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Harbinger (Merriam-Webster):

   

A: Something that foreshadows a future event: something that gives an anticipatory sign of what is to come.


 


B: One that initiates a major change: a person or thing that originates or helps open up a new activity, method, or technology.
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PROLOGUE

   
   
 The Object waited. Plant life cycled around it, but not too close. The planet endlessly circled its sun, which in turn kept its place in the galaxy’s rotation. Glaciers came and went. Forests grew and disappeared. The Object watched animal life walk, crawl, slither, and fly. Their forms slowly changed, some lines disappearing, others enduring, new ones emerging. It waited and watched for evolution to produce curiosity, self-awareness, and more complex problem solving. Early in its vigil, a small creature with grasping appendages foreshadowed why the Object waited. Although it witnessed only the surroundings of where it rested, it knew its patience would eventually be rewarded. Finally, a creature approached wearing coverings not of its own body and carrying fashioned implements to extend its capabilities—signs of technology but still not sufficient to trigger the next level of the Object’s awareness. It waited until a being approached that passed a required threshold. Long dormant capabilities wakened. The Object reached out and waited for a response. Then, when first probed with artificial means, it reached out again, but this time it shouted, and the Object’s full potential awoke. 

 




 

 


 


CHAPTER 1


 


 





INTERSECTING TRAJECTORIES


 


 

 Many life paths: distinct, unconnected, each person oblivious to what was to unfold. 

 


Greenbelt, Maryland, Pine Valley Apartments, #231

   
 Zach Marjek woke with a start and sat upright, eyes darting in all directions, looking for a nonexistent threat. He wasn’t in the Baba Mountains, a western extension of the Hindu Kush between Kabul and the Iranian border. Instead, he was in his bedroom, far from that land of endless war. He sighed as he looked at the digital clock: 1:37 a.m. 
 “Well, almost three hours,” he said and threw off the remaining covers. The room was cool, but his skin glistened with sweat. The dreams came often enough for him to know he hadn’t left behind his time as a CIA contractor. It was often the same dream. His last mission.  
 He shook his head as if to shake off unpleasant thoughts. It was a too common routine. He would shower and shave for the coming workday, grab a quick bite of whatever was available in the kitchenette, then lie back down for a couple of hours of sleep. He padded naked to the bathroom and turned on the shower. While the water warmed, he quickly shaved the brown stubble, not looking too deeply at the face in the mirror. He didn’t realize it, but it was an involuntary tactic to avoid memories. At least, the dreaming this night wasn’t as vivid as some. 
   

Washington, D.C., Fort Totten Ward, Springhill Apartments, #179

   
 Jill Hardesty woke four minutes after Marjek but not from dreaming. She thought she heard Bobby cry out. Pushing aside blonde locks, she slipped from under the covers and crept to his room. His two-year-old form lay sprawled, head facing the opposite direction from when she’d tucked him in after reading a story and singing a lullaby. He murmured something unintelligible and twitched. She assumed he was dreaming. He sometimes vocalized enough to worry her, but a pediatrician assured her it was a perfectly normal phase. 
 She draped his favorite blanket over his body and went back to her bed. Satisfied he was all right, she dropped back to sleep within moments. She would get a full night’s sleep for work the next morning. Then she would join a “pack,” of commuters on the Metro line. It was an easy job. She liked the people at work, most customers were pleasant, and it was more interesting than anticipated to be so near the corridors of power, even though she was not a participant. 

 


Santa Clara, California, Riverview Apartments, #314


 

 Captain Andrew Jefferson had been asleep for twenty minutes and would sleep soundly until the alarm woke him eight hours later. He seldom experienced disturbing dreams, an exception being during his first month at West Point when he feared he wouldn’t fit in or be able to handle the enforced regimentation and discipline. His accepting the appointment had not been without doubts. He knew he would not be the only black cadet in the Corps and that black Americans had been past cadet leaders and a three-star general served as superintendent. Andrew’s worries faded by the end of the second month, accompanied by the conviction he had found what he wanted to do for the rest of his life. 
 After graduation, his career took customary tracks until a year ago when he was given his current assignment as Pentagon liaison to a hi-tech project. Why the army chose him remained unexplained, and he could not shake his concern that the interruption to his expected career path might have permanent consequences for rank advancement. 
 Nevertheless, it was his assignment and, he admitted, an assignment more interesting than anticipated. Tomorrow would be taxing. For that reason, he needed a full night’s sleep. The next morning, he would engage in exhausting hours of action that would keep his nerves on edge and adrenaline pumping. He expected to feel drained when it ended, even though he would have moved fewer than two feet. 
   

Ellesmere Island, Queen Elizabeth Islands, Northern Canada, 720 miles north of the Arctic Circle

   
 Alpha moved in a four-legged lope down the hill, leading the pack. The wolves fanned out quickly to surround the musk ox herd. It had formed a defensive circle as soon as the oxen saw the wolves. The wolf leader took his turn rushing the herd, picking out a not-quite-full-grown male to see if its inexperience could be exploited. Backed by massive shoulder and neck muscles, the wicked points of the animals’ horns were deadly. 
 Sleet fell heavily as the wind picked up. A few weeks ago, it would have been snow. But now the temperature was hovering at the freezing point, and sleet fell in sheets. Worse than snow, sleet penetrated the coats of both wolf and musk ox. 
 Then, in the twilight, cold, and sleet, Alpha’s son stopped, turned north, and focused his ears. The rest of the pack copied the son—all eight wolves stiff-legged, heads facing the same direction. A low rumble slowly approached. They recognized the rock creatures and the others who rode in and on the noisy beings. They were dangerous, even more than the occasional white bear wandering from the island’s eastern shore. 
 With a firm growl, Alpha took command of the pack, and they gave up the hunt despite their hunger. Back up the long slope they retreated. Back to the den, hungry pups, and gnawing bellies. They would hunt another day. 
   
