; to enforce the 200-mile width of territorial waters. There are no longer any ‘coyotes’, men paid to ferry people to the U.S., for there is no profit to be made, but the boats keep coming. When they are intercepted, all aboard are incarcerated for long periods, then transported back to South America. Those that make it into the states, quickly realize they can’t get food, medicine or shelter; rather than starve to death, they turn themselves in to be sent back. Soon the word was out that the United States is not a shelter from their own hard times.

Where groups in other parts of the world have used muscle to take power, trying to reinstate the monetary system so that they can be both powerful and wealthy, they have little success. Whole nations are fragmenting into local gangs, fighting each other. Those countries who try to reinstate their currency find that other nations are not honoring it, considering it so much worthless paper. Even precious metals and gem stones have little buying power.

While the government news agency makes sure that all North American citizens are kept advised as how bad the rest of the world is doing, they are also very busy transmitting propaganda to the rest of the world that North Americans’ aren’t doing any better, always stressing their strong security, as to be a deterrent to those considering violating their closed borders. Films clips showing ships violating their territorial waters being quickly sunk, with survivors not being rescued, are included in news releases; no prisoners taken. In fact, the Coast Guard was seldom that cruel; most would be migrants were simply shipped back to the nearest foreign land.

What used to be the border between Guatemala and Honduras/El Salvador is now a wide ‘no man’s land.’ Stripped of all cover, any person venturing into the area would be quickly picked off by snipers using long-range phasers. The bodies are left to rot where they lie, a deterrent to others. Soon, few try entry expect for the very foolish or the very desperate. Downwind, the smell of rotting flesh can be overwhelming.

As bad as things are getting in the United States and the other North American nations, the people believe they are better off than the rest of the world. For most, that is true. The military of other countries have a full-time job of preventing illegal movement from one nation to another. All of North America is open to free trade by treaty, but an integral part of that agreement is border security. Each member nation will not allow their citizens to freely cross national borders; those people who illegally enter another country quickly find there is no sustenance without a ration card and implanted identity chip. They have no choice but to return on their own country. Those who turn to crime to get food, or other goods, are quickly dealt with by a variety of charges from a phaser ranging from an agonizingly painful stun to death.

With the United States closing its borders, imports and exports are dramatically reduced. Once busy seaports are nearly abandoned. Trades between the U.S., Canada and Mexico are conducted at several border locations, or, with the case of the island nations, at designated seaports. Every commodity has been assigned a value, stated by unit or weight. A country sending a commodity into another country gets ‘credit’ for that shipment, then chooses from export commodities of equal value available at that import/export station. Government agents negotiate the trades, not the producers of the commodities, who have already been provided compensation in the form of the equitable assignment of housing and the regular distribution of food, clothing, medication and other necessities - always regulated by their assigned ration card.

The exception is with persons who were born in one country and immigrated to another, attaining legal status. They can choose to return to their place of birth by mutual consent of both countries involved. For a while, there were many native-born Americans who had opted to live in Mexico (or some of the Carribean islands) returning to the United States. For now, the Pentagon has ‘temporarily’ stopped that program, totally closing the borders.

It is becoming increasingly difficult to get producers of the needed commodities to turn over their production voluntarily, especially with the farmers and ranchers. Those working land they once owned, still feel it is their property, rejecting the fact that all real estate belongs to the government. The current ‘owner’ is now simply a steward, but feels he should be making a profit for his labors. The military has begun taking a hard stand. Whenever a producer of food goods holds back delivery, a detail of armed soldiers will raid the farm or ranch and take the manager into custody. The farm or ranch is then stripped of all harvested goods. They will leave one of the foremen in charge of the workers, usually with a soldier to assure compliance; as before, they will live solely on issued ration cards, like everyone else, but will continue producing. As most of the farm workers have been assigned to the jobs, they cooperate.

The desire for riches is still alive and well in many, especially those who at one time were better off financially and socially than the masses. They yearn to return to their previous life of privilege.

When he learned that his daughter’s ex-boy friend, Eddie Campbell, had shown up at The Compound, wanting to see her, his first impulse was to keep that information from her. As the commanding officer, as well as a friend of the Davies family, Victor agreed, promising the young man would be shipped out that afternoon.

David Davies almost didn’t relent, but his conscience bothered him. Personally, he didn’t like the young man, especially since, in his mind, the punk had violated his virgin daughter. The guy would be gone in a matter of hours, inducted into the Army, and would be no further problem for some time to come. By then, perhaps her relationship with Jonathan, the Army corporal she had been seeing, would get serious.

To his surprise, she didn’t want to see him, but he could understand how she felt; or at least he thought he did. He had been in love in high school, going steady, when his girlfriend cheated on him. He could still recall the heartache, a nostalgic memory now. He would talk to her one more time. They would meet for lunch.

It is early in the lunch period; the dining hall is uncrowded. David leads her to a table at the far side, well away from others, so they wouldn’t be overheard by the other diners. Debby already knows why he is meeting with her, for he has never asked her to join him for lunch without all the family present.

She doesn’t wait for him to get to the point. “Daddy, I told you I don’t want to see Eddie, so if that’s what this is all about, let’s change the subject.”

He just looks at her for a moment, then sets his fork down and sits back. “Hon, tell me again why he broke up with you.”

Exasperated, she curtly replies, “He said he was seeing another girl.”

“Do you know who that was?”

“No.”

David nodded. “Then he could have been lying about that.”

“What are you getting at, Daddy?”

“I just thought you should know. The decision is up to you. But Eddie says he broke up with you because you were coming here and he couldn’t go with you; he didn’t want you to decide to stay back because of him. He says he still loves you . . . and I believe him.”

She shook her head. “He’s just trying to use me to get into The Compound.”

David slowly shook his head, looking directly into her eyes. “No, he isn’t. He’s enlisted in the Army. He’s to be sworn in, two days from now. If you still love him, he’ll probably ask you to wait for him until he gets a permanent duty station.”

She just stares back at him, her face emotionless. He wishes he could read her mind.

Sitting back, he picks up his cup and takes a sip before continuing. “My first impulse was to protect you. Let them take him away; that would be the end of it. But you’re a young woman now and I have to let you make your own decisions. If somehow you found out we were keeping things from you, you might resent it. Or the thought of losing your first love might haunt you the rest of your life, thinking it could have turned out different.”

Debby lowers her head, absently picking at her food, but not eating.

He endures her silence as long as he can, but has to ask, “Well?”

“Well, what?” she casually responds without looking up.

“Do you want to talk to him? They’re transferring him out at 1500 hours. Victor says you can visit him.”

“I already told you. I don’t want to see him.” Her response was immediate.

“Are you telling me you’re over him?”

“Yes, Daddy. That’s all in the past. Done and over with.”

The ‘past,’ he thinks to himself, wasn’t that long ago, but then the youths get over things much quicker. He had been right in letting her know. That wouldn’t come back to haunt him. He quickly changes the subject as they continued with a leisurely lunch.

The single soldier guarding the holding cell opens the door and motions Eddie to get up. “You have a visitor,” he advises. Eddie is suddenly anxious, hoping it is Debby. As he follows the soldier down the dimly lit hallway, he begins thinking of what to say to her. Should he just blurt out that he still loves her, that he never stopped loving her? If she still has feelings for him, does he have the right to ask her to wait for him?

He’s suddenly conscious of his unkept appearance; he has been wearing the same casual clothes for five days. His hair is unkept. He tries to comb it with his fingers. The hall opens into the area where he was fingerprinted. The guard directs him to an open door. Eddie expects to see Debby waiting there, but the room is empty save a small table and two attached chairs.

The guard tells him to sit, then handcuffs both hands to a heavy ring at the edge of the table, then leaves without another word. Eddie notices the table and chair are both bolted to the floor. The room is brightly lit, but there are no windows. He’s glad the guard left the door open; the confines of his cell have gotten to him.

It seems like an eternity before the guard appears at the door, talking to someone just out of view. “You have ten minutes. No physical contact and no passing any items to the prisoner.”

He steps back and Debby steps partway into the room, only glancing at Eddie, then looking back at the guard. Eddie tries to stand, but can only manage a crouch with his hands secured to the table. He sits back down.

“Have a seat,” the soldier instructs Debbie. “I’ll leave the door open. I’ll be right outside. Let me know when you’re through.”

Debbie enters and sits across the table from Eddie and for the first time turns her gaze on him. “You look like hell,” states, her face showing no emotion.

“I know. Been on the road three days and in here two. No change of clothes. No shower. I probably stink.”

She ignores that. “Did you do what they say? Stole a car and gasoline?”

“It’s the car assigned to the family. I got cans of gas from the dairy, enough to make the trip here. Didn’t need more; I knew I would be arrested as soon as I tried to get in here.”

“And you’ve enlisted in the Army?”

Eddie just nods.

“So why are you here?” She already knows the answer to that, but she wants to hear it from him.

“To see you!” he exclaims. “To tell you I never stopped loving you. I DO love you! I broke up with you so you would come here with your family; where you would be safe.”

“That was a decision for me to make!” she snaps.

“I know,” he responds in his misery, “But I needed to know you would be safe. This world is going to hell in hurry. There’s no telling how long we could have stayed alive in Kentland. I love you! I’d give my life to keep you safe!”

She looks at him for a long moment, not speaking, her mind remembering some of the times they had together. She finally speaks. “Well, it’s too late now. What was done is done. You’re going into the Army. And I’m not leaving my family to follow you.”

“I know it’s hopeless, but I just had to see you again; to let you know I wasn’t just dumping you for some other girl. There is no ‘other’ girl.”

“So what am I supposed to say?” she demands, becoming emotional, realizing she still has some feeling for him. “That I love you, too? That I’ll wait for you? For all I know, I’ll never see you again!”

He can’t answer her, for he realizes she couldn’t feel a love as strong as his; he couldn’t expect her to put her life on hold until they could be back together. That could be two years, the length of his enlistment.

“I just had to see you once more,” he finally says softly, slumping forward to take some of the strain off the handcuffs. “And to tell you I’m sorry for the way things turned out. I just want you to have a happy life.”

She feels a flood of compassion for the miserable young man, so different from the rambunctious Eddie she knew. Her anger and resentment is gone, yet she feels only concern for him; not love. “Eddie, I’m not mad at you anymore. I realize why you did. . . what you did. And I care about you, but I don’t think I love you anymore. When you deal with this issue,” she points to the handcuffs, “we’ll talk again. If we’re meant to be together in the future . . . well . . . ,“ She doesn’t try to finish.

“I appreciate that,” Eddie finally manages without choking up. “At least you don’t hate me.”

“I wish I could say that I love you and will wait for you,” she says with sincerity, “but I can’t. I don’t feel the same way I did.”

“Can I at least write to you?” he pleaded, “And it would be great to hear from you, that you’re doing fine. Please?”

She just nods as she rises from her seat. “I’ve got to go.” She feels tears coming to her eyes; she doesn’t want him to think she’s crying for him. The fact is, she doesn’t really know why she feels like crying. It’s like she has lost something very dear to her. As she hurries out of the room, she can’t trust her voice to say ‘goodbye’ to him without choking up and bursting into tears.

Her father is waiting outside, her return ride to the Village. He doesn’t have to ask her how it went; as soon as she gets in the golf cart, she grabs hold of him and bursts into tears. He patiently let’s her cry it out. Even when she gets control of herself and straightens up, he remains silent, simply looking at her.

She glances at him once, then stares out through the windshield at the security building holding Eddie.

“It’s over,” she says simply, but with finality.

They are silent through the ride back.

Only a handful of the citizens of Glen Haven and their farming neighbors care to closely follow the news reports broadcast on the government channels. For most, it is too depressing, even though the government is severely censoring what is released to the public. The newscasters keep an upbeat attitude, assuring the public that everything is under control. There is plenty of food for everyone; the problem is simply in small glitches in the very complicated distribution system. If a certain shipment is late, don’t worry, it will soon arrive. The constant theme is that the United States is producing more foods than is needed; nobody will go hungry. That is true - that the food production is more than ample. Distribution is the problem.

In The Compound, such late deliveries go unnoticed to all but those in Food Service, whose task it is to feed the citizens of Glen Haven. They have a backup of food stuffs they can fall back on if a delivery is late - or never arrives. It simply requires an adjustment in the menus. The stress on not wasting food is a precaution, in case things start getting bad.

The Army detail has their own food service staff who work in harmony with their civilian counterparts. They share in whatever foods are delivered to the compound or grown internally. In turn, they make available the military Ready-to-Eat meals being held in reserve, meals designed to last for years.

The farmers and ranchers insist on taking care of themselves, getting supplies from Food Service, even though they have the freedom of taking meals at the dining hall. Increasingly, they are growing crops to minimize the dependency on the government, gradually converting what was grazing land for cattle to fields for planting. The wide swath of land being cleared along the twelve miles of security fencing is becoming grassland for grazing, freeing up pasture land for other crops.

As the government is reducing the amount of meat being distributed, the stress is on vegetables and fruit. It is a healthier diet. No one is going hungry. And the people are being fed a healthier diet. Meat is on the menu once or twice a week, with most meat consumption being in prepared dishes, such as soups or stews. Half of what they eat are vegetables: fresh, canned or frozen.

With ample, good food, along with duties that in one way or another support the continuing functioning of The Compound, they are content. They like to think that everything is going well on the outside, that no others are suffering while they are prospering. If things on the outside are going well, they will be safe on the inside. Time and time again, both Victor and Daniel assure the people that the intense security is needed because of the nature of the highly classified work The Compound is doing for the government. They are guarding against foreign infiltrators more than local people.

This is becoming a hard sell with the ongoing clearing of growth around the perimeter, something many are involved in as a part-time, voluntary service. The main reason given for the clearing is the need for more grazing land. Most disturbing is the establishment of the twenty-four concealed lookout positions, suggesting that they expect invaders - or at least trespassers. As there are no known enemies of the government on U.S. soil, interested in what information the Computer Center might have, those they anticipate could be only after food.

Only Col. Victor Wells and Daniel Davies have the real picture; both by orders from Pentagon and Washington, they are to limit what information is passed on to the people. Things are not going well on the outside, especially with the distribution of food. It seems, the more they modify the extremely complicated system developed and maintained by the Peace Keepers, the worse thing become. With the growing resistence of the food growers, the problem grows. Only military facilities - and government facilities like The Compound - are assured of a steady supply, having top priority for distribution. Not surprising, as the military is enforcing the distribution process.

While Victor is concerned for the future welfare of the citizens of The Compound, his future is secure, whatever happens. If The Compound is shut down, he will have another assignment. Not so with Daniel; he and his people will have nowhere to go. There is no guarantee that his people will be relocated. And both have no doubt that hungry people will eventually try to raid The Compound.

All effort is being made to quickly complete the clearing of the ‘no-man-land’ along the perimeter fence, all twelve miles, at least 200 yards wide on the inside. Where the fence parallels the lake, some beautiful oaks had to be cut down, but the strip didn’t have to be as wide. On the outside of the fence, another swatch at least 200 yards wide has been cleared and burned, leaving barren ground. Any trespassers will have to cross 200 yards of barren ground, break through an electrified chainlink and razor wire fence, and cross another 200 yards of close cropped pasture to get to the cover of the woods - a distance the length of four football fields.

All along the fence, low voltage, cool burning, street lamps have been installed every two hundred feet, illuminating the entire perimeter with a low glow. Not obvious to any observer, every lamp post also has an inferred lamp, which, with a viewer wearing special goggles, would show hot spots; body heat. Each lamp has its own solar panel and storage battery that supplies the needed power during the night. Each lamp is independent of the others. If intruders managed to shoot out the light, the sentries could still see the movement of people, seen as hot spots.

All of the lookouts are civilian, both male and female, all working short watches to reduce the chance of falling asleep at the post. All such assignments are in addition to their regular duties, and are shorter in length than originally proposed. And, even though some volunteers now in training object, they will be unarmed. Their job is to be alert, spot the trouble and let the military take action.

Everyone who came into The Compound has been repeatedly warned to stay clear of the 12-foot high perimeter fence with its razor wire topping. All are well aware that simply touching the fence is certain death. Now that livestock will be grazing on the cleared land, barbed wire fences have been installed to keep them from touching the fence - as well as an incautious child.

But those in training as lookouts are given additional information, pertinent to their watch. There is exactly 12.25 miles of perimeter security fence, comprising of 25 sections, each independent of the others. Each section can be shut down without effecting the others. Or one section could malfunction without effecting any of the others. The entire system is monitored around the clock, with monitors showing the status of each section. If any section goes down, for any reason, an alarm will sound in the control center. Further, an independent system would be activated, causing loudspeakers all along the perimeter fence to broadcast a warning to stay back from the fence and that trespassers will be shot on sight. That same system activates high-intensity lights in the down area, day or night, letting patrol know the exact location of the failed section.

If a lookout is on duty at that section, he or she will immediately have eyes on what’s happening - and be comforted in knowing how quickly help will be there. As the farthest away a patrol can be is six miles, security would arrive at the malfunctioning site within five minutes. If two guards were on patrol, the response time would be less than two-and-a-half minutes; the more perimeter patrol guards, the shorter the response time.

The Compound was as secure as they could make it - but not totally impenetrable.

After a nightcap at The Tavern, Victor suggests to Daniel that they take a ride around the perimeter. He wants to show him the progress they were making. The sky is clear, but the moon is just a sliver, providing little light.

The jeep Victor is driving is an older model, painted in the old Air Force blue. The top is down. The roadway is narrow, but two vehicles could pass if they were cautious. In most stretches, Daniel can see two or more of the tall street lamps, casting a dim light, but light enough to make out details.

Before they get to the camp area, Victor stops, shuts off the engine and dismounts.

“I want you to see one of the lookout shelters,” he advises as he heads out into the clearing, away from the fence line, to where the tree line begins. He stops at the base of a large oak. Reaching up into a lower branch, he pulls down a boson’s chair, with ropes leading up into the canopy.

“The lookout will use this to pull himself up into the tree, using a pulley system. When he get to the lookout, he and the chair will be out of sight.” He lets the chair, looking more like a swing seat, hang loose and begins to pull down on one rope; the chair begins to rise.

“Give it a try,” he suggests.

Daniel looks up into the spreading branches of the big oak. He can see nothing. “You want me to go up there?”

“You’re not afraid of heights, are you?”

“No. Just of falling. Is it safe?”

“It’s just like the old dumbwaiters. It’s counter balanced for a hundred and ten pounds. You’ll be pulling whatever more than that you weight, but it uses pulleys. It takes very little effort to rise or lower. Just keep hold of the rope. When you get to the top - you’ll know because it won’t go any higher - secure the rope and swing over into the shelter.” Victor hands him a lantern.

Daniel eases into the chair, expecting it to tilt with his weight, then notices the seat is roped at each corner. The rope he is to pull is taut, part of the pulley system. Placing the lamp in his lamp, he takes one look at Victor, then starts pulling down on the rope. He slowly begins rising. Experimenting while he is still near the ground, he eases up on pulling, letting out rope; the seat begins lowering.

“Keep hold of the rope until it’s tied off,” Victor instructs, already below him, out of sight.

Holding the light between his thighs, beam shining upward, Daniel uses both hands to pull himself upward, like a slow robe climb, but with far less effort. He passes some large limbs, then smaller. He pulls himself up through what he thinks are leaves, then realizes they are artificial. The rope goes tight. He is at the top. He ties off the rope, letting the seat settle a little, then directs the beam to his left.

In a crotch of the tree is mounted what looked like a captain’s chair from a motor vehicle, complete with a five-point seat belt. A hand grip mounted to the trunk allows him to pull himself onto a step at the side of the seat. Pulling himself upright, he is standing beside the chair. He slips into it, for the first time having a full view of the perimeter area in front of him. He can see a quarter mile in each direction, as well as all the fencing within that stretch. He barely notices some kind of screening he is looking through.

“Send the chair back down,” Victor calls from below. “I’ll join you.”

Lowering the chair takes more effort than raising it, because of the counter balance. Only then does he notice that the rope is painted a mix of black, brown and dark green, camouflaged to blend in with the tree.

Soon Victor is beside him, but remains in the lift seat. He nods toward the fence line. “You can see everything, but they can’t see you. Even through binoculars, the netting looks like leaves; oak leaves. Day or night, they can’t see you. Only if you turn on a light - or light a cigarette - would they see anything. So no lights up here. And no smoking. The chair has two cup holders, holders for the headphones and binoculars; everything the lookout might need, all secured so that if dropped, they won’t fall. The head set allows them to hear without others hearing. And it is only for one ear. We want them to be able to hear any noise intruders make. They are being taught to speak in a whisper, so they can keep us advised as to the movement. If a group makes it through and passes under the tree, day or night, they will see nothing up here.”

“One thing,” Daniel volunteers, “this chair is really comfortable. What’s to keep them from falling asleep?”

“First of all, short shifts. Two hours is planned. No more then four. Second, a radio check every fifteen minutes; they are to respond to their call name. If they just can’t stay awake, they can ask for relief. We’ll try to assign therm hours where they would normally be awake. The late night shift will be the worse - both for sleepiness and the increased chance of a break in.”

When both are back on the ground, Daniel asks, “Do you really we need these?” looking up into the tree, but again seeing nothing - even though he knows what he is looking for.

“Just between you and me,” Victor relates as they head beck to the jeep. “We’ve already had ten trespassers. Eight were caught by patrol. Two got to one of the farms before being spotted. They’re digging under the fence. That will be stopped with the lookouts. Where we will really need them is if a large group trespasses. The sooner we’re aware of them, the quicker we can respond with appropriate manpower.”

“Those you caught . . . never mind. I don’t want to know.”

“Did we phase them?” Victor answers, smiling and nodding. “Low voltage. They were transferred to Lackland. Don’t know beyond that. But if they come in numbers, my men have instructions to use full setting. Same as if one is armed or shooting. We’re not going to take unnecessary risks. The signs warn them. They take their chances.”

“Well, I’m glad I don’t have your job. It was hard enough for me to shoot a Peace Keeper - just a machine. I don’t know if I could kill a person.”

“The law has . . . rather had . . . a standard for the use of deadly force. You can use deadly force if you fear for your life or for the life of another. That’s a pretty good rule. We train our men to think that way.”

“Well, I hope we never have to go to war with the public,” Daniels responds.

With both back and the ground, they continue the tour by making the full circuit, with Victor pointing out other lookout positions, none of which can be seen. When they get back to the village, Victor turns down the road leading to the gate at the beach.

Clearing with the soldiers manning the two permanent lake sentry posts, he unlocks the gate and they walk down to the beach and the dock. The patrol boat slowly idles past. The driver waves.

“Constant armed patrol. With mounted 50 caliber machine gun,” Victor points out. “The most likely way they’ll try to enter. We have six bunkers along the shore. Also with machine guns and hand-held rocket launchers. They can blow a boat out the water anywhere on the lake.” He turns and points back up the wooded slope to the village. “I believe that’s your apartment. Two of the lookouts are in sight of your balcony, but you’ll never see them.”

“OK. I’m impressed. It’s going to put a strain on our manpower, but I see it’s necessary. And comforting in another way. When they approved this expensive security measure, I’m sure they were thinking we would be around for some time to come.”

Victor nods.

Before Victor drops off Daniel at his apartment, he gives him one more bit of news. “Just a heads up. The Pentagon is planning to draft you. A field commission as captain. You didn’t hear it from me. Just thought you should know. They want more say so in the computer program.”

“Won’t I have anything to say about that?” Daniel asks, both surprised, then concerned.

“Doubt it. Maybe hold out for a higher rank.”

“Well, I don’t think Washington will like the idea. The President can override by executive order.”

Victor just looks at him with a dark smile, “You really think the government has any control?”

“Silly me.”

“But, then,” Victor adds, “you might be able to make the condition that the commission only applies as long as you are director of The Compound. Except in time of war, you can resign your commission at any time.”

Daniel sighs deeply, then alights, turning to speak to Victor, “You got any more good news for me?”

Victor just grins and drives away, leaving him standing, watching the jeep move away, reflecting on what he has seen and heard. He imagines what he might look like in dress uniform, then shakes his head back to reality.

He quietly enters the apartment, thinking Sherry would already be asleep. On second thought, he latches the deadbolt, something he seldom does. He just doesn’t feel that secure tonight.

The bedroom nightlight is on. Sherry is in bed, but apparently not asleep. She sits up as he sits on the edge of the bed to remove his shoes.

“How’d it go, Hon? She asks.

He leans back to give her a quick kiss, then continues undressing. “Very interesting. When Victor told us the Army has forward outposts down to a science, he wasn’t kidding.” He thought about telling her about the possibility of him being commissioned, but decides to hold off. He realizes he will have a hard time getting to sleep; no sense spoiling her sleep.

Sherry’s favorite nightwear is slinky silk pajamas that she makes herself. She wore his favorite color tonight - pink. He always slept in the buff, liking the feel of the silk and her warm body against his. It always arouses him.

She giggles as they spoon. “I see you brought a friend home with you.”

He cups a full breast and squeezes gently.

“I suppose you want me to make him feel at home,” she continues.

He did.

Long after she fell asleep, fully satisfied, he lay awake, waiting for the sleep that came with the afterglow. It was a long time coming.


Chapter Nineteen

The newly elected Federal Government is frustrated, almost to a man - or rather to a person, for almost half of the elected officials are women. Whenever a woman ran against a man, the woman won by a large margin. As all candidates had to meet the minimum qualifications for the office for which they were running, the general consensus was that if more women had run, there would be even more women in office. Apparently, the voters (A surprising 76% turnout of all registered voters) felt it was time to let women have a hand in running the country.

They were frustrated because the country was under martial law, or rather a peaceful military coup. Pentagon was making the calls, telling Congress what they wanted as regards to legislation. What they could and couldn’t do. Any law passed without their approval simply wasn’t enforced. The first legislation they requested dealt with the almost sacred Constitution and the amendments.

The Constitution stood intact, even though there was a movement to draft a new constitution reflecting a new start after their alien occupation. It failed. So the Constitution of the United States with its original seven Articles was still in force. It was a different matter beginning with the Bill of Rights.

They left Amendment I intact, satisfied with how the Supreme Court had dealt with the matter of religion, free speech, the press, peaceful assembly and redress of grievances.

Not so with Amendment II, the right to keep and bear arms. It was repealed. In its place was Amendment XXVIII, Maintaining a Militia. The new amendment prohibited the bearing of arms by all save members of the militia and government law enforcement agencies. ‘Arms’ is further defined as hand guns, automatic and semiautomatic weapons, and any other weapon primarily designed to be used in war or for personal defense. It placed severe restrictions on the possession and use of hunting weapons.

Amendment III, conditions for quarters for soldiers, was repealed as no longer pertinent.

Amendment IV, Protection from unreasonable search and seizure was not touched, leaving it up to the new Supreme Court to further rule on what constitutes an ‘unreasonable search’ and ‘probable cause.’

Amendment V was not repealed, regarding due process.

Amendment VI, the right to a speedy trial, was also left intact.

Amendment VII, the right of trial by jury was also left alone as the value of the civil matter in controversy had already been modified by additional law.

Amendment VIII re: bails and fines was left untouched.

Amendment IX, rule of construction of Constitution was left untouched.

Amendment X, rights of states was not changed

It was a different matter for the amendments adopted since the Bill of Rights. Many had been amended over the years to reflect the changes in society. One area addressed related to citizenship, adding to Amendment XIV, regarding citizenship. The new law further defined citizenship by birth, stating a child born in the United States while the mother, who is a citizen of another country, was in the country by visa or other time-limited means, on vacation or holiday, or in the country without documentation, will not be considered a citizen of the United States, and is subject to the same laws as the mother.

Amendment XXIX, a new amendment, simply states that people will be elected to office solely by actual count of cast ballots, with a simple majority required to determine the winner.

Others are in the planning stage, pending approval by the militia.

From the start of the communal system, the Peace Keepers were transporting people from one country to another without concern for citizenship status. The military was gradually correcting this by repealing food ration cards to those in the country illegally, sending them to one of several detention camps for further evaluation, and possible deportation.. Those deemed undesirable, whether by criminal record, old age or disability, were processed and deported - not always to their home country. They could be held in these concentration camps for quite a while before adjudication. As life in the camps was less than tolerable, it also served as a deterrent to those thinking of violating the borders of the United States. Those deemed to be ‘good, law-abiding citizens’ would be allowed to stay, to work toward gaining legal citizenship.

While military law was supposed to be in harmony with the law of the land, It isn’t always so. And since the coup, they have been taking more liberties in their efforts to keep the peace and assure that all obtain the necessities of life. And as times become more difficult because of un-cooperating factions, the demand on manpower increases, that demand being filled by men and women having hard times surviving in the new system. With minimal training, the military assigns them to those civilian positions they have taken over. Both the Army and the Coast Guard continue to grow in numbers.

The United Nations, a sorry reflection of what it once was, once again demonstrates its inability to unify the world into taking action, this time with the Global Defense program. With the passage of time since the withdrawal of the Universal Council and its Peace Keepers, people are less and less concerned about them returning, and less and less supportive of establishing a global system of defensive weapons. They are inclined to take the aliens at their word, that they were leaving Earth on their own. They see no need for the expenditure of manpower and resources for defense.

From the start, it has been the United States, China, Russia, India, Japan and western Europe who have been doing most of the development and manufacture of the rockets. Most others are providing raw materials and some manpower. Most of the ‘third world’ countries of the world have fallen back to almost primitive, agriculture lifestyles, eking an existence from nature, or sometimes raiding other countries. Impacted by both dramatic climate change and the inability to feed its people, many once populated areas are practically deserted, the land too arid to support life.

There is little hope that Earth will be able to have a defense against a possible alien attack. The United States, along with Canada, modifies their effort for the protection of North America, no longer providing assistance to the rest of the world. By what they can learn through their espionage efforts, China and Russia are doing the same.

“So, tell me, Charles,” says Daniel as they are just finishing lunch at the dining hall, “You’re the meteorologist. How’s the World doing, weather-wise?”

“Can’t really say,” Charles replies, “For the first five years or so, there was measurable improvement in the atmosphere and the oceans were getting cleaner. But since the aliens left, there’s hardly any noticeable change. Deforestation is still going on with little replacement planting. And the temperature isn’t dropping much; it’s still 3.5 degrees centigrade warmer than a century ago. The polar caps and ice fields are down almost 50% and still melting. There isn’t a single glacier left in the world, save Antarctica. Areas that have been dependent on mountain snows are hurting.”

“Won’t temperatures worldwide continue dropping?”

“Should, when the excessive ‘hot house’ gases are eliminated, “ answers Charles, signaling a server for a coffee refill. “I’m beginning to believe we kicked them out too soon. I’m afraid this is as good as it’s going to get . . . then get worse as the population again starts growing and the world reverts back to burning fossil fuels as the major energy source.”

“It’s been fair here,” Daniel says, “Winters are milder and summers pleasantly warmer. And we’re getting enough rain.”

“Many areas will do fine. Others will improve. The big problem now is the rising sea level.”

“Yeah, the news last night showed how bad Lower Manhattan was flooding. Many buildings have been abandoned.”

“If water gets just to the basement, where all the utilities are located, that puts the entire building out of business. Plus permanently flooded foundations can foster building sinking or even collapse.” Charles looks at Daniel’s tray, seeing an untouched piece of cherry pie. “You gonna eat that?”

“I was,” replies Daniel with a chuckle, “but only because of not wasting. I’m full. Help yourself.”

Charles takes the pie and a bite of it before continuing. “Many sections of their subways are flooded, closing them down permanently. The same with most coastal cities. As the water rises, they have to move further inland to higher ground. Dikes only solve the problem for a few years.”

“What’s the latest measurement?”

“In meters, 5.2. That’s about 18.3 feet. Higher, at high tide. And that’s average; it varies around the world as sinking of the ground can add to the problem.”

“And it’s going to get worse?”

“If the temperature doesn’t start falling. They say, that if all the frozen water in the world melts, the sea level will rise 200 feet.”

“I heard that. That will wipe out almost every coastal city.”

“And well inland,” Charles adds.

Daniel tries to imagine what a map of the contiguous United States would look like showing such flooding, then gives it up as being too depressing. “How does it look for us?”

“Actually, good. We already have modification of extremes. Rainfall is a bit of an unknown, but so far we’re getting more than normal. We’ll still be able to farm.”

Daniel watches Charles eat the pie, his second piece. “Maybe we can relax the rationing. Still stress not wasting food, but not limiting seconds.”

“Eating less and eating more vegetables and fruits is healthier,” Charles advises.

“Says you, on your second piece of pie.”

Charles shrugs, “It’s fruit!”

Daniel rises, picking up his tray. “I’m heading back to relieve Sherry, so she can eat. Take your time.”

In all, there will be 32 one-man lookout perches; the first twelve are complete and Victor has the first schedule posted on every bulletin board. Starting the first day of May, they will be manned around the clock in four-hour shifts. Each lookout will have shift change at slightly delayed times from its neighbors, allowing a bus to make the loop, dropping off the fresh lookout and picking up the one being relieved.

A new, one-lane, one-way gravel road has been constructed inside the tree line, so that anyone watching from outside the fence line cannot see the shift changes. The bus should make the circuit in about an hour, as it will have to wait at each drop-of point for the relief to get up into the tree and the one relieved to get down and back to the bus. All will report and be on the bus at the scheduled time for their tour of duty, but they will each have an additional hour on the bus, which includes both coming and going.

Tabitha is aboard the bus for her first watch. In training, she pulled herself into a tree, settled in the chair, then lowered herself back to the ground. This she did twice. The bulk of training was on radio communication and the military method of reporting positions of the enemy.

She was assigned to Unit 23, a lookout off the south fence line, one she will regularly work so that she will be familiar with every landmark, tree or bush in her line of sight. The sun is starting to set as the bus stops at her drop-off point. She can see the slight trail she is to follow, barely noticeable in the growing gloom, and she wonders how she will find her way back in the dark. Then she remembers the small flashlight she has been issued, a black light that will pick up trail markings and the lookout tree. As the bus quietly idles, the driver waiting for the lookout Tabitha is to relieve, she makes her way to the tree. Expecting her, the chair is lowered and waiting.

She pulls herself upward and into the tree, knowing it is her friend, Donna, she is relieving.

“Hey, girl,” Donna greets her in a whisper. She is already out of the chair, standing on the narrow step beside it. She takes the rope from Tabitha as she alights and squeezes by her and to slide into the chair.

Donna helps her buckle herself in, then hands her the headset. “The only thing I’ve seen is the occasional patrol drive by and a doe with her fawn. Cute as hell. The doe; not the soldier.” All in a whisper.

Donna just smiles, checking the pockets and holders for the required equipment. “Damn,” she finally mutters, then looks up at Donna. “Forgot water,” she whispers.

“There’s a bottle in the cup holder. I only took a few sips.”

“Thanks.”

“Well, got a bus to catch,” Donna says softly. “See ya!”

She drops out of sight. As soon as Donna alights, the counterbalanced chair rises back up to the top on its own.

Tabitha makes the required radio check in, then sits back and scans the open area stretching out before her. The sun has set, but there is still ample light to see details. There are two tall lamp posts just off the roadway, one about a hundred yards to the east, the other about the same to the west. She knows they will come on soon in the growing dusk, but will provide little more than a soft glow. There will be a nearly full moon tonight, but it has not risen yet; Once it gets dark, she knows she will have to use the night vision binoculars to see any detail.

She is alone in the woods and it is getting dark. She doesn’t like the dark. Nor does she like height. She is glad she can’t see anything directly below her and tries to forget she is sitting in an upholstered chair mounted to a tree limb some fifty feet off the ground. She tucks the seat belt tighter.

It is just starting to get dark when she hears the radio say “Unit One,” then a weak reply, “One clear.” It is the fifteen-minute radio check. By the time the voice progresses to “Unit 23,” she is ready, keys the mike and answers softly, “23 clear.” She is an sixteenth of the way through her shift, glad that it would be only four hours. She is beginning to wish she hadn’t volunteered.

With her uncle’s approval, Debby no longer keeps her relationship with Cpl. Jonathan Franklin a secret. Now with a number of citizens of Glen Haven married to a member of the Army, Victor had relaxed the prohibition against his men having social contact with civilians. It wasn’t much of a secret anyway, for they were frequently seen together. It was assumed by most that they were dating.

Now Jonathan, informally called ‘Jon’, could be included in the various family gatherings. He has gradually been accepted by her family, with the exception of her father, David. He didn’t dislike the young man; he simply saw the potential problems should the two ever decide to marry. Being Army, Jon could be transferred out at any time. Even if Debby could join him at his new assignment, the ‘daddy’ in him didn’t want to lose his daughter. It had been difficult, and long in coming, to bring the family together. He doesn’t want them separated again. Especially in these difficult times.

It is Jon who begins putting some doubt into Victor’s mind regarding the new security system. While he was just a corporal, and Victor was his commanding officer, the family gatherings allowed him the opportunity to speak to his C.O. in an informal atmosphere. At a picnic at lakeside, he has gathered the nerve to express the doubts he has about the civilian watch program.

“Sir,” he begins, still unable to use his boss’ first name, even though Victor urged him to do so when in family settings, “I wonder if I could talk to you regarding the lookouts.”

Victor has quit telling him to be informal, simply responds, “Off the record?”

Jon nods.

“So, what’s on your mind?”

“I know we’ve put a lot of time and effort into clearing a wide swath along the perimeter fencing. And that’s a good thing. We can see anyone approaching. It’s the civilian lookouts that bothers me.”

“Oh,” Victor responds, moving away from the others for privacy, motioning Jon to follow, “How’s that?”

“It’s not that I don’t think the civilians can do the job. It’s just that it is very demanding on their time; they’re apt to get tired of it once the novelty wears off. We may have problems getting volunteers.” He pauses, trying to think of how best to present his alternate plan without offending his boss.

“You have a better idea?” Victor asks.

“Not regarding the lookouts,” Jon begins. “It’s an idea that might cut down on the number of lookouts required each day. It involves the use of drones. Not our military drones. You know, the model rotary wing drones that were so popular before the aliens showed up. There are probably a lot of them still around. Some had cameras. We could have some modified for both normal vision as well as night vision, with operators monitoring. They’re electric and quiet. At night they can’t be seen. With them we could see farther out into the surrounding countryside, spot people miles away - where people shouldn’t be.”