 The snowcat ride was relatively smooth this time of year. The treads moved easily over the snow, the sleet having formed an icy crust. It was different over this part of the trip once the snow melted. Then the ride was one jolt after another, as snowcat treads bounced over and through scattered rubble. However, when the weather was warmer, they could open the windows to feel fresh air, brisk even in mid-summer. Sinclair once read that the far Canadian Arctic had the purest air in the world because so few humans lived within a thousand miles, and no industry contributed noise and pollution. 
 “Look, General! Over there to the left,” exclaimed Whitey, the snowcat driver. “A herd of them musk ox! Must be twenty-five or thirty of ’em. I haven’t been this close to any of ’em since last year. Usually, there’s only maybe ten or fifteen in a group.” 
 “They gather into bigger groups in the winter,” Sinclair said. “That way, they can protect each other better from the wolves. In summer, the wolves eat mainly arctic hares, lemmings, and voles—you’ve seen how these valleys teem with them when the vegetation peaks. But when the real winter comes, the wolves’ main food is musk ox and caribou.”  
 “Wow, General, check out the big Kahuna lookin’ us over! He must be the honcho for that herd. Christ! I bet he goes six or seven hundred pounds.” 
 “More like eight hundred.” 
 “You don’t want to mess with him,” said Whitey. “As clumsy as they look, I hear they can run damn fast.” 
 “Appears like they may have had some company,” the general said quietly. “Look at the tracks surrounding the herd.” 
 Whitey slowed his snowcat to a crawl so he could lean out the side window. “Wolves,” Whitey whistled in appreciation. “Yuh know, I bet we scared ’em off. Too bad for the wolves, but good for the ox.” 
 “Oh, I’m sure they’ll be back. This time of the year they must be getting pretty hungry. I don’t think I’ve seen wolves more than two, maybe three times in the two years I’ve been up here. Last time was just about dusk six months ago. We caught a glimpse of a whole pack in the distance. I understand they’re seen more often farther north.” 
 Whitey pushed the throttle forward, and the snowcat moved back to its normal 20 mph winter pace. In summer, they would be doing good to make 10 miles an hour, while threatening passengers’ spinal columns.  
   

Magadan, Kolyma Region, Russia

   
 Tuipilaq stood over the bodies of two Russian guards. When he had pantomimed the need to piss, the guards, not wanting him to soil their vehicle, pulled over and removed the chain fastening his feet to the floor. It had been a fatal mistake. Even shackled, hands and feet, he’d ended their lives before unlocking the restraints and urinating on their bodies.  
 He looked in both directions. The road ran north from the Sea of Okhotsk port of Magadan to the airport twenty-five kilometers away. No other vehicles were within sight or hearing. He needed to move. He was the only Yupik Eskimo within two thousand kilometers, and they would anticipate him trying to return home to the Chukotka Peninsula. No . . . he would not do what they expected. 
   

Hunan Island, People’s Republic of China

   
 Captain Jun Peng excoriated his four platoon leaders, berating their men’s performance during the day’s exercise—an air and sea attack on an enemy’s intelligence facility. In fact, he thought his company was better than most and the men superior. Nevertheless, he wanted them to be the best
company in the People’s Republic Marines. 
 They would repeat the same exercise the next day, and he would grudgingly admit an improvement—assuming they performed no worse than this day. Then there would be a day of rest before they moved to a different scenario set up near a secure base on the coast of southern China. He did not know who designed the training, but he jokingly told his father that if aliens from another planet ever kidnapped the president, his company would already have trained in that specific rescue scenario. 
   

White House Oval Office, Washington, D.C.

   
 The president of the United States shook hands and thanked the two senators invited to meet with him after the Los Angeles fundraiser. He needed every opportunity to lobby support for his infrastructure initiative. He smiled warmly, touched each senator on the shoulder, and watched the door close before cursing. 
 “Jesus. How many times will I have to stroke the egos of these jackasses?” 
 “As many times as necessary, Mr. President,” said his chief of staff. “You knew it was going to be a big part of getting anything done.” 
 “Yeah, but the same nonsense over and over? Christ. I don’t wish for a war or anything, but I feel as if all I do is spend time like this evening—raising money, soothing egos, and glad-handing. I hope it’s not all going to be like this. I’d occasionally like to be engaged in something a little more interesting.” 
 He would come to feel nostalgia for such evenings. 



 

 


 


CHAPTER 2

   
   




REALITIES

   
   
 Although the driving rain stopped for the moment, the wind still roared in the overhead canopy hundreds of feet above. On the forest floor, the wind was more subdued, but the foliage moved uneasily.  
 For reasons unknown, he had the urge to tell someone, “It was a dark and stormy night.” He forced down a giggle. There was no one else.  

Why am I thinking that?  Dimitar wondered. 
 He paused, momentarily confused. The words seemed out of place, inane. It nagged at him . . . as if he needed to be somewhere else very different. Never mind. He would think about it later. 
 He slowly turned his head, focusing to extend his senses. A sound that stood out from the rustling leaves and branches came and went—like cloth sliding over cloth—or, in this case, Dimitar thought, like an animal’s hide brushing against plants. Was it the target? Again the sound. He slowly swiveled his head to the right, unconsciously tensing the muscles around his ears, willing them to be more sensitive. Suddenly— 
 Yes. There. Again. The same faint swishing to his right, that or his imagination straining, longing to tell him he was the predator and not the prey. The Bulgarian’s ears focused on any sensation, any whisper. Yes, again. The target must be just inside the dark mass of foliage alongside the narrow path. 
 Wait! He heard another hint of movement, but this time to his left. 
 More than one grznart? Or did he only hear leaf murmurings from the wind? 
 Moisture beaded between his shoulder blades and trickled down his spine. Was he the hunter or the prey? Either way, his adrenaline rush fed the sensation of being totally alive.  
 THUD! The blow to his back drove him to the ground, his face pressed against grass and dirt. He reached over his shoulder and felt the wetness. Pulling his hand back, even in the semi-darkness, he recognized the bright yellow liquid covering his hand. 
 His heartbeat spiked. The grznart venom was relatively harmless to humans; this planet’s biology was similar enough to Earth’s for human exploitation but distinct enough to minimize the effects on humans of local pathogens and toxins. Nevertheless, a big enough exposure to the grznart’s “relatively” harmless venom could be uncomfortable and momentarily incapacitating—something he couldn’t afford. Dimitar fumbled in one of his vest pouches, pulled out the appropriately colored yellow ampoule, and stabbed himself in the thigh—the antivenom automatically injecting. 
 He had no time to monitor his reaction to either the venom or the ampoule contents. The grznart often followed the high-pressure injection stream with an attack. For native prey, the venom partially paralyzed upon contact, allowing the grznart to finish off even the largest prey before they recovered. Dimitar searched 360 degrees. The creatures were vicious, smart, and he suspected he faced a grznart hunting pair. 
 Branches broke to his right at the same time as to his left, and he heard bushes brushed aside by a quickly moving body. Dimitar whirled and flicked off the safety of his weapon, then fired a stream of super-high-velocity pellets to the intersection of where his hearing and his senses estimated a grznart would emerge from the foliage. Although only the size of a small pea, the pellet’s depleted uranium core, jacketed by titanium, disintegrated leaves, branches, small tree trunks, and the head and one shoulder of the first grznart. Instantly, Dimitar spun to face the second grznart almost upon him. He managed to focus the deadly stream on the grznart’s body just as a sabered forepaw sliced through his body. 
 Blackness smothered him for a second before blinding lights assaulted his retinas. He retched and reflexively hugged himself in a vain but instinctual motion to protect his organs. Time froze, as his senses processed the brightness and his sense of “Why am I still alive? When will the pain come?” 
   