“We considered drones, but ours are too big for what we need,” Victor responds, “but the civilian toys might work.”

Jon continues, his enthusiasm growing. “They’re more than just toys. Some are very sophisticated. We could put the word out to our people working with law enforcement. Get people to contribute their models. We could specify the size we need - big enough to carry the gear to give us live-time viewing. We could keep one or two in the air when the weather allows. When we see people in - say within two miles of the fence - we could then activate the watch for that quadrant. We would only need full coverage when there are no drones aloft.”

“What makes you think we haven’t already thought of that?” Victor counters. They hadn’t, but he didn’t want to admit it. The idea seems to have potential.

“Sorry, Sir,” Jon quickly replies, immediately embarrassed and wishing he hadn’t spoken his concept, “I didn’t mean to . . . “

Victor cuts him off with a wave of his hand and a smile. “Don’t be sorry! It’s a good idea. I see you’ve given this a lot of thought.”

Jon just nods, not sure of what to say.

“We need to look into this more deeply,” Victor continues. “How would you like to be assigned the task of researching the possibility? Get me more details?”

“I can show you what I have now!” John responds eagerly. “It would be my pleasure to dig deeper.”

“On your off duty hours, of course.”

“Yes, Sir. Of course,” Jon acknowledges, smiling.

“Get with me first thing tomorrow. Show me what you have. We’ll go from there. But now, I think you’re ignoring Debby.”

Three days later, the decision was made to implement a model drone surveillance program. When the weather allowed, drones would be in the air, eyes in the sky - day and night. Only key lookout positions would still be manned around the clock. Movement in the woods would initiate an alert to man the lookouts and bring troops into the adjacent area.

It is a great relief to Daniel, for manning the 32 lookouts, each requiring 12 people a day, requires 384 people a day. Now that the novelty has worn off, it is getting hard to maintain a crew of volunteers. They were considering increasing the time of each watch, but four hours was already considered too long for some. That would cut the need for volunteers each day, but increase the tediousness of sitting in a tree top with little to do. Getting and keeping volunteers would be even more difficult. The fleet of drones solved the problem.

Now he only needs 84 lookouts a day when the drones are in the air.

A large radio antennae has been erected in the woods, in the geological center of The Compound, dedicated to the drone program. When weather conditions allow, they are keeping two drones in the air at all times, each flying a designated area. Each drone has a ‘pilot’ stationed at a monitor, seeing what the cameras see. And each drone has a spotter whose sole duty is to watch for any changes or movement. At night, they have the night vision cameras to show white from the body heat of a person. Or critter. Most often, their readings were from small critters and deer. They usually could tell the difference between a man and a mammal.

Anything suspicious, the spotter would initiate an alert, bringing on-duty patrol to the adjacent area, while at the same time alerting the civilian lookout command post to man vacant lookouts in the area of concern.

In three cases since the activation of the program, they were in waiting for the trespassers. It was working well.

As reward for his effort in developing the program, Jon was promoted to sergeant and put in charge of supervising the drone program. This put him on a schedule where he could spend more time with Debby.

The Pentagon had to make a decision. Currently, only the Soviet Union and the China Republic were still working on developing weapons to intercept and destroy alien space ships nearing Earth. Both were doing so independently, as were the United States and Canada, with Mexico providing minimal support. Their goal was still the protection of North America. Even with all three powers having an effective system, aliens could safely approach from many other quadrants and establish peace keeper android strongholds. There was little doubt that they could once again take over the world.

Determined to fight the aliens to the bitter end, The Pentagon was under pressure to drop the manpower and resource demand of the Space Defense program, and to start developing weaponry to intercept the ships entering North American airspace, as well as better weapons to destroy the ‘droids. It was assumed that the aliens would modify their Peace Keepers so that current weapons would no longer be effective.

While the military insisted that the aliens would return, most civilians did not agree, the argument being that if they were going to do so, they would have done it by now - not waiting until the pathetic Space Defense program was implemented. Most in government positions agreed with the general consensus of the people, but they were still under martial law, only able to do what The Pentagon allowed.

And the military leaders also realized they were gradually losing the support of the people. The armed forces had grown to four times that in pre-alien times. Military personnel were everywhere, involved in everything. They controlled with an iron fist, too often using lethal phaser fire to deal with law breakers. While the people looked to servicemen as keeping the peace, a necessary evil in trying times, they were beginning to see them as brutal dictators. The mere drawing of a phaser by a soldier invoked sudden fear. The only good result from such harsh rule was that those providing goods to the communal system no longer dared not comply.

Food, medicine and critical goods were available, but the distribution system was still imperfect. There were frequently shortages, but nobody was starving.

The citizens are demanding the return of government control, but, as yet, to no avail.

Eddie Campbell had been delivered to the M.P.s at Lackland. On the 14th of the month, the day he was to report for induction in Chicago, he was instead turned over to the Bexar Country District Attorney, officially charged with unlawful possession of government property. As he was considered a flight risk, he was held without bail. And as the property stolen belonged to the United States government, he would eventually be turned over to federal court - which was not yet fully functioning. He had been held in limbo all this time, almost forgotten. The Army would want him, as they had ample manpower - and the man had little experience of value to the military.

None of this information had been made known to the Davies family.


Chapter Twenty

There was still a hardcore minority that adamantly believed that the aliens would return and again take over. Most were in the military, trained to consider other countries as potential enemies, not to blindly trust anyone. They considered the Global Defense a critical element of their future safety. The military was in charge and in control of the program, but a growing majority in middle command were beginning to see the futility of their efforts.

The reasoning was that any alien species able to do the things the Universal Council had accomplished - especially traveling faster than the speed of sound, something that was supposed to be impossible - they could probably easily neutralize any defense system Earth could develop.

Thanks to the ‘eavesdropping’ of the people in The Compound, they were beginning to realize that similar space defense programs - both in the reestablished Soviet Union and the Peoples Republic of China - were being cut back.

Now the irrational fear was that both Russia and China would be diverting their efforts for reestablishing nuclear weapons and long-range rockets for the delivery of warheads. They felt that they should be doing the same.

With the people no longer looking at the omnipresence of troops as welcome protection, more and more grass-roots political organizations were voicing their demands for the return of civilian government. Most of these groups were instituted by those seeking the return of the all-mighty dollar, and a return of their ability to once again amass fortune and privilege. Greed was still alive and kicking, just waiting for the time it could raise its evil head, and once again take control of the country.

Every military compound in the country was on high alert, and had been for some time, even though there was no eminent threat from outside. They feared the people - those they were supposed to be protecting. Every base, camp and station remained on high security, strictly limiting access and egress. The same was true with law enforcement stations, always alert for civil uprisings. While past patrols went out in pairs - never one officer alone - now they went out in fours. Every civilian peace officer now had one of the original phasers, the military police had the newer, more powerful phasers, with scopes giving them greater range.

Civilian possession of a firearm of any kind was still illegal. The prohibition was now extended to include the possession of any object that could possibly be used to cause bodily harm to another human being. Tools of the trade could only be possessed and used at the place of employment. Knives or any other cutting instrument were illegal outside of the home or place of business. Anyone carrying an object considered capable of causing bodily harm could be arrested; if they didn’t comply with orders, they could be killed on the spot. Carrying a concealed weapon was a felony, as was mere possession of one in the open.

Curfew was a permanent policy. From one-half hour after sunset to one-half hour before sunrise, no one was allowed on the streets or in public places without lawful purpose. All establishments closed at sunset to allow employees and customers time to return to their homes. They didn’t open again until sunrise.

Anyone out at nighttime had to have a valid purpose. People could - and would - be stopped by law enforcement to check their reason for being out after dark. Violators were arrested; resisters stunned.

Law enforcement could stop any person at any time to check their identification. Every person now was required to have a national identification chip implanted, issued only after an extensive background and criminal record check. In addition, every person deemed head of a household must have the new food rationing card, identifying him or her as such, with the card listing the names, sex and age of each dependent for which they are providing. Any person, adult or child, without the required identification were arrested for processing.

There were still those wh failed to register, usually adult men who chose to survive by stealing from others. They tended to be loners, for patrol was constantly on the lookout for gatherings of young men, usually up to no good. And there were still a few that chose a nomadic life, like the ‘hoboes’ of the past. They would be arrested and place in forced labor camps. Many loners had migrated into the wilderness areas, to live off the land, spending most of their time avoiding the authorities.

The standard motto remained: ‘If you don’t work, you don’t eat.’

The fact was that nobody really had to work very hard. There were more people capable of working than there were jobs, often resulting in two people doing the job one could handle. Even in hard labor jobs, such as digging a ditch, one would work while a partner rested, then change, on and off for the entire work shift. And often a work day was less than eight hours, a work week seldom more than five days.

Even those who would be classified as ‘handicapped’ or ‘disabled,’ and thus unable to work, becoming dregs of society, could find satisfying employment that they could handle it in spite of their disability. Only the severely disabled, the mentally ill, the sick or injured, the very young and the very old had a ‘free ride.’

If there was any doubt whatsoever regarding the status of a person, they would be taken into custody and held until a thorough records check could be made. Those who resisted the law enforcers would be painfully phased and charged with a crime. Rather than refill the prisons with low-level violators (for there were many vacant cells awaiting), the courts tended to sentence minors and nonviolent violators with serving time on a work gang.

One way or another, every able-bodied person would work.

Eddie Campbell was not a happy man. It had taken over two years for the military court, having taken over every civilian criminal court, to bring his case to a courts martial. Once in the system, and deciding the Amy didn’t want him, they dealt with him swiftly. Accepting his guilty plea, he was sentenced to 24 months in prison. The three-man tribunal suspended the jail time with the condition that he be returned to Kentland and serve at least that two years at his old job, the dairy. Further, he was on five-years probation, to report to the local authorities as required. He could not leave the Kentland area.

What he was unhappy about was that he had no further contact with Debby; his letters were returned, often weeks after he mailed them, for the postal service wasn’t very regular nor dependable. As far as he knew, she had made no effort to contact him. He was unable to contact her by telephone, never getting beyond The Compound switchboard. There was no such thing as E-mail or other computer communication in The Compound.

Taken back to Kentland by the military, he was once again living with his family and working at the dairy. Lovelorn, and without hope for any meaningful future, he became depressed and withdrawn, much to the concern of his parents. In the fits of deep depression, he often thought of simply ending his misery, but he didn’t have the nerve to take his own life. He made up his mind: as soon as he was off probation, he would apply for bachelor housing and live on his own, forsaking his family.

He would also try to leave Kentland.

It was summer at Glen Haven. Things were getting back to normal, with the exception of the Lookout program. Victor had taken Sgt. Jon Franklin’s suggestion and had developed a very efficient drone program. There were several very enthusiastic model airplane builders who gladly modified and flew the drones. It was usually very dull duty, as the area each drone covered was generally limited to within a five-mile radius of The Compound. There were only occasional surveillance flights farther out. They seldom found intruders - if you discount the deer that had to be checked out. But they liked flying the small crafts - and it was better than extra duty sitting in a lookout nest.

Both as a test and a way to keep the lookouts on their toes, Victor would occasionally have some of his men leave the compound in one of the patrol units, then all but only the driver would return. The other men, usually three or four, would enter into the woods some distance from The Compound, then work in toward the fence. It was always the drone pilots who spotted the intruders, quickly informing the men on a patrol as to their position. They would allow the team to continue toward without an alert, as Victor wanted to know how soon the lookouts would spot them without the help of the drones. Once, a team of three progressed up to the fence before a single lookout gave the alarm. They should have been spotted by two of the lookouts - and much sooner. The resulting reprimand put the rest on alert: they never knew when and where the next test might be.

Most of the volunteers had infrequent duties as a lookout, for much fewer were needed when the weather allowed the drones aloft. The bad part: when the drones couldn’t fly, it was generally stormy, wet and windy. And often cold. There was a clear plastic canopy to keep the rain off them, but wind-whipped rain could still get them wet. Besides the rain gear each citizen had as regular issue, the lookouts were issued thermal underwear in an attempt to keep the duty less miserable.

Even when the drones were in the air, the lookouts had to be on call for an emergency. Should a drone spot an intruder in a sector, the alert would go out and every scheduled lookout for that sector would hurriedly man his or her assigned station. So those on call had to be dressed and ready, with one of the many golf carts assigned to the project at their disposal. The inner gravel road, simply called “Forest Road,’ was itself over an 11-mile loop, and they had added many connecting roads from the village. Each lookout knew the fastest route to his or her assigned post.

Victor once created a fake alert to check the response times, but he got so many complaints he never did it again. The lookouts knew the next alert would be the real McCoy.

There were just under two hundred trained lookouts, with the majority of them on call and not serving on a regular basis. Many had become full-time lookouts. But all the others were proud of being volunteers, meeting irregularly for training on upgrades in equipment or changes in policy. They requested, and received, permission to sew a cloth emblem on their shirt pocket, under their name. It was an emblem of an eye. This immediately identified them to all as a lookout - and they were proud of it.

Debby and Jon were formally engaged. They had applied for a federal marriage license, for the procedure for marrying had become much more formal. There were the mandatory blood tests and a waiting period. They wanted the couple to be certain they wanted the obligation of marriage and child bearing. There was now a military chaplain assigned to The Compound; regulations required he perform each wedding. He also held nondenominational religious services twice each Sunday, but relatively few attended.

She had still been living with her parents and little brother, but had requested an apartment of her own, citing the pending marriage. Her request had been granted a month ago, and she was settled in. Jon would formally move in right after the ceremony. For now, he lived in camp. She truly loved Jon and wanted to spend the rest of her life with him and tried her best to put Eddie out of her mind.

She had given herself to him in the belief they would soon be married. He was her first love. On several occasions, she had approached Victor informally to ask if he had heard anything about Eddie, but each time changed her mind. Her father, David, knew Eddie was back in Kentland, but he kept this from Debby. Nobody as much as mentioned his name. As far as she knew, he could be in prison. She didn’t ask.

Try as she may, she could not stop occasionally thinking about him, more often now that the wedding was just days off. She was feeling some guilt, knowing that she might have gotten him into The Compound - and out of trouble. She had to accept that she still had some feeling about him, but she tried to convince herself it wasn’t love.

She had to confide in someone. The day before the wedding, her mother finds her alone in her bedroom, sitting at her makeup table, softly crying. She immediately moves behind the girl and embraces her, looking at her reflection in the mirror.

“Getting cold feet?” she asks softly.

Debby tries to smile, but the effort is pitiful. She takes a tissue and tries to dry her eyes, only further smearing her mascara.

“It’s normal to have doubts as the day nears. It is a very serious commitment.”

“It’s not that, Mom,” Debby manages in a weak voice, fighting back more tears.

“You know you can talk to me.”

“It’s Eddie,” she says, still in a soft voice. This is the first time the girl had even said his name since he was arrested.

“You don’t still have feelings for him, do you?”

“That’s just it!” she declares, her voice rising. “I don’t know! I really did love him, you know. I thought we were going to spend our life together. Raise a family. He is the only other man I’ve ever loved!”

“Honey, first loves seldom last,” Janet insists, compassion in her voice, “That’s just not the way things work out. For one thing, you were still very young. You probably wanted to fall in love.”

“I can’t help feeling guilty that I didn’t try to make things work for us! I know he could have stayed here if I agreed to marry him. I was just so mad at him taking advantage of me. I guess I felt he was still trying to use me. He’s probably serving in the Army - or worse, in prison.”

Janet looks at her reflection in the mirror for some time, then bends down and kisses her on the top of her head. “Would you like to know what really happened to him?”

“You know?”

“We all know, but you never asked, so we thought it best to let it go. You seemed to have made up your mind to stay with Jon.”

Debby just stares at her mother’s reflection, eyes wide and eyebrows raised. She knows her mother isn’t going to say anything until she asks. “So what happened to him?”

Her mother just straightens up and rests her hands on the girl’s shoulders. “Nothing,” she finally replies.

“What do you mean nothing?” Debby cried.

“I mean, they slapped his wrists and sent him back to Kentland. That’s what I mean. He’s probably violating some other girl as we speak.”

Debby tries to think back. The few letters she got from him, she never accepted. Perhaps he was writing simply to tell her he was all right, not to worry about him. Or even that he wished her well with her new love. Even that he had a new girlfriend.

“You never did like him, did you,” she softly accuses. “Neither did Dad.”

“Girl, you’re right about your Dad. He hated Eddie. I didn’t really have strong feelings either way, hoping it would work out for you. But I trust my husband’s instinct; men know how men think better than women.”

Both are silent for some time. It is Debby who finally speaks, then almost to herself. “So it really is over.”

The next day, Sunday afternoon, Jon and Debby are married.

The many who had volunteered to be lookouts were relived that the use of drones had reduced the demand on their free time. Those lookout stations that would be manned around the clock were either manned by soldiers or civilians who chose to be full-time lookouts. It was their sole duty; they received more extensive training. It was being considered that the full-time lookouts be issued phasers, special long guns with scopes allowing greater range.

Daniel doesn’t like the idea of Sherry being a volunteer lookout. Concerned for her safety, he isn’t sure the concealed lookout positions will be safe from invaders. All the intruders needed were night vision goggles that could penetrate the special screen, allowing the ’hidden’ lookout to be seen as a white glow in the treetops. They could be picked off with any hunting rifle.

Besides, she had enough responsibility as the Mayor of Glen Haven, having been elected for a second term.

When she first voiced interest as a volunteer, he tried to talk her out of it, but to no avail. Working closely with Victor, and in the process becoming close friends, he expressed his concerns to him. Together, they decide that the lookouts should have some protection from snipers, whether day or night. They first ruled out armor: it would be too heavy for the tree to safely support and the lookout’s head would still be exposed. What they finally came up with was using lighter bulletproof glass, a small ‘shield’ providing protection from the front and underside as long as the person was sitting in the chair. The lookout could see out, but a sniper could not see in. The outside surface would be brushed to prevent reflection. If a lookout was to use a weapon, he or she would simply stand to shoot over the glass.

The problem is getting the material to make the needed 32 ‘shields.’ Victor promises to do his best, for his own wife, Tabitha, is a volunteer lookout. In the meantime, they will be both unprotected and unarmed, depending on being hidden from view.

Those currently serving as a lookout have very specific rules and regulations: 1) they have to stay awake and alert at all times: 2) they have to be quiet at all times; muffle sniffling and sneezing; no humming; 3) The only speaking will be over the radio, then only in a whisper; 4) no cell phones or other electronic devises that could make a noise or distract attention; 5) promptly respond to the radio checks; 6) report for duty on time; relieve on time. 6) their full-time attention must be on constantly scanning their field of vision for movement and constantly listening for unusual sounds. All involved soon realize it is tedious duty and the four-hour tours can seem like they will never end.

Tabitha is now used to the duty. While she prefers daylight duty, she is no longer bothered by the darkness, at least not overly so. It is still a little spooky, looking for someone who might be looking back at her. Each lookout is always assigned to the same station and is expected to memorize every feature of the landscape in her sector, able to detect the smallest change. The cleared grass strip on each side of the fence is featureless, kept short by grazing of cattle on The Compound side and by deer on the outside. Anyone moving across the meadow, day or night, would be readily spotted. The lookouts were trained to watch the forest bordering the ‘no man’s land’, trying to spot concealed intruders before they make their attempt to break into The Compound, giving the alert so troops could intervene even before they could breach the electric fence.

Tonight is overcast, with rain coming and going, winds occasionally gusting. The drones are grounded. All lookout sites are manned.

Tabitha is working the 0000 to 0400 hours shift, in her fourth hour into the watch, repeatedly scanning the line of adjacent forest using the night vision binoculars. She suddenly stops, retracing her scan; is it her imagination or had she seen a sudden spot of white which quickly disappeared? She cannot see another ‘flash’, what they call the glow of white caused by reading the heat of a warm object. She continues the watch the area, already deciding it was probably just a small critter, possibly a rabbit, that has moved back into the forest.

Then there is a another flash of white, this time larger. As she watches, it grow larger. Even though some 400 yards away, she can see through the binocular the white forming the shape of the upper half of a person.

She activates her mike. “23, I have a sighting,” she urgently whispers. The intruder probably can’t hear her even if she spoke in a normal voice, but her training comes through.

“Confirmed?” is the reply in her earpiece.

“Roger. Human. Due north just inside the forest line.”

“Copy. Report any movement. Patrol is en route.”

“Roger,” she responds, her attention on the ghostly figure. It, he or she, isn’t moving. She has the unnerving feeling that it is also looking at her, although logic tells her it can’t see her; and there are no binoculars or goggles blocking the heat of the face. Suddenly, remembering she will have to record the sighting, she checks her watch. The red numbers softly glow ‘0334.’ When she again looks at the area, it is all dark. A quick scan is negative.

“Sighting is gone,” she radios.

“Copy,” the male voice responds. “Patrol now has eyes on the area. Report any additional sightings.”

She hadn’t seen or heard patrol arriving. There are no vehicles anywhere on her stretch of the perimeter road. Only when she looks to her right into the forest beside her des she see the bright glow of a trooper. She relaxes and turns her attention to the forest on the opposite side of the fence. Nothing.

Some five minutes later, the radio advises her to lower the seat. As she does so, she can see the faint figure below. Soon the chair rises to her position, a soldier sitting in it.

“You’re relieved,” he whispers. She sees he has one of the rifle phasers, with scope, slung over one shoulder. He swings out onto the platform, pressing himself back against the trunk of the tree to allow her to pass to the chair. He reaches out a hand. She realizes she is still wearing the headphone. She hands him the binoculars and the headset.

“Nothing since the original sighting,” she whispers.

He smiles and gives her a thumbs up, then points for her go down, simply smiling his thanks.

On the gravel forest road, another soldier is waiting for her in an electric cart. Another lookout is in the vehicle. Without speaking, the driver moves to the next lookout position where a third lookout is waiting.

Back at Operations, she learns that seven of the lookout posts have been taken over by armed soldiers. Another squad is moving out to check the forest for the intruder.

Victor lets Tabitha sleep in that morning, only waking her at noon to take her to lunch. She is eager to know what happened after she was relieved, but she does not ask. She knows he will tell her if he can. They finish lunch with a minimum of conversation

“Daniel says you can have the rest of the day off,” he says as they leave the dining hall. “They may need you again tonight if the weather doesn’t get any better.” The rain had stopped but the skies are still dark and threatening, the wind still brisk.

“So the threat is till there?” she asks, hoping he will tell her more.

“If it was, we would man it tonight.”

She looks at him, eyebrows raised in question. He just shrugs. She resigns that he is not going to tell her anything. That alone tells her something happened last night; if they found nothing, he would tell her that. A shiver ran through her body, a shiver that had nothing to due to the damp wind.

Two evenings later, Tabitha again has lookout duty, again from 0000 to 0400. Soon there will be a scheduled rotation of assignments through the day and night, assuring that all get a fair share of the day sifts. Everybody pulls their share of the night details. Tabitha knows that Victor doesn’t want her to pull night duty and would see that she only received daylight duty, but she will have no part of favoritism. She’ll work the assignments as they come up - even though she hates being up in a tree in the dark.

She has just made the 0200 hours radio check, knowing her shift is only half over. Although past her bedtime, she isn’t sleepy. She never has to worry about falling asleep on duty, for she is far too anxious sitting so high in a tree. It was just two nights ago that she spotted an intruder, so she is alert. Victor never told her what happened after she was relieved, an armed soldier taking over her position - and she never asked. She didn’t want to know if some intruder had been killed.

As she routinely scanned the horizon beyond the perimeter fence, she prayed that the occasional while images in her scope would just be deer or javelina.

She sets the scope in its holder and pours herself a cup of coffee, a very strong brew to help keep her alert, but with a special creamer to make it palatable. A sound alerts her just as she is taking the first sip. At first, she thinks it is coming through the single earpiece of her headset, a sort of low hum, but then realizes it is her free ear that is it picking up the sound. It is a vehicle approaching, still far off. Probably patrol.

Minutes pass, and the engine sound doesn’t seem to be getting any louder. She pulls off the headset. With both ears, the sound seems to be coming from the woods beyond the clearing.

She immediately calls in, holding the earpiece to her ear. “Lookout 23, I hear what sounds to be a motor vehicle in the woods, south southeast.” She know there are no public roads in that direction.

No sooner she had spoken, without operations yet responding, she hears, “Lookout 22, I hear it, too.”

“Copy, 23 & 22,” the dispatcher acknowledges. “Can you tell what kind and how far away?”

Both lookouts respond at the same time, garbling the transmission, but it is the other lookout’s voice that comes through as soon as Tabitha releases the key. “. . . it’s faint and high pitched. Doesn’t sound like a car. Still very faint - far off.”

“Patrol’s on their way,” is the response, “ETA four minutes.

Again, both lookouts respond, partially scrambling their acknowledgments.

Tabitha scans the horizon, concentrating on the area where the sound is coming from. There is a waning moon. Beyond the faint glow of the lights, all is black gloom. Through the scope, only familiar outlines are seen of the forest beyond the cleared swath of land, and no hot spots. She keys the mike, “23, nothing showing up.”

“Nothing here either,” the voice of 22 reports, “but the engine’s getting louder.”

Tabitha thinks it is, as well, and is beginning to think she can hear something crashing through the undergrowth, although still faint.

“All lookouts, Sector 20 through 26,” the radio orders, “full intruder alert.”

Only two minutes have passed when 22 again reports. “It sound like a truck. A big one. Due south of my position. Sounds like it busting through brush.”

To her east, Tabitha can see a jeep approaching along the fence line. It stops at Sector 22, turning so its headlights are shining out through the fence. The lone soldier takes cover behind the jeep, a rifle at the ready. She knows it is a phaser. And she knows it is set on kill.

For the first time, she can see occasional blurs of heat signature through the trees and brush, soon realizing it is from the heat on an engine. As it breaks out into the clearing, she can see it is a large farm tractor with an enclosed cab. It is barely illuminated by the jeeps headlights and the sliver of moon. She can see nothing inside the glassed cab. Even as she watches, see sees three more vehicles break out into the open; they look more like small farm tractors with front buckets.

The soldiers is on the radio, reporting the breach.

And, because of her angle, Tabitha can see a tight group of men clustered behind each vehicle, using them for cover. They glow white. She reports their numbers to be six to eight behind each vehicle.

Two more jeeps arrive. They quickly pick up the first soldier and turned off the perimeter road, leaving the other jeep behind. They make it to the woods and take cover, killing the lights. One has moved closer to Tabiha’s position to better see the intruders just as automatic fire starts from the cab of the vehicle as it nears the fence.

With a shower of sparks momentarily and brilliantly illuminating the darkness, the lead tractor plows into and through the chain link without losing speed. It continues to rumble across the inner clearing, now with men shooting at the two distant jeeps from their positions behind the tractors.

Tabitha knows she will not hear the soldiers’ silent phaser fire, but one after one, bodies drop in the wake of the tractors, to lay white on the ground. She knows she is supposed to report her sighting, but the radio is filled with excited mens’ voices, both those in battle and those responding.

Three of the tractors make it to the woods, then shut down. The fourth is motionless mid field. There is only a few more rifle shots as the remaining white figures disappear into the woods. Tabitha estimates that perhaps half of those on foot made it to cover. She saw three exit the tractor nearest her and also fade into the black of the woods close by.

Even as she watches, two figures run along the edge of the woods, heading in her direction. Terrified, she slumps low in her chair, hoping not to be seen as she watches the two ghostly white figures grow through her scope until they pass out of sight below her. She dare not use her radio, for she can hear their heavy footfalls and labored breathing. She has no view below or behind her, but she hopes they have passed on as their sounds fade. She quietly reports, even has she hears occasional gunfire.

She and Lookout 22 are ordered to continue monitoring the perimeter until they are relieved.

For the next hour they maintain radio silence, not even being asked to give radio checks. There hasn’t been a sound for the last ten minutes. She suddenly gasps as the hoist seat beside her rattles against the tree trunk

“Tabitha!” Bill Reily, her husbands best friend, calls softly from below, “It’s me. Lower the seat.”

He is soon standing beside her, hugging her. “You OK, Tab?” he asks, both concern and relief in his voice. She can barely make out his features in the dark.

She nods, then assures him she is fine, yet she is reluctant to let him pull away.

“Give me your scope,” he orders. “I want to get a good look out there.”

“What happened?” she asks as he scans the horizon, counting the white forms. “I mean back there,” indicating back in the compound.

“About a dozen got through. They tried to hide, but the drone spotted them. The men picked them off.”

“Who are . . . were they?” she quietly asked, the reality of the morning sinking in. So many people dying.

She couldn’t see his shrug. “Who else? Hungry, desperate people. They probably didn’t think we were this well prepared. Probably thought they could get in and out with the food.” He continued his survey.

“Any of our men hurt?”

“Three hit. Their flack jackets probably saved their lives. I don’t know yet how bad they are..” He put the scope back into its container. “Come on. You’re relieved. I got a men below to take over. I know Vic is anxious for you to get back.”

Back at security, the civilian lookouts have submitted their reports and are free to go home. The Compound is secure. Yet they linger, sharing their experiences of the attack. It is a while before Victor arrives to take her home, just as the eastern skyline is beginning to lighten with the promise of dawn and a new day. But it will be a while before the people get back to feeling even close to normal.

Sherry, as Mayor of Glen Haven, is keeping her word to her husband, Daniel, in keeping a low profile in the politics of The Compound, but it is getting increasingly difficult to keep the City Council in check. Still all women, they want more say in the governing of the township, feeling the City Charter gives them that authority. Despite her frequent reminders that The Compound if a government facility, and that the ‘government’ was now the military, they want more freedom to guide the future of their little village.

Daniel has been sympathetic with her situation, but he is in a tenuous situation himself, no longer being in command of The Compound. Col. Victor Wells is in fact the Commander of The Compound as far as the Pentagon is concerned; Washington no longer has any control other than to do the wishes of the Pentagon. As a close friend of the Davies, Victor has given Daniel total control of the research group and Sherry a lot of freedom in running the day-to-day matters of a small incorporated village. As an officer in the Army, he represents those now running the United States, and must abide by their dictates.

For the very infrequent visitor, always on official business, riding into Glen Haven is like stepping back in time. The road leading in from the front - and only - gate is a simple two-lane blacktop without shoulders. Vegetation within ten feet of the road, on both sides, is kept neatly mowed. The visitor would have a pleasant mile-and-a-half ride through heavy oak forest, with occasional glimpses of Medina Lake through the trees, then be greeted with a sign: ‘Welcome to Glen Haven, Population 186.’ This does not count the military personnel assigned to the Army camp. Then they get the fist view of the village, absent of any utility poles or lines and without any advertising signs. The planter box trees have been replanted and are in full leaf. The flower boxes now have real flowering plants. The old style street lamps date late 1800's, when they were gas lights.

The soft, earth-tone colors blend well with each other. The only modern touches are the curbs and sidewalks. To identify the use of each building in the ‘downtown’ area circling the largest building, a redwood placard over the entrance is engraved with the name or service provided. The only large lettering painted on a building is ‘Operations’ emblazoned on the three-story headquarters building. One would not be surprised to see a cowboy riding a horse down the street; in reality, not a single horse is on the grounds, for all livestock have to serve a purpose.

Most likely, they wouldn’t see a single vehicle moving, with only an occasional golf cart or jeep parked around the Operations building. But The Compound has no visitors. Anyone having business inside would be met at the gate and have a military escort during the time they were inside. Their business completed, they would be escorted back to their vehicle parked outside the gate. Most having business inside The Compound would be federal government employees and military personnel. On occasion, a new civilian assigned to Operations or the farming community would be escorted in to be briefed on his or her new job.

Sherry is very proud of their transformation of the village, as are the people. Most have long since considered Glen Haven their home. Most would like to stay here for the rest of their lives, dreading the thought that someday they might have to leave for an unknown life in the outside turmoil. Tentative plans are in the works in the event the military moved out; should that happen, the City Counsel will annex the entire compound into the village of Glen Haven, and install total city rule with full time government departments supplying the needs of the people. The details are still fuzzy, depending when and if the nation will go back to a monetary system of trade.

If the military pulls out, that would also mean the governmental support would also go, for they know their special status keeps them provided for almost every need and want. They would no longer enjoy a privileged status. At best, a food distribution center would be established in the Compound, which meant they would have to turn over what they grew and produced on the farms. They might be better off remaining a closed society, if that would even be allowed by the Federal Government.

Thanks to the aliens, they are independent for electrical energy, heating and cooling. They have ample water, both from the lake and wells. Sanitation is provided by old-fashioned septic tanks and drain fields. All of the vehicles now run on nitrogen drawn from the air. With careful planning, they could probably provide the food the people needed.

The biggest problem would be medications and specialized health care. They are dependent on the outside in this area. They are also dependent on the outside for raw materials. The people could manage without the trivial items they had become used to, adopting a pre-industrialization lifestyle. To try to do so in the field of medicine would mean a lot of people might die unnecessarily.

When the program was initiated, Daniel was instrumental on developing The Compound as it is today. He was in charge from the beginning. Now the military has taken over, leaving him with managing the research program, which had changed course several times. Now his wife has more authority than him, her being the Mayor. Both Sherry and Victor privately sympathize with him; both keep him in the loop, whether it meant military business or village business. And the people still look upon him as their leader, with the possible exception of the farmers, who are becoming a very independent bunch. They still decline to dine in the dining hall and seldom participate with village social activities. Their sole responsibility is to produce needed food, with occasional additional help from the military or the villagers, in times of heavy harvesting.

There is little doubt in Sherry’s mind that the people still look up to Daniel. She encourages him to run for the office of mayor at the next elections; she would not oppose him. She sees no conflict with him managing the research team and running the village, but he doesn’t want the additional responsibility. He is content with influencing her in decision making regarding the village - or so he says.

Victor did his bit by including his friend in the decision making of the government when it involved the citizens of Glen Haven or Daniel’s team members. If he couldn’t give Daniel support in a matter, he took time to explain why he could not. Most of the time, the military made the decisions and the people living inside the Compound had to live with them. Even then, Victor often modified the enforcement of Pentagon orders to still be in compliance, but in a way more palatable with the people.

With the passage of time, people are becoming less concerned with the return of the aliens, as well as being satisfied that they were protected from any form of an invasion from outsiders.

The worries that Daniel, Victor and Sherry have concerning the future are mostly kept from the public. The people have comfortable lodging. They have a well-balanced diet. They have excellent healthcare. They have duties that leave them free time for rest and recreation. They even have opportunities to obtain trivial items for sports and hobbies. They have everything they need to live happy, healthy lives, as well as having some things they didn’t really need, but simply want.

Life is good in Glen Haven.


Chapter Twenty-one

Almost every town that has a food distribution center also has one or more clandestine businesses: the barter of miscellaneous items for food. With many small store fronts vacant, those people who for one reason or another do not have food ration cards spend their days (more likely nights) scavenging for objects that cannot be obtained from the government. There is an underground business consisting of scavengers who search through abandoned buildings looking for items from the past that are no longer manufactured. They concentrated on objects or items they think people might want, often illegal items. And they often deal in stolen property. These items they trade for the food and medicine they need.

Law enforcement does their best to find them and shut them down, but just doesn’t have the manpower to be effective. Such trade activity is given a low priority unless illegal drugs, alcoholic beverages or weapons are involved. The fear is that a parent might use food intended for their children to trade for getting high.

Another illegal trade, one of the oldest professions in the world, is prostitution. Women without food ration cards are trading sexual favors for food.

The prominent characteristic of such ‘traders’ is laziness. In the old world, they would be (and most likely were) the transients - the beggars and homeless that have spurned regular employment. Today, they can no longer stand in public places for handouts, for the police would quickly arrest them. Nor can they ‘crash’ at night in any of the many vacant buildings, for police dogs would sniff them out. The rule, ‘if you don’t work, you don’t eat,’ is strictly enforced.

The one commendable effort by the federal and local governments is in providing for those who cannot provide for themselves: the young orphans; the elderly; the mentally ill; the physically disabled. The various government agencies generally find employment for the rest of society; work in exchange for shelter and sustenance. Those with minor physical or mental restrictions are assigned to duties they can perform. Though such duties are often menial, they received the same level of shelter and sustenance as the more able-bodied; their disabilities often give them more benefits than the average person.

In the less populated areas, less stringently patrolled, the attitudes of both the enforcers and the citizens are more relaxed. Here is where the rebels, those who refused to conform to the new government regulations, have migrated. They aren’t just the people too lazy to work, for most are struggling to live off the land, having a hard-scrabble life. They tend to be drifters. As long as they aren’t causing problems with the rest of society, law enforcement leaves them alone. Many are squatters, moving into abandoned houses, mostly in rural areas. Often they choose vacation cabins, trading poached wildlife and fish for other food items.

And often they will raid farm fields in the dead of night, careful to not cause any destruction and taking only what they need for survival. Most farmers don’t protest if the gleaning is minimal, falling back on the Bible’s early laws mandating that they set aside ten-percent of their crop for the orphans and widows. And local law enforcement agencies seldom take action unless the ‘gleaning’ is extensive or involves taking livestock. By then, in most cases, the offenders have moved on.

Repeatedly, the federal government announces amnesty for people outside the system. With no questions asked, they will assign jobs and housing along with duty assignments. They are repeatedly advised that they don’t have to be hoboes. The aliens would have quickly solved the problem by ‘transporting’ the rebel clans; government has to deal with them with compassion. For now, that is letting them do their thing. They have too many more important problems to deal with.

Another popular activity with the citizens is the ‘swap meet,’ private citizens who meet to exchange items they no longer want - nor need - for items they want. The only regulation by the government is that each person setting up a ‘booth’ had to be a food card carrier with an assigned job. Swap meet sites are designated by the government, as are the days and hours of operation. They are routinely patrolled. The food card, officially the Federal Nutrition Identification, has become a national identification card; every adult must have one to obtain his or her lawful issue of food, medicine and other life-supporting items. The card also lists their dependants.

Not having a card rules out the ‘drop outs’ of society, as well as those turning to crime. Each ‘vender’ has to obtain a permit to set up a booth (most often just a marked off section at the swap meet); they could get only one such permit per month, eliminating the frequent trader who might be dealing in stolen goods. The same rules apply to ‘garage sales’ at assigned residences; only with a permit and only once a month. Often items offered are homemade - arts and crafts. The rules prohibit the trade of any items provided by the government through the distribution centers.

It is an effective means of distributing the trivial, nonessential items that people might want, but not really need; items the government didn’t issue.

Every citizen living in The Compound had such a card. While it was not used to obtain raw food, it was scanned as the people passed through the dining hall food line. It was also scanned when receiving medical assistance or personal hygiene items. It was a means of assuring that no person received more than allotted them.

Most carried the card in their right shirt pocket, readily available when needed. It became natural to quickly scan the card when needed, without giving its use second thought. Some women chose to keep the card in a belt pouch with their other personal items, feeling that the stiff card disrupted the natural curve of the breast. As long as they had their card on them at all times, they could keep it wherever it wouldn’t be lost.

In most other regards, the strict rationing and requirements pertaining to citizens outside the fence did not apply to them.

President Baker is sitting at his desk in the Oval Office, leaning back comfortably in his high-backed chair, eyes closed. But he isn’t sleeping. He had been going over his agenda for the upcoming staff meeting with the Executive Board, but he can’t seem to concentrate. The one burning question he constantly struggles with is how to regain control from the Military. They have the weapons. They have control. The only way they will return power to the official Government of the United States is when they feel the government is able to rule. They have laid out a course for the return to civilian rule.

The primary requirement is a return of monetary trade. This means the reestablishment of the dollar as legal tender. It also will require some form of wage and price control. As to how this might be accomplished, they offer no advice.

They also insist that every citizen must have a right to certain services: free education and job training for all; free health care; free public transportation; free child care for working parents; free senior citizen care; free recreation; and free libraries.

They demand that there be a single federal tax based on the income of individuals and the profits of business entities. Such tax would support the many government programs and the infrastructure. It would be based net income; the higher the earnings, the greater the tax percentage.

They also insisted that there could be no charges for such things as required licenses, permits and many services.

They also insisted that there be a simpler, quicker, cheaper and for effective means of filling elective offices. Every elected office must meet minimum requirements to assure only those best qualified individuals can run for office. Every appointed office would likewise have minimum requirements. The Pentagon has yet to endorse the proposed new Constitution and Amendments.

Baker and his staff see the requirements as staggering, and probably impossible to meet. As he contemplates, eyes closed, he had that old feeling that someone was reading his thoughts.

“Greetings, President Baker,” a clear voice snaps his eyes open. Before him stands the familiar figure of a peace keeper, the number ‘99' in black on its chest.

He sits upright, bounding to his feet. He glances at the door; it’s closed. Other than the android, the room is still empty. As he wonders if he might have fallen asleep and was dreaming, the ‘droid again speaks, “You are not dreaming.”

“99?” Baker manages.

In answer, “It is not impossible.”

“What?” Baker stammers. “What’s not impossible?”

“What your warriors are demanding in order to give your country back to you.” Then it adds, “Have you forgotten we can read your thoughts?”

“You’re the same 99 that was here before?”

“At your service.”

“Oh, crap,” Baker utters softly. “You guys are back?”

“Just a few. The ones who helped Earth’s leaders before. We come with a message; we cannot stay.”

Baker holds up a hand. “Wait a minute. I don’t want security coming in and starting another shooting. If it’s OK with you, I’ll have my assistant notify those of my Cabinet, those that are in the building, to respond.”

“As you wish.” While Baker is on the phone, 99 stands silent.

Security is the first to enter, doing so cautiously but without weapons in hand. As others arrive, Baker waves them over to the sitting area. When the six he expected are present, he orders the guards out, then joins his men.

When all are settled, 99 moves to face them. “The Universal Council sends their greetings.” It pauses for a moment, then continues. “I know we had told you that we would leave you in peace, to direct your own fate.”.

Baker knows the Counsel is speaking through the ‘droid. “However,” it continues, “We have been monitoring your progress, for we are still concerned. After heartfelt consideration, The Universal Council has come to the conclusion that your current situation is our fault. When you revolted, we simply retreated, leaving you in a situation we had developed. The communal systems we had developed and implemented was meant to be temporary, to assure our disruption would not cause some to hunger and die. We would have gradually reverted your society to your old systems, but with drastic improvements.”

There is a long pause, the 99 continues, “Your government is not the only one struggling with the communal system we established. While we were here, we assured the exchanges went smoothly. When we left, you were unable - and in some cases, unwilling - to continue the system. We now know it was simply too complicated for humans to control. We hope to rectify our misjudgement.

“Let me assure you, we are not going to reoccupy Earth. What we offer in Universal brotherhood is a way you can effectively continue the distribution of life-giving goods through what you would call a ‘computer program.’ If you agree, we will set up ‘computer’ control centers around the world, all interconnected reestablishing the program as it was when we suddenly departed. Our Peace Keepers, limited to one for each center, will help you operate the system. When you no longer need that help, the Peace Keepers will depart, leaving you again on your own, but this time with the ability to provide to all.

“In addition, there is a program the world can follow to return the Earth to your original trading methods, an equitable program fair to all nations. Every other government in the world is likewise being addressed. We know you will want to discuss this among yourselves. Or even have a world conference regarding our offer. Should the Earth unanimously accept our offer, we will beam down the units along with an android to train you in its operation. They will not be Peace Keepers, having no ability to transport. They will be capable of maintaining the unit. You may keep them indefinitely.

They will not be what you call ‘spies;’ we have other ways of keeping track of your progress, and you can order them to leave Earth if you feel that you no longer need them. Your decision. We are reasonably sure that many of you have regretted the military action in an attempt to evict the Peace Keepers, as well as the disastrous results. We hope your future actions will not be as foolish.

“In discussing this among yourselves, remember that all the ‘computers’ are interconnected and calls for actions that are harmonious worldwide. No country will have an advantage over any other country. The actual conversion to monetary trade will not begin until all nations are ready. It will call for a worldwide currency. We also advise you that mankind will not be able to convert to free trade without subsequent wars and human suffering. To make such a change in a short period of time is beyond your mental and social abilities.”

There is another long pause, and Baker is about to ask a question when 99 continues. “Your Peace keeper will stay with you to answer all your questions. We will again address you in seven of your days. We hope to have your answer then. We wish you peace.”

The android turned slightly to be directly facing Baker. “We are 99. We are programed to stay with you. We can answer any questions you may have.”

They have many questions. For the next hour, they grill the ‘droid, then at Baker’s command, they break to reconvene when the other members of The Cabinet arrive.

The next morning, Victor is waiting for Daniel and his team to report for their day’s duty. Unusual for him, he is in full ‘Class A’ uniform, ribbons and all, rather than the khakis with the only addition being the silver leaves on the collar, indicating his rank as a lieutenant colonel. He has news for all.

“The Peace Keepers are back,” he announces without a preamble, then adds, “but not in force. A single one suddenly appeared at the White House. Apparently the same one that was with President Baker before.”

“What the hell do they want now?” demands Daniel.

“They have an offer,” Victor continues. “A single Peace Keeper has shown up at every government in the world, with the same message given to President Baker. I don’t have all the details yet; it seems that they contacted the White House but not the Pentagon. They apparently don’t look at Pentagon as the ruling class. Anyway, what I can gather is that they offer to smooth way out our communal system while providing a path to return to the old trade system.”

“There isn’t one here, on the grounds?” Sherry asks.

Victor shakes his head. “Just at the capital of every country. Then just one. If you know how many governments there are, then you know how many ‘droids beamed down. Their usual trick; they just abruptly appear.”

“We’re you given any orders?” Daniel wants to know.

“Just to secure the Compound for the time being. Nothing in or out. We are on high alert. The Universal Council will contact Earth again in a week - from last night. I guess to see if we want to accept the offer.”

“Which is?” Charles inquires, his usual skeptic.

“No details yet. Supposedly to get Earth back to monetary trade. The Pentagon promises a full report on the incident. Hopefully with some instructions. For now, except for staying on full alert, it’s business as usual.”

Charles addresses Daniel, “Any instructions from Washington?”

“This is the first I’ve heard.”

“No wonder the military took over,” he grumbles.

“I’ll make an inquiry,” Daniel promises. “They should have some instructions. As soon as I hear anything, we’ll have a meeting. We can go from there.”

“I’ll keep you all posted,” Victor promises, rising. “I’ve got to get back to camp. Let the troops know what’s going on.”

“Thanks for the ‘heads up,’ Vic,” Sherry calls out as he heads for the door.

Victor just waves without looking back.

Only a few days have passed since the invasion. Tabitha still hasn’t learned what really transpired other than what she and the other lookouts observed. Even with her occasional lookout assignments, she still has time from her regular duties to take her beloved walks through the woods. Her usual companion if Donna, and infrequently Victor, joins her. Today, she is alone.

Her usual outing is a now well worn trail that roughly circles around the wooded center of The Compound, avoiding the farms, the Village and the Army camp. To make the full circuit, measured to be 6.2 miles, takes an easy, pleasant two hours. The walk is dominated by old growth oak with occasional small, open meadows, passing two ponds and crossing one stream - twice.

Only three times does the wandering trail come close to the perimeter and any of the lookout sites. Each of those times, the trail has been commandeered by the gravel access road for a short distance, then the trail continues.

Halfway through her walk, she comes to one of the small openings in the wooded canopy where sunshine beams through, encouraging the growth of underbrush. She has often picked berries there. She immediately sees a difference; one corner of the clearing has been stripped bare, the dark soil exposed, evidence of recent digging.

She leaves the trail to get a closer look. The cleared area is about 40 feet in circumference. The outer edges has grass and weeds still poking through the loose soil; the immediate center is barren soil. Obviously, a large hole has been dug, then the soil filled back in, the ground smoothed level. A very large hole.

She takes an involuntary gasp of breath as she suddenly realizes what - or rather who - is buried here. She hastily hurries back to the trail and back to the Village, cutting her walk short.

Two days after the appearance of the Peace Keepers, the United Nations called for an emergency meeting to discuss this new turn of events. It was a call for every leader of every world government to attend, which includes the many nations who have boycotted the organization. While the headquarters is in New York City, most will ‘attend’ via video conferencing, for air travel is still strictly limited, even nonexistent for many small countries.

Every government has been given the same information through the Peace Keeper appearing to them - and who remains. The Universal Council will speak through them and presumably answer questions that arise.

By the time of the meeting, every nation still functioning had logged in. Prior to the time of the special session, each Peace Keeper delivered a document to the leader of the government, in their official language, outlining specifically what the computerized system will do for society. They use the term ’computer’ as the closest to describing the electronic system they are offering.

The message from the Universal Council is brief, referring to the written documents all received, adding only the promise that they have no intent of again ‘taking over.’ The speaker referred all questions to the androids assigned to them, assuring they are speaking for the Council.

However, the session continued well into the night without even a hint of the general consensus. They will gather again in two days, leaving Earth with just three days to make up their collective minds as to whether they will accept the offer.

Both Victor, as the commanding officer of The Compound, and Daniel, as the director of the research team, have transcripts of the original message and subsequent messages from the Universal Council. Victor has also provided a transcript of the demands by Pentagon that must be fulfilled before they will return power to Washington.

Daniel calls a special meeting, this time in the Town Hall, open to all. Almost the entire population attends, including all soldiers not on duty. While Victor is technically in charge of the entire Compound, he defers chairmanship to Daniel, who the people see as their leader. But he is on stage with Daniel, as is Sherry as Mayor of Glen Haven.

Prior to the meeting, both the document from the aliens and the document from the Pentagon was posted on the Bulletin Board, the electronic message center. Anyone taking the time to read both understands the issue: Do we trust the aliens?; Do we want them involved in our future?

At the end of an often contentious three-hour session, by a show of hands, the vote was ‘no’ to both questions.

While most citizens chose to crowd into The Tavern after the meeting, Daniel and his team of supervisors return to his office in the Computer Center, Victor joining them.

Again, Daniel takes the lead. “About the vote,” he begins, “You have to realize that our people have it good here. It is a different world outside the fence. Here, we are satisfied with our lifestyle. Most of us see the change from being a communal society back to the way it was as a threat to our existence. Naturally, we are anxious about any change. For the rest of the world, any change is better than what they have - or don’t have. I would expect the world at large to want the help. While we voted ‘no’, I’m pretty sure those outside would have voted ‘yes.’ As to the trust issue, I don’t think anyone trusts the aliens.”

Charles speaks up. “You’ve got that right. We still don’t have a satisfying answer as to what happened to some five billion of our people!”

‘The bottom line,” Victor intercedes, “is that we - those of us in The Compound - have no say in what the world governments decide. With or without the aliens’ involvement, we can’t say what the future holds for The Compound.”

Daniel nods in agreement. “At any case, we have a new assignment. Snoop into the various government communications to find out where they’re at, what they plan to do. Concentrate on the larger governments; how they react will pretty much dictate how the smaller nations go. Sherry will make the assignments.”

Sherry nods and starts to speak, but remains silent.

“We now have another issue,” Daniel continues, looking at Victor as he speaks. “The demands by the Pentagon as condition of returning rule to Washington. Perhaps you would like to address this, Victor.”

Victor takes a deep breath and tries to smile, something he seldom does. “Well, I kind of look at their demands for change as a ‘wish list.’ Some of the things they are demanding are contrary to the Constitution and the Bill of Rights. It would require severe rewriting of those documents, only possible by the Federal government, specifically both the Senate and the House of Representatives. The military can’t make those changes. And neither can the Federal Government until it is back in power. Then it would be a monumental task to make the changes, many requiring a majority endorsement by the States. It would take time; possibly years. And the current government couldn’t even promise the Pentagon that they would make the changes.”

“Are you saying that Pentagon will never turn rule back to the civilians?” Charles demands.

“Not at all,” Victor patiently denies. “Historically, military coups are short in duration. They usually do so as a matter of necessity, usually when a government is so corrupt that the people are suffering. In our case, the new, relatively inexperienced, Washington lacks the leadership required to deal with the unique situation. As we - the military - were in the field and taking action, it was logical that our experienced command runs the show. I assure you, speaking on behalf of the Armed Forces, we are eager to get out from under this staggering burden. That list of conditions is more an ongoing plan. If the government takes action to meet those demands that they can, the Military will turn power back to them. They can then make additional changes over time.”

“No disrespect to you, Colonel,” Charles qualifies with unusual formality, “but I’m not sure I can trust the Military any more than the aliens.”

“No offense taken. But trust in history. No government take-over by their military has ever lasted for long. All have reverted to civilian rule. Trust me, we will turn over control - and gladly - as soon as we feel the new government is organized and capable.”

The discussion continues, with most present voicing their own concerns. Finally, with the hour getting late, Daniel intercedes, with a bottle in each hand. “We have scotch or vodka. What’s your preference?”

Sherry has glasses and mixers. The meeting is unofficially over, and after a few rounds, the conversation turns to the chances of ‘The Hackers,’ their softball team, in the upcoming finals. Many would like to continue partying, but Daniel knows they have a lot of work to do in the coming days. His people need to be rested - and without hangovers.
With a last toast to ‘Peace,’ they go their way.

While the world’s governments are concentrating on the aliens’ offer, what they don’t know is that a fleet of command ships are in stationary orbits, one over the capital city of each country. They are cloaked, invisible to both the eye and electronics. Their shields have also been modified to make earths intercepting rockets ineffective. Each ship contains the equipment which will regulate the smooth exchange of goods from nation to nation, then gradually implement a monetary exchange system for future trade, ready to be beamed down and made operational through a team of Peace Keepers. They hope Earth will accept the help, feeling compassion for the humans and some degree of responsibility for getting them into the present condition, but they will implement the program regardless.

The Peace Keepers beamed down have also been modified to be immune from the phasers Earth has developed.


Chapter Twenty-two

The aliens have established a network of satellites in synchronous orbits around earth, to serve as the ‘eyes’ of the distribution program in relation to food. They can see the cultivation on the surface of the earth, including what is growing and when it is ready for harvest. This data is fed to every processor the aliens have established around the world. It is this series of processors that provide Earthlings with instructions for the cultivation, harvesting, processing and distribution of food and food products.

The world accepted the aliens’ offer and the installation went smoothly. For the past two months, each processing station has been operated by a single Peace Keeper, who is also training a number of humans to eventually take over the operation and maintenance.

Local governments have been advised in some detail how the current system will be slowly converted to monetary trade. With both farmers, food processors, distributors and industry aware that change is in the works, all are satisfied to wait for those changes. Things are smoothing out; the needs of the people are being met worldwide - with a surplus. Gradually, a reserve of food goods is being established for emergencies.

With Peace Keeper 99 at the White House facilitating the change from military rule to civil rule, the Federal Government is once again at the helm. The military formally turned over control, with the agreement that there would be no retribution for those involved in the coup. At The Compound, Col. Victor Wells willingly turned over his command of law enforcement to the Village of Glen Haven, which by action of the government now includes the entire compound; the electric fence is now their ‘city limit.’

Sherry, as mayor, held a quick election, the single issue being the proposal for the incorporation of the property belonging to the federal government, which includes the acreage enclosed by the security fencing and almost twice as much land surrounding it, including Medina Lake. As the only residents on the land involved are those living within the compound, the result of the vote was unanimously in favor of the annexation. As a condition for the government to agree to the release of federal property, the City of New Haven leased to the government those facilities necessary for the continued operation of the research center. The income from that lease will be a substantial percentage of the city’s budget.

To facilitate the change in security, those soldiers who wished to remain with Glen Haven were given honorary discharges on the condition that they become members of the Glen Haven Police Department. Victor Wells, having resigned his commission, is the new Chief of Police. His wife, Tabitha (also released from the military), is the Assistant Chief.

The citizens of the City of Glen Haven, Texas celebrated for an entire weekend.

Paranoia is still alive and well in Washington; they still want to know what other countries are doing ‘under the radar.’ The research center is still in business, now officially the ‘Medina Lake Research Center,’ located in town of Glen Haven, Texas. Supposedly, it is once again a private, nonprofit scientific corporation, but it is still funded by the government, and continues in its operation - which again can change at any moment. Daniel Davies is still the Director, but due to a perceived conflict of interest, Mayor Sherry Davies is no longer a member of the research team. That is fine with her, for her duties as Mayor have become more demanding. With neither the Federal Government nor the Armed Forces having control of the township, they are enjoying self rule for the first time.

For now, the government is providing their needs in support of the research center. When the country converts to using currency as the medium of trade, planned to be the ‘dollar’ (possibly the standard means of exchange throughout the world), the City will operate on a budget mainly from the lease of the Research Center property. The city share will eventually receive a small percentage of federal income taxes, expected is to be the one and only tax for the entire nation.

The Universal Council has been keeping a low profile, utilizing the ‘advisor’ Peace Keepers to each head of government to answer questions and communicate concerns back to the aliens. They now have a new proposal: they will provide the expertise for Earth to manufacture their own androids, or humanoids. One model would be typical of the Peace Keepers, androids to function as law enforcers, a dangerous profession. Another model would be less sophisticated, capable of performing dangerous jobs. A third would be simple laborers, no more than machines to perform hard, tedious or demeaning labor.

The one thing any model of androids will not be able to do is intentionally cause injury or death to a human being, thus making them incapable of being combatants. They could not be used in war. Even those designated as peace officers cannot use deadly force, having the means to overcome resistance and take custody with the phasers.

In return, as a trade, the Universal Council only asked for certain metals and minerals that were abundant on earth but scarce on their worlds. And they only needed them in amounts which would not deplete Earth’s resources. The trade was agreed to through the growing United Nations, now representing all but a very few countries.

The network of existing satellites are being unified, both those of earth and those added by the aliens, modified to improve world communication. There will be no place on earth where a person cannot communicate with any other part of the world. Through the satellites, and with the use of proper programing, man will have an instantaneous view of any other part of the world, with magnification capable to making out objects as small as a human being. They will also serve as worldwide global positioning.

Without undue consideration of the cost of labor, or for maintaining a profit margin, industry was beginning to get back on line. The primary effort is directed toward obtaining the material for the construction of alternate sources of energy, and reducing the reliance on the burning of the mislabeled ‘fossil fuels’ for electricity, heating, cooking and transportation. Old habits of wastefulness that had been causing pollution of waterways - and eventually the oceans - are gradually changing. The emphasis is on non-polluting methods of waste management, stressing recycling. The dependence on wood for habitats, heating and cooking is being reduced. Plentiful aluminum can replace dimension lumber of home construction, putting a stop to rampant deforestation. The human consumption of animals has been severely reduced, replaced with healthier diets of fruit, vegetables and grains. Public transportation is being reexamined, with the intent to reduce the need for private vehicle ownership. Out of necessity under alien rule, walking was the main means of getting around. Many people had begun riding bicycles. That trend is encouraged, with the federal government encouraging local urban centers to modify the roadways to accommodate the mix of bicyclists and motor vehicles.

As a result, people are getting healthier, leaner and more energetic. No one is denied employment in a field of interest that is within their abilities. Everyone has a place to live, for the government is still the sole property owner; that is expected to change. There are still more houses and apartments than needed. Everyone has adequate clothing. Everyone has adequate food. Everyone has ample health care and medication. Everyone has education, stressing the life sciences and the role a person has as a citizen of the world.

Every effort is being made to continue the system established under alien rule as the world struggles with the staggering task of converting the communal system to one of free trade and monetary exchange.

There is no poverty, unless self-inflicted. There are no wealthy, gathering riches at the expense of the impoverished. But it is feared that the situation could change, for despite the advice of the Universal Council, the people want the return of the dollar. Also despite the warnings of economists, who predict that with the return of the dollar, there would also be the return of the ‘haves’ and the ‘have nots,’ with the majority become the later.

Poverty and deprivation could again plague mankind.

The governments promise that the future society will be regulated to prevent the accumulation of unneeded wealth by greedy individuals. Laws and regulations would limit their efforts. And the people believe them, again demonstrating one of mankind’s weakest traits: failing to learn from their past mistakes. The world could gradually reestablish the old social classes based on wealth, with the wealthy, privileged class running the government to their own benefit.

But for now, life is good for the average person. Attitudes are beginning to change toward the Peace Keepers and their masters, the Universal Council. They are seen as benefactors who have saved the world and are continuing to rebuild society. They are trusted as having the welfare of an entire civilization as their goal, asking very little in return.

Which is exactly what the Universal Council wants.

It is a warm summer day, with clear skies a brilliant blue. With his farm chores complete and being a Saturday, ten-year-old Tommy Hebdon has the afternoon to himself, to due what he loves to do, wander through the woods. The farm he and his parents work is near the south end of the Compound, set back from the perimeter road. Across the road and through a narrow band of old growth oak is the perimeter fence. Beyond it is Medina Lake. That is where he wants to be.

Tommy has been warned many times to stay clear of the fence that it has an electrical charge that will kill a person. He has also heard talk that the fence is no longer needed for security, and there is no longer a need to keep it electrified.

For a long time he stands just inside the perimeter fence, behind the triple strands of barbed wire that keep the fence well beyond his reach. He is looking at the lake beyond - where he desires to be. He examines the fence. The world is at peace. They no longer worry about people trying to get in. But even if the power is off, he still can’t climb over because of the coils of razor wire at the top. But, he thinks, if the fence is no longer charged, he could cut through the razor wire with the snips they use in erecting barbed wire fences on the farm. He could get through and back, then rearrange the wire to close the open space. He could then visit the lake any time he wanted.

He walks back across the clearing to the woods and finds a broken piece of limb. Back at the barrier, he throws it at the fence, expecting to see a flash or sparks if the fence is still electrified. It bounces off harmlessly. He climbs through the barbed wire. Still not daring to touch the chain-link, he picks up the stick and jabs it at the wire.

50,000 volts pass through his body and into the ground.

When Tommy isn’t home by supper time, his parents become concerned. As darkness falls and he still hasn’t returned, the men begin searching while his mother calls the police to report him missing. It is a drone that spots him, his body still having enough warmth to faintly glow white.

Patrol recovers the body. Victor arrives in time to see the boy’s lifeless body being loaded onto the back of a patrol cart. He expects to seen a badly burned corpse, put the only burns are on the palm of one hand. He assumes it was the hand that touched the fence, but it was the hand holding the stick.

He promptly notifies his boss.

“Oh, my God!” Sherry moans as she receives the news. “What happened?”

Daniel sees her response and knows something is wrong. She looks like she is about to faint. He quickly moves to her side, an arm around her waist. She looks at him and raises a finger for him to wait.

“Do you know who he is?” she asks, then after a pause, “Have the parents been notified?” Again there is a long pause. “Is there someone with them?” A shorter pause. “I know. I’ve been afraid of this.”

“What’s wrong?” Daniel impatiently asks.

“God,” Sherry mutters, still speaking to Victor. “Well, keep me posted.”

“What’s wrong?” he repeats.

“It’s that damned fence!!!” she almost wails. “It just electrocuted a ten-year-old boy!”

“Oh, man! And we were just talking a week or so ago about cutting the power - not needing it anymore.”

She can only nod, moving against him and clutching him tightly. “If I had only acted, made the decision on my own rather than waiting . . . .” Her voice trails off. He knows she is crying, trying to hide it from him.

“Don’t start blaming yourself, Baby. You really didn’t have the authority to act on your own.” It is an innocent lie, for he is sure she does.

“That poor mother!” she mutters, her voice slightly smothered against his chest. “I can only imagine her grief!”

He holds her tightly for a long time, neither of them speaking. Neither can really appreciate how a parent would feel at the loss of a child. Her own embrace relaxes and she looks up at him, embarrassed that she had been crying, and asks him for his handkerchief.

As she noisily blows her nose, he asks. “Who was he?”

She answers as she is wiping her nose. “Little Tommy Hebdon. I know his mother. Maybe I should go to her.”

In their small, isolated community, almost everyone knows everyone, but it was a little different with the farmers. They tended to keep to themselves. They seldom dined with the others, seldom mixed in social events.

In response, Daniel says, “Let me talk to Victor. See if they have friends and family there.”

While he is talking to Victor, Sherry goes into the bathroom to wash her face, wiping away some running mascara. When she returns, Daniel is still on the phone.

“Let me talk to him,” she demands, almost snatching the phone out of his hand. “Victor, I want you to do something immediately: cut the power to that damned fence!”

Not waiting for a response, she hands the phone back to her husband, then goes out onto the balcony, hoping her favorite view of the lake will calm her. He soon joins her.

“It’s done,” he says as he sits beside her. “They’re going to rewire it so that touching the fences will only alert security that someone is in that area. You gonna be OK, Baby?”

She waits to respond so long that he begins to think she isn’t going to answer, but she finally does. “Yeah, I think so. It was just the initial shock. I’ll make it a point to drop in on her tomorrow, after things calm down. She is one of the few farm people I really know.”

“I just want to make sure you’re not taking any responsibility for this accident. The fence is Victor’s responsibility. Not yours. For that matter, it would take the your entire City Council to make that decision - and then only with the approval of the Pentagon. They still have a say so regarding security as a part of our lease agreement for the Research Center.”

“I know. It’s just so sad - a ten-year-old boy.”

He thinks she is going to start crying again, but she just lapses into silence.

He waits a while before speaking again. “With everybody outside getting everything they need, we really don’t need the fence to be electrified. It’s been months since anybody’s tried to get in. Victor is sure they will agree. Anyway, he’ll report the shutoff only after they give approval. No problems.”

She nods. “I also want to relax the security. Let people leave the compound whenever they feel like it. Maybe start up the busing to Castroville, or even San Antonio. This place is starting to feel like a country club prison.”

“We can talk to Victor about that. I agree; there’s no longer a need for such extreme security.”

“And those lookout stations. I want those abandoned. We seldom use them - a waste of manpower.”

“We’ll talk,” he responds, not wanting to remind her of her own past experience and the roll the lookouts played. He waits for her to bring up some more changes in security, but she remains silent.

He realizes how late it is. They should be getting to bed, for tomorrow will be a busy day, but he knows how relaxing it is for Sherry to sit watching the lake, especially at night, and especially when the moon is reflecting off the waters, as it is tonight.

He goes inside and fixes them both a drink. It will relax them and make it easier to get to sleep. When he returns, Sherry is asleep in her lounge - something she rarely does. It is still comfortably warm outside. He decides to let her sleep until it starts getting cool.

He finishes his drink, then starts sipping hers, wondering what the future will bring them.

When the United States, the Soviet Union, the People’s Republic of China and the European Union all agreed to the offered intervention, almost all of the other nations of the world had to make a choice: participate or be left out in the cold, to fend for themselves. By the end of the seven days, only Iran declined to participate. As the Universal Council didn’t mandate a unanimous acceptance, during the next daylight period for each country, a huge machine appeared in the space prepared by that country’s Peace Keeper. Each is twenty feet by twenty feet and eight feet high, of dull black metal with numerous control panels and screens. At first glance, they look impossibly complicated. And they are very complicated. Only after extensive training by the single Peace Keeper assigned to each station will men be able to monitor it. It is to be referred to as ‘The Processor’, with each individual unit a part of the worldwide system.

Each processor is in communication with the satellites (including the alien satellites added to supplement the converted earth units) as well as to other designated collection centers and distribution centers. The data collected by the unseen satellites above determines the anticipated output of each section of farmland. When the harvest is complete, it is expected that what is delivered to the collection centers for processing will closely match the anticipated output. Only collection center vehicles are used for transport. When the last of a crop has been shipped, the farm is inspected to assure that nothing is held back.

The collection centers send portions of every local harvest to specified distribution hubs as dictated by the processor for that geological area. There, further distribution will be determined, whether by rail to local distribution centers or by ship to other countries. For every shipment going outside that nation, an equitable shipment will be shipped in.

All that the humans involved have to do is follow the printout directions that the processor network sends to their terminals, make the distributions, then confirm when the instructions are carried out. Until enough humans are trained in the operation and maintenance of the processors and the related field units, they will be monitored by one or more Peace Keeper. As to the maintenance and replacement of the satellites in stationary orbits, the Universal Council promises to provide the design for spacecraft that will inexpensively make that possible, a process still in the works.

Until a nation has developed a sufficient number of food processing facilities, most items will be given to the people as raw food. Eventually, each crop will be processed into its various forms and uses, whether that be packaged, canned, dried or frozen. The Processor will endeavor to make any particular food item available the year around.

Cheating by food producers, or by any nation, will not be tolerated; trade between countries has to be equitable, with The Processor making the determination of the trade values. The Processor assures that deliveries between nations will be equitable. The system is extremely complicated, as was proven when the Peace Keepers left the Earthlings to run the original system on their own. Failures had been rampant; people went hungry. This time, when the last of the Peace Keepers leave, mankind will be able to maintain the system on their own.

To maintain the system until the humans can take over, Peace Keepers are needed. What started with one Peace Keeper per nation, soon became dozens, even hundreds in the larger nations, one at each Processor and one at each distribution center. But as promised, there are no conflicts with humans. No interference. There are also groups of the androids who act as inspectors, presumably transmitting data to the involved Processor regarding what is planted, where and when harvesting begins, and the coordination of delivery. They simply appear where needed, then simply disappear.

As long as the people receive what they need as scheduled, they are content with the return of Peace Keepers in their area. That attitude is reinforced with the understanding that they will eventually not be needed - and leave.

During this same period of organization, the aliens are setting up mining operations around the globe, to obtain the material they requested in exchange for reimplementing the communal system. They specifically need aluminum, titanium and copper; they knew were to find them, leaving existing mines to the humans. The final product, pure metals, are beamed to . . . nobody knows where. As they never access known claims, the involved governments are not overly concerned.

As promised, the Universal Council makes no effort to interfere nor influence the governing of the world’s nations. The single Peace Keeper assigned to each world leader acts more like a sophisticated personal assistant, helping to coordinate with other trading nations. It is also a source of almost unlimited information, answering any questions as long as they don’t pertain to the alien worlds.

Peace Keeper 99 remains with Chairman Baker as inconspicuously as possible, yet always available simply by his mental requests.

The same applies to The Pentagon, with General McFarland, as Commander of the Armed Forces. The aliens did not get involved with the question of who ran the country. The Peace Keepers are present to implement and maintain the global communal trade system, but as a bonus, they made international communication much simpler.

So far, everything is going smoothly with the United Nations in command, perhaps the first step toward creating a world government.

Little Tommy Hebdon is the first villager to be buried in the newly established village cemetery, a pleasant small meadow in the woods a quarter mile for the village. For now, a section has been mowed and enclosed by a low fence, to be maintained for future burials. A simple gravestone was provided by the City, along with a memorial plaque placed on the wall of the reception area of City Hall.

Victor was given permission to deactivate the electric charge on the perimeter fence, two days after he took it upon himself to do so. As to the lookout posts, it is left to him to decide if and when they will be manned, but they will remain available. For now, they will be unmanned unless there is an emergency.

However, his request to ease the other security measures is denied. For the time being, at the insistence of Pentagon, they will remain a secured facility, with access and egress only under strict guidelines. Citizens of Glen Haven will have freer movement in and out of The Compound - that section enclosed by the security fencing. Any future expansion of the City outside the fence will not be the concern of the Pentagon. And they advised that, after future evaluation of the civilian population in The Compound, security could be eased. That is just fine with most of the people, still feeling that some places outside would be unsafe. In addition, there is really no place to go; there are still no restaurants, no hotels, no entertainment. Day trips for sightseeing were the only options, taking with them refreshments. For the most part, he buses remain idle in the motor pool parking area.

Global temperatures have not returned to what was considered normal before overpopulation. As a result, some areas experienced severe climate changes that might be permanent. Many areas that were once suitable for agriculture are now too arid for farming without irrigation systems. Often sufficient water is not available. Other areas became too wet for most crops. In other areas, climates were becoming too extreme to support agriculture. But overall, more areas suitable for agriculture are becoming available for future generations. Climates the world over are becoming milder, storms less frequent and less severe.

With the approval of the governments of affected areas, the Peace Keepers start helping in the relocation of some people to more inhabitable regions, this time using small spaceships moved into an area for that purpose. Those to be relocated step into one ship and almost immediately step out to find themselves in their new land. Often they didn’t even know where they had been sent, only to know it wasn’t Earth. When the transporting is accomplished, the ships leave.

While summers are warmer than normal around the globe, winters extremes remain close to years past. The excessive melting of remaining glaciers and polar ice has stopped in the higher latitudes, but it would be centuries before they can rebuild to their prior levels - if they ever do. But in the lower latitudes, annual snow fall levels in the mountains fail to maintain the snow packs necessary to provide summer runoff at previous levels. This is causing severe water shortages in some areas. The gradual sea level rise has stopped, but will not begin to slowly lower for decades to come. Flooded land and cities will remain unusable for centuries to come. All populations affected had been relocated during the alien occupation.

Nothing more has been heard from the Universal Council. Peace Keepers come and go as needed, presumably under the control of the aliens, doing that which they were supposed to do. If each unit still had a force field protecting them, at least a human could touch them without being shocked into unconsciousness. No one dared to test if their phasers could still incapacitate them.

Things worldwide are beginning to go more smoothly, so much so that many are beginning to doubt if it would be wise to abandon their communal system. It is only a few in positions of power and the members of government they support - who still advocated the smooth transition promised by the aliens. Unofficial polls show the vast majority of the people are satisfied with their current lifestyles, especially as more and more nonessential items are once more becoming available; those items they really don’t need, but still want. Most find the for the first time in their working life they have time to enjoy living.

The question is: will the governments of the world abide by the wishes of the people?

For the citizens of Glen Haven, the unanimous desire is that the status quo continue. They are content. Any concern of what will happen to them when the government no longer needs nor supports the village has eased.

The small population is becoming close, with many personal friendships being formed. Most no longer think of their presence as a temporary assignment. The thought of being possibly being separated from their neighbors, co-workers and friend is unpleasant. Under the old system, it had been doubtful to most that they would all be relocated together.

And yet, there was the vague, nagging suspicion that the aliens would not do as they promised - that of leaving them in peace.

While life was good, there is still some anxiety.

Baker sits at his desk in the Oval Office with little to do - as usual. His almost constant, but less demanding companion, quietly stands by. At Baker’s request, it remains off to the side, not facing him, for having the ‘droid constantly looking at him, unblinking, was disturbing.

“I know you can’t tell me much about the world’s out there,” he addresses 99 aloud even though it can read his thoughts, “but can you at least answer one question?”

“All worlds are on a communal system; all citizens share equally,” it answers before Baker voices the question.

“Yes, but should we continue with our communal system?”

The android does not answer.

“You know, on our world it is considered rude not to answer a question, even if the response is not to answer,” Baker snaps with annoyance.

“One moment,” is the response.

It seems like 99 would remain silent, but them it turns to face him. “It is the recommendation of the Universal Council that you maintain your current communal system with the help of the processors.”

Baker stares at it. “Just like that?”

“Like that.”

“And you will still leave us be?”

“Yes. All the governments of your world have just been advised the same.”

“And just when will you leave?” Baker demands.

After several minutes of silence, Baker knows that the conversation is over. He had been told what the aliens want him to know. Resigned, he vaguely wonders if 99 routinely relays his thoughts to his masters. If so, he is currently telling them to do something he isn’t sure they can even do. That alone makes him feel a little better.

As usual, Daniel is in his office when the first of his people begin arriving. He waits, watching through the glass wall separating him from the work area until all have arrived. Only then does he step out, standing quietly until he has everybody’s attention. By the stern look on his face, they know something is wrong.

Without greeting, he gets right to the point. “People, I’m afraid I have bad news.”

No one responds, waiting for him to continue.

“It seems we may be out of a job.”

This sudden announcement elicits a chorus of questions, all talking over one another. He waves them down.

“I have been advised that The Pentagon is planning to close down our operation. They advise that more information is forthcoming, but in the meantime they are putting us on 30-notice. Thanks to the personal androids assigned to each world leader, there are no secrets; the military no longer needs our service. I have made an inquiry to Washington as to our status, but to be realistic, I can’t think of any other need for our service.”

“I knew it was too good to last,” Charles comments with disgust. “They’ll close the place down. Probably scatter us all over the country.”

“We can ask them to let us stay here,” another suggests.

“And do what?” spat Charles. “What would we do to earn our keep? ‘If you don’t work, you don’t eat.’ Remember? You want to be a farmer?”

Soon many were adding their voice to a growing discussion, again talking over one another. Daniel loudly slaps his palm on the nearest desk for silence.