 A disembodied voice shouted into his ears. “Hey, Andy, not bad if I have to say. Did the foliage move more realistically this time?” 

Andy? Who is Andy? I’m Dimitar . . . no, wait, not Dimitar. Yes, I’m Andy . . . that’s who I am . . . Andrew.

 Andrew’s eyes adjusted to the light but only after he squeezed them shut until they stopped hurting. When he gradually opened them, a face filled his vision field. A brown-haired and -eyed man in his mid- to late-twenties grinned at him. 
 “And those grznarts—you almost got them both, even though we increased their reaction time another ten percent. Nice going.” The man fumbled with something attached to Andrew’s head, causing Andrew’s vision to shake as his eyes seemed locked into position. A few more shakes and Andrew’s head was freed from a rubbery hood attached with wires. “But the foliage, what do you think?” 

Christ. Couldn’t Ralph wait a few moments?
Ralph? How do I know this guy is Ralph—and Ralph what?

 Moments of disorientation passed before Andrew recognized the bright blue suit encasing his entire body. Hundreds of leads led out of sight. A man and a woman joined Ralph in detaching leads and unfastening sections of what encased him. 
 The usual momentary confusion ebbed, as he transitioned from the virtual reality scenario. The more users believed in their role, the better their performance. He was one of the best “Magi”—the name project members gave to the top performers inside the virtual reality. The user’s brain needed to temporarily believe in the scenario to achieve maximum use of the system’s capabilities. The same brain needed a few moments to again adjust to leaving the scenario and reentering the real world. 
 Hands pulled him out of the semi-fluid bath. The polymer solution controlled the degree of difficulty in moving for anyone wearing the suit. How it worked exactly Andrew couldn’t have explained, even after briefings by the chemical and mechanical engineers who developed it—something to do with electric current modulations changing the polymer molecules’ orientation, thus providing almost instant alterations in the fluid viscosity. 
 It had been six months since the U.S. Army assigned him to keep tabs on the project’s progress. Dimitar and the grznarts were the brainchildren of Ralph Markakis, the lead scenario designer for Virtual-Reality Incorporated, the company contracted by the Pentagon to develop the most sophisticated simulation system yet created. 
 Ralph continued chatting away, seemingly unaware his conversation with Andrew was a monologue. Andrew coughed and croaked, “Ralph, would you shut up for a bit?” 
 A startled Ralph stopped blabbering and looked surprised, then chagrined. “Oh, sorry, Andy.” The pause lasted three seconds. “I just really want to get your opinion of the changes. We increased the number of processors handling leaves and—” 
 Ralph broke off at Andrew’s warning glare and went back to helping him out of the suit.  
 “And it’s Andrew, not Andy,” he growled.  
 With a tug at the suit’s last layer, the other staff members freed his legs, and he became aware of the more internal attachments. Not electrical leads this time, but the plumbing that accounted for bodily fluids and substances that might be expelled or voided during an hours-long session. This part of the disconnection Andrew handled himself. He thought of one of the supporting physiology techs as Nurse Ratched. She wasn’t a nurse, but she reminded him of the infamous caregiver in the Cookoo’s Nest movie, her calm and smiley countenance covering what Andrew suspected to be a sadistic streak.  
 She never varied in her routine. “Shall I help you with those, Captain Jefferson?” She addressed him by his rank and indicated the aforementioned final connections, smiling all the while. Andrew glared at her. She answered with a cheery, “Okay, then, you’re on your own. Let me know if you need any help.” Andrew was half afraid to wonder if Ratched meant some other kind of help.  
 Unidentified people pulled portable screens into place. Andrew leaned against the edge of the tank, out of view of people scurrying around the room. They moved equipment, ran between monitors, yammered at one another about the run, and flittered around doing tasks he didn’t recognize. He quickly unhooked the final connections to his body, detached the disposable ends, and put them in an awaiting receptacle, to disappear forever from the world and Andrew’s memory, or so he told himself. Once completely free, he donned a robe, pushed a screen section aside, and walked, not too shakily, into the adjoining physical examination room where doctors and nurses would probe him, take blood, and hook him up to more equipment until he wondered if they were measuring him to be a cyborg. 
 Another forty minutes and the medical staff released him to find peace in the locker room, get a hot shower, dress, and start the session’s final routine—the verbal debriefing by the development staff. Tonight’s version passed quickly while he thought about the report he would submit to the Pentagon. Finally released, he walked down the hall, mentally reviewing what he would write. 
 Harold Nieze stepped out of a doorway. 
 “Ah . . . Jefferson. I hear the session went well. At least, that’s what Ralph told me. We’re headed out for a suds or two. You joining us?” 
 The slender, lank-haired staffer held the title of “Systems Engineer.” No one knew where the label originated, and Nieze held no engineering degree. In fact, he had no degree at all but had an intuitive ability in computer systems integration and ad hoc solutions. In his report, Andrew would reinforce that Ralph, Nieze, and Jason Cain, a mathematician, were the heart and soul of the project’s success. 
 “I think I’ll skip tonight,” said Andrew. “It was a longer than usual session. I’d like a quiet evening.” 
 The core development crew, six to eight, often went for beers on Fridays or whenever the mood fit. They always asked Andrew to go. He didn’t know whether they accepted him as part of the group or invited him as a formality. 
 In Andrew’s opinion, Ralph’s puppy-doggish manner and naïve opinions could be irritating. Still, he was well intentioned and one of those nice people who did not quite fit into a not-always-nice world. Jason and Harold were good people, as were the others. Well, almost all the others. Nurse Ratched occasionally joined the after-session group, and the computer systems guy, Beau something or other, gave bores a bad name. No matter the makeup of any group from the staff, Andrew never felt as if he entirely belonged, the way he did by being part of the U.S. Army. 
 “Okay, then,” said Nieze. “Gotta go. It was a big day. Can’t wait to see where we go with the system once we confirm the latest results.” 