“Knock it off!” he almost shouts, although all went silent at the loud retort. “We won’t know until we get orders from Washington. And I suspect that might be a while. For now, it’s business as usual, but just monitoring our current contacts. No new hacks. Document and submit, but I’ll hold reports until Washington responds.”

There is murmuring, but no one voices objection.

“Does the Mayor know this?” one asks before remembering the Mayor is his wife.

Daniel nods. “If we close down, she thinks she can find jobs for everyone. But she can’t promise we will like them. And until further notice, I’m putting us on four-hour days. Half will work the morning shift; half the afternoon. I’ll post a schedule. No sense knocking ourselves out. We’ve been having some beautiful autumn weather. Enjoy it.”

He dismisses them and retreats to his office, not wanting to answer any questions; questions for which he has no answers. Charles follows him in.

“I guess we all knew this would be coming,” Charles comments, making himself comfortable.

Daniel plops onto the office sofa, leaning back. “You want the morning shift or the afternoon shift?” he asks, hoping to ward off the questions. One would supervise each shift.

“You choose,” Charles replies, “I don’t care either way.”

“OK, we’ll let the wives choose.”

Both were quiet for a while. It is Daniel who breaks the silence. “I just got the word last evening. Maybe I should have waited to let the others know; at least until I had more information.”

“Nah. Best to be up front. There’s bound to be rumors.”

“Victor’s keeping it quiet. His troops don’t need to know right away. Anyway, they still have a job. Plenty of work for the military.”

Charles, looking out the glass into the workplace, sees many of the crew on their cell phones. He points. “You aren’t trying to keep this confidential, are you?”

Daniel sighs, seeing what Charles is looking at. “I was. I guess we should put out a statement - on the Bulletin Board.”

He is wondering what the loss of the steady, preferential supply of goods from the military will have on the City. Will the civilian allotment be nearly as good? And what services will we provide in exchange?

Maybe his wife will give him a job.


Chapter Twenty-three

 With the implementation of the global network of Processors, and the main unit regulating the territory of the United States being located in the White House, the Pentagon realizes that the aliens have effectively cut off their authority. Or for that matter, their need to maintain control over distributions. The Federal Government has been back in control of the program for the past three months, with the Pentagon providing security. By default, the coup is effectively over, with The Pentagon officially returning rule to Washington, along with the reassignments of those senior officers involved in the coup - all to better duties.

 President Baker had rejected all offered resignations, asking them to continue serving their country, citing that circumstances made their actions understandable. In actuality, the terms agreed upon between the military and the government prohibited him from taking any action against the instigators of the coup or those supporting it.

 The Medina Lake Research Center has another reprieve.

 Peace Keeper 37 is back in The Compound, appearing as the androids usually did, unannounced. But he wasn’t unexpected. Only a week after Washington had suspended the research teams’ operation, Daniel was advised by Washington that The Compound would continue as a government facility, now to be known simply as the ‘Lake Medina Research Center.’ The team’s new duty title is ‘Distribution Oversight.’ Daniel Davies will continue as the Director of the team, and as such, is once again in command of the Center.

 His old ‘sidekick, 37, has been assigned to him in the sole capacity of an advisor. It is there only to coordinate the adaptation of the current, extensive computer network to be compatible with The Processor’s network, an alien system they will have to learn. They will review all activity in an attempt to identify any potential problems; as the system itself quickly identifies developing problems. Acting simply as a project superintendent, it will take orders from Daniel. And like the others, its power to ‘transport’ humans has been removed, as well as its protective shield. It has been programed to take orders from Daniel and coordinate the necessary modifications to the facility’s computer network to inter-phase with The Processor. When completed, the team will monitor the functions of the nation’s distribution efforts, finding and resolving problems created by the human element - hopefully before it effects the system.

 The news that there would be a continued - and a very important - purpose for the team was joyfully received by all, for it meant that they would continue as citizens of Glen Haven, possibly indefinitely.

 For Daniel, it created another problem; a personal problem. The Compound had officially been incorporated as city property, the City of Glen Haven, under the control of the elected mayor and city council, operating under city, county and state law. The Federal Government was now declaring that The Compound was still federal property, under federal law, with Daniel as the Director.

 He was putting his wife out of business. And he had not yet told her.

 Daniel decides that the best way to resolve the problem is to meet with those involved in an attempt to hash out some sort of compromise. He also decided that the meeting should take place on neutral grounds. He chose The Tavern, reserving a back booth, and set the time for midmorning, when there would be few patrons. He invites his assistant, Charles Durwood and his wife Carol, the current Chief of Police Victor Wells and his wife, Assistant Chief-of-Police Tabitha Sullivan-Wells, and, of course, his own wife, Mayor Sherry Davies. He orders 37 to stay in his office, something it would not have done before. All but Carol have arrived, with Charles citing illness as her excuse.

 “I thought we should have a little toast to the revival of our team,” he begins, not having formed a formal presentation. He doesn’t even have notes. He will play it by ear.

 “We did that last night,” Charles advises, “Several times.”

 “I’m on duty,” Victor adds.

 “OK. Bad idea,” Daniel continues. “Anyway, the five of us have been involved in this thing from the gitgo. Our duties have changed over time. Command has changed. But the important thing is, we have managed to stay together, as a team. We’ve come to love our little world here in the Compound. Now we know we can stay. For how long, I can’t say, but it looks like for a goodly time to come.”

 Sherry speaks up, “Why do I have a feeling that there is a ‘but’ to come?”

 Daniel nods, takes a deep breath, then continues, “But . . . there are going to be some changes. That’s why I’ve called you together.”

 “I know we just incorporated, making the entire compound city property. I was hoping that we could simply lease the property we will need for the new ‘Distribution Oversight’ team to the federal government. I’m not sure that will be possible now.”

 “What do you mean, ‘not possible’?” Sherry demands.

 “Well, the government indicates that they may pre-empt the incorporation. They want the entire facility to remain federal property and under the military security.”

 Daniel holds up a hand to silence the protests. “Nothing definite yet. That’s why I called us together. I want to be able to offer a workable alternative that they will accept.”

 “Let me see if I understand this,” Sherry interrupts. “They want to take away our town and self-rule and make it another damned military facility, with soldiers running the show?” She glances at Victor, remembering he was the one running the show, and quickly adds, “No offense meant, Victor.”

 He shrugs. “None taken, Boss. I’m civilian.”

 “If we don’t offer an option,” Daniel admits, “It probably will go back the way it was. I don’t see that’s necessary.”

 “We just got the last traces of the Army erased. The old camp is now a maintenance yard for the city.” Tabitha reminds them.

 “And the city jail,” adds Victor.

 Charles has to put in his two cents, “Why don’t they just set up their damned military camp somewhere else and leave the citizens of Glen Haven alone?”

 “And how would we support ourselves?” asks Sherry.

 “Same as before,” Charles insists. “They want our services, they pay for it. They could set up a new camp outside our city limits and maintain an outside perimeter defense, controlling who comes and goes to the Government’s satisfaction. Leave us alone inside.”

 Daniel wants to get right to the issue facing them and raises a hand to silence them. “All the government is concerned with is that the new team has the facilities it needs along with the protection of the military. A big part of that support is security. And I don’t think the security need is so high we have to call in the military. Our own police department has been providing that same level of security for the past months. They can continue to do so.”

 “Why can’t we just modify the current lease agreement?” Sherry asks. “It could be adjusted to meet the new needs. Our police department could be expanded if they wanted a higher level of security.”

 “Yes,” Daniel agrees. “But there is another issue. As the Director of the new team, they want me to be in absolute control of the entire facility. We will be coordinating agents in the field doing the actual investigations, resolving problems we discover. They don’t want to have to deal with a city government and the complications it might involve.”

 “So they want to put me and my people out of a job,” she states angrily. “Might I remind you that Lackland Army Air Corps Base is inside the city limits of San Antonio - and they didn’t shut down the city. But they want to shut down us!”

 “Not necessarily so,” Daniel quickly tries to reassure her. “But the way I see it, you will definitely will have to be part of the team. You could have a title such as . . . say, ‘Environmental Support,’ or such. We could limit the lease to all but the village center - those buildings where the government work is actually being conducted. And include security as part of the lease. Government facilities often have private security. That would be Victor’s job. Doubling as head of security and Chief of Police. You would double as . . . whatever your title would be . . . and as Mayor.”

 “Could work,” Charles advises, trying to stay out of a family battle.

 “With more men, I could provide whatever level of security they want,” Victor advises.

 “The fact that you ran the show before should have some influence. What do you say, gang? Do you think we can work something out to save the village?”

 Both the men nod, but not Sherry.

 “You would have an important position on the team as well as be mayor,” Daniel encourages her. “And we would preserve the village.”

 “Well, it’s not that I have all that much to do as mayor,” she finally replies.

 “Your duties with the team could be as light as need be.”

 Sherry concedes, “Whatever you think is best.”

 “Good!” Daniel declares, relieved that he might avoid conflict with his wife. “Let’s get to work on the option.”

 By the end of the day, they have a written proposal to offer Washington.

 Winter is approaching. For the citizens of Glen Haven, Texas, it is more like an extension of autumn, with continued cool nights and almost balmy days. The weather forecasters predict it would be a milder than normal winter, with more rain than average. It probably won’t snow; if it does, it won’t stay around long.

 While the atmosphere is free of most of the ‘hot house’ gases that had caused global warming, it might take years for worldwide temperatures to return to normal. This could be further slowed by the activities of mankind remaining pretty much the same, but with only about half the previous population. The plus is that the citizens of the world are very conscious of what resulted from previous polluting habits; they are readily adapting to the new environmental standards. While the energy needs of individual residences can be met with the alien technology, full implementation of the new science will take generations. In the mean time, industrial demands still require the oil and coal burning power plants. It is estimated that the current activities of mankind will produce only 25% to 30% of the polluting gases as before; it is hoped that the atmosphere can handle that lowered volume, cleansing itself.

 The phase ‘global warming’ is misleading. A better general description of what was happening would be ‘climate change,’ for while the mean temperature of Earth had risen by almost five degrees, making summer seasons warmer than normal, it can also made winter seasons colder on some parts of the globe. Warmer ocean waters created more intense storms. With the atmosphere almost pristine, though again becoming mildly polluted where populations remain grouped into cities, it was hoped that weather extremes would modify. At worse, many people would have to migrate to find the type of weather to which they had become accustomed. Much of agriculture would either shift to find suitable soil and growing conditions, or change the type of produce and stock they are raising. As all land now belongs to all people, this would be done by government assignments.

 The Universal Council noticeably avoids any conversation regarding their air-cleansing process. It can only be assumed that whatever they were doing has stopped. The question remains: was it enough? The new numbers of Peace Keepers are programed for one purpose: to reinstate the communal distribution program to the point where Earthlings can take over its management.

 For the past three months, the Medina Lake Research Center had been coordinating the activity of mankind within the alien system, assuring that the farmers, ranchers, healthcare providers, trucking centers and distribution centers had the required manpower and were cooperating. Daniel Davies’ people accomplished this entirely by computer, with both Peace Keepers and human inspectors reporting problems through the closed, dedicated communication system. In the other parts of the world, similar groups were doing the same. Local governments were responsible for assuring compliance.

 Washington was there to provide help, but their involvement usually created more problems than it solved. Once having the authority, Daniel’s team quickly learned to work on their own. Most minor problems were resolved by the investigator, or investigators, assigned to that area, backed by local law enforcement. If necessary, The Pentagon would send in the necessary military force required to enforce compliance; that action was required less often.

 A secondary assignment to the group involved their talent at hacking, for many countries were maintaining computer networks independent of The Processor. Now simply monitoring the worldwide network of Processors, assuring that they were complying with the trade agreements, was not enough. It soon became apparent that some governments were still attempting to return to capitalism, introducing a medium of trade - money. Greed and the resulting corruption might begin to rear its ugly head, interfering with equitable distribution of vital foods and resources. Those few smaller countries who opted out of the alien program, going on their own way, were causing problems for their neighbors. From the Research Group’s monitoring, they didn’t seem to be doing well.

 The United States was increasingly limiting trade to only North American countries, which would be reasonable procedure in attempting to reduce the distance goods would have to be delivered. This was usually contrary to the advice of their assigned Peace Keepers, but the aliens did not enforce compliance. Their programed efforts were to assure that all humans received a fair share of all resources.

 The new Congress struggled to keep astride the current conditions rather than become retroactive. This was primarily due to the relative inexperience of the elected representatives and senators. Bills were being introduced with a common theme: Wean themselves of the aliens as quickly as possible. Strength was growing to again close their borders, either as the North America group or as an individual nation.

 The Federal government, and to a lesser extent the state governments, were functioning only because the various departments and agencies were being run by career government employees - people who had for years been running their operations despite occasional interference by government bureaucracy. In the past, the only way to function was by cooperation with the alien enforcers. Now it was by working in harmony with the distribution program. But when it came to other government functions, those elected to Congress were beginning to ignore some of the advice of their appointed department heads, beginning to think they had a better picture of the situation.

 There was a growing demand for ‘isolationism,’ the closing of the borders. Most felt that the United States had the resources to survive, even prosper, on its own. With their involvement of the communal trade system, work in trade for life’s necessities, Daniel’s team were convinced that America could survive on their own. After all, for centuries they had done just that. They could internally provide for most of their needs and wants.

 Those warning against such thinking pointed out that a successfully independent United States would only invite invasion by desperate people of nations that are struggling for survival. Those attempts could be by mass, illegal migration, or worse, by organized invasion - war. The United States would have to defend itself in either case.

 The Pentagon continued its efforts of arming the armed forces with heavier weaponry.

 It seemed to the people of Glen Haven that autumn had just turned into spring. Most didn’t miss winter weather. For Sherry Davies, her favorite weather is those times when she can sit on her balcony at day’s end, and relax watching the peaceful waters of her beloved lake. The lake has been opened to the outside public as a part of an attempt to have the surrounding population to begin looking at Glen Haven as a part of the community. Few are accepting the invitation.

 The gate closing off the lake from the Compound is now able to be unlocked by a citizen, making it available at any time for swimming and fishing. Soon, the lake waters will be warm enough for swimming, although she has never more than wadded up to her knees. While she loves the lake, she always fears that the slightly murky waters might have critters that could do her harm. She knows her fears are irrational, but she still cannot gather the nerve to plunge in - not even at Daniel’s urging.

 She sometimes sees small boats on the water, but seldom does any of them dare to come even close to the section of shoreline protected by the formidable security fence or the floating barrier creating a small harbor. The fence still bears the warning of electrocution, but the power has long since been disconnected. Touch the fence today and you will soon be confronted by an armed security officer, a member of the Glen Haven Police Department.

 This evening, Sherry is in a strange mood. ‘Perhaps’, she thinks to herself, ‘it’s spring fever.’ Whatever, she is content to sit there, relaxed in her chaise lounge, sipping a cooler, until it is dark and cooling off. Only then will Daniel be able to urge her inside.

 Daniel should be joining her soon. They had an early diner, before the dining hall became crowded, then he was off to a video conference meeting back at the Center. She would normally have also attended, but tonight she begged off. She is content to enjoy the peace and tranquility of her view, the row of mighty oaks, the lake, and the rolling country side beyond. Even when alone on her balcony, she never doses off, for her mind is always busy; gradually she can put the demands of her position aside and start dwelling on the future, a future where the world is back to normal. She rejects the universal feeling that the earth will never be the same. In her future, she and Daniel will be a family; a boy for him, a girl for her. She knows that it will have to happen soon, for she is already beyond normal child bearing age.

 Both have declined to consider having children until their future is assured. Neither want to bring a child into a world of turmoil and uncertainty, possibly a world of constant want and suffering. An additional incentive for him is her fantastic beauty. For him, he would dread to see the changes in her voluptuously trim body caused by pregnancy: breasts becoming overly full and sagging; a flat, firm belly becoming grossly huge, possibly leaving stretch marks after delivery. He would be content to adopt, but would never let her know how he felt. Perhaps when the time came, he could convince her of the risks of a late pregnancy, opting to adopt a child from an orphanage. Or she would convince him to become a father.

 It is dusk when Daniel gets home. He calls out to her, letting her know he’s back, but heads for the bedroom; he wants to get into comfortable clothes - and get a drink - before joining her.

 Without a word, he settles in his own lounge beside her, placing his drink on the low table beside him.

 “How’d it go?” she asks, looking over at him and reaching out to take his hand.

 “Same old, same old,” he replies, a response she has heard more times than she can count.

 “Anything I should know?” she asks, then adds, “As mayor.”

 “The Department of Agriculture is frustrated by the demands of Washington,” he answers after taking a sip of his drink. “Can’t say I blame them. Baker and his people should know by now that they don’t know their ass from a hole in the ground. They should tell them what needs to be done and let the people do their job. Those on the ground know what’s going on, what needs to be done, and how to do it. All the brass in Washington knows what to do is interfering.”

 She’s been through this before. “So, I take it they denied another one of your suggestions.”

 He stares at her for a moment, a slight frown wrinkling his forehead. She just stares back, eyebrows raised. Then he slowly smiles. “You know me pretty good, don’t you, Babe.”

 “You want to talk about it?” she says softly.

 He doesn’t answer for a while, then shakes his head. “Nah, it’s not important. I’ll brief the crew in the morning. Why don’t you sit in, representing the Village?”

 “I’ll do that,” she promises, “but now, put it all away. Just relax. Old Lady Medina Lake will soothe your soul.” As soon as she mentions ‘relax,’ she knows what will be on his mind, and quickly adds, “Not that kind of relax.”

 He just smiles. “Can I make a reservation?”

 “If I manage to have a vacancy.”

 “I love filling your vacancies,” he says with a leer.

 “Knock it off, Casanova. We’re out here to wind down. So, unwind.” She is still holding his hand, and squeezes it gently.

 They sit in silence as it grows dark. Only two park lamps at lakeside illuminate their part of the shoreline, reflecting faintly off the lower boughs of the scattered oaks. The lake waters are already black. He gets up once to refill his glass, then returns.

 Almost talking to herself, her voice soft, she reflects, “Sometimes I can’t help wondering what the aliens did with all those people.”

 He knew she was speaking of the some five billion people who were no longer on earth.

 “Do you think they are still alive?” she asked, already knowing his answer, for they had discussed their fate so many times before.

 “Some of them,” he responds. “Maybe a lot of them. The old Peace Keepers, the ones ‘transporting’ them, always claimed they could not kill a human.”

 “I like to think,” she is again almost talking to herself, “that they have been beamed to other worlds. Those with physical ailments - cured. Those with criminal tendencies - rehabilitated. The aged made young - or at least comfortable. The young growing up on some beautiful alien world.”

 When he doesn’t respond, she squeezes his hand, hard, and asks, “Do you think . . . I mean, if we asked . . . they would transport people to some other world, to live in the peace they claim?”

 “Are you serious?” he demands, releasing her hand and sitting upright.

 “Just wondering.”

 “For one thing,” he continues, sliding his feet to the ground to sit facing her, “even if we asked and they agreed, how do you know you wouldn’t just end up as a slave - or even worse, as food. Would you trust them, with what we’ve seen?”

 “I know. I’m being silly. But I can’t help feeling that earth will never come close to being any kind of paradise. It’s just going to get worse all over again. Wouldn’t it be great to live on a peaceful world?”

 Daniel is immediately concerned. He takes both her hands in his, looking her straight in her eyes. “Do you really feel things will get worse?”

 Annoyed, she abruptly pulls loose. “So what are you, the eternal optimist? You see how bad things are. The aliens saved the world without asking for anything in return. In thanks, we attacked them. Their compassion demanded that they try again, and we’re rejecting them again. If they leave again, we’ll just go back to our old uncivilized ways. We’ll just again overpopulate the world, again begin destroying the environment and the earth’s ability to support life. There’s no hope for mankind.”

 “But we have to have hope!” Daniel insists. “Otherwise, why go on?”

 She takes several deep breaths, then turns her gaze back to the growing darkness, now speckled with pin points of sparsely scattered house lights in the hills beyond the lake. There seem to be more such lights than before. Without looking at him she continues in a softer tone. “Has anybody even asked if humans could voluntarily immigrate to one of their worlds?”

 He shrugs. “Not that I know.”

 Unfazed, she continues, “They said they have worlds that need inhabitants, that our people were sent to such worlds.”

 “Some,” he corrects. “They said some were transported to other worlds. And I don’t remember ever hearing them say that they live happily ever after.”

 “But if we ask!” she cries in frustration. “Ask them what kind of world it would be and what our lives would be like!”

 “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to ask - as long as we had the choice of going, or not. But who would we ask?”

 “Your Peace Keeper, of course!” she quickly responds, “Ask 37 if we can place a request with the Universal Council!”

 “It might not even respond. Or simply tell us it’s not possible.”

 “Do it!” she cries, her mood abruptly changed. “If the answer is no - well, then that’s that.”

 “And if it is possible? What then?”

 She shrugs. “Then we try to find out as much as we can of the conditions and then make a decision.”

 “And end up being a slave?”

 She stares intently into his eyes, “Being a slave on an alien world may not be as bad as what the future holds for us here on earth.” Then she brightens, “Maybe the whole team . . . no, the whole village could migrate! David, Sarah and the kids. Tabitha and Victor. Everybody!”

 “Well, I know I won’t get any rest until I ask.”

 Come morning, they will both confront 37, who now stays in the Computer Center around the clock, standing, unmoving, until called upon. Presumably, it is in constant communication with other ‘droids around the world, as well as the Universal Council.

Both Daniel and Sherry have an early breakfast and are at the office an hour before any others of the team. Their alien advisor is standing at the back wall, next to the glassed in office area, its usual position until called upon. It gives no indication that it is aware of the couple’s arrival, but both know it is fully aware, both seeing them and sensing them by its power to read thoughts and emotions.

As they enter the office, Daniel addresses the android, “37, join us. We have some questions.”

Only then does 37 move, turning to face them. “Good morning, Daniel. Good morning, Sherry.” It follows them in.

They move to the small conference area consisting of three long sofas set U-shaped, with a low, glass-top table in the center. Daniel and Sherry take seats on one side. Daniel motions for 37 to sit across from them, so that they are at the same ‘eye’ level, for looking up at the robot is uncomfortable for him.

“I have a few questions for you,” Daniel begins, getting right to the meat of the matter, for social niceties are unnecessary with 37. “You may not be able to answer, so I am directing my questions to the Universal Council, asking you to forward them.”

Peace Keeper 37 doesn’t reply, waiting for the questions.

“Some of us would like to know if we can request to immigrate to a world suitable for homo sapiens life. And if so, what our living conditions would be.” He had been sitting forward, but having broached the question, he sits back, waiting for 37's response. When it doesn’t come right away, he knows from past experience that 37 is relaying the question to the Universal Council, or whoever - or whatever - controls it.

Sherry looks questioningly at Daniel, who answers quietly, “This may take a minute.”

It takes two minutes before 37 answers, although they soon realize that the information is being relayed through it. “Yes, we do allow immigration under certain circumstances. We consider who is making the request and why they are making it. It also depends on our needs and the qualifications of the humans to meet those needs. Do you desire to make such a request?”

“We are considering it,” replies Daniel, a little awed that he is possibly speaking to an alien. “We would need to know what the conditions would be for such approval.”

“Understood,” 37s voice acknowledges. “Let me first correct some of the misgivings your people have about us; and here I am speaking on behalf of all the planets forming the Universal Council. Those we have ‘transported’ in order to ease the overcrowding of Earth have not been terminated, with a few necessary exceptions, and then when only all alternatives have been exhausted. We had to remove those who were so evil, you, yourselves, could not deal with them. They were what we considered as hopelessly defective.

“For you must realize by now, Daniel and Sherry, that we cherish life. Those we transported were those least likely to constructively serve in a revitalized Earth - or even survive. The elderly were rehabilitated. The needy children are being raised with love. Unfortunately, some of you were defective - beyond our ability to correct; they have been mercifully terminated.”

To Sherry, it was almost as if they had been listening in on their conversation last night - then realized that could have been doing just that.

The android continued speaking. “We do not make slaves of any race. We certainly do not eat people. One most member worlds, we do not eat any living being. We do not make workers - what you would call slaves - of any race, even an inferior race such as yours. I’m sorry if the truth hurts, but you, as a race, are not that many generations removed from savagery. Many of you, still today, tend to act as savages.

“What we are telling you today has been told to every world leader on Earth. Why they haven’t told their people - well, you will have to ask them. But, then, you two have a better understanding what is going on than most. We know that you - and some others in your closed community - realize that what we are doing for Earth is through universal love. The fact that you are considering immigration indicates you have some degree of trust in us.”

Sherry reaches over and grasps Daniel’s hand, glancing at him, her face beaming.

“That said, you want to know what conditions you can expect if you decide to become a citizen of the Universe. We already have a world selected where we would send you. Many of you humans have already transported and are inhabiting that world; they have named it ‘Paradise.’ As to physical comfort, it is ‘Earth-like’, being a little smaller with a little less gravity than you are used to. It has a breathable atmosphere, with a slightly higher oxygen content than you are used to. It is much older than your Earth, long since stable. Three-quarters of the planet is land, mostly arable, with the remaining relatively shallow oceans. There are many fresh water lakes, rivers and streams. You would consider it a lush planet, with a continually semitropical to temperate climate.

“It is an agriculture-based world with a rather primitive lifestyle compared to your industrialized world. We have long learned what is import in order to live happy, healthy, peaceful and contented lives. Your diet would not include animal flesh; some of your scientists have come to realize you were not created to consume and digest flesh. The animals native to the planet are harmless to humans and serve as part of the order of the planet, making it self-sufficient for eternity.

“It is a communal society. Your would build your own shelter, simple abodes. You would raise your own food to supplement what the planet offers. You would live in small communities, much like you have become used to in your Glen Haven. On occasion, you would be able to visit other worlds - on what you call ‘holiday’ or ‘vacation’ - and you would have trade with the rest of the universe.”

The voice spoke almost as if reading from a script, without any lengthy pauses. Here it pauses, then asks, “does that answer your questions?”

It is Sherry who immediately speaks, “You used the word ‘created.’ Do you believe in God, in a Grand Creator?”

The voice immediately responds. “As advanced as universal society has become, we have yet to find an explanation as to how this vast universe came to be. Some unidentifiable force is at work, call it a God if you wish. On virtually every planet in the known universe, the inhabitants have the inborn urge to worship a god or gods. And all look upon their deities as benevolent and loving. So do we, praising the ‘Grand Creator’ by living in love and harmony with all peoples.”

“That all sounds too good to be true,” Daniel interjects, “What’s the catch? What are the less pleasant aspects.”

“That you will still be human beings, what you call ‘homo sapiens.’ It will take time for you to adjust your thinking. If you are deeply religious, the transition will be easier, for the theme of many of your religions is love, love for your god and love for your neighbors. You will still grow old and die, although your new lifestyle will substantially extend life expectancy. It is not the paradise some of your religions promise, along with everlasting life. You will still have some illnesses, quickly treatable, and there are no fatal diseases. Childbirth will still be painful. As can be some social interactions. In short, your life would be as happy and content as you make it.”

“Do you have requirements we would have to meet?” Sherry asks.

“We must limit the numbers,” the voice replies, “both because of the efforts involved setting up new societies and, what is more important, that Earth doesn’t loose the people most capable of making the changes required for its continued existence. We will consider each request as an individual.”

“If we go, we would like to keep our families together,” Sherry says, her voice almost pleading.

“That would be considered. Due to the unique nature of your isolated community, we would consider all. Peace Keeper 37 will quickly screen those asking it for immigration and will deny those who don’t meet our criteria or are too important to the functioning of Earth. It is acting on our behalf. Contact us when you decide what you would like to do. We wish you love and peace.” It was obviously the end to the communication.

Sherry reaches over and embraces her husband, holding him tightly.

“Well, that gives us something to think about,” Daniel says softly, slightly stunned at the revelation. He is still holding her just as tightly when he adds, “Hey, are you crying?”

“Tears of joy,” she says, stifling a sob.

“Don’t get carried away. They said it was conditional.”

“But there’s a chance!” she insists.

“You sound like you’ve already made up your mind to try.”

She nods. “But only if all of us can go.”

Daniel addresses the android, “37, can you give me a copy of that conversation?”

“Oral or written?”

“Both. You’re excused.”

The android silently rises and leaves the office.

“We’ll get the family together,” Daniel advises her, both still clinging to each other. “We’ll talk it out.”

“And some close friends?” Sherry urges.

Daniel nods.

“And soon,” she adds.


Chapter Twenty-four

It is such a beautiful day that Daniel changes the location for their ‘family and friends’ meeting. They gather in one of the rotundas in the park, one having benches around the perimeter, seating for everybody and shade for all, for it his early afternoon and too warm to sit in the sun. Under the canopy, a slight breeze keeps all comfortable. Present are Daniel and Sherry, his brother David with his wife Janet and their children, Darrel and daughter, now Debby Franklin, her husband Jonathon, the Durwoods, Charles and Carol, Tabitha and her husband Victor Wells, and Tabitha’s best friend, Donna. There are thirteen in all. None have a clue why they were so secretly called together.

Daniel looks around to assure no one is within hearing range, then opens the meeting with a simple, “I have something to for you to listen to; it is a recording of a conversation that Sherry and I had early this morning with the Universal Council. Let it play through and then we can have a Q and A.” He activates the recorder.

The recording plays through to the end, leaving stunned silence. But it is soon interrupted by Charles. “I take it you and Sherry are considering immigrating to this . . . Paradise?”

Sherry quickly responds. “Yes, but with a condition. We want each one of you to join us. And any in your families. And close friends. We would go as a community and stay together on that planet as a community.”

Daniel is busy giving everyone a printed copy of the communication. “For the time being, I ask you to keep this confidential. Tell no one for now. If we, as a group, decide by majority that we don’t want to apply, we can open it up to the others. The problem is the aliens won’t let the entire village immigrate. We are still needed as part of the communal system. . . .”

Charles interrupts. “I still don’t trust them. I haven’t forgotten how ruthlessly they dealt with our people. All that . . . crap . . . ,” he waved his paper in the air, “is just too damn perfect to be true. It’s a big con. Who knows why they want more humans? And this time they can pick and choose!”

“I don’t blame you for being suspicious,” Daniel partially agreed, “I can’t say I trust them 100%. But we would be foolish not to check into it more thoroughly. Who knows, with their instantaneous space travel, maybe we could send a team to check it out and come back to report.”

At Sherry’s urging, they went back over the transcript, one sentence at a time, discussing it thoroughly before moving on. They pause only when someone passes by close enough to hear. An hour into the discussion, and only halfway through, Victor radios for patrol to bring them something to drink. It continues for another hour and a half.

By judging from the comments and concerns, Daniel figures seven or eight are interested. Only one outright rejects the offer.

Getting tired, for he had been standing most of the time, Daniel brings a close to the debate - which is what it turned out to be. “By a show of hands, who is in favor of getting more details on the aliens’ offer?”

All but one raise a hand, that one being Charles. Even his wife votes to get more details.

“OK, I’ll check deeper. But first I want each of you to give me the names of others you want to go along, just as if you were moving to another part of the country - not necessarily to another world. People you would ask to move with you. Not just casual friends. With this list of names - if any - add any questions you would like to ask of the aliens. Any concerns you have. I’d like them as soon as possible. Say by supper tomorrow?”

All nod agreement.

“One last thing. Secrecy. Say not a word of this to anybody outside this circle. Not even those you want to join. There will be a time for that later. Is that clear?” He is looking at Charles.

The final list of names, including the original eleven (minus Charles and his wife, Carol), number twenty-eight. Twenty-four are key members of the research group Daniel knows that Charles will be glad to take over the lead of Medina Lake Research Group. Victor has a second-in-command who can take over as chief of police. Sherry knows the City Council will appoint a new mayor from among them, to serve until the people can elect a new major. That left 21 members who must be replaced, most with extensive computer and internet system training. They would be hard to replace.

As expected, the aliens approved all those named, but insisted that all those in key positions in support of the communal program be replaced with persons equally capable of performing the duties. All ten of the original thirteen could be cleared to go, either having non-critical duties or having qualified replacements. Of the other twenty on the list, only six had non-critical assignments. Five were children. That left nine to be replaced - all on the Distribution Investigation team. All computer and communications experts.

Daniel had no idea where he could find the replacements.

Three days later, rumors are circulating throughout The Compound that the aliens are offering immigration to a wonderful earth-like planet. Copies of the transcript 37 had made for Daniel were circulating. The android denied giving any out; as they could not lie, Daniel believed it. He suspects Charles or Carol as the leak.

Both he and Sherry are besieged with requests for alien immigration. All they can do is start forming a second group for considerations, independent of their own. By day five, more than sixty people are considering the aliens’ offer - and the number is growing.

All the screening is by 37. A hopeful would submit his or her application, then be interviewed by the android. Interviews were brief, for 37 only had to read their thoughts to know all about them and their suitability to colonize an alien world. Those turned down were given no reason. Some of those approved would have to find replacements from outside The Compound to assure that the facility remained in operation.

It is Washington that resolves the problem for Daniel. Mere months after they were assured the Medina Lake Research Group would be needed indefinitely, Daniel is given notice of closure. A 30-day notice. Citing they no longer need the expertise of the Distribution Inspection team, they are given a month to find other employment or be reassigned by the government. And to find another place to live. The government is closing down The Compound.

Daniel’s group no longer has duties troubleshooting the distribution system. Sherry, as Mayor, runs the City. The normal day-to-day operation of the village is being seriously interrupted as people are being reassigned, with buses arriving daily to ship them out to their new homes of choice. Those staying struggle to keep things going, but very soon few are reporting for work assignments. The kitchen shuts down from lack of workers. The Police Department takes over issuing REMs for each and every meal, supplemented by what fruits and vegetables that can be eaten raw or with simple preparation.

Only the farmers hang on, as usual feeding themselves. How long they can run the farms and dairy on their own is unknown. Some who often assisted the farmers were opting to join them. No one knows if the government would evict them or demand that they participate in the food distribution system.

With two weeks left before the Compound is to be formally shut down, well over half of the citizens of the Village of Glen Haven have been bused out to new assignments. They are the ones who had either rejected the alien offer of immigration or have been turned down. Of those remaining, sixty have been accepted for immigration; Daniel’s group numbers thirty - with the Durwoods among them.

While the aliens, through 37, have been making their selections, the farmers have been doing the same, choosing whom they would take in to keep the farms functioning. Even though there has been no assurance from Washington that they can remain, some have chosen farm life rather than be reassigned to who knows where, doing who knows what.

It is party time in the Davies’ apartment; the eve of their departure to the planet called Paradise. Thirty people, family and friends, along with their children, crowd into the apartment to celebrate the start of a new life on a strange world. The mood is festive, though somewhat subdued, for many are leaving friends and extended family behind. Even though they have been separated for years from family members living outside the Compound, the fact that they will never see or talk to them again rests heavily upon them. Being with their immediate family and close friends eases the feeling of loss. Some already have feelings of guilt since they chose to join the program, leaving some family and friends behind, but that guilt was bearable with the knowledge that the separation might not be permanent. Some are comforting themselves with the idea that their ‘holidays’ might include a visit back to Earth to visit with loved ones left behind, even though the aliens had not confirmed this would be possible.

The buzz throughout the community centers on this new adventure, for at 0900 hours tomorrow all selected will report to the Operations building for departure. Earlier that afternoon, a spaceship had appeared next to the building, the familiar black box ship that had brought the original Peace Keepers. It will take them to Paradise. There was no last minute packing, for they can bring nothing with them. Everything they need will be provided when they land on their new home planet.

The other group of thirty are also having their going away party at another apartment. The few to be left behind, those not chosen, gather at The Tavern. They really have nothing to celebrate, but that doesn’t stop them from partying as they wait for the buses that will take them to their new job assignments and new homes - all unknown factors.

Most of the others have already left The Compound and their beloved Glen Haven for unknown futures in the world outside the city limits and the protection of the military.

Those accepting the aliens’ offer have been advised not to drink alcoholic beverages before the flight, as it could cause some discomfort on arrival. The libation of choice was sparking unfermented apple cider. And they ended the party early, as they were advised to get a good night’s sleep. All would meet in the dining hall at 0830 hours for their last earth meal of military REMs, then report as a body to the waiting spaceship.

His brother David is the first to arrive for the party, along with his wife Janet, and their son Darrel, now a teenager taller than his father.

“Hey, Dave. Hey, Janet,” Daniel greets them at the door. “Who’s this good-looking guy with you?” He points at Darrel.

“Don’t know,” David responds, going along with the joke. “He’s been following us everywhere.”

Janet puts an arm around the young man, adding to his embarrassment. “I think we’re going to keep him.”

“Welcome, Darrel,” Daniel greets him, ushering the family into the room.

“Hey, Janet,” a greeting that is supposed to take in them all. She is holding two tall glasses, and offers them. “Sparkling apple cider,” he advises, then turns her attention to Darrel, “What would you like to drink.”

“That would be fine.” He points at his Dad’s glass.

“I hate to disappoint you, Son,” David says with a smile, “but it’s non-alcoholic.”

“Dave!” Janet scolds. “You know he doesn’t drink.”

“You think?”

Darrel cheeks are flushed by his discomfort. Sherry comes to his rescue, guiding him away to the bar to get him something to drink.

Settled on one of the sofas, Daniel asks, “So, you guys ready for the big adventure?”

“We just got to where we liked Kentland, then we end up here,” David responds. “Then we get attached to the Village, and we’re going to move again. I hope this is the last move.”

“I’m sure it will be. Nobody’s ever came back. They tell us this is a one-way ticket.”

“Well, I’d feel better if we had some pictures of our new planet,” Janet says, looking at her husband. “We’d at least have some idea what to expect. And I’m not all that happy about leaving everything we possess behind.”

Sherry joins them, but Darrell goes out onto the balcony. She heard what Janet said, and responds. “Apparently, it’s too difficult to transport solid objects.”

“But I’ve got metal fillings in my teeth!” Janet objects. “And how about people with false teeth? Or metal implants?”

“No problem,” Daniel interjects. “They said we will be transported and arrive just as we are. And they assured me there is no pain or after effects. You won’t even know you’ve been transported across the universe until you step out on our new world. One second you’re here, the next - there!”

“I have some jewelry handed down from my great-grandmother. I hate leaving it behind!”

Sherry is looking at Janet as she speaks, “I know how she feels. There are some things I’ll miss, too.” She turns her attention to Daniel. “Can’t they make exceptions for small things?”

“If you’re wearing it,” Daniel assures them, “it will go. But you can’t just carry something. Maybe put it in your pockets. I’m not sure. All I can advise is to bring them along. They’ll tell you if you can take it or not.”

Someone knocks on the front door. Sherry hurries to open the door for Tabitha and Victor. The girls hug warmly, but her hug with Victor is more reserved.

“Come join us!” Daniel calls across the room.

Victor is in his police uniform, less his gun belt and other gear. “Just came from a call out at one of the farms,” he says in apology. “Tabitha was in a hurry to get here.”

David noticed his badge is also missing. “Turn everything in?”

Victor nods. “I am officially a civilian.”

“And I am glad!” Tabitha exclaims. “I get so tired of him being called out at all hours.”

Victor knows better than say anything in response, and quickly changes the subject. “So what has a guy have to do to get a drink around here?”

Sherry jumps up in response. “Sorry,” she apologizes as she heads for the kitchenette. “I serve the first one; after that, it’s help yourself.”

Daniel answers the next knock. It is Charles and Carol, both having quickly changed their minds - and their attitudes - about emigrating. Probably at Carol’s insistence.

The first words out of Charles mouth: “You serious about no booze?”

Daniel chuckles. “I know how you feel. We should have had this party last night. Had our last good drunk on earth.”

“I did1" Charles advises.

Soon all thirty are present, including the Davies’ daughter, Debby, and her husband Jonathon Franklin. The room is crowded; several go out onto the balcony. There is one center of conversation: the voyage across the Galaxy to the planet Paradise, their new home. All are anxious, but for varied reasons. Most have reservations regarding what to expect when they arrive, but most are nervous about the trip, not unlike a person who has never flown facing his first flight - in an experimental airplane. All are glad they will not be alone.

During the evening, Victor takes Tabitha by the hand and leads her through the bedroom and into the bathroom.

As he shuts the door, she quickly responds. “I hope you don’t think what I think you thinking. Not now!”

“No, no,” he replies with a weak smile. “I just want to talk - privately.”

She can tell from his expression something is bothering him. “What’s wrong, Honey?”

“Nothings wrong,” he responds, taking both her hands in his. “I just want to make sure you’re up to this . . . you know, going to another planet. It’s so. . . .” He struggles for a word.

“Bizarre?” she prompts.

He nods. “We don’t know, really, what we’re letting ourselves in for. Maybe everything is just as the aliens say. I’m willing to take the chance, but - well, if it turned out bad, and you suffered. I couldn’t stand that!”

“Honey, we all know there is a risk. I’m willing to take it. Things are already going to hell in a basket here on earth, and if we stay, we’ll be out there in that mess. Whatever our lives will be on Paradise, it would probably be worse here.”

“I just want you to know,” he insists, “that the choice is yours. We can stay behind if you want - take our chances with what the government has to offer. It’s not too late to change your mind. I’m sure they would find an important assignment for us.”

“Are you having a change of heart?” she asks, frowning.

“No. I’ll do whatever you decide. Me, I’m used to taking chances, risking my life. I’m thinking of you.”

“I understand there’s a risk. I’ve taken that into consideration. We can face anything together. I want to go.”

“Then we’ll go,” he replies, the tension in his face relieved. “I want to go, too.”

He enfolds her in his arms, pulling her body firmly to his. They kiss. His hands slide down onto her buttocks, pulling her even tighter against him.

She fells his arousal and abruptly pushes him back, smiling. “Not here. Later.”

“Promise?”

She kisses him again. “You have to ask?” Then she turns, taking his hand in hers, leading him back to the party.

Daniel has told all of them everything the aliens revealed him, including what he has learned from their past conduct. While he, too, has doubts of the aliens’ intent, they are small. He truly believes they will not regret the move. Now that all have made the decision to go, he keeps his words encouraging. As they prepare to leave to get the good night’s rest the aliens suggest, they agree to meet at the dining hall for a cold breakfast and hot coffee, their last meal on earth.

When the last of their group leaves, Daniel and Sherry retire to the balcony, he for a little fresh air, she for one last look at her precious lake.

“Do you think we’re making the right choice?” she asks after a long silence, both enjoying the cool night air after the stuffy, crowded apartment.

He slips his arm around her. “I thought we talked this out. Having last minute jitters?”

“You know what they say: ‘If it looks too good to be true, it probably isn’t.’ I can’t help having a little doubt.”

“Honey, we really don’t have to worry,” he tries to reassure her, “Look at the bunch they approved. Many wouldn’t make good manual laborers. And a few are way too skinny for food. A few women are far from sexy, if that was what they were after. They declined on many strong men who would be good workers, many plump people that might be good eating, and many lovely women.”

She has to chuckle. “You’re right. I’m just being a bit paranoid.”

“It’s going to be OK, Babe!” he assures her once again. “If I had the slightest reason to doubt their intent, I wouldn’t risk your safety. We wouldn’t go!”

Both are silent for a while. Then Daniel pulls her closer, both arms around her, and kisses her softly. “What say we make our last night on earth something to remember?” he suggests with a smile.

It is well past midnight before they get to sleep.

It is not yet 0900 hours, yet all thirty have reported to the lobby of Operations, where 37 is stoically waiting, saying nothing. They are in mixed clothing, for there was no ‘uniform of the day’ posted. Daniel noticed that most of the women were wearing lots of jewelry and the pant’s pockets of some men were stuffed. He chuckles to himself, for he knows the androids will make them leave most behind.

At 0900 sharp, 37 moves to the door, turns, and orders, “Follow me. Please.”

All thirty of them, with Daniel in the lead, follow the android out the door and to the space ship beside the building. The dull black, squat, square structure looks more like a strange storage building without doors or windows than a vehicle capable of space travel. As 37 nears the structure, an opening appears. He waves the line of people to enter.

Waiting for them is another android, this one without a number on its chest. It asks them to follow him. The interior is well illuminated from an unknown light source. They quickly enter a large, cavernous room with rows of what looks like glass coffins, bringing several gasps from the group.

It is 37 that reassures them that they are the means by which they will travel. Two more androids appear. One takes the men to an adjoining room; the other takes the women to a separate room.

The procedure is the same for both. They are instructed to undress and leave their clothing in a pile at their feet. The androids hand out what looks like full coveralls, white in color. They are very light, almost like a fine silk, and fit firmly no matter the size of the wearer. What jewelry or wrist watches are in direct contact with the body, can stay with them. Everything else must be left behind.

When all are dressed, they are led back to the chamber and told to select a cylinder. Couples can stay side by side. One by one, the androids help each person into a prone position in the transport devise. When the last of the thirty are comfortably laying on their backs, their arms at their sides, metal arms extract and join over the chest, waist and knees of each, then settle gently to hold them in place. A glass, or some clear material, rolls up over them, sealing the cylinder.

Some are beginning to feel claustrophobic in the enclosed case, even though they can see out and see the cylinders beside them

Daniel looks over to where Sherry lies beside him; she is looking back at him, trying to smile. He takes several deep breaths, bracing himself for the trip.

Abruptly, all the covers slide open and the restraining bars release. Daniel’s first thought is that something went wrong. The androids start helping people out.

“What’s wrong?” Daniel asks as he is being helped out of the cylinder. There is no response. Only then does he realize that the androids are different from the others he has seen. They are more robotic in structure, less humanoid. As more are helped out of their cylinders, the people begin nervously talking softly among themselves.

“Are you OK?” Daniel asks Sherry as soon as she is standing.

She nods. “Are we there? Nothing seemed to happen! I know it couldn’t have been more than a minute in there.”

“I think we’re there,” Daniel answers. “They said it wouldn’t take long.”

Even as he spoke, he becomes aware that the room they are in is different from the one they were in before. He looks at the cylinders; they are all in rows like they were when they climbed into them. Then he takes a better, longer look at the androids. While vaguely humanoid in shape, they are far more mechanical, with visible joints. And they move more stiffly.

As one moves by him, he asks, “Have we arrived?”

It neither answers nor breaks stride.

He sees many of the others looking at him with dazed expressions. All he can do is shrug.

As the last of the robots leave, another figure enters and approaches the rows of cylinders. He looks very human, dressed in very earth-like clothing.

“Welcome, my friends, to the planet Paradise!” he speaks in a loud, authoritative voice. “I am John Weber, your assigned guide.” He lets this sink in before continuing. “Yes, I am human, like you. I was among the first transported from earth. I know you have many questions - which I will answer - but for now, if you would, follow me to where we can sit and talk.”

All follow him through the same door he entered, finding themselves in a small auditorium, with three rows of theater-like seats, each row stepped up to give all a clear view of a small stage with a flat, black, glass-like wall behind.

When all have taken a seat, John Weber steps onto the platform. There is no need for a microphone in such close quarters.

“Again, on behalf of the citizens of the planet Paradise, I welcome you, one and all. I realize you are all anxious, wondering what your future awaits. Let me start out with telling you everything the Peace Keepers and the Universal Council has told you is true. As they assured you, they cannot lie. The fact is, they have no need to lie. They are such an advanced civilization, they are beyond the need to deceive.” He pauses here, expecting questions.

Daniel doesn’t disappoint him. “So we are to live as free men - and women - in a rural community - a communal?”

John nods. “Pretty much. It might surprise you that the Universal Council are very religious. They are the representatives of the entire collection of co-operating planets in this sector of the galaxy. Citizens of the Universe live their lives pretty much in harmony with the religion you might have practiced. - that there is an all-knowing, all-powerful, Grand Creator of the universe who rules with love. They just don’t try to give this being any specific form. To them, it is an entity; a force. This world we are on - your new home - is populated only with Christians, for the Universal Counsel has the wisdom not to mix earth religions. Those earthlings having other beliefs were settled on other worlds.”

Daniel continues. “So none were made slaves?”

John grins broadly. “No. And none were taken for food or sex. If you will bear with me, I’ll give you a brief introduction to your new life. Then you can ask any questions I have not already answered.”

Daniel recognizes a polite ‘shut up’ when he hears one. He nods.

“The planet Paradise,” their host continues, “Is, as astronomers would say, Earth-like, suitable for carbon-based life forms. It is slightly smaller than earth, orbiting a slightly larger yellow sun, an orbit that takes over two-and-a-half Earth years to complete. However, we do not measure time by our solar orbit, but have established a calendar as close to the one we were used to on earth. The planet has an oxygen/nitrogen atmosphere, with slightly more oxygen than you’re used to. You won’t notice any difference until you do something strenuous; your breathing will be easier. Also, the planet being smaller in mass, the gravity is less. You might have already notice, but it’s not all that less. Just gives you a nice spring in your step.

“I know they told you it is a semitropical atmosphere in Earth terms. As the planet’s axis is perpendicular to its orbit, there are no seasons. At the equator, it is pleasantly tropical; as you head north or south, it becomes semitropical. Further still, it becomes temperate. And at the poles, where there is low sun the year around, it is cool. However, the thick atmosphere - three times as thick as Earth - keeps the temperatures moderate, usually only a ten-degree difference between day and night, and a twenty-degree difference between the equator and the poles. That’s measured in degrees Fahrenheit. The plant rotates once every 26 hours and 12 minutes; that’s in the Earth minutes you are used to. The length of day and night are the same for all but the poles, where it is eternal sunset/sunrise, dusk/dawn. A day is exactly 26 hours, with the length of an hour here being fairly close to the length of an hour on Earth. With the thicker atmosphere dawn and dusk are a little longer than you are used to. You can count on approximately 12 hours of darkness. We have no moon, so night in the country, away from artificial lighting, can be quite dark.

“Water is plentiful, almost everywhere. Lots of freshwater lakes, rivers and streams. It rains much like in the tropics; most days are sunny with an afternoon shower. Only a quarter of the planet is ocean, slightly salty, and relatively shallow, averaging about 500 feet deep. The planet is old and stable. There are a few mountains, with most of the land consisting of gently rolling hills or flat plains. Lots of forest. It would be possible to live off the native fruits and vegetables, but we prefer a more rounded diet.”

The host pauses to look at what must be his notes, even though he has seldom referenced them, then continues, “The one thing that will immediately get your attention when you step outside is the sky. I’m not going to be a spoiler and tell you; you’ll see for yourself. All I’ll tell you is that when I first saw it, well, it took my breath away. And the longer I experienced it, the more beautiful it becomes. It is the effect of the thick atmosphere. All and all, I can’t imagine a more beautiful world.

“Now, you’re probably thinking, ‘that’s all well and good, but what will our lives be like?’ We have an agriculture-based economy. And we were trying to do on Earth, we are a worldwide communal society; it’s share and share alike. Most of you will live on farms, raising much of your own food with a surplus going for trade. Combined with the produce of other farming communities, the planet trades with other civilizations. On Earth, farming can be a hard life, but not here on Paradise. You saw one of the reasons as soon as you arrived: robots. Robots and robotic machinery do all the labor. You manage, schedule their activity. The same applies to the various supportive trades, manufacturing your needs beyond just food and water. There are more robots on the planet than there are people.

“Now as to food. All Paradisians are vegans. We do not consume animal flesh or animal by-products, such as dairy and eggs. We have healthier products. As the human body was never intended to eat and digest flesh, we are healthier and can expect to live longer lives, staying active into old age. With our vast variety of fruits, vegetables, roots and grain, I have never regretted not having bacon and eggs for breakfast, nor steak for dinner.

“There is a variety of wild life on the planet, as well as sea life. They all roam free. They all live in harmony; none attack nor eat other species. But the term ‘wild life’ can be deceptive, for they have become used to humans and have no fear of us. However, we do not take away their freedom by attempting to make them pets. Nor do we kill them for food - or sport - a crime on Paradise. A particular animal may approach you out of curiosity, even staying around several hours out of the day, but they always return to their territory. As we often harvest food they eat, we likewise let them ‘harvest’ food we grow. We do this by dedicating a portion of our acreage to planting food they like.

“We do have a government by the people, but not in which humans will run the government, but rather what we, the people, want government to do for us. The often difficult administration, legislation and adjudication of government are accomplished by androids similar to the Peace Keepers, walking ‘super computers’ programed by the Universal Council. By ballot vote, we can add, change or delete any law. The only time the Universal Council will intercede is if there is a situation which would be detrimental to our welfare; and then they will explain just why they are stepping in. They can be compared to Earth’s Supreme Court. However, if by ballot vote - a two-thirds majority - the people express that we want to override that intercession, it will be so . . . with a few exceptions; they will not let us take action which could be detrimental to ourselves. We have learned it is wise to heed the advice of the Universal Council. While they have deep respect for us asa race, we have to remember that we are primitive in comparison; we have yet to completely unlock the potential of our minds - something they assure us we will do in time.

“Most trade moves north-south. Tropical produce will move north to those in the northern hemisphere, south to those in the southern hemisphere. Temperate produce will move south in the northern hemisphere, north in the southern hemisphere. Our semitropical produce can move either way. Thus most trade is by latitude rather than longitude. Don’t worry about what goes where; the robotic system handles that.”

He pauses and looks over the group, then asks, “Any questions?”

Despite the thoroughness of his briefing, there are many. Daniel had been listening intently, but he has a question regarding local government.

The host patiently answers, “The planet is divided into territories. Each territory is divided into districts. Each district is divided into wards. The seats of government are in a village that is roughly in the center of a district. Each ward elects a representative, a warden, who, together with other district wardens, relays the majority desires of the people they represent. You will know who your warden is; he or she will be available to you by telecommunication. Each of you will be issue a very useful communication device. When there is a request for change by a significant number of people, a sort of ‘town hall meeting’ is scheduled at the government center of your district. Any action is by majority vote, with a few issues requiring a two-thirds majority. But all that is covered in the manual we will distribute in a moment.”

Even as he is speaking, a robot enters pushing a cart loaded with booklets.

A few more questions are asked, which he quickly answers. Then, with a broad grin, he announces, “Now is the part I enjoy. I like to see the expressions on your faces. I am going to show you a three-dimensional projection that will show you much of the planet, a 360 degree panorama.. I know you’ll enjoy it. Watch the screen behind me.”

He steps to the side as the screen comes to life, scene covering the entire wall before them. The group gets their first look at Paradise.

The camera is set on a grassy hilltop, giving a panoramic view of rolling hills and valleys, with a river coursing slowly through. Beyond is a range of low mountains, lushly green. The sky at the horizon appears to be hazy, a pale yellow, yet the hills and mountains are clearly defined. The grassy greens are impossibly brilliant, complimented by the deeper greens of large groups of trees. Closer in, near the foot of the hill, they can see spots of color on the trees, a wide variety of fruits in various stages of ripening. A small flock of bird-like creatures fly by in the distant, too far to tell what kind - then they realize they wouldn’t be earth birds.

The camera begins to slowly scan the horizon. They can see evidence of cultivation in one valley, a patchwork of fields in various colors. As the panning continues, very slowly, a small cluster of animals appears in the foreground, grazing. One looks up and stares at the camera for a while, the returns to grazing as they pass out of view. A broader valley shows more farms and what appears to be a village, a collection of small buildings. Another, smaller river runs through the village.

More rolling hills, then what looks like a small lake, but as the camera continues its pan, they can see the lake is quite large, with a few villages on its shores.

They had been looking away from the sun. The camera has made half a circle, and starts tilting up. As the land drops away, the pale yellow becomes brighter and brighter, until the golden globe of the sun almost fills the screen, evoking a gasp from some. It is the color of shining, pure gold, giving of a soft light.

The pan continues downward and onward, showing an unending expanse of hills and valleys, with the hills getting lower and the valleys wider. Soon another body of water enters the view, with darker water and surf washing onto pale yellow beaches. Soon there was nothing but water beyond the land. One of the oceans. The pan continues with little change.

Those present might have seen beautiful landscapes, but the golden yellow sun castes an almost surreal atmosphere over the land, creating impossible hues. By the time the camera has revolved 360 degrees, all are convinced that the original earthling settlers had named the planet properly; it is, indeed, a Paradise.

The view froze with the original image as the host steps back to center stage. “I take from the looks on your faces, you like what you see,” he states, smiling. “I love to see the looks of surprise and wonderment. It is beautiful. And what you just saw is representative of the entire planet. This is an area between the semitropical and temperate zone. It gets lush as you move south; more deciduous forest as you move north. We have tried to locate you in an area which most closely reflects the area you come from - less the cold winters and not as hot summers. Incidently, the growing season is the year around.”

He escorts them to another room, where they are fitted with more suitable clothing, not that much different from the day wear in The Compound. Then they are taken outside, into the golden sunshine.


Chapter Twenty-five

The transport terminal sits atop a low hill. As the group steps out, Daniel sees they had been in another black box. Three open-sided shuttle buses await them, but it is the panorama beyond that captures the attention of all. The sun is high, almost straight overhead, its golden glow giving the same softening, pastoral effect they had seen in the video, only more poignant when coupled with the warm, sweet-smelling air. Unlike the video, most of the land is forest, dark green in the shadows but tinted lighter in the sunlight. There are occasional open meadows of tall, emerald green grass. In the distance, a lake shimmers in the sunlight, the waters looking green instead of blue. In the distance is a line of puffy white clouds, tinted yellow where the sun reflects off them. The sky changes from a soft yellow at the horizon to a gold high above them.

Their host gives them time to enjoy the view, telling them that they are only a half-hour drive from their new home. The operator of each canopied shuttle is a robot. Those anxious to get to their new home are the first to board, filling the first bus, capable of carrying fifteen passengers. Soon others board the second bus, but Daniel holds back his crew. They board the third bus. Their host bids them goodbye. Only when the bus rises slightly under them, does Daniel realize they are supported by the anti gravity the speaker had described. Seeing it in action is impressive.

Their bus is the last to move out, slowly gaining speed over the grassland. The buses ahead are only about four feet off the ground, just high enough to clear the stalks of grass. The grasses wave gently as the vehicles pass over. Soon they are traveling an estimated forty miles-per-hour, smoothly rising and falling as the bus follows the terrain, gradually going downhill.

They are approaching heavy woods, tress reminding Daniel of the oaks back home, only not as dark a green and with much larger leaves. And at least twice as large. It looks like they were going to plunge into the dense forest, when he sees a cleared open path, the tree tops turning it into a tunnel. As soon as they enter the cool shade, the air reminds him of wet moss. They occasionally break out into the open, then back into the woods. He never carried a watch, depending on his cell phone for the time - a phone that he left back on Earth. He can only guess at the passage of time.

They come out of the woods again so see a broad valley spread out before them, and in the distance a small lake. A stream runs down the center of the valley, following a wandering course. Far beyond, on the other side of the lake are clusters of small buildings, probably dwellings. This is the first sign of civilization.

On the floor of the valley, they see a mowed area with a number of off-white tents clustered around two larger tents. The three shuttles glide to a gradual stop near the front of one large tent, then slowly settle to the ground. All step out onto closely mowed grass, grass so thick it makes a beautiful lawn. His first thought is that it would make great pasture, then quickly remembers there will be no livestock.

He reaches down and grabs a handful of grass and pulls it out of the ground, roots and soil attached. The soil is dark, almost black, and smells like rain. It looks like very fertile soil. They are surrounded by a vast valley of grass, the land slightly sloping toward the distant lake. Scattered groves of trees dot the plain, trees seemingly impossibly huge, two or three times as big as anything he has seen on Earth. There is no doubt in his mind that this would be excellent farm land. The valley is surrounded by larger, forested hills. Not a structure is in sight.

But he cannot imagine himself as a farmer. Neither can he see Sherry standing in a kitchen canning fruits and vegetables. Of all of those on his crew, only David might fit in, having spent some years working at a dairy. But definitely not himself.

He is an organizer. He is a leader. He has stepped into critical situations, observed what needed to be done, and led his people to accomplish the tasks. No matter what changes Washington made, thus changing their goal, he adjusted to meet the challenge. The thought of being a mundane tiller of the soil depresses him.

He looks ahead at Sherry, walking hand-in-hand with Janet toward the larger of the tents, trying to visualize how she would fit into an agriculture lifestyle. She had been Mayor of Glen Haven, making dramatic changes, turning a governmental, almost military, complex into a beautiful little village. She created a working city government. He tries to picture her in a gingham dress with an apron and bonnet . . . .

“Hey, Buddy,” Charles nudges him as he passes, bringing him out of his reverie, “they’re waiting for us in the tent.”

Daniel takes a deep breath and forces himself to concentrate on the here and now as he brings up the end of the little parade. Whoever ‘they’ might be, he will soon find out what their options might be.

The tent turns out to be the kitchen and dining hall. He realizes the aliens had set it up much like Earth’s military ground forces would have done. The tables are long, picnic style, with long benches on each side. His people are finding seats.

As he makes a quick scan, his eyes lock on what he had first dismissed as another robot. Then he saw the more humanoid form - and the black numbers on its chest - 37. He approaches it, looking for similarities with the ‘droid that had assisted them in The Compound. Certainly, it can’t be the same one; they had destroyed it.

“Yes, it can,” 37 responds to his thought. “We felt you would be more comfortable with an android with whom you were familiar.”

“But you can’t be the same 37,” Daniel insists, not voicing acknowledgment that they destroyed the humanoid.

“You destroyed the body, not the essence. We have been replicated.”

“Well, surprise, surprise,” Daniel utters with some sarcasm, even while at the same time he knows the ‘droid is reading his emotions, that he regrets his part in the rebellion. In fact, he is glad to see it, knowing they worked well together.

“Thank you for your confidence,” it replies. “We hope we can allay your anxieties. Please sit. We will brief you and your people.” It was obvious that the aliens still looked upon Daniel as their leader.

“Yes, but we haven’t chosen a leader yet,” Daniel mildly protests.

“The others look upon you as their leader, They have already chosen.”

As he takes a seat toward the front, a place Sherry has saved for him, he glances out the front opening of the tent. The three shuttles are gone.

“May we again welcome you to Paradise,” 37 begins, addressing the group in his usual monotone, emotionless manner. It is looking at the middle of the group, but appears to each as if it is looking directly at them. “And welcome to your new home. This valley, bounded by hills and fed by a river and two streams, now belongs to your group, as well as the thirty to arrive tomorrow. None of the wild life is dangerous. Nothing bites or stings. They have no diseases. After they have satisfied their curiosity of the newcomers, they will leave you alone. We ask you to do the same.

“For the time being, you will have your meals here. As you are aware, you will be what you call ‘vegetarians.’ You will live on vegetables, fruits and grains; some similar to what you are accustomed to; some will be strange. You will have no livestock. You will not hunt the native life. That includes life forms living in the lake, river and streams. We respect all life forms; we expect you to do the same. You will find, with time, your new diet will make you healthier.

“There are many edible fruits in the many groves of trees. All are good for you except one; you must not eat the purple fruit; it is poisonous; yet it can be processed to become a medicine that kills cancer cells. There are also a variety of berries and wild vegetables growing in the valley, mostly close to water. Also, nuts and root vegetables. The manual we will be giving you will identify the flora and fauna of the valley. We suggest you spend the next several days surveying your new home and what it can provide you. Don’t hesitate to try tasting; none will harm you except the purple fruit. Don’t even touch it, for the skin of the fruit will cause a rash wherever it touches your bare skin.

“While you are exploring, start selecting areas you think best for cultivation, one for each family. We will provide you with both aerial maps of the valley as well as geographical maps. You will need no more than forty acres to provide for your own needs as well as a surplus for trade. I will work with you in making those selections. In the meantime, each family will have a tent with sleeping accommodations; those are the tents surrounding this tent. There are tents for showering; one for men, one for women. You will also see a number of latrines, incorporating a dry composting procedure. Please refrain from urinating and defecating on the ground. If away from camp, dig a hole and cover. This is for the safety of the wild life, for you have germs harmless to yourselves that could infect the animals and birds. Our medical staff will soon have you all inoculated against any potentially local virus and bacteria, as well as being treated for any harmful Earth virus and bacteria you may still have.

“Also select a location, again about forty acres in area, for your village center. We suggest where you now are. Try to make it central to each of the chosen homesteads. The first construction efforts will be such things as a warehouse, a food processing plant for local needs, a town hall, a recreation facility, a clinic and a school house, among others. With the help of robots, they will be built from prefabricated units, and in the order of need. During this construction phase, you will build your homes. They will be modest but comfortable abodes with the latest conveniences. Again, robots will help

“Only when you have your habitats will you begin preparing the land for planting. We know that many of you have no experience in farming and many of you don’t really want to be farmers. Consider this a temporary stage in your acclimation to Paradise. You will eventually have opportunities to transfer to the various support industries necessary for when you start harvesting crops. And again, we remind you that the robots assigned to you, along with the robotic farm implements, removes much of the labor from your shoulders. You will basically be managers, assuring that each farm functions smoothly. The Peace Keepers on Earth had a motto for mankind: ‘If you don’t work, you don’t eat.’ That applies here; it would be unfair to others to allow anyone to become what you call a ‘freeloader.’ It would not be fair to others to allow any of you to wander off to live off the land. Depending on age and health, each person will be provided duties within his or her abilities. You can look forward to many years of retirement when you are too old to work.

“The Universal Council also stresses education. They want their people to be aware of the universe around them, to be knowledgeable of its sciences. As needed, you will have robot instructors teaching both you and your children. Love and cherish your young ones, for they are your future.

“As to what you call politics, there is no real equivalent in the universe. The Universal Council sees to it, through its benevolent Peace Keepers, that all societies are functioning smoothly and that trade is equitable to all. You can select one person to be a spokesperson for you, what we call ‘a warden.’ That person will communicate the wants or desires of the people to the Peace Keeper assigned to that ward. For you, that Peace Keeper will be the one you call ‘37' - the one that was with you on Earth.

“For now, that will suffice. Read your manual. Study it. Consider it like you do your Bible. Which brings up the last item in your briefing: religion. The entire universe recognizes a living soul’s need to worship a deity; it is instinctive in every species. You call yourselves ‘Christians,’ worshiping the same God, to varying degrees. We will never ask you to do something that is against that faith. We have thoroughly studied your Bible and find nothing that conflicts with the tenets of the Universe. You are free to practice your faith, or not. But do nothing that is not in harmony with Universal love.

“So, new citizens of the Planet Paradise, we welcome you. We hope you enjoy your new home and your new lives.”

Peace Keeper 37, who had been standing perfectly still while the Universal Council spoke through him, bowed slightly.

Daniel rises and speaks to 37, “Please express our appreciation for the love they have shown us. We will abide by their wisdom.”

“It is done,” 37 answers. “Now, Daniel, if you will. Make assignments for the tents, then return. We will have meals prepared for you.”

After having one of the robots, who were referred to by the aliens as ‘Helpers,’ place numbers on all the tents, Daniel makes assignments. He is assisted by Charles, who has assumed would continue to be his ‘deputy,’ just as he was in The Compound. Daniel silently agrees, although he would have preferred to have his wife, Sherry, as his assistant. Together, they assign lodgings to the people, keeping families together. One is left vacant, the one next to his own quarters. This will be his office, or Ward Headquarters.

As soon as each tent is assigned, other Helpers deliver packages to each tent. The packages contain clothing in sizes fitting the occupants, toiletries and other items they will need until the settlement can start producing their own needs. After a good meal of strange, but surprisingly tasty native foods, the afternoon is left free for the new citizens of the planet Paradise to do whatever they wished.

Daniel and Sherry, along with his brother, David, and wife Janet, set out to explore their new valley. It is so vast in area, they know they can only survey a small portion in one afternoon. He suspects that 37 has placed their temporary camp in the area best suited for their needs; it will probably be the village site. There are many open meadows dominated by grass, with occasional clusters of large trees, and some lone standing ones. Groves of trees forest the shallow dells, possibly because of streamlets. But most of the land is almost flat, gently slopping in the direction of the lake; by the map, they determine it is two miles away.

Where the gently slopping land rises to the surrounding foothills, the forest becomes dense. A good sized stream runs out of the forest and follows the terrain to the lake. They quickly determine its waters could be used for irrigation, even though they have been advised that nature would usually provide adequate rainfall. They needed thirty homesteads, each of at least 40 acres, the standard set by 37 as the amount of land needed to produce their own needs with an excess for trade. That would fill two square miles, but with taking in consideration the terrain, they would have to be more scattered, for each farm would have to be on relatively level land.

They have reached the stream, looking for a place to cross without getting wet.

“I wonder if it runs the year around.” Sherry is speaking to all.

It is Daniel who answers. “There are no seasons here, remember? I’m sure it does.”

David moves to the water’s edge, looking for marine life. “I don’t see any fish,” he declares, then suddenly jumps back with a cry. Something big and dark slid by just under the surface. “What the hell is that!” he cries pointing, but it is already out of sight.

Daniel joins him. “Where?”

“It’s gone. Some kind of fish, I guess. It was big enough to be a shark.”

“This is fresh water. Besides, they told us nothing here will harm us.”

The girls have found a wide spot in the stream. Sherry calls out to them, “We can wade across here!” They were already shedding their boots and socks, rolling up their pant-legs when the men join them.

“I ain’t going in there!” David declares. “Not after what I saw.”

“You mean that?” asks Janet, pointing just up stream. Ten feet away, the back of a creature broke the surface in the shallows, its bulging eyes watching them. It appeared to be fish-like, about five feet long. Her boots hung over her shoulders, she enters the water and wades to within a few feet of it, ignoring her husband’s warning. It doesn’t move.

“I’ll bet I could pet it,” she suggests.

Sherry joins her, wanting to get a closer look. “Looks fishy to me!” she comments, then giggles. “I mean it looks like a fish. Maybe a sturgeon.”

While David begs them to back away, Daniel is removing his own footwear. “Nothing here is harmful,” he again tells David. “It has to be vegan, too. It’s probably wonder what we are, as well.”

As Daniel enters to the water, knee deep. David follows, muttering, “I ain’t taking off my boots.”

The critter watches them as they cross. When they reach the other side, its slithers across the shallows and disappears into deeper waters.

“That was the first live thing we’ve seen here,” comments Sherry as they continue, walking barefoot, “besides the birds . . . flying things.”

“They’re probably in the woods, watching us. I suspect they’ll soon want to check us out, like Mr. Fish did,” Daniel replies. “They said we’ll share some of our produce with them. Might become pets.”

“Just as long as I don’t have to milk them,” David adds.

As they crest a slight rise, a herd of six animals come into view. All six are looking back at them.

“You spoke too soon,” Daniel kids his wife. “They kind of look like deer, only larger, but just as slim.”

“Their heads look more canine; like a coyote,” Janet suggests. “Or like a collie.”

Even as they watch, five of them go back to grazing. One, larger than the others, keeps watching them.

“Grass eaters. Logical,” Daniel notes.

They make a wide detour around them, so as not to disturb them. Apparently, they never did, for the last they saw, they were still contentedly grazing.

Still having no way to measure the passage of time, they try to gauge time by the sun, knowing the day would be half over, with an equal amount of nighttime. Rather than at midnight, a new day on Paradise begins around sunrise - or specifically, at 2600 hours. When they are sure they have covered most of the area they will be farming, they return to camp. There, while waiting for the evening meals, David and Charles begin plotting out farm sites on the topographical map that shows elevation variations by every five feet. Relatively level areas are easy to see. The ariel photo map shows the areas of woods.

Making a cutout pattern 2,400 feet by 1,600 feet by map scale, which is 40 acres in area, they begin to lay out suitable farm plots, leaving 200 feet between plots to allow wild life to pass freely as well as any future roadways. They try to group them around an area on the stream that they had determined to be the location for their village, so that every farm will have easy access to what will be a processing plant and a distribution center for imports and exports.

The establishment of roadways is still unknown. Perhaps, they will use anti gravity vehicles similar to the shuttles and need none. There are still many unanswered questions.

After another pleasant dinner, and with the sun setting, casting a golden glow over the valley, all retire to their lodgings to continue reading the rather thick manual, all in English and cross-indexed. Daniel instructs all to read the first five sections of their manual; they will separate into study groups right after breakfast. They know they have a lot to learn.

By the time the sun is well clear of the horizon of wooded hills, all have reported to the dining tent. As they exited their tents, they see a collection of machinery parked in several rows in front of the dining tent. On close examination, they see that most are tracked farm units, more compact then Earth farm implements. They also see many small, wheel-less carts, capable of seating four people comfortably, six crowded. There are ten of them. Daniel assumes they must use the same method of anti gravity as the shuttles - and that they are for personal transportation

They are soon joined by the second set of thirty Earthlings. Daniel greets them, amused at their amazement, the same he and his group had felt. After breakfast, they leave this group to the briefing by Peace Keeper 37. Each is issued a small communication device, similar to a cell phone, that fits into a special pocket on their shirts; it has multiple purposes.

They soon fall into a routine: mornings are for study and occasional briefings by 37 and other Peace Keepers; afternoons are for working. Or rather supervising the installation of fencing for each of the thirty farmsteads with three strands of smooth wire strung on aluminum posts, standing every thirty feet apart. They are intended both for keeping out the larger native critters and for designating farmland. There are a few openings for future gates. Each site is surveyed, selecting designated areas staked for the eventual habitat and the outbuildings.

As each farm site is surveyed and fenced, there appears on the following morning stacks of prefabricated construction material, several for the farm house, one each for an equipment shed, workshop and storage shed. Soon after, crews of robots, overseen by a Peace Keeper, move in and start assembling the buildings and furnishing the house, letting the new home owners help where they can, voicing preferences. The outbuildings will be equipped as they are needed. Families begin moving in, but they will continue talking meals at the camp, a short walk of less than a mile at most.

They soon learn that the robots doing the construction will also be those doing the farm work, with one robot assigned to each farm, and teams of others moving in when needed for cultivation and harvesting. Each farm will have a garden for their own use, and eventually, orchards. The other acreage will be for field crops. Its harvest will be trucked to the village, (not yet even started), for storage, processing and distribution. Some will go back to the farms for personal use; most will be shipped out as part of the communal trade program. Imports will be distributed as needed.

By his own insistence, Daniel and Sherry will move into the last farm homestead completed, making certain his people are taken care of first. Still, their days are busy, as all help one another in getting their farms in operation. Another plot of land, equivalent to a square mile, 640 acres, will be planted in a grain much like wheat. Its ground seeds make a flour producing the best bread any had ever eaten. Yet another section of land has already been planted in a variety fruit-bearing trees, which they have been told will begin producing crops in as short as three years time. Vegetation grows much faster here than they are used to on Earth.

They are pleasantly tired by sunset, having spent an eleven-hour day helping where needed, always coordinated by 37 and a handful of other Peace Keepers and robots. Their beds are cots, comfortable enough for one person, impossible for two. They keep their cots pressed side-by-side, occasionally sharing a cot as the urges dictated.

The lamp is out, save for a very faint one they used as a nightlight, for the inside of the tent is spookily pitch-black at night without it. They lay in their own cot, facing each other.

“I can’t help wonder,” Sherry says, Daniel’s face barely visible in the faint light. “Why they are doing this. I mean, look at the expenditure in labor, material and resources. On earth, this would be such a costly project.”

“I know. I’ve asked 37 that same question,” Daniel responds. “It tells me that on a universal scale, it’s no big deal. Apparently, we will be producing fruits and plants that are rare in other places, many used in producing medicines widely needed. Plus food that is needed on other planets. They consider it a long term investment.”

“It still feels like a big deal to me.”

“Everybody does their thing,” Daniel reminds her.

She is quiet for a while. He is beginning to think she has fallen asleep.

“We start cooking classes tomorrow morning,” she breaks the silence. “All the women. We’ll learn to prepare all these strange foods. Apparently, a given food can be prepared to have a variety of flavors. It should be interesting.”

He only manages a mumble, nearly asleep.

“We really need the training. Most of us haven’t cooked in years. Some never have. Apparently, they expect the women to do all the cooking. It wouldn’t hurt the men to learn a little, too.”

When he didn’t respond, she says softly, “Are you asleep?” knowing he frequently dozed of during their bedtime discussions - unless the subject was sex.

“Yes,” he mumbles, “And you should be, too.”

“Good night, Lover,” she replies with a smile, kissing her finger and planting it on his forehead.

“‘Night, Babe.”