I wonder myself, thought Andrew, but I suspect it’s nowhere you, the others, or I can imagine. 
 Even after months of working on the project, he still didn’t know the Pentagon’s use for such a complex system . . . but, hey, his understanding was, as usual, not a military requirement. 
 He felt exhausted, even though he had floated in a tank for six hours. What he wanted to do was take the twenty-minute walk from VR, Inc. to his apartment. No matter how well the day had gone, a sense of relief always followed once he closed the door and locked it behind him. He regretted knowing it was a way to shut out the world he did not always feel comfortable with. But that’s how it was. 
 Yet first, he needed to write a full report while the latest session remained fresh in his mind. Based on recent results, he felt the system was ready. Not that refinements couldn’t continue indefinitely, but he had instructions to evaluate when the system was operational and could be moved to a remote site for unspecified purposes. 
 He expected a consequence of his report would be his heading to a new posting—something he had devoutly wished for even before arriving at this assignment. However, he realized he would miss this group of civilians’ energy and camaraderie. Ralph was about as geeky as they came, and Harold was blissfully ignorant of how rare his abilities were. Jason remained a bit of an enigma but bright as hell. Maybe Andrew liked the feeling of being part of such a fanatically hard-working group—something he had appreciated when he had such experiences in the army. Anyway, it was time to move on in his career—likely to a posting as a staff officer in a battalion. 
 In sparse piles on his desk lay the technical reports of the last six sessions. It took Andrew thirty minutes to give them a quick review and find nothing to change today’s impressions. The system worked well. No, better than well. He appreciated the technical tour-de-force accomplished by the project, something more than a new standard—a breakthrough not only in simulations but computer algorithms, the integration of multiple systems, and God knows what else. But as always, he could not shake the question. What the hell was it all for? He didn’t see the dollar and cents reports, but the cost of the system’s development and the equipment must be astronomical. Why such a sophisticated system, and why the operational requirements?  
 His thoughts turned from what he didn’t know, and maybe would never know, and moved on to his personal response to today’s session. Andrew’s summary score, as judged on a complex formula incorporating how long he’d lasted, his control of his virtual movements, and the response time of the scenario, had resulted in the highest he had ever achieved in one of Ralph’s “shoot ’em up” scenarios. Even better for Andrew’s ego, Ralph had failed to mention that Ralph himself still reigned supreme in scoring, meaning the system designer thought Andrew had done well. 
 Andrew turned on his computer, waited for the system to boot up, input his encryption key, and brought up the blank file for formal reports. It usually took him about forty-five minutes to complete the straightforward report. Still, he had boxes to fill in: date, session number, his name, rank, serial number, blah-blah. He filled in all the boxes, ensuring an appropriate volume of bureaucratic chatter, enough to satisfy anyone reading the report. Then, one task remained—one he suspected mattered most—to whoever stood as the ultimate authority over this project. This second report consisted solely of an email to an innocuous-looking address. On this particular day, his entire succinct message said: “It’s ready.” 



 
   
   

CHAPTER 3


 


 





NEXT PHASE


 


 


Pentagon, Arlington, Virginia

   
 Major General Lionel Sinclair had initially been surprised when ordered to come immediately to the Pentagon. He was scheduled to make two stops before giving his quarterly in-person report. Instead, he got the fastest transportation from Lima, Ohio, to Washington, D.C. He was not told why the change, but he had been in the army long enough not to push superiors too hard for explanations, especially four-star generals. 
 His last report had been little different from others he had given the previous two years. No significant progress. He had warned them he wasn’t going to stay at his post forever. After all, he had already retired once. At fifty-five years of age, he had been passed over the second time for his second star. By military custom, if not literal law, that mandated his retirement. Jack Spalding, a three-star general in charge of the Eastern Military District and a longtime friend and colleague from West Point, had told him that in a time of war or other crises, Leo would have risen higher. But this was not such a time. Now political ability was more important than military skills. Leo understood. He’d always known the way the military worked. The fact that he rose to brigadier general had come as something of a surprise to him, though perhaps not to others, including his wife, Mary. 
 Sinclair had mixed feelings whenever he entered the Pentagon. He’d once estimated he’d spent the equivalent of two years within the seemingly endless corridors during the course of his army career—including one solid year posted only a few hundred yards and one floor from today’s destination. Yet when the time came to separate from the army, he had no regrets at the thought of never entering this building again. He had plans. 
 He took up a few of his interests, apart from his career—many of which were not widely known and were somewhat eclectic for a person of his demeanor and background. More important, he would spend more time with his wife. Then Mary died, and he found himself lost. About fifteen months after she passed, he got a call from Justin Hardesty, a classmate from West Point who had risen to the lofty level of four stars. 
 *** 
 “Leo, I know you’re retired, but we have a job needing someone absolutely dependable. Not an overtly glamorous job, and unfortunately not likely to lead to further postings, but besides being important, I might be able to finagle you a second star before you retire again.” 
 “Well, what is it?” 
 “Can’t tell you right now, Leo. I’m just checking if you’d like to come to Washington so we can talk more in person. Trust me, I think you’ll be interested. I’ll only say for now it has to do with one of your past experiences. Actually, I guess it involves something both of us experienced. Sorry I can’t tell you more now, but think about it and get back to me.”  
 Leo did think about it. In fact, he thought long and hard—for about eight minutes. Of course, part of the time he was brushing his teeth, taking out the garbage, and opening a bottle of Dos Equis beer, even though the latter didn’t go well with toothpaste. He knew he had to get out of the house and DO something for a while. Without Mary, the house just didn’t seem right, but he figured to keep the house and someday return.  
 However, he didn’t want Hardesty to think he was too desperate, so he let two days pass before calling back. 
 “Great, Leo! I appreciate this. We really need someone we can trust. My adjutant will contact you in the next couple of days to arrange travel. You’ll find out more once you’re here, but I can tell you it will involve a pretty remote post and dealing with both civilians and military. It’s also VERY important.” 
 *** 
 The call had come two years previously. He hadn’t regretted the decision, but lack of progress and his weariness of the remote location had reached a point where a month ago he decided he’d done all he could, and the coterie of high-ranking officers overseeing the project could damn well find someone else to command Site 23. That resolution faded after he arrived in Lima and read Jefferson’s encrypted latest report suggesting the reason for the urgent change of plans.  
 General Hardesty’s office was definitely one of the plusher generals’ offices Sinclair had ever visited. Not that he had ever visited many four-star generals’ offices. In fact, now that he thought about it, this was the only four-star general’s Pentagon office he had ever been in and only because of Site 23. 
 The three men sat in leather-covered chairs around a low table. Hardesty always looked like he was no worse than second place on the sour persimmon scale. Sinclair also thought Hardesty could afford to lose twenty or thirty pounds, But, hey, when you’re a four-star general, you can pretty much do whatever you want. Hardesty was intelligent as well, with a PhD in political science and two master’s degrees—in Asiatic history and business administration. As sour as Hardesty was, General Wallens always seemed to be in a good mood, even when you might not have thought the situation warranted it. The Air Force four-star general looked very much like what he was—a bureaucrat. Not that Sinclair didn’t recognize the need for such people; even the military ran on regulations and mountains of paperwork. 
 Sinclair assumed the current meeting’s mood would be different from the one three months previous, either positive or negative. He was long past making guesses about anything to do with why he had come out of retirement. 