It has taken a month - 28 days, Paradise time - to have all the farm houses completed and inhabited. They had been busy every day, not taking any days off, but nobody complained. Between the lighter gravity and the oxygen rich air, everybody felt energetic, ready to do a day’s work. After time off for meals, most were either working or in training nine hours of the day.

Most are sure the delicious food has a lot to do with their increased energy levels. Most are getting to healthier weights, as well as seeming to get stronger - probably more due to things weighing less than that to which they were accustomed.

Paradise orbits its sun in 310.23 ‘earth days,’ The Universal Council had decided that the Earthlings, the only inhabitants of Paradise, were not intelligent enough to use Universal Time, a rather complicated method that required frequent adjustments for the various period of rotation of the many member-planets governed by the Universal Council. Instead, they adopted a local time division for them, with a calendar similar to what they were used to, including the names of the months. A Paradise year has twelve months, each having four weeks of seven days. The first of each month always begins on a Monday; the 28th day of each month is always a Sunday. The months are named after Earth months, January through December. Paradise’s ‘year’ is 336 days. The adopted year is not the time it takes Paradise to make one orbit around the sun, but rather based on an arbitrary 336 revolutions of the planet. This was possible as there were no noticeable season changes. The length of solar revolution was immaterial to the average Paradician.

For time of day, the Universal Council stayed with the Earthlings hour, minute and second, adjusting the length of a second to coincide with the rotation of the planet. New time pieces were designed and provided to the settlers, both as individual instruments and as part of their communication device - which they simply call their ‘phone.’ The major difference was the 26-hour clock face, patterned after the military time they had been using. When the hour and minute hand pointed straight up, 2600 hours, it was sunrise, the start of a new calendar day; then the hour hand pointed straight down, 1300 hours, it was sunset. How quickly dawn came, or dusk came, depended on cloud cover. It didn’t take long for them to get used to it. Most time pieces used a digital readout - 0000 to 2600. The time pieces were calibrated to make the passage of exactly 26 hours to coincide with the rotation of the planet, making an ‘hour’ on Paradise very much like an ‘hour’ on Earth.

The first structure in the ‘village,’ yet unnamed, is the now familiar squat black box, a transporter. This one is different, having a different function; it is capable of transporting solid material. The warehouse will be built beside it, and connected to it. It will ship out the settlements’ produce and receive the imports, and will be manned by a single Peace Keeper, whose duties are coordination of all the village activities relating to import-export.

Daniel now understands why formal, paved roads are not needed.

For the past five weeks, the Universal Council has been delivering the material and produce needed by the settlers, shipping them by anti-gravity flatbed carriers to the camp. When all construction is completed, 60 robots and two Peace Keepers will remain. Peace Keeper 37 is one of them.


Chapter Twenty-Six

As each family moves into their completed farm house, they discover that they have electrical power, provided by a six-foot high machine behind the house. They are only told that it uses a similar method of converting nitrogen to electrical power, much like the ones provided them on Earth. The houses are furnished in Earth fashion, apparently to help the immigrants feel more at home.

The kitchen areas are only partially complete: no appliances have been set into the obvious vacant slots. For the time being, they will walk to the dining tent for their meals. They are promised that the kitchens will be complete by the time their personal garden plots begin producing - and when the women have completed their food preparation training. Their kitchen utilities will be very similar to those on which they are being trained.

Being the last to move in, with all the others being settled, Daniel can now concentrate on the functioning of his own farm. All of the thirty sleeping tents have been removed, no longer needed. In their place, the robots constructed a large building which serves as a meeting hall, a recreation center, medical facility and classrooms. They gather there each evening, just before sunset, for their evening meal and to discuss any problems or concerns. Peace Keeper 37 is always present. The meetings are short, allowing people to return home before utter darkness sets in. Even if the sky is cloudless, starlight fails to provide any illumination. All carry small, hand-held pocket flashlights in case they find themselves out after dark.

Only the one robot permanently assigned to his farm is able to communicate with him, the equivalence of a foreman. It cannot read human thoughts or emotions, but it can speak and respond to questions and instructions. It can also provide advice. Daniel quickly became tired of calling it ‘Hey, You,’ and named it Sam. Other robots that occasionally come to help Sam work the farm apparently cannot speak, but can follow instructions given by humans. However, they seem to readily, and silently, communicate with Sam.

Each morning, Foreman Sam, greets Daniel as he steps out of the farmhouse, quickly advising him what they are to accomplish that day. Daniel soon learns that he isn’t expected to give any orders, but he can add any chores he wants done. Over time, by his own choice, he will learn to either operate or control each of the various pieces of farm equipment that are moved onto the farm when needed. Or he can simply let one of the robots handle the task.

As there are no seasonal changes on Paradise, the same clothing is worn both day and night. The average mid-afternoon high is 82 degrees. The average nighttime low is 70 degrees. On the rare occasions that the temperature might reach as high as 85 degrees, they can go shirtless without fearing getting a ‘sun burn,’ for the thick atmosphere does more than just moderate the weather; it protects life from harmful solar rays. His usual garb is comfortable coveralls and ankle-high boots. There is no need for a hat to protect him from the sun.

He soon realizes he is what he would call a ‘gentleman farmer,’ having help do all the work, save for the vegetable garden right behind the house. He is expected to maintain it with minimal assistance from Sam. Likewise, Sherry is expected to process the yield from the garden, eventually preparing their meals. Until their farm begins producing, they continue to have breakfast and supper at the dining tent. Box lunches are delivered to each farm for their midday meal, along with liquid refreshments for the entire day.

Daniel was formally, and unanimously chosen to be their Warden, the designated spokesperson for the village - which they had yet to name.

Each farmer is provided with a list of the produce his farm is expected to provide. Other than the personal garden plot, most of what they produced will be shipped to the village for processing and distribution.

They are walking back to the farm after breakfast, following a path mowed frequently by the robots to make walking easy. It reminds Daniel of walking on a golf green. Sherry is beside him, holding onto his arm and slightly leaning into him.

“You know, I’m getting to wonder, like you, what they even need us for,” he breaks a long silence. “The robots can run the farm without us. Sam can supervise them.”

“I don’t think that’s going to last,” she replies.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I think they’re training us to take over, pretty much on our own. It’s obvious to us women. We’ll be on our own to prepare our meals. From the garden to the table. You guys are going to be laboring in the fields.”

He couldn’t tell if she was serious or teasing. “Yeah, but farming some 39 acres is more then a one man job.”

“You think?” she retorts. “Look at the equipment they’ve been moving in. There’s one for plowing and tilling. One for seeding. One for weeding. Several for harvesting. All you have to do is ride and control them. They do all the work. My point is, they could have a robot do everything without you having to tell it what to do. Or just program the machines to do everything on their own. And the fields could be bigger, with a single crop for each field.” she pauses, looking up at him, then continues, “Think about it: what do they really need us for?”

“Well out of their benevolence, they are providing us with a new home,” he responds, knowing now that she really has some doubt, “and a means for us to earn our keep.”

She is silence for a long moment, then responds, “Have you ever asked 37 about it?”

He stops, looking back at dining tent and the community building being raised beside it. Taking her hand from his arm, he tells her to go on home.

She knows she has started him thinking.

He returns to the dining tent where he had last seen 37. The Peace Keeper is standing out front, waiting for him.

“We were wondering when you would ask that question,” it says to Daniel as he approaches, the android reading his thoughts.

“Who am I talking to?” Daniel curtly inquires. He still can’t always tell when 37 is responding as programmed or if someone from the Universal Council is speaking through him.

“The Council,” 37 relays. “We understand your confusion. You have to remember that your group is just one of many farming colonies. As Warden of your group, you will be meeting with other wardens to discuss mutual trade and mutual problems. You are being trained to run your farms with a minimum of outside help. We do not have unlimited resources. We must move the ‘robots’ from place to place, assisting new groups as they arrive. The Peace Keeper assigned to your community will stay, as will enough equipment to share in raising your crops.”

“So we’ll be on our own,” Daniel needlessly speaks.

“Not entirely. A small team of robots will be available to assist on special projects, moving from farm to farm as needed, but we need all the rest in other locations. It is planned for your group to eventually triple in size. As you harvest, cargo carriers will deliver your produce to the village for processing. We are in the process of choosing more volunteer human beings to run the distribution center, again assisted by a single Peace Keeper. This has been done all over Paradise, as well as other planets, since we first intervened for Earth’s benefit. Your fellow humans are having no trouble farming their assigned acreage, with time left over for your rest and recreation. They are prospering and soon some will be considering having children - reproducing native Paradisians. They are healthy and happy, as you will be.”

Daniel waves an arm to take in their surroundings. “So this is . . . has been going on over the entire planet?”

“This is an agriculture planet, ideal for producing food. Except for local wild life, it was uninhabited. Only your people have been transported here, those in a good health or brought back to health. Only Earthlings you refer to as ‘Caucasian’ have been brought here. Other races were transported to other planets. Your species functions best with like kind. Sad, but true.”

“So this is it? We’ll be here on these farms - forever?” Daniel asks.

“Not necessarily. Those dissatisfied with farming can request to be assigned duties relating to the supporting trades. Many of your offspring will be trained to be medical practitioners, educators, communication experts, and other supporting professions. People will move out of your community, new ones will move in, dictated by the needs of society. Your duties as Warden will be to see to the needs of your people; use Peace Keeper 37 in this regard.”

Daniel contemplates on this for a moment, then has one more thought.

“It’s best you do not know what is happening on Earth,” is the immediate response.

“That bad, huh?” Daniel asks, but there is no further response.

“We are here to meet your every need.” This is 37 now speaking. “We can always be reached through your foreman Sam.”

Daniel has a lot to think about as he heads home.

In assigning the farms, which they decided to call ‘homesteads,’ Daniel made certain that his family and close friends had adjoining lands, five farms forming a rough square. The Wells’ farmstead is next to his - Victor and Tabitha. Across the mowed lane that is their temporary road to their center is David’s family, with his married daughter, Debby and her husband Jonathon Franklin next to them. Next to the Franklins are the Durwoods, Charles and Carol, with Bill and Donna Reilly beyond them.

In accordance with the farming schedule developed by the Aliens, these eleven people will be working close together, staggering seeding so that they can share labor as one harvest follows the other, until all five crops are shipped for processing. As the growing season is the year around, a simple rotation of crops will keep the soil healthy. The planting is controlled by a computer program that considers the needs of the entire valley. As each of the five farms has a robot foreman assigned, they will do most of the physical labor involved, especially when it comes to harvesting the crops that have to be picked by hand. They are sophisticated machines requiring no rest; they can work all day and all night if need be.

The Well’s farm is the first to begin cultivation. A small tracked machine, not much larger than a pickup truck, did the initial discing, turning grass under and exposing the dark, rich soil. Each machine runs on nitrogen extracted from the air, a never-ending fuel supply. Depending on the crop, another machine prepares for seeding, making rows as needed. A third machine plants seed. The entire procedure took only two 13-hour work days. For most crops, the time from plowing to harvesting is 16 weeks. Each farm will produce three full harvests a year.

Three weeks later, David’s farm will have its first plowing. Each subsequent three week period, the other three farms of the group will begin production, establishing the staggering of operations. This will allow neighboring farms to help each other in the most labor intensive periods - that of harvesting. Daniel’s farm will be the last, as they were the last to move in. But all have started their personal vegetable gardens.

On a typical farm on Earth, there was more work than just tending the fields. Almost every farm had chickens, both for eggs and meat. Almost every farm had at least one milk cow, for milk and butter. Almost every farm had a few head of cattle, both for meat and breeding for future milk cows. Many raised pigs for pork. Some raised rabbits, for meat and fur. But, by necessity, all on Paradise are vegetarians. They do not eat animals nor animal by-products. Thus, much of the work of an Earth farm is avoided here. They only have to tend the fields, the orchards and their gardens.

Through their training sessions, they learned what native plants were edible or had medical properties, how to find them and prepare them. Each excursion into the woods around them would fill one of the small anti-gravity cargo carriers will food stuffs, occasional outings that included a picnic. They quickly became a family outing all looked forward to.

Not all of their group of sixty earthlings chose to be farmers. Six of their people moved to the village to assist in the transport of harvests, the processing and the distribution. Most of the local produce is exported. They also help with the imports, processed foods not raised locally that went to the farmers to supplement their diets. Much is from the tropics, unique fruits and vegetables, while the temperate zone to the north provides many of the grains. As the global system has been in operation for years, it has been easy for Daniel’s group to fit in.

They are well aware that the majority of their produce is exported to other worlds as payback for the materials they import for construction, personal hygiene, healthcare, education and recreation. They are also aware that on other parts of their world, the immigrants have established industrial centers. While his group can prosper on the food they raise, they know they are dependent on the export/import trade for the other necessities of life.

There are other collections of farms, or Wards, being developed throughout the valley, each with their own little village. Near the lake, which somebody had named Lake Placid, probably by the first humans from New England, a larger center is under construction. It is only visible to their village, now named New Haven, from several hill tops. It is to be the seat of government, where each Warden will periodically travel to for sessions of self rule. There, also, will be a hospital and an education center for health practitioners.

New Haven will soon be in full operation.

At David’s request, the two Davies families linger after dinner. Most of the others have left to walk home. Also staying behind is his daughter and son-in-law, Debby and Jonathon.

When the last have left, with only those assigned kitchen duties still in the back, cleaning up, Daniel speaks up, “OK, Dave, what’s on your mind?”

David avoids looking at him. “I’m talking to you as a brother, not as our Warden.”

“Come on, little brother, you know you can always talk to me. We’re family. What’s troubling you?”

David makes a sweeping motion, first with one hand, then the other. “This!” he declares. “Paradise!”

“And?” Daniel urges.

“Look, when we were in Kentland, with me and Debby working at the dairy, we knew that it was just until society settled down, one way or another. We didn’t want to be dairy hands.” He pauses, looking first at Debby, then at his wife, Janet, before looking straight into Daniel’s eyes. “But this,” he again makes a sweeping motion, “this is going to be forever. We’re going to be farmers the year around, without even a let up for the off season. Day in and day out, we’re farmers. Forever.”

Daniel nods. “And I take it you don’t want to be a farmer.”

“Not for my entire life!” David cries.

“You feel the same way?” he asks Janet.

“I have to admit, this is better than the uncertainty of a future on Earth, but being a farmer’s wife for the rest of my life . . . well, I’m with Dave.”

“Me, too,” Debby quietly offers. “I really want to be a teacher.”

Jonathon had been quiet, as had young Darrel.

“How about you, Jon?”

“To tell the truth, I kind of like being a gentleman farmer. It’s better than being a soldier. But it would be nice if sometime in life we would have other options. I can see that the same old, same old, year around, year after year, may get boring.”

“So why are you talking to me about this, on a personal basis, instead of as Warden Daniel Davies?”

Apparently, the others had asked David to speak on their behalf, as when he looks at others, he gets some head nods to continue. “I guess what we want to know is . . . well. . . don’t we have some other options? At least somewhere down the line.”

“Not all of our group were given farms,” Daniel points out.

“Damn it, Dan! That’s just my point!” David almost yells. “We were never asked what we wanted! They decided for us!” ‘They’ are the aliens.

“You know the old saying: ‘beggars can’t be choosers.’ This is what we agreed to when we asked to immigrate here. As your brother, I understand your feelings. And I sympathize with you. As your Warden, I’m telling you that there will be options in the future. Look, we’re just getting the farms going. When things settle down, and especially when all are reaping produce, there will be a demand for more workers at the processing center. And,” he looks at Debby, “as we have more children, the need for teachers. And we’ll need care givers, people training in the field of medicine.”

David stares at him. “Are you telling us that we’re not stuck here?”

Daniel nods. “Myself, I thought it was nice to have the family all together. Neighbors. And working together.”

David is quiet for a moment, looking down at hands folded in his lap.

“Look,” Daniel continues, “We really have it pretty good here. We have our modest, comfortable homes. We don’t have to really do much more than tend our gardens and supervise the robots. We don’t have to do any field work if we don’t want to. We have a healthy diet. And soon we’ll see how good our wives are at cooking this alien food. And we have each other. A lot better than what we were facing with the closing of the Compound. Just go with the flow for now. I guarantee that there will be opportunities for other positions as the valley gets more populated.”

“I guess you’re right,” David acknowledges. “Sorry, I got excited there. If you say there will be opportunities . . . well, I can be patient. It’s not so bad.”

“Good,” Daniel responds, then adds, “The Wardens are negotiating with the aliens for a better routine, with days off. Now that the farms here are up and going, we can concentrate on recreation, improve the quality of life. We’ll have more free time.”

“And church?” Janet asks, speaking for the first time. “Can we have a place of worship?”

“In the works,” Daniel promises.

“And maybe starting a softball league?” asks Tabitha. “I was just starting to get good at pitching.”

“I’ll suggest it. Anything else?”

“We’ll let you know,” advised Jonathon.

“I serve at your pleasure,” Daniel utters sarcastically. “Now, who’s up for a game of Mexican Train?”

It is dusk as they stroll back to their cluster of farms, six small flashlight beans showing their way, all looking forward to a competitive game of double-twelve dominoes.

The last of their guests have left for the short walk to their neighboring farms. Daniel and Sherry lay in bed, him on his back, propped up with pillows. She cuddles to him, her head on his chest. Neither are ready to go to sleep.

“You were unusually quiet this evening,” he remarks, gently stroking her back, his fingers lightly brushing her smooth skin. “Are you all right?”

“I’m not sure,” she replies after too long a pause.

“What’s that supposed to mean? You coming down with something?” In the months they had been on Paradise, he has noted that nobody has been sick. Unusual.

Again, a long pause.

“I wasn’t going to say anything until I’m sure,” she begins, obviously reluctant to say what is bothering her. She looks up at him for the first time. “I’m late.”

It took him a moment to realize what she meant. “You’re late?” he utters in amazement.

“Five days,” comes the soft reply.

“Oh, my God!” he responds softly, trying to wrap his mind around what she is saying. They had long ago decided not to bring children into such a troubled world, a decision reinforced with the arrival of the Peace Keepers. Now, both in their late forties, both had assumed they were beyond even considering having children. Back on Earth, she was on the pill, and even so, when she was most apt to become impregnated, he wore a condom. They no longer had birth control medication, nor did they have condoms, so they abstained from sex when she was ovulating.

“Are you telling me you’re pregnant?” he asks.

“No, I’m simply saying I should have started my period five days ago.”

“But how is that possible? We’ve always taken precautions.”

She shrugs. “I could just be going into menopause,” she offers. “I am 47 you know.”

He lets that sink in. “Having a kid would complicate things. I’m not all that sure that this is going to be our life. I guess I’m still a little suspicious of the aliens.”

“Well, don’t panic,” she responds, getting a little annoyed with his response. “We won’t know for sure for a while. Women sometimes miss a month.”

From her tone, he knows he has offended her. “So if you are, we have a great place here to raise a child. And by the time you would be due, the hospital should be operational. Even if you aren’t . . . maybe it’s about time we consider it.”

“Nice try, Romeo. I know you’re not ready. For that matter, neither am I. I had given up even the thought of becoming a mother.”

“Well, really, it wouldn’t be so bad to . . . “

She cut him off. “See! ‘Not so bad’” she quotes him. “You’re not ready to be a father any more than I am to be a mother. So let’s just drop it until we know for sure. We can deal with it then.”

“You’re right,” he replies, knowing it will be his foremost thought in the following days. Then he has another thought. “You haven’t said anything about this to anyone else, have you?”

“No. We’ll keep it just between us - until we know for sure.”

“Right.” He bends his head down to kiss her on the top of her head.

Both are silent for a long time, both far from being sleepy. Both are doing what they just agreed not to do - worry.

Daniel is the one to break the long silence. “You know, maybe it would be a good thing, to have a child. It would give us purpose, raising him. Lord knows we have little here to hope for but the same thing, day after day, forever.”

She has to giggle at the ‘him.’

“What?” he insists.

“You said ‘him.’ So you want a boy, do you?”

He shrugs. “A little girl would be nice, too.”

She rises up to scoot next to him, putting both arms around his neck. “I thought we weren’t going to talk about this anymore. Neither a late period nor a missed period means I’m pregnant. So let it go. I’ll let you know of any changes.”

“I don’t think I can get to sleep now,” he declares.

“Me, neither.”

“What do you want to do?” he asks, sliding an arm around to fondle a breast.

She abruptly pulls away, and starts to get out of bed. “No way. Danger period.”

He tries to pull her back. “But, Baby . . . “

”Come on,” she says, pulling free and starting to get out of bed, “let’s have another round of dominoes. You can keep score. I know you like to cheat.”

“Not the game I had in mind,” he replies, feigning sulking, “But, OK.”

It takes two games before they begin getting sleepy. It is late and they have to be up with the sun.

None of the vegetable gardens are fully providing food yet. The dining hall has been closed down; the farmers are expected to prepare their own meals. The weeks they have been training in cooking the communal meals with local foods has well-prepared them for home food preparation. Twice a week, a robot brings in a load of food from the distribution center. The women come in those mornings to pick up the food package their family will need until the next shipment. Most everything is fresh, both fruit and vegetables, but there are also sacks of grains, both whole and ground into a flour. The nearby forests provide some of their diet. Clear plastic containers have prepared condiments as well as a variety of teas and ground beans that resembled coffee. Reusable jugs contain a variety of juices. One of the liquids is mildly alcoholic.

It has become a habit for the ladies to linger after their ‘shopping,’ gathering in groups to spend a half-hour or so visiting, for since their classes ended, they see each other only on these brief occasions. It is a time to gossip.

Sherry, Janet, Carol, Debby, Donna and Tabitha always found a table together. The dismantled kitchen still had hot and cold drinks available for these occasions, as well as for other community gatherings.

“I hear there are now four women who are pregnant,” Donna begins.

“More than four,” advises Tabitha with a broad grin, but says little more.

“Are you pregnant, too?” Donna demands.

Still grinning, Tabitha just nods. “Nothing official yet. I’ve missed my last two. Victor is taking me to the Center tomorrow to have a medic check me.”

This surprises the other women in their farming cluster, for she hadn’t said anything to them. The talk centers on raising a child on Paradise. This prompts Sherry to respond.

“I’m a month late!” she exclaims, breaking her agreement with Daniel.

This immediately prompts Janet to blurt out, “I missed my last period!”

“Mom!” cries her shocked daughter, Debby. “You’re too old to have any more children!”

Janet just laughs. “Apparently not! And I’m not that old!”

“And neither am I!” insists Sherry.

“My, God!” exclaims Donna, “It’s an epidemic! I wonder how many of our group are pregnant.”

“What do you expect?” declares Sherry. “With the extended life span they promise, our years of fertility have probably expanded.”

“Well, I’m not going to get pregnant!” declares Debby. “I’m too young to get tied down with crying brats.”

“Good luck with that!” another exclaims.

Janet directs her comment to Sherry, her being the Warden’s wife. “Do you think the aliens want us all pregnant? They haven’t provided us with any kind of protection.”

“I asked Dan that same question,” Sherry responds. “He says he hasn’t heard anything to that effect, but he wouldn’t doubt it. They want these farms all over the planet. Probably on others. We’re going to be the source of much of the food.”

“Well, I don’t doubt it, either,” says Carol. “Thank God I’m too old to worry about getting pregnant.”

“So you think!” responds Sherry.

“Do you realize that three out of the five of us are pregnant?” asks Sherry.”I wonder how many others are.”

“Make that three plus six others that we know of,” corrects Donna.

Sherry recalculates. “That’s nine out of 29 women! Almost one-third!”

“Must be something in the water,” Debby jokes.

“Wait! I just had a thought,” Donna declares. “What if the aliens are doing something that makes us pregnant. Maybe something in the food . . . Oh, my God. What if our guys’ little swimmers don’t die off! If we do it once - any time of the month - we get pregnant!”

This stuns the prattling group into silence.

Sherry quickly intercedes, “Let’s not get carried away. Not everybody is getting pregnant. You’re not pregnant, so unless you’ve cut your hubby off, your theory doesn’t hold water.”

“It’s something to think about!" Donna insists.

“No, it isn’t,” Sherry scolds. “Don’t go starting rumors and scaring everyone!”

While Donna sulks, the mood changes. The general attitude is that Paradise is a great place to raise children, and all childless couples should consider raising a family. By the time they must get back home, Sherry is looking at her possible pregnancy as a good thing.


Chapter Twenty-seven

At the request of 37, Daniel has called for a meeting of all the adult men, specifically exempting their wives. This upsets some of the women, but they are placated by telling them it is simply an update of farming procedures; it wouldn’t interest them. It is set for mid-afternoon; their men will be home in time for supper.

Those in the cluster of five farms east of the Center, Daniel and his close group, are making the trip in one of the wheeled carts, a cross between a golf cart and an all-terrain vehicle. It carries the five easily following the mowed walking path, its wide wheels not disturbing the thick lawn.

“What’s this all about?” asks David, sitting next to his brother in the front seat, a little annoyed at the mystery behind the meeting. They can speak in normal tones, for the cart makes no noise as it moves at 25 to 30 miles per hour, depending on the slope.

Daniel, driving, takes his hands off the wheel for a second to spread them. “I don’t know myself. All 37 said was to have every adult male at the Center by 1400 hours.”

“Is this going to be another speech by the Universal Council,” asks Charles, his dislike for the aliens obvious in his tone.

“Don’t know!” insists Daniel.

“I’ve often wondered,” says Victor, joining in the conversation, “How can you tell when it’s 37 speaking or the aliens? It’s the same voice.”

“Yeah,” interjects Charles, “If the damn thing’s mouth moved when it was it talking, we could tell. It’s weird listening to it.”

“You know, sometimes I can’t - at least not at first,” Daniel admits, then tries to change the subject. “So, Victor, how’s it feel to know you’re going to be a father?”

“Great! I’m just not looking forward to the morning sickness and all that.”

David has to put in his two-cents worth. “Just wait until she starts putting on weight and her belly gets grotesque. The only good thing is when the breasts start getting bigger.”

Victor only smiles.

“That’s what I’m going to dread,” says Daniel, “that beautiful body getting all out of shape.”

“So, are you ready to be a dad?” David asks his brother. He is speaking to his brother, but both he and Victor respond with a definite ’NO!’

“I’ve raised two,” David reminds them. “Jon’s taken one off my hands. Soon Darrel will be gone. Now we’re starting all over again.”

Jonathon, silent until now, speaks up, “And we’re going to wait for a while. Neither of us is in a hurry to be parents.”

“Better stop drinking the water!” Charles teases, referring to the rumor that the water of Paradise is making them more fertile.

While a walk from their farms is an easy twenty minutes, it takes them less than four minutes to get to the center. Other carts are already parked out front. They enter the building ten minutes ahead of the scheduled time. Android 37 is standing at the head of several rows of chairs, silent and motionless. It doesn’t respond as the five takes seats. It appears that they are the last to arrive.

They talk among themselves in lowered tones, knowing that 37 won’t address them until precisely 1400 hours.

As expected, on the hour, 37 speaks, lips unmoving, “Welcome, friends. I see all are present, so let us begin. In answer to your common question: Yes, the Universal Council will speak to you. Please listen without interruption. Questions will be answered after we have spoken.”

Almost without a pause, the android continues, “Greetings from the Universal Council, Citizens of Paradise, we bid you peace and good health.” It is obviously the Council speaking through Android 37.

“Thank you for taking the time from your busy days to listen to what we have to say. We know that the recent number of your women becoming pregnant has concerned some of you. No, there is nothing in the water causing this. You are aware that we have chosen only those bonded couples that still can produce offspring. We expect you to reproduce and fill the planet. The entire planet is being homesteaded by what you call ‘Caucasians,’ beings with common DNA. And all speak English. And all profess to be Christians. The purpose is to have an entire planet of one species, one ethnicity, one sect and speaking one language. This should avoid the human tendency for conflict.

“We expect all couples to bear offspring, not just once, but as often as health allows. None of your women are too old to bear offspring and raise them to adulthood. You will note that your health has improved. Likewise, your life expectancy will increase. Most of you should live to be one hundred Earth years old; many will live even longer. Your offspring will live even longer. We know some think they are too old, while others are undecided as to even having offspring. Please understand: part of the agreement to immigrate to Paradise is that you settle it and fill the planet with your offspring. It is your duty.

“As you should be aware by now, your part of the mutual trade agreement is to provide certain foods that we need to guarantee our survival. And here we are speaking of the multitude of planets comprising the Universal Council. We are pleased to provide for your needs in exchange for you providing for some of ours. For you to do so, meet your part of the trade agreement, we need for the entire planet to be under cultivation. We know that will take time. While each Ward will be self-ruling, such rule will be in harmony with the rule of every other Ward on the planet. Your assigned androids will serve in an advisory capacity to assure that harmony.

“So, we expect every married woman to be impregnated within the next three months. Single women will marry by age 18, or when they become impregnated, whichever comes first. Those women who cannot, or will not, bear offspring will be assigned to assist in births, care for orphaned offspring, and provide infant care to give parents a break. You were created with the inborn need to procreate; do not interfere with that natural drive. We know that this demand will offend some. Consider it a duty rather than an obligation. We are not asking anything that is contrary to your natural inclinations.

“You will find that maintaining your assigned acreage will not take much of your time. You will have ample time to care for your offspring, and still have time for recreation. Your job one is family. Job two is agriculture. Should you find that you’re having a difficult time with any aspect of your lives, contact your elected Warden, who will in turn work with your assigned Peace Keeper advisor for remedies. Your Advisor will answer any questions you have. We wish you peace, happiness and health.”

After a stunned silence, they realize the speech is over. Hands shoot up.

“Let me answer the questions most have,” 37 states, reading their thoughts. “Yes, birthing is obligatory unless there is a health issue that would prevent a healthy pregnancy. No, your wives will not have to ‘pop out’ one child after another. No, there is no ‘quota.’ No, you do not have to have offspring. Women declining will be assigned full-time duties in some aspect of infant care.”

Daniel had stood up and joined 37. He addressed the android, choosing to speak for the benefit of the other men, “Let me see if I have this straight. This also applies to our children? They have to marry?”

“Yes, if a mate is available.”

“And girls must marry when turning 18?”

“Yes, if physically and mentally capable of having offspring. Because of the conditions on this world, your children will mature almost three times faster than human babies. And live much longer. In your years, they will be ready for marriage at age six - physically and emotionally. They will be mature adults.”

“And what age for boys?”

“The same.”

Without pause, Daniel continues, “So if a girl can’t find a mate at age eighteen, or age six, is she still expected to get pregnant?”

“No. If a suitable mate is not available locally, we will assist in finding one from other areas.”

The muttering from the men indicates they don’t like that.

Daniel presses, “So are we talking about forced marriage here?”

“No, is she cannot find a suitable mate, she will be assigned to infant care until she does. That is, if she is willing to have her own infants.”

Charles is standing and demands, “My wife is too old to have children. Are we exempt?”

“First, Carol is not too old. Second, you are not exempt,” is 37's response, using her given name.

Daniel raises a hand to stop Charles, seeing that he is getting mad. “We know what happens to women who don’t cooperate. What happens to the husbands?”

“They can’t run a farm on their own. They have a choice. Either be reassigned to non-farm work along with their mate, or terminate the marriage and take another wife to help run the farm.”

“How about eighteen-year-old boys who can’t find a mate?” Daniel demands. He is trying to cover all the bases before turning it over to the men, knowing there will be angry responses.

“The same. We will try to find a mate from other areas. In the meantime, he would be assigned non-farm duties,” 37 answers.

“The Council was rather vague regarding the number of children each couple must have,” Daniel states. “If a couple starts reproducing at eighteen, they could have dozens of babies before they get too old. There has to be a limit.”

“All I can say on behalf of the Universal Council is that it will be reasonable.”

“Just what the hell is ‘reasonable’? Four? Six? A dozen?” Daniel demands, himself getting angry.

“It is not for us to say. Each case will be determined by the circumstances.”

“And just what are those circumstances?”

“The woman’s health. How she and her husband are handling the offspring they have. Their own wishes. The needs of the planet.”

“You won’t give a number?”

“We cannot. An exact number has yet to be agreed upon.”

Daniel throws up his hands in frustration and sits down, leaving it open for others to questions.

Charles was the first to stand. “What if the husband can’t get his wife pregnant?”

“That will not be a problem.”

“Damn it!” Charles shouts, losing his temper. “Answer my question! What if he can’t? You going to make her have sex with other men?”

Unperturbed, being a machine without emotions, 37 repeats, ”It will not be a problem.”

There are more questions, most repetitious, simply asked in a different way. Soon there are no more.

During the entire session, 37 has not moved. Now it actually turns to face Daniel and asks, “Will that be all, Daniel?”

He almost answers that it is his meeting, but then simply nods, for 37 already knows there are no more questions. It turns and leaves the area, disappearing into the old kitchen area.

“OK, gang. Now we have the unpleasant task of letting our wives know what’s going on. They should have been sitting in on this.”

“I think 37 was afraid they would attack him,” mutters Charles, but loud enough for all to hear.

“Hang tight,” Daniel requests. “I’ll have 37 print out a transcript so they’ll know word-for-word what they said. Might be easier on us.”

It only took fifteen minutes for each to have a transcript, but still no one leaves, gathering at the refreshment table as an excuse. None are eager to tell their wives what is in store for them. Daniel is one of them. He wouldn’t be surprised if some of the wives refused to have sex anymore. They might end up with a lot of horny guys - and a lot of lesbians.

They linger, drinking the slightly intoxicating liquor, many wishing they could get drunk but only managing to mellow out.

Daniel lets Sherry read the transcript, only warning her that she might not like the news. He watches her expression closely as she reads, expecting anger. A fast reader, she soon hands it back to him without comment.

“Well?” he finally asks.

“Well, what?” she responds curtly, “Did you expect me to be surprised? There’s not much new there than what we women have already surmised. They want us to fill the planet! That means lots of babies. I’m not going to get excited. Maybe, by the time we have ours, we will have a better idea.”

“You’re not upset?”

“Concerned. But I’ll tell you one thing: I’m not going to squirt out one baby after another! And I’m going to limit the number I have!”

“I’m with you, there,” he readily agrees. “Do you think the other wives will take this information so calmly?”

“What makes you think I’m calm? I’m more than just concerned; I’m anxious. But the fact that I’m probably already pregnant helps.”

“How do you think Janet is going to take this news?”

Sherry shrugs. “She has a daughter to consider. And a son. It’s not just her.”

“Yeah, Debby will be under pressure to get pregnant.”

“And Carol.”

“You should have seen Charles!” Daniel states, “He’s really pissed. I think he’s going to be trouble.”

“I’ll get the girls together tomorrow . . . “ She is interrupted by a knock on the door.

It is Charles and Carol. It is obvious that Carol has been crying. Sherry ushers them in.

“I was just telling Dan that us girls should get together to discuss our options,” Sherry remarks. “How you doing, girl?”

“Not so good!” Charles answers for her. “We decided a long time ago not to have kids. Not the way Earth was going.”

Sherry ignores him, directing her comments to Carol. “Well, things are different here on Paradise. So far, it looks like Paradise will be a great place to raise children. You might change your mind.”

“I hope you don’t mind us barging in,” Carol apologizes, “I had to talk to another woman.”

“I’ll send Dan to get all the others,” Sherry says, motioning him to do just that. “It’s time for a group counsel.”

Soon all five couples are squeezed into their living room, with young Darrel sitting at the kitchen table. They spend two hours discussing their options.

By the completion of one revolution of the planet Paradise, all the immigrants have been given the same message, with much the same reactions.

The land Daniel selected for their grouping of five farms is on a very slight slope, hardly noticeable to the eye. To the east and the south, past the fencing of their farm, the land slopes slightly more to form a shallow dell filled with large trees. A modest stream runs slowly along the dell, eventually flowing into Lake Placid. To the west is another shallow dell, also filled with lush trees. There, a small creek bed flows only after a rain, leaving behind small, shallow ponds when the flow stops, ponds that never dry up. To the north is open meadow, the land rising to form a very low hill. On the other side of the hill, thicker woods begin.

To get to the center, the large tent that once held the kitchen and dining hall, a two-mile path is kept mowed short for easy walking. Frequent trips with the carts are beginning to wear twin tire tracks turning the packed grass brown. It is a pleasant, easy walk in the semitropical weather, even when it is raining.

Robots are busy constructing a prefabricated structure, single-story, which will serve as their village center, more like a market where they will eventually pick up their supplies. It will also serve as the town hall for their area, Ward 3.

It is twelve miles from there to the village of Tranquility, on the north shore of Lake Placid., the collection center for area Wards. Again the ‘road’ is no more than a ten-foot wide mowed path, most often used by the larger anti-gravity transports, now bringing materials and supplies to various wards, and will eventually take harvested crops out.

None of Daniel’s group have been to Tranquility yet. All 37 will tell him about it is that it is the processing center for the entire valley (which has not yet been named, for it is something all the Wards will have to agree upon), and that it will have the processing plant, a food distribution center, two schools (one elementary, one advanced), a small medical center and a transport facility - the only function currently in operation. Daniel suspects it is probably one of the squat black space ships used to transport them. It is there that everything they need is transported in, and their produce is transported out.

Daniel will have an opportunity to see Tranquility in a few weeks when all the Wardens will meet to make formal trade agreements - all at the direction of the Universal Council. En route, he will be passing through one other Ward, and have an opportunity to see how that group is progressing. Eventually, another Ward will be established out beyond theirs, closer to the bordering foothills, presumably tying into their road to Tranquility. Until then, they are quite isolated.

At Daniel’s insistence, a doctor is assigned to Ward 3. However, it turned out to be a medical robot that allegedly has all the skills of a human physician and surgeon. Now if a woman thinks she might be pregnant, the ‘doctor’ can verify. Sherry, Janet and Tabitha’s pregnancies are formally verified. As is Debby’s. So are twelve other women of Ward 3, making the total 16 out of 29 women - more than half. This further fuels the rumor that the aliens are giving them something that increases their fertility.

Of those remaining, some men are complaining that their wives are reluctant to have sex with them, not wanting to get pregnant, even though they will eventually have to if they want to keep their homes - more important, if they want to stay with their friends from Glen Haven. Reassignment will probably mean relocating in Tranquility and working in one of the facilities being constructed. Working and living conditions there are still unknown.