Well, he thought, as the three men exchanged perfunctory words, I guess I shouldn’t complain since I assume we’re moving on to the next phase and hoping we see progress. 
 “Okay, Leo, we’ve looked at your quarterly report, but go ahead and give us a brief summary before we talk about Jefferson. First, the situation inside Site 23.” 
 Sinclair shuffled his papers, though he didn’t need to look at them. Most details hadn’t changed in the last three months. 
 “Well, if you want the quickest possible summary, I’d say the situation is the same as for the last year. The scientific staff is making progress, but my reading is that although the interactions are getting more complex, it’s broadening, rather than deepening. My evaluation is we need a breakthrough to make any significant advance beyond this point. If we don’t, then I would not be surprised if we tread water indefinitely.” 
 Hardesty shifted in his chair. “Goddammit, and you still don’t have any idea what it is?” 
 “Do we know what it actually is?” said Sinclair, reframing the question. “No, but the scientists have the same list of what it might be.” 
 Wallens spoke for the first time. “How about the staff? Is the cover story still holding up, and are the basic functioning and morale at the site still acceptable?” 
 “Yes,” reflected Sinclair, “with a few minor exceptions, the group continues to function as a very efficient community. The extra steps taken in setting up the site and monitoring each individual’s adaption to the environment continues to pay off. If I were giving performance reports on the civilian staff, I would give special recommendations to the site psychologist, Wilbur Huxler, and the site’s administrative assistant, Bre Huttleston. Dr. Huxler is doing an outstanding job keeping tabs on everyone at the site. As for Huttleston, she’s a natural social organizer and somehow manages to keep everyone involved in some form of social activity.” 
 “And security,” Hardesty probed. “Is the Canadian agent still trying to find out about Level 3?” 
 Sinclair smiled. “Well, he keeps trying, but as far as I, Huxler, and the two security agents on site can determine, he hasn’t discovered anything.” 
 “Well, that’s something,” interjected Wallens. “I’m surprised we’ve managed to keep security this long. The Level 3 people have turned into permanent staff, and, as far as we can tell, the Levels 1 and 2 staff, current and past, either haven’t found out the secret of Level 3 or talked outside shop. This can’t go on much longer. This is all going to come out. I’ll be surprised if we keep a lid on this for more than a year, two on the outside.” 
 “So,” said Hardesty, jumping to the main topic, “Jefferson says the basic system is operational. Do you agree, Leo?” 
 “Operational? I have to accept Jefferson’s opinion. I’ve read all his reports, but he’s the one on the ground in Santa Clara. But I think we need to face facts. The system is only as ready as it’s going to be until we can get it field-tested. Jefferson believes the system is stable as far as basic functioning. But we simply won’t know what modifications might be needed until we use it. So, until we get to the site, I don’t believe any more improvements are meaningful for our purpose.” 
 “Do you still believe the three key people in development are sufficient to make these modifications on site?” Wallens asked. 
 “From the company updates and Jefferson’s assessments, then yes, that is my recommendation. One of the major specifications was for the system to require minimal support staff. It’s effectively an interactive black box. What’s left is to actually try and use the system and then make adjustments to algorithms and interconnections in the basic system as needed. 
 “That doesn’t mean we won’t run into major problems, but the kind of testing that comes next will determine what, if any, changes are needed.” 
 Hardesty appeared skeptical. “And what about trouble getting the three of them to agree to move to the site?” 
 “I don’t believe so,” replied Sinclair. “They evidently work quite well as a team, and Jefferson believes they’ve all bought into the project so strongly that they’ll want to keep working on it. That’s one reason I think there won’t be a problem. 
 “The second reason is they’ve never been told what the purpose of the system is. They were given a set of specifications but nothing about the actual application. Their curiosity will work for us if they are told that they’ll find out what the application is only if they’re willing to move. 
 “Of course, it’ll help that we’re going to offer twice the salary they’re making right now. Actually, Jefferson suggested we scale back the salary offer. He thinks the first two factors are strong enough that offering too much salary is liable to raise flags and probably not necessary. I’m inclined to stick with more money, at least for Cain and Nieze. Money’s hardly a factor for Markakis. He’s already filthy rich, but in his case, getting to play with the most advanced system he knows about is incentive enough.” 
 “And if any of them don’t agree to join?” queried Wallens. 
 “Then we have our fallback options,” Sinclair stated firmly. “We can try and bluff using the national security club, and in the end is a worst-case scenario where we just take them into custody and move them to Site 23 whether they want to go or not.” 
 Hardesty nodded, but Wallens shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Let’s hope the final option isn’t necessary. We’d be more than skirting the letter of the law—we’d be leaping over it.” 
 Sinclair shook his head. “I don’t think any such issue is going to matter in the long run. The three men might piss and moan at first, but once they see what we’re doing, they’d probably pay us to stay involved.”  
 “Hell and damnation,” Wallens said wearily. “I suppose you’re right. Even after several years, it’s sometimes hard to completely get my mind around it.” 
 At that comment, Hardesty broke into a rare smile. “Oh, no. I think I’ve given that up long ago. Sometimes I feel like we’re running up a steep sand hill and wondering if we’ll ever reach the top.” Hardesty paused, then continued. “And if we do get there, what will we find?” 
 “It’s like a variation on the old story of riding the tiger,” said Sinclair. “Once you’re on, you can’t get off. All we can do is hope for a resolution we can live with.” 
 The three of them sat silent for a few moments, each in his own thoughts. 
 Hardesty moved on. “Okay. Sounds like the VR system will be moved to Site 23 along with the three key personnel. Do we agree?”  
 Wallens said yes and Sinclair nodded.  
 “And what about Captain Jefferson?” Hardesty asked. “This has already interrupted his career path. How’s he going to react to another year and possibly longer?” 
 Sinclair responded solemnly, “I think for everyone who understands what is really going on, issues of future career tend to go away. In Captain Jefferson’s case, I think we should consider ourselves fortunate he’s worked out so well. I’m confident he’ll accept moving to the site, if with some initial reservations until he finds out what’s at stake.” 
 Hardesty spoke up. “We’ll go ahead and bump him to major a little early. That should help soften the assignment, along with promising a slot at the Command and Staff College at Fort Leavenworth once he returns from Site 23. That would normally be a hoped-for step, career-wise. You can assure him a reserved spot will be waiting for him. Whether he attends the course is something else, depending on what happens at the site. But there’s no reason to tell him that.” 
 Sinclair nodded. He agreed with Hardesty’s assessment, although he hated not being candid with Jefferson. But then again, he agreed with the implication that once anyone understood the full ramifications of the project, they tended to lose focus on other issues. 
 “All right,” said Hardesty, “we’re set to move into the next phase at Site 23. I hope to God something comes of it . . . well, I think I do.” He sat back in his chair. 
 Wallens continued. “And now the woman, Ms. Jill Hardesty.” 
 Hardesty flushed. “Have you figured out how the fuck a woman in the Pentagon tour office got hold of the file?” 
 “I looked into it,” said Wallens, “and it appears to be a series of random circumstances and personnel incompetency. Just bad luck she has the same last name as you. As far as security has been able to tell, the file was directed to you, Justin, but the security system was undergoing an update on the software. Instead of your current login being noted as the necessary recognition for delivering and signing off on the file, the system couldn’t find your current login and took a login from the e-mail system we quit using ten to fifteen years ago—’jhardesty.’ It was supposed to have been discarded once the system changed the login, but somehow it survived. We’re still trying to track down exactly how. When the courier asked the system for your location, it told the courier that jhardesty was in the tour office.” 
 “But even so,” growled Hardesty, “didn’t it occur to the idiot to think it odd a secure file from the White House was being delivered to the tour office? And to a GS-3 clerk?” 
 “The courier is a marine captain. Naturally, he didn’t know he was returning the previous report on Site 23 after the president read it. He wanted to get the delivery done and go out for a hot date that evening. It may also be there were some errors made in assigning this person to such a sensitive position in the first place.” 
 “What!” harrumphed Sinclair. “Are you talking about the courier’s incompetence or that of whoever put him in that position?” 
 Wallens smiled humorlessly. “Turns out he’s a nephew of an unnamed rear admiral in the intelligence directorate. There may have been some inappropriate strings pulled to get him into this position. As it happened, he was about to be shipped to Afghanistan when the surprise change in assignment came through.” 
 “Well, kiss my ass,” cursed Hardesty. “I suppose keeping a low profile means there’s nothing we can do about a dickhead admiral?” 
 “No,” said Wallens, “we just have to let it go. But I’m putting into place more layers of security, so something like this doesn’t happen again.” 
 “But even so,” puzzled Sinclair, “didn’t she still need to put in a password in addition to her login when the courier handed her the file?” 
 Wallens answered ruefully, “Here is a case that makes you wonder if either God is laughing at us, or our ideas of probability are totally fallacious. You’re right, Leo, she had to input a password into the keypad from the courier in order to open the courier case. As far as we can tell, not only was the courier in a hurry, but this Jill Hardesty was trying to leave to make her train home. At least, that’s the assumption from what a coworker said about her trying to catch a specific metro train every day. Anyway . . . when she input on the keypad, she hit a key one position to the right of where she intended.” 
 Hardesty looked over at the keyboard of his computer. “Don’t fucking tell me that she typed in my old password!” 
 “That’s exactly what happened,” Wallens said in resignation. “One letter difference. If you look at each of the required steps for her to get this file and put them together, the chances of this happening are essentially impossible.” 
 “Well,” said Sinclair, “I’ve got bad news for statisticians and their probability theories.” 
 “Okay, okay,” Hardesty interjected, “given the situation, what are our choices with her?” 
 “I don’t see there are many choices,” Wallens said regretfully. “Even if she doesn’t have any idea of the significance of what was in the file, we can’t take the chance of her being loose. She’s got to be isolated.” Wallens paused and then continued. “Whether she wants to be or not. The complication is she’s got a two-year-old child. Obviously, she’s not going to leave the child, so it’ll have to go with her.” 
 “But how is that going to work out?” said Hardesty. “Leo, what do you think? When I called you earlier this morning, I asked you for some brilliant solution. I don’t think this case is going to work like the few other times we had to sequester a staffer who’d worked at the site.” 
 Sinclair grimaced. “Having her and the child at Site 23 is not as outrageous as I initially thought, and there are precedents. Several countries allow family groupings, including children, to reside at such remote sites. The Argentinian Esperanza Base in Antarctica is one example. They’ve had children at the site for over fifty years, including schools. Some of the children are there year-round, typically, ten to fifteen at any one time, although these are a little bit older. However, they’ve even had births. 
 “Plus, Dr. Huxler added an interesting perspective. From the standpoint of how a child would fit into the Site 23 community, Huxler thinks there might be significant benefits. One negative of these remote sites is that people tend to lose contact, especially emotionally, with what would be perceived as normal life. This includes children. Not that the children have to be theirs . . . just the feeling that a community should have children. Huxler thinks the kid would help with community morale. 
 “The second issue is safety of the child. I recognize that we’re not taking that into primary consideration, given the stakes, but it’s something we can’t avoid thinking about. Huxler thinks there’s a good chance the child will be effectively adopted by a good portion of the staff at the site, and the child and the mother will probably have more nannies to look after the child than there are hours of the day. Given these considerations, even if it doesn’t seem optimal, I think we’re forced to go ahead and move Ms. Hardesty and the child up to Site 23.” 