The day finally comes for Daniel to go to Tranquility. Shortly after dawn, a shuttle arrives to transport him, driven by a robot. The pleasant drive is interrupted once as they pass though another cluster of farms, very much like his own. There they have to wait for that area’s Warden, a man in his fifties who only introduces himself as ‘Frank.’ The man apparently doesn’t want to talk, for he takes a seat in the back, five rows behind Daniel.

Soon Lake Placid is in view ahead and to the left. They are passing many more farms now; almost every level open area is being farmed, with many in full growth and being harvested. Each field being harvested has a number of robots operating machines that are doing the actual collection of the yield. He sees few humans.

When they are almost to the lake, paralleling it, he gets his first good view of Tranquility, a series of simple one story buildings dominated by the now familiar alien vessel, the transporter, only a much larger version. The ship is three times as big as the two that he had seen, dwarfing the two adjoining buildings, large in themselves. Other smaller structures, all single-story, surround this center grouping. Daniel knows it has to be the transporter, with the processing plant on one side and the distribution center on the other. On the outskirts are dozens of small cabins, obviously habitats.

The shuttle pulls up in front of a structure behind the transporter. As Daniel is exiting, his aloof fellow passenger is already hurrying into the building. Daniel follows, taking his time.

Inside, another robot silently points down a hallway to his left. It is short, leading to only one open doorway. As soon as he enters the medium-sized room, he sees some two dozen men seated among the four rows of chairs, facing a Peace Keeper standing before them. The room is absent the usual buzz of conversation; Daniel assumes the meeting has already started. He quietly takes a seat in the back row.

When the Peace Keeper remains standing in silence, Daniel leans over and whispers to the man two chair down, “Have I missed anything?” The man appears to be human, as do all the others in the room, although for some he can only see the backs of their heads.

The man turns his head to stare at Daniel for a moment, then simply shakes his head and looks back at the android. Daniel mentally shrugs and does the same. He has seen many of the militant Peace Keepers since the invasion by the aliens. He has also seen several of the later humanoids provided by the Universal Council, those sent to help the earthlings get the distribution of critical food and medicine back on track. The difference: the lethal Peace Keepers didn’t have a large black number blazoned on their chest. This one has no number. The hair on Daniel’s arms prickles.

As he sits silently, trying to rationalize why a true Peace Keeper would be on Paradise, three more men enter and silently take their seats, apparently the last, for the android moves forward a few steps.

“For our newest citizens,” the android begins. “We welcome you to what you have called Tranquility. Actually, it is simply Distribution Center 77, but you may call it what your will, as it serves all the land you can see. There are 329 similar centers around the planet, with more being added as more settlers arrive.

“We call these meetings when there are a significant number of new wards so that all can see where the yield of their work is delivered, processed, distributed and transported. It also gives you the opportunity to meet some of your fellow Paradisians. You will be assembled into two smaller groups and local Peace Keepers will take you on a walking tour of the entire facility and answer any questions you have regarding the operation. As you are by now used to, your guide will anticipate your questions and incorporate them into the tour.

“After the tours, you may mingle in the dining hall, where lunch will be served. Then you will return to your respective wards by the middle of the afternoon. It is a day for you to relax and learn more about your new home. Enjoy the day.”

Daniel has been counting. There are 24 men in the room, including himself. He assumes all wardens would be present, telling him there must currently be 24 wards in the valley. Because of the low terrain and the many bands of huge trees, they cannot see many parts of the valley from their ward, making them feel rather isolated. He had expected some sort of training classes, but then he realizes there is no need for such; Peace Keeper 37 keeps them instructed and advised.

His group of 12, including his silent travel companion, first view the processing plant, where the anti-gravity cargo carriers bring in containers of produce from the farms. He expects to see some humans involved in the process, but there is only one, a woman who greets them with a pleasant smile, then goes back to her duties, whatever they are. The entire plant is automated, both by fixed and mobile machines. Their guide keeps up a constant description of what they are seeing.

As a robot brings in a load, he drives it into a drive-through dock where its entire load of containers is quickly slid off, allowing the driver to return for another load. The containers are moved by mechanical automated sorters that identify the contents and route them by a series of conveyor belts to the proper areas from processing.

Some containers are simply stacked, to be taken one-by-one to be emptied onto a sorting belt, where more machines automatically sort the produce, be it fruit, nuts, berries or vegetables. By whatever standard required, like produce ends up in what looks like glass containers, some four feet to a side and of equal height, but apparently strong enough to be stacked. These are to be transported to the various planets in this galaxy. Not-so-perfect produce is loaded into metal containers of the same size, to be processed into various forms of food.

They move on to the processing plant on the other side of the transporter. Here he finds a few more humans, tending large machines that prepare the various foods. Some will be packaged raw; some will be cooked; some will be frozen; some will be canned.

Some of the processed food will be returned to the many wards for distribution. Others will be transported. The great majority of produce is destined to be transported.

Another part of the distribution complex receives shipments from other planets. A transported item or package is marked for its intended destination. As they watch, several of the tracked farm implements are being conveyed out of the transporter structure. To his disappointment, they are not allowed into the transporter. Their guide simply explains that it is a similar process to that which they experienced. Another area they do not tour is the living quarters of those humans assigned to the Distribution Center.

The tour takes two hours. Then they are told they will now go to the dining hall. Daniel is surprised how fast the time passed. The entire process was fascinating, with his frequent thoughts being as to how expensive this entire planet colonization must be. But then he realizes that he is still thinking in terms of monetary exchange. Still, great effort had to be expended just for Paradise alone, and there are supposedly many other planets being colonized. In answer to his silent question, his guide assured him that the trade was mutually beneficial.

Daniel intentionally takes a seat at a table next to his traveling companion.

“Very impressive, isn’t it,” Daniel offers in an effort to start a conversation.

Before answering, the man looks around, then speaks with a guilty smile, “Sorry about being so rude. You can’t be too careful about what you say. You never know what or who might be listening. By the way, I’m Frank. Frank Burton. Ward 13.”

Daniel shakes hands with him, telling him his own name. He is taken by surprise by the man’s comment. “What do you mean? I didn’t know we had to watch what we said.”

“Not on the ward,” he responds, then adds, “Here.”

“I still don’t understand. They know what we’re thinking.”

“That’s not the problem.” He again looks around to see if a Peace Keeper is present. “There are some things they don’t want us to know. And if, by chance, you discover one of these ‘secrets,’ you’re expected to keep it to yourself.”

“What secrets?” Daniel asks.

The man shakes his head. “I’ve already said too much.”

Daniel is starting to think the man is just a little paranoid, and decides not to press the issue. “So, what did you think of the Center?”

Frank nods, but remains silent, continuing to eat. In fact, very few in the group of 24 are talking. Daniel thinks there should be a buzz of conversation about what they had seen this morning.

All have finished dining. Some are beginning to gather in small groups. Quietly. Soon, they are directed to their respective shuttles.

On the short trip back, Frank sits with Daniel, but remains silent. It is not until the shuttles pulls into Frank’s village that he speaks. “How many of your women are pregnant?”

Daniel is surprised by the sudden question, feeling it was none of his business.

Before he can respond, Frank asks, “Have any given birth yet?”

Daniel shakes his head. “What are you getting at?”

“I’ve already said too much!” Frank abruptly leaps off the shuttle and hurries off.

The rest of the way back to his Ward, Daniel is wondering what Frank Burton was trying to tell him.


Chapter Twenty-eight

Over the next three months, every woman of Ward 3 has become pregnant, most in voluntary compliance with the dictates of the Universal Council, some in spite of trying not to. And most couples are pleased with the prospects of being parents; most couples are also pleased with their new sexual freedom.

Carol was the last of their group to discover she was pregnant, and she was not taking it well. Neither was her husband, Charles. For days he was sullenly silent when gathering with others in their little clusters of five farms, as was the custom at least once a week, usually more often.

It is Sunday, the traditional Biblical day of rest. They still had no place of worship nor a spiritual leader. In its place, they had a group Sunday supper, with the hosting rotating between the five farms. Whoever has the privilege can depend on the other four women to help prepare the meal. While the women are preparing the meal, the men set up a large canopy to cover the two picnic tables set in a line, for they dined in the open air, rain or shine, for the weather was always pleasant.

As part of saying grace, each person takes turns telling the Lord for what they are grateful. For the last two Sundays, Charles has declined.

Daniel decides it is time to have a talk with Charles. He knows neither Charles nor Carol want children, feeling they were too old to start a family. But they had met their duty. Daniel hopes he can cheer up his old friend, for they had been together since the start of the earth research project on the Compound.

He asks Charles to take a walk with him, starting through the rows of fruit and nut trees surrounding the entire farm complex. They are already over head high and fully leaved, but none yet bearing fruit.

“You’re taking this pretty hard, Buddy,” Daniel begins. Both know he is talking about Carol’s pregnancy. “You know Sherry and I will be here for you. Hell, we’re not that much younger then you two. I know what a challenge faces us.”

“You don’t understand,” is Charles’ abrupt reply.

“Sure I do!” Daniel insists. “Taking on a child at our ages. We’ll be more like grandparents than parents.”

“No. You don’t.”

“And we’re going to live longer, stay relatively younger longer. We’ll still be able to raise our babies to adulthood.”

“It’s not our child!” Charles blurts out.

Daniel is taken back. “What do you mean?”

“Just what I said. IT’S NOT OUR CHILD!”

“I don’t understand,” is all Daniel can reply.

Charles was silent for a moment, then sighed. “It was mostly Carol’s idea. When they didn’t provide any form of birth control . . . well, over four months ago, Carol and I decided not to have sex. At least until we had a better idea what we were in for. It can’t be my child. And I know Carol hasn’t been with anyone else. She doesn’t want to get pregnant.”

“Are you sure she is pregnant?” is all Daniel can think to say.

“Yes.”

“Well, someone had to impregnate her,” Daniel insists.

“Or something!” Charles retorts heatedly.

Daniel quickly recalls what Frank Burton had asked about his women being pregnant. He realizes what Charles is saying and has a sudden sick feeling.

“You think the aliens impregnated her,” Daniel states flatly.

“Yes, I do. I believe Carol is carrying an alien fetus,” Charles flatly states, then adds, “Maybe all the women are carrying alien fetuses.”

The thought was chilling, too unbelievable to be true. It couldn’t be true!

“Why do you think Carol was always crying? She knows the truth. She knows an alien being is growing inside her. She was repulsed and terrified!”

“If what you say is true,” Daniel tries to find a logical reason, “they could have impregnated her with human sperm. It might not be your baby, but it would be hers.”

“Carol knows it’s alien. Says she can tell.”

“She’s never been pregnant before! How can she tell?”

“Yes, she has. When we were younger. She miscarried in the first trimester. She says this is different.”

“Wait’” Daniel responds to a sudden realization. “You said ‘she was’ - repulsed and terrified. Past tense.”

“Yeah, we’ve just kind of resolved there’s nothing we can do about it - at least I try to. She’s taking it a lot better than me. Still don’t like it - you know, the alien aspect. Wondering what the baby is going to look like.”

Daniel again thinks of Frank Burton, and immediately makes up his mind to make the short trip to his ward to talk to the man.

“I’m going to talk to a guy I met on that trip to the Center. They’ve been here longer and their women have had babies. I’ll bet they are as normal as can be. If what your thinking is true, I’ll find out. Until then, don’t say anything to the others. You haven’t, have you?”

Charles sullenly shakes his head. “I was about to ask you to do the same. Don’t say anything about what I told you. It would embarrass Carol.”

“You got it. I’ll go tomorrow. Get this cleared up.”

“I know what you’re going to find,” Charles insists, “A bunch of baby monsters!”

“Just try to cool it for a while, will you? You may be working yourself up over nothing. You two might have had sex in your sleep, for all you know.”

“Very funny.”

“We’ll find out tomorrow.”

They are silent the rest of the circuit though the young orchards. Daniel is planning how he can justify a visit to the neighboring ward and how he can find Frank Burton without his android interfering. He knows he has to stay far away from 37, or it will know what he is up to. He will leave early, at first light, and walk. He will ask the first farm he comes to where he can find Burton.

To be sure no one sees him leaving the area, it is still dark when he heads off to find Burton. Not even his wife knows where he is going. The sun is up when he comes upon the first farm, but there is no activity on the grounds or in the field. He knocks on the farmhouse front door, certain someone would be up by now.

A pleasant-looking woman answers, looking as little surprised by a stranger calling. “Can I help you?” she asks, her mild surprise giving way to a smile.

“My name is Davies,” Daniel replies, returning her smile, “Daniel Davies. Warden of Ward 3 up the road.” He points vaguely in the direction from which he came. “I’m looking for Frank Burton. Would you know where I might find him?”

“Oh, yes!” she quickly replies, looking relieved. “He’s our Warden. His farm is on down the lane, third farm on the left. If you don’t find him there, he’s probably at our center. Just keep following the lane.”

“Thank you,” Daniel says, eager to move on. “You’ve been very kind.”

“I hope there’s not a problem,” she quickly adds.

“No, no. I just want to talk to him. We met at the Distribution Center.”

“Oh?” she responds, her curiosity not satisfied.

“Thank you again.” Daniel quickly turns and leaves, following her directions.

As he approaches the third farm, wondering if it is the right one, he sees Burton working on a tractor near the equipment shed. The man spots Daniel as he approaches, straightens up, and smiles grimly.

“I’ve been wondering when you might show up,” he says in way of greeting. “All your women are pregnant, right?”

Daniel nods. “What’s going on? You must know something we don’t.”

Burton wipes his hands on a rag, then stuffs it into his coveralls’ pocket, nodding, his expression stern. “Sorry that I was so cryptic at our last talk. It was necessary.”

“Can you tell me what you’ve been so secretive about?”

Burton nods. “Come on up to the farmhouse. We can talk over a cup of local coffee. The wife makes a great brew.” When Daniel seems hesitant, he adds, “I’ll tell you what you want to know . . . need to know.”

As they enter the back door directly into the kitchen, his wife greets them. After introductions, she sets about heating up a tea kettle. She looks much younger then Burton, so much so she could have been his daughter. She has that girl-next-door attractiveness, even in a farm dress and apron. She is also quite pregnant.

“Daniel’s from the compound on up the road. Ward 3, isn’t it?” he turns to Daniel for verification. “We met at the Ward meeting. They haven’t been here but a few months. Doesn’t know the big picture.”

Her smile turns to one of concern, but she says nothing more, letting her husband do the talking. He waits until she has served the brew.

“So, first, tell me what your concerns are,” Burton insists.

“That the aliens are making our women pregnant, without them being told. One of them is pregnant even though they insist they haven’t had sexual relations since they got here. And I believe them. She is really beyond normal child bearing age and didn’t want to have children.”

“And you doubt that the husbands are the fathers,” Burton suggests.

“I don’t see how some of us could. For that matter, I don’t see how they could have impregnated all the women without them knowing.”

“First of all, every immigrating group has gone through the same thing.” He notices Daniel glancing at his wife’s belly and nods. “Us, too. They told you that they expected all the women to bear children, but purposely didn’t go into details.”

Daniel nods in acknowledgment.

“What they didn’t tell us up front, was that they didn’t want human babies.”

Even though he expected this was so, it was still a shock. He felt dizzy for a moment, then recovered, the shock turning to anger. “Just who - or should I say what - are the fathers?”

“Right up front, let me assure you that some alien has not snuck in and raped all your women in their sleep. They have developed a laboratory produced sperm utilizing the DNA of a superior humanoid race capable of cross breeding. There is no particular donor; it is a composite containing the best genes of that alien species, to best combine with human genes to create a new species.”

“Damn it!” Davies angrily interjects, “That’s still rape in my book!”

“Can’t argue with you there,” Burton agrees. “They could have handled it better. But the bottom line is, either way, we had no choice. And you have no choice.”

“And they expect us to bear and raise their little bastard monsters?”

Burton turns to his wife, “Ask Tony to come in.”

When she leaves the room, Burton continues hurriedly, “Tony is our first born son. Please don’t say anything to upset him - or my wife, for that matter.”

He barely finishes when his wife returns, ushering in a handsome boy who appears to be nine or ten.

“Son,” Burton addresses the lad, “this is Mr. Davies. His farm is just to the east of us.”

“Hello, Sir,” the boy says with a smile and offers a hand, “Glad to make your acquaintance.”

Reluctantly, Daniel shakes the boy’s hand. The grip is firm and warm. “The pleasure is mine,” Daniel responds automatically, examining the boy. The boy’s hair is black, shoulder length. Burton’s is reddish and his wife’s almost blonde. His skin is a healthy tan, but just a shade off what it should be. His eyes are also dark; a brown that blends darkly into the iris. Burton has brown eyes. His wife has blue eyes. The boy has more muscle tone that most children his age.

“Tony has to run,” the mother apologizes, “Or he’ll be late for school.”

“Bye,” is all the boy says as he hurries out the door.

All are quiet for a while.

“Good-looking boy,” Daniel finally says, feeling he should say something. The fact was, he really did think the boy was handsome. “He looks pretty human to me.”

Burton nods. “Our first born. And we love him dearly.”

“And he’s very bright,” she adds, trying to smile, but he can see she is distressed by the situation. As was he.

“Are you telling me he’s one of the new species?” Daniel asks, then continuing without waiting for an answer. “You couldn’t have been on Paradise that long. He must be nine or ten.”

“He just turned three.”

She nods in confirmation. “They grow quite fast. And he’s very intelligent.”

“He out-thinks me, “ Burton chuckles. The couple are beginning to relax.

“Are you telling me, you’re Ok with this . . . situation?”

“You get used to it,” Burton insists. “Look at it this way. Say you and your wife can’t conceive. You opt for artificial insemination for her to get pregnant. An anonymous donor. The clinic obtains sperm from donors, selected as a healthy man, both physically and mentally. Your wife is the natural birth mother. You are the legal father. You raise the child as your own, possibly never telling the child anything.”

“And you would both love the child as if he or she was your own. He or she is your own,” she adds. “We love Tony as much as if he was our own . . . he is our own. You know what I mean. The worse thing, he’ll probably be with us only a few years more. He’ll be an adult and seek a life of his own.”

Burton motions to her protruding belly. “Then you will have another one to raise.”

She smiles. “Yes, they expect us to reproduce every two-to-three years, depending on our health.”

Daniel is striving to be diplomatic, not hurt either of their feelings. “How many children do they expect you to have?”

“As many as we want, as long as we’re healthy enough and can be good parents.”

“I mean, how many do you have to have?”

Burton answers. “We really don’t know. Through the grapevine, I most often hear four. None of us have been on the planet long enough to say. And the aliens only say that it will be our choice once we have met our obligations.”

Still a little angry, Daniel insists, “Still, they should have told us that this would be a part of the arrangement.”

“That certainly would have been better, but then, how many couples would agree to such a thing. I doubt few would.”

Daniel has another thought. “Has anybody asked to be sent back?”

Burton shakes his head. “Not that I know of. Where we were, things were getting really bad. We wouldn’t want to go back. You know, Earth is doomed. Just a matter of time.”

Daniel has yet another thought. “God! I have to go back and break this to my people. They’re apt to kill the messenger!”

Burton smiles. “You took it pretty well. So did my people. Don’t underestimate your women. They’ll adapt. It will probably be harder for the men to accept. But may I make a suggestion?”

Daniel nods.

“Talk first to your Peace Keeper. Now that all the women are pregnant, it can answer the questions it wouldn’t, or couldn’t, answer before. When they know they won’t be giving birth to some hideous alien creature, they might relax.”

“You must have started out early,” she surmises, changing the subject. “Have you had breakfast?”

While she is preparing the meals, Burton takes the opportunity to tell him of their progress, as they have been on the planet three years longer than his group. By the time Daniel heads back to Ward 3, his only concern is how to break the news to his people.

While he didn’t plan it, Daniel gets a lift with the cargo carrier delivering supplies to Burton’s Ward; half the load is going on to Ward 3. The ride is so short, he still hasn’t figured out how to break the news to his people, beginning to wish he had walked back to give him more time. The carrier doesn’t stop at his farm to let him off, continuing on to the center.

Peace Keeper 37 meets the carrier, immediately knowing what Daniel has done.

“If you wish,” it greets him. “We will talk to the people.”

“You, or the Universal Council?”

“Yes.”

“Damn it, who?” Daniel snaps angrily, but already realizes that while 37 is answering his thoughts, it would still be the Universal Council - at any rate, it didn’t make any difference. He starts to apologize, but again quickly realizes the android takes no offense. That only frustrates him more. He keeps trying to think of 37 as having some human qualities, but knows it is simply a machine - a very sophisticated machine - programmed as how to act and respond. Actions dictated by the Universal Council. He agrees to the meeting.

“Be here an hour before sunset. We suggest all the people be present.”

Now he has the time to think, walking back to his farm. He never told his wife where he was going, but she will know something is bothering him. She will suspect. He knows Sherry won’t stand for him telling her to wait for the meeting. If he doesn’t tell her everything he has found out, she will sulk the rest of the day - and then some.

How is he going to tell Sherry that the baby she is carrying is an alien? She’s going to freak out! Then he thinks of Charles and Carol; he’s already almost a basket case having an involuntary fetus inside his wife, with more to come. He doubts Sherry will be able to handle the knowledge that it isn’t her husband’s child, but some alien’s, but then he realizes she already suspects such. As he nears the farm, he decides he will get Charles in on the truth; between the two of them, they will decide the best approach to breaking the news.

The Durwood farm is the first he comes to on his return, being next to his own. He is working in the garden. He spots Daniel approaching and waves, meeting him at the gate to the garden plot.

“We have to talk,” Daniel says in way of greeting.

“Good morning to you, too,” Charles says, still smiling.

“Sorry. Good morning,” he hastily responds, “But this is important.”

“Well, let’s go in and talk over a hot cup.”

Daniel shakes his head. “No. Here. I don’t want Carol to hear.”

Charles nods in understanding, his smile fading, “It’s about her pregnancy, isn’t it?”

“It’s about all the pregnancies. I just came from our neighboring settlement. Found out what’s really going on.”

“That our women are being impregnated by the aliens,” Charles states as a matter of fact. “I’ve been telling you that all along. You thought I was being paranoid. So they told you the truth, finally?”

“Not the aliens. The warden next door. They already have an alien boy.”

Charles is remarkable calm, especially since he was so upset that he and Carol would have to have babies. “Don’t tell me. Let me guess. The child looks human and is perfect. And very intelligent.”

Daniel nods. “Pretty much so. It’s a boy, very handsome. Could pass as human, being just a little different. How did you know?”

“An obvious conclusion.”

Daniel continues, “They grow up very fast. About three times faster. He looks about nine or ten. They said he will be an adult in two or three more years.”

“Well, that’s a twist I didn’t expect,” Charles responds thoughtfully. “But then it makes sense. They would pick a species that can cross breed with humans, improve the species, and also one that would mature quickly.”

“You’re taking this rather calmly,” Daniel perceives.

“We were convinced is was something like that. We’re resigned to our fate.”

“We? You mean Carol is alright with this?”

“What choice do we have? But your news is great. She’ll be relieved that it will be a perfect humanoid baby.”

“I guess we might as well go inside and include her on the situation. We are to meet with 37 an hour before sunset. He’ll tell all then. Or rather the Universal Council will.”

Daniel goes next door to get Sherry to join them.

As they sit in the kitchen, Daniel relates what he has found out. The first thing Carol wants to know is what the child looks like. As Daniel describes the handsome child, Carol just sits smiling. Sherry sits expressionless.

Carol’s first comment, “Too bad he’ll be growing up so fast. We’ll have so little time to enjoy him.”

“Well, that explains why I’m getting a belly so soon,” is all Sherry comments.

“All this doesn’t bother you?” Daniel asks in amazement, looking from Sherry to Carol and back.

Carol responds first. “Well, if I had a choice, I wouldn’t get pregnant. I felt I was too old, that I’d be more like a grandmother to my child, then a mother. But now that I know my child will grow up so fast, that’s no longer a concern. And, no, it doesn’t bother me anymore. If anybody should be disturbed, it would be Charles, not being the biological father.”

“And I’m fine with that part,” Charles assures, “The best part, we now have sexual freedom!” He smiles at Carol, addressing his comment to her. “I was really getting horny.”

Carol blushes, but laughs.

Daniel looks at his own wife. Sherry shrugs. “I’ve expected the worse. I’m not going to get upset until I hear what the aliens have to say - see if they have some more unwanted surprises.”

“I just thought more on what you said, Danny,” Charles continues. “About how they grow so fast. The whole idea of them bringing us here is to populate the planet. They want the entire planet to be farmed. You never said, but I’ll bet the gestation period is also short. We probably won’t have to have many babies before they themselves can breed, continuing their race. They won’t need us anymore.”

“I suppose.”

“My point is,” Charles stresses, “Not only for breeding, but maybe they won’t need us for farming either. Our children could take over. What will happen to us then?”

“Good Lord!” Daniel exclaims, “I never thought that far ahead. It’s something we’ll have to ask our hosts.”

“If they’ll admit it,” replies Charles grimly. “They claim they cannot lie, but not telling all the truth is the same as lying, as far as I’m concerned. Or all the truth. And they have held back critical information a number of times!”

Daniel takes and deep breath and lets it out slowly. “OK, we’ve got to decide what questions we’re going to ask them, letting them know we consider their not answering as bad than a lie. At this stage, they only thing we’re not sure of is our future - the humans future on Paradise.”

They spend the next few hours preparing a response to the Universal Council’s message.


Chapter Twenty-nine

Daniel has also asked the Burtons to attend, along with their son Tony, sending a shuttle to pick them up. The shuttle returns with the Burtons and another couple, they with a baby and a daughter about Tony’s age. Like Tony, the girl, Susie, is very comely. The baby appears to be no more than a year old, still carried by the mother. It looks no different from a human baby. Burton explains he thought they would want to see other children to help allay their fears.

Most of the community has arrived early. All being childless themselves, the presence of the neighboring couple and their children is a hit. The two older children endure the special attention with maturity, responding politely to questions. Peace Keeper 37 has made sure there are refreshments for all, but most opt to wait until after the meeting, using the time to speak to friends they don’t see often enough, as well as their new guests.

As the last rays of sun shine into the center, the conversations dwindle and all take their seats. As 37 moves to the front of the audience, Daniel steps in.

“Before we start,” Daniel addresses the android, “I have a few words for my people.”

The android doesn’t respond, but remains silent.

“I’ve asked for this meeting in order to find answers to the many rumors circulating about the Universal Council’s demands for child bearing. A few of us have already discovered some of the truth and want to share it with you. The Universal Council has agreed to give us the ‘big picture,’ so to speak. Not only about our obligation to populate the planet, but as to our future. I ask you to hear the Council out, then they said they will answer any and all questions.” He nods to 37 to proceed.

“As to those questions,” begins 37, “we have already forwarded them to The Universal Council. They will answer them.”

It is now obvious that the Council will be speaking through 37. “Greetings Paradisians. We send you greetings from the Universe and wish you health and happiness. We must apologize for withholding some information from you regarding your colonization of the Planet Paradise, but we felt it was necessary. Perhaps it would have been better to be forthcoming from the beginning. Nevertheless, we will rectify that omission now.

“Due to human nature, we had to make certain that your colonization of the planet did not result in the chaos you created on Earth. You are an imperfect species and quite immature in terms of evolution. You have a genetic tendency toward violence. Twice we intervened, trying to get Earth on track to a bright future; twice our efforts were rejected. We now leave Earthlings to their own future. Everybody here today must realize that Earth is on a path to self-destruction. You asked if you could immigrate to one of our planets. We agreed, both out of empathy and out of our own needs. That need was to populate the planet you named Paradise so that it could produce foods and medicines needed by the citizens of other planets in this galaxy. Thus, you all became farmers or supporters of the farming trade. We have provided you with the necessities to live peaceful, healthy and contented lives. We have not made slaves of you. We have not demanded hard, physical labor of you.

“Most of you are content with your lives, yet apprehensive about what the future holds, and are especially concerned regarding your pregnancies. Some think they have been impregnated by aliens, picturing them as some kind of monsters. It is here that we have intentionally kept you uninformed; we see now that by Earth standards, this was unwise. So let us now give you the entire picture. It is true, none of your men are the fathers of the children you will bear. No, you have not been inseminated by alien monsters. In order to produce a civilization free of the harmful instincts of humans, we have developed, in the laboratories, a sperm that is harmonious with human genes, to produce a fetus perfectly adapted for life in Paradise. In fact, you have just been introduced to three children resulting from that breeding.”

There were murmurs from the audience, but no outbreaks, with their attention again on the three children now sitting in their midst.

The voice continues after a short pause. “You see before you three of the true native Paradisians. They, and their offspring, will inhabit the planet. You are helping in creating a new species, people as perfect in mind and body as is scientifically possible. As the parents of these three children will confirm, they love their children as their own. Which they are. As to how many children you will have, that will depend on your health. It may be as few as two, but no more than four. At that point, only native Paradisians will propagate. You earthlings will not have more children, nor be allowed to crossbreed with native citizens.

“Your children will mature much faster than Earthlings. They will be adults in just five years. Your pregnancies will last no more than three months. Yes, all of you are now bearing the fetus of the new Paradisians. Yes, you will love your child, for it is your child. It has most of your DNA, most of your genes. When you were approved for colonization, you had to meet specific criteria. You had to be fertile, capable of having children. You had to be in superior physical and mental health. You had to be emotionally capable of raising a child. You had to have a help mate, whose job would be to raise crops; yours would be as a mother and homemaker.

“As native Paradisians are able to take over the farming, you will have three options: First, you can remain on Pacifica in Tranquility, supporting the import/export efforts, as long as wish and you are physically capable; Second, you can retire to a life of comfort and leisure along the shores of Lake Placid as your reward for doing your part in colonizing the new planet member of the Universal Council, or: Third, you can choose a retirement on a number of worlds in our sector of the Universe - some of which some of the colonists have already visited.”

It was obvious now that the voice was answering questions picked up by 37 and relayed. “Yes, you must fulfill your part of the arrangement. If it is determined, you are emotionally unable to be a mother, you will be excused and transferred to a distribution center for duties. That would include your husband. And, yes, that would satisfy your part of the arrangement, qualifying you for the same retirements. Yes, you can remain in contact with your children, if that is both your wishes. Your children will be taught by robot tutors. Each day they will be shuttled to an education center serving several wards. They will be taught basic knowledge and skills. They will be taught the history of Earth along with the history of the universe. The brightest will be selected for professional positions in government, healthcare, and the various sciences. Yes, Paradise will be a self-ruling colony, making most of their own decisions in harmony with the Universe. Yes, you will have vacations. Once a year, you will be relieved of duties for a period during which you can teleport to other places in the Galaxy. You will be given a variety of choices. You will live much longer here than you would have on Earth; we cannot yet tell you exactly how much longer. We expect that could be more than a hundred years; much longer for the natives.”

Not hearing the questions is a little confusing for some, often not understanding what the questions was until the entire answer is given. Daniel carefully watches his people for reactions. The fact that no one is jumping up and shouting objections is encouraging. They will have their own discussion afterwards.

“We are empathic by nature,” the voice continues. “It is our desire that your lives are pleasant. If problems arise, please confer with your Peace Keeper. We will make adjustments as necessary. We are proud of the work you are doing. As you organize, we look forward to welcoming your children into the Universal Council. We wish you peace and prosperity.”

Peace Keeper 37 turns and walks off to the side, taking a position against a side wall, leaving Daniel to take over, noting that some of the women are softly crying, husbands trying to comfort them. He suggests they take a break, have some refreshments and give themselves some time to absorb what they have learned, talk it over with themselves.

Daniel is besieged by many wanting to know what they meant by organizing and more details on the various elements addressed, even though he knows no more than them. He excuses himself as quickly as possible, for he wants to speak to the Burtons and the other family. After a half hour has passed and calm seems to have returned to the group, Daniel once again steps up to the front of the group.

“I’m going to ask you all a question,” Daniel begins, speaking to his fellow settlers, “and ask 37 to relay all our responses to the Universal Council. By a show of hands, who is upset that the Council has not been forthcoming from the beginning?”

Virtually all present raise their hands, some both hands.

“37, let your bosses know all of us are offended by their deception, however well intended it was. We should have had the full picture before we made such a life changing decision.” He again turns to the audience. “Again by a show of hands, who believes that this time the Universal Council is telling us the truth and all the truth?’

Not all present raise their hands, including Charles and Carol. After a count, Daniel continues, “It looks like the eyes have it - barely. Please pass this on as a tentative vote of confidence, 37, but that many no longer have full trust in The Council. And if they ever hope to regain our trust, advise them that if there is anything more they haven’t told us, now is the time.”

“You have all the information,” is its immediate response for 37.

“Friends and neighbors,” Daniel continues after taking a deep breath and slowly exhaling, “It seems we now know where we stand and what our options are. I suggest we take time to absorb what we have learned tonight and carefully read the documentation they are providing. Our weekly get -together is in two days. We can further discuss the situation then, but it looks like we will have to make the best of the situation.”

Reluctant to leave, many linger in groups in serious discussion. Daniel seeks out Burton.

“That went well,” Burton comments as he approaches.

“Maybe so. Tell me, you’ve been here three years. Are they telling us everything?”

“Pretty much. You’ll learn details over time.”

Sherry has joined them. “Is that true? Have you had vacations on other planets?”

His wife answers. “Twice. Once to a fantastic tropical resort. The second to an ice world. My choice, as I missed the winters and winter sports.”

“There’s quite a selection,” adds Burton, “You can see videos of those places. Some of the places are really weird.”

“When can we go?” she enthusiastically asks, apparently more concerned about that than the issue of child bearing.

“When you’re here a year. And you can go with a small group of family or friends. We’re about due for our third vacation.”

“This time we’re going to a jungle resort on Panagonda, where they say you can pet and play with the wildlife,” his wife exclaims, adding, “I really miss my little spaniel.”

Burton adds, “The one place you cannot visit is Earth - at least not go there and come back. I haven’t heard of anyone asking to return to Earth.”

Daniel presses to get back to his line of questioning. “Be frank with me. Are you guys living like they claim?”

“Pretty much so,” Burton assures. “If your guys don’t mind being symbolically castrated, life is pretty good. Just be careful of what you say to new colonists until they get the full picture. I think The Council is learning that full disclosure is the best approach.”

“I guess our problem is that we distrusted the aliens right from the start,” Daniel confesses. “As self-centered Earthlings, we couldn’t imagine another race doing something out of compassion. It appears I still have a little of that doubt.”

“If you like living on the farm, just relax and go with the flow,” Burton advises. “You probably already realize you don’t have to bust a butt on anything. Your foreman and robots do all the hard work. You’ll find you’ll spend more time helping the wife with her household and gardening chores.”

“And if I get tired of farming?”

“Reassignment to a distribution center. No hard labor. Good food. Adequate quarters.”

“Well, I really appreciate you guys coming to this meeting. Your kids were really a hit. I think the women are relieved about what they can expect.”

“Yeah,” chimed in Sherry, “it seems I only have two months to go. Now if the birthing is as easy as the pregnancy . . . “

Mrs. Burton laughs and answers, “Still hurts like hell, but they give you something where you don’t care.”

“Again, thanks for coming,” Daniel repeats. “Stick around a while. Enjoy the refreshments. The shuttle will take you back when you’re ready.”

“And come visit,” invites Sherry, grinning, “We’re just a whoop and a holler away!”

Daniel makes the rounds, expecting to get a lot of negative feedback, yet is surprised at how the people are taking the news. He finally comes to the conclusion that the truth isn’t nearly as bad as what they expected. Many probably expected worse. They are relieved, having feared the worse. He also realizes that things could change when the birthing begins.

It is dark by the time they get back to their farms, deciding to walk back as a group, using just a single hand-held flashlight to make sure they stay on the mowed lane. While the beam is directional, the heavy atmosphere spreads the light to softly illuminate their surroundings. The faint beam barely illuminates the dense forest about them, looking a little ominous when compared to its lush beauty in that special light from their sun. Occasional tiny reflections in the black indicate the presence of wildlife, watching them. On earth, this would have been alarming, but not so here. To date, none of the native creatures flee from them, yet none allow them to approach, much less touch them. And none attack.

Daniel notes that David and Janet have dropped back, along with their daughter Debby. He assumes they are comforting her. He also thinks it strange that her husband, Jonathon isn’t with them, instead keeping pace with Sherry, himself and the Durwoods. He vaguely wonders if the young couple’s marriage might be in trouble, but soon his own concerns take over his thoughts. As Warden, he feels responsible for the well being of the others.

Each of the five robot managers has apparently anticipated their return and have all the yard lights on, even though they themselves can see in the dark. After the darkness of the lane, the glow well illuminates the entire area. Looking back, Daniel sees the trio still trailing, almost at the gate to their farmhouse. When they reach his farm, they bid the Durwoods goodnight, their farm being the last in the group.

Inside, Daniel plops down on the couch, a bit weary from the day’s work and the walk back, motioning to Sherry by patting the seat beside him. She holds up a finger and goes into the kitchen. He can’t help looking at the slight pooch of her belly, spoiling her otherwise perfect figure. He knows she will get a lot bigger. He also hopes she is fixing one of the fermented fruit drinks to help relax them. Right now, he would prefer to get a little drunk, but knows the alcohol content is too low to get more than a pleasant buzz.

She soon returns, knowing his needs by now, and sets the two tall glasses on the coffee table before them, then sits, snuggling to him.

He nods toward the two drinks. “Should you be drinking those - being pregnant?”

“I won’t harm the baby,” she advises as she settles back. “It’s not alcohol in it. Everything they provide us is healthy - both for us and our babies.” She lapses into silence.

“You all right, Babe?” he asks, putting an arm around her, giving her a firm hug.

She just nods. He remains silent, knowing she will speak when she’s ready. It doesn’t take long.

“Those kids,” she says softly, not continuing right away, “They are so beautiful. Do you think ours will be like them?”

“Probably. According to Burton, all the kids in his group could be brothers and sisters.”

“That little girl,” she muses, “She’s a little doll. I wouldn’t mind having a daughter like her.”

“Or a son?” Daniel offers.

She pats her stomach. “It’s a girl.”

“Did they tell you that?” Daniel quickly asks, referring to the robot medics that serve as their health care providers, every bit as skilled as a human medic.