 “So,” said Wallens, “what’s the approach to get her up there?” 
 “One way is to bluff,” said Sinclair. “We’ll play the national security card, with at least an implied uncertainty about her keeping custody of the child. As you said, the primary objective is to get her acquiescence for the move. Everything will go smoother, now and in the future, if it at least appears to be with her agreement. 
 “Turns out she’s not in regular contact with her family—evidently some kind of family split between her and the rest. Plus, since she’s moved to Washington, she doesn’t seem to have developed much social life—what with finding and doing her job at the tourist office and caring for the child. So, I don’t think it will be a major problem for her to simply disappear. I’ll arrange for someone to visit her and do what’s necessary. They’ll be accompanied by a couple of FBI people. She’ll be given the impression how serious the entire matter is. The file will be retrieved, and the agents will ascertain whether she broke the seal. There’s no way she can close it back up to its original condition if she’s opened it and read the contents. I’m holding out hope that she hasn’t read it, and we’re home free with her. 
 “But if our person can’t be certain she hasn’t read the contents, she’ll be made to believe she’s in serious trouble. We’ll also throw in the possibility of generous pay for the length of time she’s transferred to some unidentified location and a promise of a good job someplace else in the U.S. after she returns. Then, as a last resort, as with the three from Virtual-Reality Inc., we can always fall back on taking her into custody and shipping her off, whether she agrees to go or not. However, I don’t think that’ll be necessary.” 
 “And you’ve got somebody we can trust and who can intimidate her?” asked Wallens. 
 Sinclair nodded with a droll expression. “I have the person in mind.” 
 “All right,” said Hardesty, rocking back in his chair and stroking his chin with his fingers. “I think we covered everything. Leo, you’ve got the go on all this.” 
 Sinclair nodded. “I’ll start everything rolling, and I’m projecting we should have everyone on site in not much more than a week.” 
 Hardesty stood up, reached across the desk, and held out his hand for Sinclair. “Thanks, Leo, I wish us all good luck in this. Although I mainly wish the hell it never happened.” 
 “Same here, Justin,” said Sinclair, reverting back to a more familiar address with a superior two ranks higher now that the official business was over. “I’m afraid, one way or another, we’re going to see where the tiger takes us.” 
 Wallens, in turn, took Sinclair’s hand. “Well, Leo, I don’t know which of us will have the more interesting time this next week. You’re headed back up to the site with the system and the new people, while we figure to be briefing the new president in about two weeks. That’s always one of those ‘hold your breath’ moments.” 
 “Do you think that will be a problem?” asked Sinclair. 
 Hardesty replied first. “No, at least Bush and Obama both think he’ll be okay. I only hope we don’t hit a wall. I don’t want to go through what our predecessors did with presidents they were scared of sharing the knowledge with. Running this kind of an operation without the president knowing is not only nigh onto impossible, though they did it, but at least violates our oaths, and it’s certainly damn illegal.” 
 “Well,” said Sinclair, “that’s in your camp. I’m off to take care of my end—getting the necessary people to the site and then seeing what we can do.” 
 “Good luck, Leo,” said Hardesty, “and I hope to God you can manage a breakthrough in the next six months or so. We all know we’re dancing on the edge here. I think we can all agree time is running out.”  
 Sinclair lacked their perspectives, but his intuition agreed with them. 
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 On the last day of his former life, Zach Marjek woke with a jerk of every muscle, his heart racing, and breaths coming fast and shallow. The same dream occasionally reoccurred, but now it was three nights in a row. Unlike the last two nights, this time the details were still vivid enough to dredge up emotions from what had happened.  
 *** 
 He’d been tagged to lead a recon mission. He and four other CIA contractors had been sent to find a Taliban staging camp supported by Iran. Faceless analysts sitting in front of monitors God knows where and sifting through intel reports had concluded there was an 80 percent chance the site existed and was training for a putsch to topple the Kabul leadership. The region was controlled by supposedly competent and loyal elements—whatever that meant in a cesspool of shifting allegiances and endemic corruption. The mission would happen without informing local authorities. Having the Afghan forces involved was the same as announcing an operation over the Internet. Understandable concerns were vetoed by a State Department lackey who parroted Washington’s position that the province was pacified. 
 Zach had taken only a quick look at detailed maps of the mission area and read the operation proposal before telling the air force lieutenant colonel giving the mission briefing that whoever’s idea it was must be an incompetent idiot. 
 “Why don’t you let the smart people who know what they’re doing do the thinking?” the officer said with a smirk. “The operation doesn’t need your approval. This is going to happen. Either you lead it, or we’ll bring in someone else.” 
 Zach had been tempted to tell the jerk where to stick the mission, but he wasn’t sure what the other four members of his team would do if he opted out. Willie Larson and Logan Porter would probably have followed his lead, but he didn’t know about Jimmy Akers, even though they’d worked together the last year. As for Jesus Morales, he’d joined the team a month previous, and though he was working out, if faced with following Zach or obeying orders he might follow the money. 
 In the end, Zach had led them into terrain more appropriate for a nightmare or, in this case, a lesson in where not to attempt unobtrusive insertion and surveillance. 
 “Holy shit,” murmured Willie at 7:03 a.m. when the helicopter dropped them on a ridgeline at eight thousand feet. Bare, steep, rocky slopes surrounded them, leading to higher peaks. 
 Porter spit to his left. “This place is even shittier than the photos looked.” 
 Zach wished he could disagree, but they needed to stay alert and not be distracted by grumblings, however justified. 
 “Focus,” he told the others. “Let’s do this and get our asses the hell out of here. The Taliban camp is supposed to be seven miles in that direction.” He pointed to a gap in two peaks topping fifteen thousand feet. He didn’t need to explain they wouldn’t be taking the easy route. If hostiles were to be found, they’d more likely be along paths through passes. If possible, they would move along the slopes at ten to twelve thousand feet, using footpaths only if no other option. Seven miles on a map translated into twelve hard miles of altitude changes. 