She just smiles. “No, I just know. It’s a girl. How does Samantha sound for her name? Samantha Sue Davies. That has a nice ring.”

Daniel is surprised in the change in her, for prior to tonight’s meeting she was rather moody and reluctant to talk about her pregnancy.

She looks up at him, smiling, “The next one can be a boy. For you. We can name him after you, if you want.”

“So you’re all right with . . . this arrangement?”

She thinks for a while. “Yeah. I think so. The question is, how are you taking it, I mean, not being the biological father?”

“I don’t know. I guess it’ll be fine. I know some of the men are having a hard time, knowing that they will not be having their own biological children. If there are any problems, it will probably be from the men.”

“They will be their own children. I know they’ll love them as if they were their own.” She again strains to look up at him, to see his expression. “You will, won’t you? Love our daughter?”

He tries to lean forward to pick up his drink. She gets it for him. He quickly takes several gulps.

“Well?” she softly asks.

“Of course I will. I wouldn’t mind at all having a son like Tony.”

“I hope so,” was all she replies, falling into silence.

“At least we know we will have healthy, bright children.”

“The only thing that bothers me now is that they will grow up so fast and then be off to who knows where,” she admits, then quickly adds, “Do you think you can find out if there’s a chance they could have farms of their own near us?”

He nods, even though she can’t see his head, her own resting on his chest. “I’ll try, but we don’t even know if they are destined to be farmers. I’m sure many of them won’t.”

“Try. I know the other mothers want to know.”

They are silent for a while. As he takes another sip, she reaches up to take the glass from him. “I better have some. I know how you get when you have a couple of these. I better keep up with you.”

He isn’t sure he can get into the mood.

The next morning, Daniel walks down the lane to the Durwood farm next to his. As he enters the gate, Charles steps out onto the porch, apparently seeing his approach. He continues down the three steps to intercept him.

“Let’s go the shed,” Charles suggests.

“Is Carol OK?” Tony asks, concerned. He came over for just that reason, to see how they were taking the news from last night.

“She’s still asleep.”

Daniel knows this is not like her; she is always an early riser, getting up even earlier than Charles.

“Now’s not the time to be keeping things from me,” Daniel mildly admonishes. “I need to know how she’s taking this. You, too.”

“No, really,” Charles responds with a grin. “She was really in high spirits coming home. I think it was seeing those kids. She started having some coolers - you know, just to relax. She’s never cared for them before. She kept talking about how beautiful those children were. She got a little tipsy after the third tall one, even as low the intoxicant. We were up late; I let her sleep in.”

“So you think she’s fine with this . . . arrangement?”

“Looking forward to it.”

“And you?”

Charles stops at the shed and looks out over the fields, now in various shades of greens and yellows as his first crop is maturing. “We had decided not to have children. Mostly my preference. Carol agreed, but now I see she really wants to have children. This isn’t exactly what I had in mind, but if she’s happy with it . . . “ His voice trails off.

“You’re all right with not being the father?”

“It’ll be her baby. That’ll make it mine!” Charles asserts.

“Well, I’m relieved to hear that. I hope you mean it. You talked to some of the others last night. What’s your opinion on the situation?”

Charles shrugs. “I think you sealed the deal by having those kids there. Who wouldn’t want to have beautiful, bright kids like them?”

“They did brighten up Sherry. That’s all she talked about.”

“So you think all are on board?”

“Didn’t say that. I’ll have to have heart-to-heart talks with all the men, but it’s looking good.”

“How about you?” Charles inquires. “You OK with having an alien child?”

“That’s exactly the attitude we have to change!” Daniel declares rebutting his use of the word ‘alien.’ “The children will primarily be homo sapiens, just improved. They will be far more Earthlings than another species. Call it evolution. They will have improved. And yes, I’m OK with it!”

Charles looks sternly at him. “Are you trying to convince me, or yourself?”

Daniel takes a deep breath and turns to look out over the fields. “You’re right. There will be a lot of adjustment of attitude. It’s kind of like, if your wife had an affair with another man and gets pregnant. You patch things over and stay together, but her child will be another man’s. How do you adjust to that? How do you have a close relationship with the child?”

“It’s not exactly like that,” Charles quickly corrects, seeing Daniel’s anguish. “More like artificial fertilization by an anonymous donor. I hope you have a better attitude when talking to the others.”

“I’m working on it.” Then he quickly adds, “If you can get away, I’d like you to accompany me. Keep me focused.”

“You going to talk to all the families? Today?”

“That’s what I have in mind,” Daniel answers, “It might take two days. I don’t want to do it by phone.”

“Of course not,” Charles agreed. “The carts at your brother’s place. We can get started right away.”

By twilight, they had spoken to half the families. They continued the next day. By late that afternoon, Daniel is assured the other families are resigned to the program.

Now, if only he can resign himself.


Chapter Thirty

They had just celebrated the third anniversary of their arrival on Paradise, accomplished only by sending several shuttles around to bring the people into the center, for now each couple has at least two children. Most of the children are already in school.

Sherry’s intuition was correct; her first child was a girl, and they did name her Samantha Sue Davies. The second was a boy whom they named Daniel Denton Davies, the middle name after his paternal grandfather’s given name. Sherry is again pregnant, her choice. The short gestation periods make the pregnancy easier, coupled with the lack of the usual morning sicknesses. To Daniel’s relief, Sherry isn’t losing her figure; after each easy birth, she regains her trim, voluptuous figure.

Samantha’s second birthday will be in a few months, yet at almost two years of age, earth years, she looks to be about six. Daniel, Junior (Danny), just turned one, is an active lad, appearing to be about three. Both the parents are having a hard time realizing that in less than four more years, Samantha will be an adult and probably leave the family for a life of her own. She will eventually fall in love and marry one of the other children, having one of the first full-blooded Paradisians, the future citizens of Planet Paradise.

None of the human settlers know just how many settlements there are on the planet, nor what the human population might be, for they are not privy to that information for reasons known only by the Universal Council. Neither has Daniel, nor his other fellow citizens, been allowed to travel the planet outside the groups of settlements served by Tranquility, their distribution center. They have been allowed to travel to other galaxy destinations for vacation, not even getting a glimpse of the planet as they leave or arrive back, for they are transported. They step into one chamber and almost instantaneously step out of another at their destination.

To date, the only places visited by vacationing Paradisians are resort centers catering to only Earthlings and their children, operated by other Earthlings. They meet no natives of the planets they visit. They still have no idea regarding the appearances of their hosts.

Any questions they have regarding their hosts are met only with vague answers or silence. It does appear that the women will only be mandated to two-to-four births, depending on both their health and desire. Several from surrounding wards have had four children and have requested to have more, wanting children to be with them longer, only to be advised that they are no longer able to get pregnant. But with the children starting to leave them in five or six years, the hope is that some will apt to stay in the ward, working new farms of their own. They would be able to enjoy the grandchildren.

Sherry has already expressed a desire to have a fourth child, but Daniel is resisting. As Sherry had assured him, the first time he held their child, Samantha, he fell in love with her. The same with Danny. How could he not? No man could ask for more beautiful babies. They were his delight as they quickly grew into beautiful youngsters. He no longer thinks of them as alien, but as improved homo sapiens.

The afternoon is pleasantly cool, with scudding clouds following a brief morning shower. The air has a damp smell, reminiscent of Earth. It is time to start picking the ripe vegetables for their table, a chore the children love, and one they do two or three times a week. Both are only in shorts, for there is no fear of sunburns. For that matter, their skin is naturally golden tan. Both the children want their dark hair long, flowing loose. They also prefer to go barefoot most of the time. They would probably go naked if Sherry allowed it, but she restricted it to swimming in the nearby creek, their destination almost every day after school, along with many other children. That might have to change as the children matured. The adults take turns being guardians, for the children are never left alone; Peace Keeper 37 made it clear that each citizen was responsible for the safety of all children, not just their own.

Daniel has long since realized that their only purpose on the planet is to bear and raise the new inhabitants of Paradise. The farms would run with or without them. The easy, back to-the-soil life is their reward for producing the new breed. It is proven that no woman will be allowed to bear more than four children. When the children of the early settlers come of age, only they will breed, and then only with their kind. As no Ward 3 children are yet at the age to strike out on their own, it is still unknown if they will be allowed have their own farms nearby.

Danny is already studying high school material. Even with his Earth college degree, Daniel wasn’t much help with his son’s homework. By Earth standards, both the children would be considered geniuses. By Paradisian standards, they are average.

Daniel once attempted to sit in on one of the classes, but was politely and firmly told by the instructing robot that it was not allowed; he would be a distraction to the students’ learning. When he asked either Danny or Samantha what they had learned in school that day, he received the usual noncommital answers that Earthling children gave their parents.

Both Daniel and Sherry thought English would be the native language of the planet, assuming that all the settlers spoke English, but when Danny began studying a foreign language, they realize they might be wrong. Yet the language the boy is studying was not like any Earth languages he could recognize. It must be an alien language. The two older children, when away from their parents, often spoke to each other in the new language. If that was to be the native language, then their children would someday be able to converse with their hosts, possibly in person.

While their children are already more intelligent than the parents, they give no hint that they realize this, for they are polite and submissive. Without complaint, they share in the duties on the farm. Danny is getting to the age that he wants to operate some of the small, tracked implements that they collectively called tractors. Sherry will not allow it, as being too dangerous for a four-year-old-going-on-twelve, but Daniel knows that in less than a year, the boy will be almost as tall as a grown man. When the time comes, he will teach him to drive.

Having gathered a basket of vegetables, now becoming as familiar to them as Earth veggies, it is time to check the surrounding orchards, for some of the young trees are bearing their first harvest. Some are like Earth fruit, but most are not. As usual, Samantha walks with the mother, Danny with him. They have a way to go.

“So, tell me, Son,” Daniel asks, “Do you still want to be a farmer?” A year ago, the answer would have been an enthusiastic, resounding ‘yes.’

“Yeah, I guess so.”

“You don’t sound so sure.”

“Teacher thinks I should continue with my education to be a doctor,” Danny responds, unsure how his Dad will take the news, knowing he wants him to farm with him.

“What do you want to do?” is all Daniel can reply.

“I’m not sure anymore. I like farming. I’d like to have a farm of my own some day, do some experimental horticulture. But Teacher makes the life of a doctor sound very rewarding.”

“Well, you know you can do just about anything you set your heart on. Don’t let them talk you into something you aren’t really interested in,” Daniel advises his son, “My Daddy used to tell me, “Son, if you find a job you like, you won’t work a day in your life.”

Danny suppresses a giggle.

“By that he meant, it’s not work if you enjoy what you’re doing.”

“I like farming, but it’s still work. Especially chopping weeds in our garden. I don’t like doing that.”

“You know what I mean,” Daniel insists.

“Yeah. But, I’d enjoy working the field - driving one of the tractors.”

“I’ll talk to Mom,” Daniel assures him. ”I think it’s about time for Sam to train you on the use of the various pieces.”

“That would be awesome!” Danny excitedly exclaims. “You’ll do that soon?”

“Very soon.”

Danny was quiet for a long time, smiling to himself, as they walked between rows of fruit trees. They pause at one tree, where Daniel picks a reddish fruit and cuts it in half with a pocket knife. He takes a small bite, then passes the other half to Danny. “What do you think?” he asks after his son takes a bite.

“Almost ripe,” he declares. “Two or three more days.”

Daniel smiles proudly as they walk on.

“You’ve never told me what you did on Earth,” the boy suddenly asks. He had never before expressed any interest about Earth. The Universal Council discouraged speaking of Earth with the children, believing that knowledge the tragedies of Earthlings would only be depressing for them. They would be fully aware that their parents were migrants from Earth, but not all the reasons why.

“You never asked,” he responds, quickly thinking how he could explain his duties to him, for there were some thing he didn’t want him to know.

Danny ignores his evasion. “So, did you have a job you loved?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I guess I did. Most of the time.”

“What does that mean?”

“Well, Son, with every job, there are times when you have to do things that aren’t fun. Even unpleasant.”

“Like chopping weeds?”

Daniel laughs softly, continuing, “Even more so. Especially when it involves other people’s feelings.”

“So what did you do that was fun, and what did you do that wasn’t.”

“I was an administrator. A boss. I led a team of very efficient people doing very important work. We worked for the government of the United States. Your Mom, Mr. Durwood and Mrs. Wells worked with me. We all liked our jobs. It was mostly working with computers, gathering information.”

“I’m learning to work with the big computers!” exclaimed Danny, excitedly. “We talk to it and it answers. Other computers control machines. I could be like you, working with computers!”

“If that’s what you love, but you choose for yourself, not to please your father or mother. Knowing you, I don’t think you’d like being indoors all day, sitting at a consul, talking to a machine.”

Danny nods. “You’re right. I like being outdoors, not cooped up inside. Even at school, I look forward be the breaks, getting outside.”

“Then find out what jobs would get you out in the open. Learn more about them. You have a while before you have to make a choice. Just make an informed choice, not just something your teacher recommends.”

Daniel marvels at the adult attitude of his son, realizing that he will dearly miss him if he has to move away in a few years. He might never see him, Samantha, or the others - ever again. Maybe never even hearing from them again.

Danny interrupts his thoughts. “I’d like to stay here, with you and Mom. Maybe have a farm next to yours.”

Daniel puts an arm around his shoulders and hugs him awkwardly as they walk, then releases him. “There’s room for five more farms on this section. One right behind ours. It might be possible.”

“You’re the Warden here. Can’t you make that happen?”

Daniel is thinking just that thing. “Tell you what,” he answers, “when you know that’s what you want to do, you let me know, and I’ll do my best to make it happen.”

They had reached the rows of trees they are looking for, and Sherry and Samantha catch up. There are piles of baskets along the rows, as the robots are due to arrive to harvest the first crop, the first full crop for the young trees. Daniel plucks one of the red-yellow fruits and hands it to Danny. He hands another to Samantha.

“This is what we would call a peach, on Earth,” he advises, “It’s pretty much like it. Sweet and juicy.” He takes a bite and motions for the kids to do the same. Juice runs down their chins.

“It’s really sweet!” exclaims Danny, chewing.

“And juicy,” adds Samantha, frowning as she wipes her chin on her sleeve.

“And it will make a marvelous jam,” Sherry advises.

They are at the far end of the cultivated field. Three rows of fruit trees separate the farm from open grass and the barrier of huge trees beyond. Daniel points through the orchard. “That’s one of the plots yet to be farmed.” He is speaking to Danny, but not looking at him.

Danny walks through the two outer rows of fruit trees to get a better look. The field is almost as flat as their own, and closer to the stream if they ever need to irrigate plants needing more water. He soon returns, slightly smiling, but saying nothing. It is later, when they are returning to the farmhouse, the basket of fruit carried between him and his father, that he asserts, “That piece of land . . . I want it! Make it happen, Dad!”

The settlers of Paradise are completely cut off from Earth, having absolutely no word of what is happening. All have left family and friends behind to an unknown fate. Any inquiries are met with phrases such as ‘as well as can be expected.’ That might be the truth in the eyes of the Universal Council, for they had written off Earthlings as incapable of ruling themselves, destined for self-destruction.

The Universal Council recognized the futility of trying to work with uncooperative Earthlings, who were trying to revert to monetary trade, and withdrew all the Peace Keepers, the robots and most of their monitoring equipment, leaving Earth to its own fate. With their final exit, chaos quickly followed. The downfall and ruination came rapidly; within a year most civilizations ceased to exist, with the weak overrun by the stronger. No part of the globe was left untouched, unruined.

The Middle East and Northern Africa were the first areas to plunge into anarchy, the governments overthrown by incapable leaders taking the helm. The jungles of central Africa were once again becoming the homes of almost primitive tribes, fighting among themselves and living off the land, much like their ancestors. The militaries of the various nations tried to fill the gap left by the aliens and keep peace, but rebel factions overwhelmed them. Their last efforts were to destroy nuclear weapons, to keep them out of the hands of forces taking over. Over the last few years, fighting among the many rebel forces had exhausted all of the heavy armament, with no one manufacturing new arms. Very soon, all cartridges for hand weapons will be exhausted as well as the ability to reload ammunition, with both bullets and gunpowder becoming increasingly scarce.

Equitable trade was non-existent. Surviving was again a matter of the stronger prevailing. Hundreds of millions of people were starving to death each year, with the numbers increasing as the earth was being stripped bare of edible vegetation. The population of Earth continued to plummet.

Most local fighting between competing camps was with bow-and-arrow, swords, spears, hatchets and knives. The unrest was spreading into the European countries, the Asian countries and the Russian countries. In the United States, the various states were beginning to strive for their independence, no longer seeing any benefit with being tied to the Federal government. But local governments could rule no better. As cities ran out of food, desperate people spread out through the farmlands, desperately searching for food. Farms lands were being stripped bare, never to be replanted. The population was quickly dwindling, all living hard scrabble lives, with only the strongest surviving.

The Compound had been closed and sealed off within days after Daniel and his group were transported to Paradise, with the people sent to new assignments that didn’t last. The energy grids began shutting down as fuels were exhausted. Only pockets of areas still had power, those maintaining functioning on renewable sources. Nationwide communication was nonexistent except for systems maintained by the remnant of the federal government and the military. There were pockets of local radio stations struggling to keep the public advised, mostly ham radio operators.

Earth was destined to revert to the middle ages, with clans struggling for land and its produce, fighting for the nourishment to keep them alive. Only when mankind was almost extinct would the remaining fragment try to recover as hunter/gatherers - or, at best, an agricultural society. There would be no governments; just clans governed by the strongest and meanest. Hunger, warfare and disease would devastate Earth in the years to come. The Earth’s environment would recover, with the atmosphere cleaning itself as the population dwindled to small, isolated clans

The Universal Council patiently monitored the fate of Earth.


Chapter Thirty-one

Daniel, still the Warden of Ward 3, and his people have been on Paradise for eight years, the event celebrated only with a party in the center, for it is only an informal, local holiday. Other Earthlings have been on the planet longer, with the date of the first settlers unknown.

Danny, now 7/21 - as the settlers now count the ages of their offspring - has just gotten his own farm, specializing in growing rare vegetation needed by the Universal Council. He married one of the villages’ daughters. With his dad’s influence, he obtained the adjoining piece of land that he quickly coveted into a very productive farm. Samantha, now 6/18, is being wooed by two local boys, but is in no hurry to settle down. As he did with his son, Daniel has arranged for her and her husband, whoever that might be, to take over the Durwood farm, soon to be vacated. Charles and Carol Durwood, having had four children who are now on their own, are opting to retire on the shores of Lake Placed, just outside of Tranquility. Their remaining two children are remaining in New Haven.

Daniel and Sherry’s third and fourth children, again a girl and a boy, are quickly growing. The couple has met their ‘quota,’ and will have no more, opting to permanent sterilization. And both have chosen to keep working the farm so they will be close to Danny and Samantha.

Their daughter, Debby, also has four children. Their first, a girl they named Janice, married a boy from another ward and moved away. Their visits are infrequent, with the parents usually traveling to her ward for visits.

While the children are growing quickly, due both to their genetics and the environment, the opposite is happening to their human parents. They don’t seem to be aging at all, not looking any older than when they arrived. They attribute this to the healthy diet, living an active lifestyle, and the climate. Their new sun is much gentler on the body, as is the lighter gravity.

While the aliens would neither confirm nor deny, Daniel has come to the conclusion that the aliens had done something to them while they were in transit. None of the women selected were pregnant, something the aliens verified, claiming that pregnant women could not transport without harming a human fetus. He now doubts that the claim is true. They were allowed to have unprotected sexual intercourse with their spouses, yet when all thirty of the thirty women in his ward repeatedly became pregnant, they always had native babies. It is obvious that all the men were made infertile, perhaps permanently, for even after the women had met their quota, there were no additional pregnancies by the husbands. Either that, or each woman had been made infertile after the last alien birth. Perhaps both, for the aliens made it clear that there would be no breeding between the humans and the native Paradisians. It was a serious offense for a human to have sexual relations with one of the Paradisians, carrying severe punishment. A Peace Keeper would immediately know when a person was even thinking of violating the code - and be dealt with severely. As soon as a desire was put into action, when a violation was about to take place, there would be immediate intervention. None would be tempted to have sex with the natives, even though the children grew to be beautiful adults.

As for the native Paradisians, humans were not sexually attractive.

Now that his ward had complied with the requirement to produce the new race, by his count a total of 202 children, half male and half female, he wondered what their future would be. In his ward, there were now 82 farmsteads, with all arable land being developed. As soon as an alien child was mature, they were coupled by a ceremony conducted by 37, apparently the Paradise version of marriage. Many chose to take on a farm in the ward, having become emotionally attached to their human parents, but as soon as all the land was taken, the others moved to other wards in the valley, or to other parts of the planet. Their second child, Samantha, married a native from a nearby ward and was living on a farm within a half-hour cart ride. He did not know where their last two children were taken, and could only hope they would keep in contact with them.

With the native population doubling every two-to-three years, Daniel realized the planet would quickly be filled, with each native couple allotted a 40-acre farm. Would they stop reproducing, with a new baby allowed only when an adult dies? When the planet was filled, would they take farms away from the humans? Without human children, when the last human died, the entire population would be native Paradisians.

Despite having given birth to four children, Daniel is delighted that Sherry retained her shape, to him being more beautiful than ever, now with slightly larger breasts without a hint of sagging. He, himself, has lost the slight middle-age paunch, looking younger, much to Sherry’s pleasure. Their love life has become much more active, no longer concerned about the possibility of pregnancy. They are content with that fact. At some point, they will elect to leave the farm and Ward 3, hopefully taking many of their friends with them to the retirement community just outside Tranquility, on the shore of Lake Placid.

They are having their monthly ‘town hall’ meeting the Center, now more a social gathering than a political session, for nothing much is changing. This evening Peace Keeper 37 has an announcement. After dismissing the native citizens, the humanoid faces only the 60 human couples, now with all their children grown and on there own.

“Thank you for staying. The Universal Council has a message for you.” They are used to the Council speaking through 37 and listen intently as the voice continues. “Greetings from the Universal Council, good people of Ward 3. First, let us again commend you for raising such fine children. All are well and prospering. And our thanks for the production of your farms. Paradise is becoming an important source of many foods and medicines for this galaxy.

“Secondly, as a reward for your hard work, over the next five days, we will relieve each of you of your duties. It is time for retirement. We know some of you are ready for the end of this working life, while others would rather remain on your farms for the time being. As you know, you people are the founders of the planet Paradise, along with thousands of other humans. Your purpose has been fulfilled. But now your children - the new Paradisians - need farmsteads of their own.

“We have developed a better future for you than a boring life at your distribution center. You will have the next five days to gather your personal belongings. You will find shipping pods at each of your farms. Pack everything you want to take with you. The pods will be transported separately. You will be pleased to know that you will be kept together with all your friends and neighbors. Take these days to visit your children. They will be advised of your destination.

“At midday Friday, three shuttles will take you to Tranquility. From there you will be transported. You will be joining many other humans. Again, thank you for your service.”

A long silence ensues, with 37 still standing motionless, indicating that the message is over.

Daniel jumps to his feet. “That’s it?” he angrily demands. “We have no say-so in the matter?”

“All has been prepared for you,” 37 says in his even tone. “You will not be disappointed with what the Universal Council has prepared for you.”

“We were told it would be our choice,” Daniel accuses. “Now you’re saying it’s mandatory? And in just five days?”

“You know you were all promised retirement. No specific time was set. That time has come.”

“Just where the hell are you sending us?” Charles asks, also on his feet.

“We have not been given that information.”

The others are taken surprise by the announcement, excitedly talking all at once, trying to get either 37's or Daniels attention. It takes a while to calm them so he can speak and all hear him.

“I’m as surprised as you by this. This subject has never been fully clarified.” He turns his attention to 37. “Why haven’t you said anything about this?”

“We knew nothing of it until now.”

“What do you know?” demands Daniel.

“You will be collected at midday Friday and taken to Tranquility, there to be transported to your new destination.”

“We heard!” shouts Charles. “We want to know where. What more can you tell us?”

“Nothing more,” responds 37. “Why are you upset? You were looking forward to retirement.”

“When WE were ready, you shit piece of metal!” Charles spits.

“OK. That’s enough,” Daniel waves down Charles and the others, then turns back to the Peace Keeper. “Isn’t there anything more you can tell us about this sudden move?”

“No, we cannot. We know no more than you. As we learn more, we will keep you informed.” The humanoid turns and walks out of sight to the back of the building.

Daniel turns and looks from one friend and neighbor to another. “37 will try to find more details. I’ll keep pressing him. I know this is a shock, but it was just a matter of time. Like they said, we’ve served our purpose. And we have looked forward to an easier life. Just not so . . . suddenly.”

“Some of us are ready,” another speaks up. “We would just like to know where we’re going.”

“And can we visit out kids?” another voices.

“Or can they visit us?” The chatter continues.

Daniel holds up his hand s for silence. It takes a minute. “I’ll get as much information as I can. Perhaps we will have a choice where we go. They said we will be kept together. I like that. So, for now, I suggest you spend the next five days saying goodbye to the children. Forget the farms. The robots can take over. Pack the pods. Be ready by Friday morning. As soon as I find out anything more, I’ll pass the word.”

A few are visibly upset and quickly leave the building. Others gather at the refreshment tables, talking in small groups.

Sherry joins Daniel. “We’ll have to tell the kids.”

He shrugs. “What are we going to tell them. We still don’t know where we will be relocated. Or if we can visit.”

“Danny’s going to take it the hardest,” Sherry acknowledges. “You know how close he is to you.”

“They’re grownups now. This is their world. Their people. We really don’t fit.”

“They’ll always be my children,” Sherry insists. “I don’t want to leave them. We don’t even know if we’ll still be living on Paradise! From the sound of it, we won’t”

He takes her into his arms, holding her tight. “I know, Baby. But we know we’ll be in transporter range. We can visit.”

“If they let us,” she mumbles into his shoulder.

By Thursday afternoon, what little they want to take with them is packed into their pod, not much bigger than a steamer trunk. They are advised that all the household items they would need would be available to them, all they need to concern themselves with was clothing, toiletries and any personal mementoes. They know from their transport to Paradise that they will have to strip bare, then don a flimsy robe; nothing will transport with them.

They will have a gathering this evening, just the original five couples and their children; at least those who are available. It will be at Daniels and Sherry’s farmhouse; it will be a goodbye to the children. I will also be moral support to the grownups, for they can’t even be sure they will be allowed to stay together, as promised.

But for now, they want to be alone, taking one last walk through the bordering forests and hilly meadows, one last walk through the countryside they have grown to love so much. It is a beautiful day; they didn’t expect otherwise, for all the days in their part of Paradise are beautiful. They leave the farm areas, through the last of the bordering orchards, many now heavy with ripe fruit or nuts, and into the first grove of giant trees, They stroll out of the sunlight into the filtered gloom, walking hand-in-hand, each silent. They have no need to talk; everything has been talked out. There is a quietude of the forest that matches their deep melancholy.

The only assurance Peace Keeper 37 has given them is that they would not be disappointed nor unhappy with their new destination. As to visits with their children, it would only say their wishes would be honored. He also assured them that married couples would be transported together, for their own comfort.

The transport is the last thing they want to think about this afternoon, as they enjoy the dim coolness of the forest. Only tiny patches of sky are visible through the thick canopy of leaves far above them. A few of the trees are beginning to turn from a variety of greens to colors they compare to autumn on Earth, but new leaves are already growing to replace them. Trees on Paradise are never barren, baring native fruit in cycles throughout the year.

The forest thins and they step out onto a hilly meadow, the grass waist high. They have taken this walk so often, they and others, that they had worn a trail where the trampled grass had given way to a soft, mossy ground cover, slightly spongy to the step but never damaged by their treading. At the top of one rise, they see a small herd of sargands, much resembling Earth’s smallest deer. The herd has already seen them, and stand still, their heads turned in their direction. Sherry has repeatedly tried approaching such wildlife, but they would always move away, not in a hurry, but just enough to keep out of her reach. They will pass withing ten yards of the group, who will watch them until they have passed, then go back to their grazing. To her regret, not a single animal on Paradise has allowed her to touch them.

At the creek, they slip off their shoes, roll up their pants to the knees, and proceeded to wade across. They take their time, hoping to see one of the large zanglan, the seal like fish they had seen on their first walk. None make their presence known. Impulsively, Sherry wades to the shore and begins stripping.

“What are you doing?” laughs Daniel.

“Skinny dipping!” she says with a wide grin. “Join me!”

“The waters not deep enough for swimming,” he exclaims, but drops his shoes and begins undressing.

“Who said anything about swimming?” she teases as she wades back into the stream. “I just want to cool off a little.”

Just the look at her still voluptuous body stirs his passion, but she just laughs and begins wading upstream where the water gets waist deep. “Come on,” she calls back, noticing he is getting aroused. “The water will cool you off.”

“I doubt that,” he mumbles softly, but follows.

When he reaches her, she is squatting, the water up to her shoulders. As he approaches, she reaches out and pulls him down in front of her. “Doesn’t the water feel great!” she exclaimed, putting her hand on his shoulders, keeping him at arms’ length.

“You enjoy teasing me, don’t you?” he accuses.

“Who said I’m teasing?” she replies and pulls him closer, sliding onto his thighs as she wraps her arms around his neck, her legs around his body. They kiss, a long, unhurried kiss.

“Here? In the water?” he asks when they finally come up for air.

“Why not? We did it in Lake Medina.”

“The water was warmer.”

“What’s the matter, Lover,” she teased, reaching down. “Can’t get it up?”

He doesn’t answer, but pulls her closer, trapping his only half-erect manhood between them, hoping the heat from their bodies will offset the effects of the cool water. Instead, she rises to her feet, pulling him to get up.

“Not here,” she says with a wicked smile. “Somebody could come down the trail.”

They exit the water, gather up their clothes and walk, still naked, into the high grass along the stream. Where the stream-fed grass is shoulder high, they tramp down a bedding of grass, well hidden from the trail should someone pass by.

She lays down, pulling him down with her. They kiss again, then she whispers into his ear, “Slowly, Lover. I want our last time on Paradise to be something to remember.”

It will be something to remember, but not as their last time on the planet. When they return to the farmhouse, retiring as soon as their last gathering with neighbors and friend comes to a close, they make love throughout the night.

They sleep in late, no longer needing to rise with the sun. He no longer has any concern with the fields, nor she with the garden and household. The two younger children are long gone, on their own. There is nothing more they have to do but be ready for the shuttle when the sun is at its highest. The loaded pods are already gone.

After a quick breakfast, they step out onto the porch. Danny is sitting in the porch swing, his new wife, Eloise, beside him.

“I know we said our goodbyes last night,” Danny begins. “But we wanted to see you off.” The young man looks miserable, and his lovely wife clings to him in comfort.

“It’s going to be all right, Son,” Daniel promises, sliding into the rocking chair. Sherry crowds next to the couple, putting an arm around the two.

“We’ll come visit every chance we get,” Sherry assures them. “We’ll let you know where we are as soon as we know ourselves. Maybe you can come visit us, too.”

Danny tries to smile, but his unhappiness at the parting is obvious.

“I’ll take good care of him,” Eloise promises. Both Danny and Sherry know the girl isn’t upset with their leaving, but is concerned for her husband. She knows how close they are.

“We know you will,” Daniel responds with a smile. “We wish you happiness. Always remember that your spouse is the most important person in your life. Be good to each other.”

“We will,” they promise in unison, making Daniel smile even broader.

Danny asks, “Are you going to be all right,” looking from his father to his mother.

Sherry answers. “We’ll miss you like crazy, but we’ll be fine. Don’t worry about us.”

“In our last training session, they told us that all the Earthlings will soon be transported,” Danny advises. “Only native Paradisians will inhabit the planet. When I asked why you couldn’t retire here, they simply said it was the wishes of the Universal Council. Part of the overall scheme of things.”

“Ah, yes,” sighs Daniel. “The grand Universal Council and their motto: The good of the many outweighs the good of the few.”

Sherry could detect the sarcasm in his voice, apparently missed by the young couple. “Honey,” she warns softly.

Daniel takes a deep breath, then smiles broadly. “The important thing is to fill the planet. Have you two decided how many children you’re going to have?”

The couple looks at each other, smiling. “No,” Danny responds, “but we’ve already started.”

Sherry leans forward to look at them. “Are you saying you’re expecting?”

Eloise smiles shyly, nodding.

She settles back, looking at Daniel, her expression pained at the thought of missing the arrival of her first grandchild.

“Maybe we can come visit when the time comes,” Daniel suggests, trying to comfort Sherry.

“That would be great!” exclaimed Danny. “Try. Please.”

“We promise.” answers Sherry, knowing that it is a promise she may not be able to keep.

It will be a while before the shuttle arrives. The conversation turns to the good times they have had in the past, avoiding speaking of the pending voyage. Soon they are joined by first Charles and Carol, they having said goodbye to their children the day before, all having farms in adjoining wards, then by brother David and Janet. Soon the others are there, Tabitha and Victor, Janet and her husband, and Debby and Jon. The conversation is light, reflecting on their lives on Paradise, until the shuttle silently rolls to a stop at their gate.

With last hugs, all board the shuttle, leaving Danny and Eloise standing on the porch, waving goodbye as the shuttle quietly moves off toward the distant Distribution Center and transport station. Sherry is still looking back as the farms they are leaving behind dropping out of view.


Chapter Thirty-two

Those on the shuttle with Daniel are unusually quiet, most watching the idyllic scenery flowing past, knowing this will be the last they see of their part of the world for some time to come - if ever. As they pass through Burton’s ward, he watches for a glimpse of Tony or his wife, quickly realizing they would have been long gone. While there are some people in the farmyards or fields, they are all too young to be humans; they had to be the new inhabitants of Paradise, the children of the humans, the native Paradisians.

The closer they come to Tranquility and the Distribution Center, the flatter the land becomes and the fewer the trees. New buildings have been built since his last visit, but he cannot determine their use. The three shuttles had been spaced out during the trip, but now they are closely following the lead vehicle. They stop in line in front of the large black structure that he knows to be the Transport Center, where both people and goods are transported to other worlds, each by a different system.

All disembark and are greeted by a Peace Keeper. “You’re personal belongings have already been transported to your destination. If you will follow me, we will prepare you for your journey.”

The android turns and enters a wide opening in the side of the structure. Daniel offers his arm to Sherry. They are the first to follow the android. The others fall in behind them.

The interior walls are the same dull black material as the exterior, making the room seem rather dark, even though well illuminated. On their previous vacation journeys, they had been led to a room with a number of curtained dressing rooms, with couples being allowed to stay together. Now they were led into a much larger room with similar booths for privacy.

“Please select a booth for the two of you,” the Peace Keeper instructed, referring to each of the couples, knowing all had transported before. “As before, you will put on the provided robes. And as before, you will leave your clothing behind.”

Daniel sees one other difference; on previous trips, it was one of the humanoids who handled the transport, not a Peace Keeper. Daniel takes the opportunity to ask the question on all of their minds. “Can you tell us where we are going?”

The Peace Keeper does not reply other than to instruct, “Please get dressed for your journey.”

Nobody makes a move until Daniel and Sherry head for one of the booths, then all do the same.

Within a short time, all are once again assembled in a group, staying close together for comfort. All are dressed in the pale, silken, form fitting robes

“Please follow me,” the android instructs.

They follow it into another room containing pods similar to those used in their previous journeys, only these were wide enough for two. There were a number of robots there to assist them as The Peace Keeper silently directs their actions.

“You will travel together, man and wife, to ease your anxiety. All are going to the same location and all will be transported simultaneously. Lay prone, on your back, side by side. You may hold hands if you wish. When all are in position, the pods will seal, and all will transport.”

The pods cover slide over, enclosing them.

They are at their new home, their dream home in a tropical paradise. It is just like he had dreamed of, a luxurious cabana set back into palm trees that line a sparkling white beach. Turquoise waters reflect a brilliantly blue sky with a yellow sun lowering to the horizon of the great ocean. Waves wash up onto the white sand with a pleasing swosh, then silently retreat only to be return, creating a pleasant, rhythmic background accompanied by the warm breezes swaying the palm fronds. He is grateful to the Council for granting their wishes, looking over at Sherry for her reaction. She is smiling at him.

“It’s beautiful!” she almost whispers, squeezing his hand. “I know the kids will be eager to visit us here!”

For the first time, he is no longer concerned for their children. He knows that they will live long, happy lives on Paradise. They will be well cared for by the Council.

They settle in.

He is aware of Sherry asleep beside him in their comfortable bed. As he listens to the soft murmur of waves sliding onto the white sand beach, he reflects on their past life, pleasant memories of life on this planet, a place even more beautiful than Paradise. He recalls the many times his children, their children and the many great grandchildren have visited them, all beautiful and healthy. He also recalls the many times he and Sherry had visited them on Paradise. He remembers the many excursions to strange new worlds, meeting strange new races, all friendly and living in harmony with the galaxy.

He looks over at his sleeping wife, marveling that she is still so beautiful, with little signs of aging. He again remembers the many other beautiful worlds they have visit, hand-in-hand, almost like reliving the experiences. He recalls the evenings sitting together with her on their porch, looking out over their beloved tropical sea, glistening in the light of two moons. The past years roll by in his memory, a wonderful life. He feels they will live forever. With one last look at Sherry, his love for her welling in his heart, he is filled with gratitude for their wonderful life together. He gradually lets himself drift back to asleep. . . .

The cover to their capsule opens, as do all the others. Two of the robots approach, one gently lifting the unconscious form of Daniel, the other, Sherry. They carry the two to a small, dark container, and lay them on the floor within, side by side. Other robots are busy bringing in the rest of Daniel’s group. Soon, all recline on the metal floor, all sixty in six rows of ten each.

The last of the robots exit the container. The Peace Keeper closes and seals the door, the only opening to the transporter. A finger without a fingernail pushes a red button.

All sixty humans disappear, their molecules traveling faster than the speed of light, whisking across the vast galaxy, soon caught up by the invisible and undeniable gravity of a huge black hole, to be sucked in to become a part of the essence of the universe for all eternity.

 

The End

 

 

 

Editor’s note: For other books by Tom Tryst, try:

Imagination Unleashed
Pacifica I; The Adventure Begins
Pacifica II; Life at Sea
Pacifica III; Return to Land
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