 He also didn’t need to tell them their arrival had been seen by everyone within twenty miles, a fact obvious to anyone having field experience and who had seen and heard a helicopter in mountainous terrain. A consideration somehow missed by the geniuses planning the mission. 
 For the next seven hours, they trudged up, down, and parallel on mountain slopes. Twice they crossed paths used by humans, and half the time the paths might have been used by humans but were likely created by animals. 
 “Probably an ibex trail,” Porter said quietly as they followed one such trail. “Seen ’em in zoos and read they’re from this part of Asia.” 
 “Yeah,” said Zach, “those or I understand there’s a local version of Rocky Mountain sheep.” 
 “Marco Polo sheep, they’re called,” offered Willie, “and don’t ask me why they got named after that Italian guy.” They spoke only loud enough to be heard within a few yards—sounds could carry almost forever in such terrain. 
 Fifty-five minutes later, they were overlooking a quarter-mile-long shelf where the maps indicated a Taliban base. 
 “Well,” said Zach, his voice dripping with acid, “can’t say nothing’s alive down there. Maybe that group of ibex are Taliban with really great camouflage.” 
 “If they are, they must be real terrors if the five of them are going to attack Kabul,” said Willie.  
 Zach turned to Morales, spun the man around, and reached into a pack for their radio’s handset. He told the other men, “I’m getting us out of this fiasco. A copter can land on the shelf.”  
 “Are you sure you’re at the right coordinates?” asked Lieutenant Colonel Asshole. 
 “I think I can read a fucking map!” shouted Zach, momentarily forgetting about sound traveling. He took two deep breaths. “We’re right above the shelf where the camp is supposed to be. The rock formations and shadows during the day might make it look like a camp.” 
 He didn’t believe what he’d said, but he didn’t want to argue, so offered a sop for the intelligence and planning screw-up. 
 “It’s got to be there,” said the colonel. “Maybe there are multiple shelves. I want you to move a couple thousand feet higher to the northeast. There’s a promontory that should overlook the entire slope you’re on. You should see the camp from there.” 
 Zach looked in stupefaction at what his hand held before bringing it back near his face. “We ain’t going to climb all over this God-forsaken country looking on the off chance this entire idea wasn’t a fuckup of some idiots. Not with night coming on. If there are any Taliban in these mountains, they know exactly where we are, and it’s only a matter of time before they gather enough men to come at us. We’re out of here.” 
 Several pithier exchanges ended with a threat of dire consequences once the team returned to base. Then another voice came over the radio. 
 “Can’t land on the shelf. Winds are too strong on that side of the mountain and aren’t expected to fall off for at least twenty-four hours, maybe longer. You’ll need to get around to where the southern shoulder of the mountain is more protected.” 
 Zach pulled out his map, cursed, and got back on the radio. 
 “Have you ACTUALLY looked at the terrain? There’s a fucking canyon on that route. It cuts up the side of the mountain with sheer rock faces almost to the summit. We’d still have to spend the night out here, and it’d still take us at least a day to climb down and back up, and that’s if we don’t kill ourselves trying.” 
 “Give me a minute,” said the voice. 
 Zach turned to the others. “I think they’re trying to come up with a better idea, but looking at the map, our only options seem to be going around the other shoulder or descending most of the way to the valley we saw a few hours ago.” 
 Porter shook his head. “If we stay high, it’ll take rest of the day, and we can’t be sure there’ll be an extraction point. Going down, at least we know a copter can get in, though the chances of running into unfriendlies goes up.” 
 Willie and Akers nodded. Morales’s eyes were wide. He licked his lips but didn’t say anything. 
 Zach got back on the radio. “We’re descending into the valley to our southwest.” He gave coordinates. “We’ll be there in two hours. There’ll still be enough light. I expect the extraction to be on station as we arrive.” 
 “The scree slope?” asked Willie. 
 “Yeah. The one we saw a while back. Looks like it descends a good part of the way down, ending just above the tree line. Everyone, lace your boots tight, drop the rations, and take only one canteen of water. When we reach the scree, we’ll jump out onto it. It should be deep enough to cushion us as we land and should let us slide. The slope angle means we won’t slide far, then we’ll keep doing it. If you sprain something, just suck it up. Break something and we’ll toboggan you down. I recommend not breaking anything. The valley is the one place in this area not considered pacified, but we’ll be in and out, in case there are Taliban there.” 
 Ninety and innumerable bruises later, they slowed when the scree slope ended in jumbled boulders. Trouble arose within three hundred yards after they came to the first scattered, stunted trees. 
 “Shit,” mumbled Porter as he picked up a piece of bread crust. “This can’t be more than a day old.” 
 Zach got on the radio. Two minutes later, he turned to the others. “Extraction is forty minutes away. We can’t go back up, so stay alert. We’ve another mile to where they plan on picking us up. Supposedly, no one lives here, but you know how that goes.” 
 The shooting started eleven minutes later. 
 *** 
 This was the point where Zach usually awoke from the dream, as if his brain, even when asleep, attempted to protect him from what came later. There were memories he would just as soon forget.  
 The clock hadn’t advanced far from his last look. He needed to divert his attention from the image of Morales’s face when he’d died, Zach holding his hand. 
 He knew from experience the futility of attempting to sleep again so soon after a dream as vivid as this one. So he rose, clad only in shorts, to look for something to eat while he watched TV for an hour or more. He would get a few more hours’ sleep. Word had come the previous afternoon that the Homeland Security section head wanted to see him sometime the next morning—he assumed pertaining to something he’d done to cause displeasure. Not that he gave a shit. 
 Later that morning, a clerk told Zach to report to the section chief, William Thompson, a complete asshole. It did not escape Zach’s attention that he had had too many associations with men to whom he had given such labels, though he didn’t casually award the title to just anyone. They had to clearly deserve it. Thompson fulfilled the requirements in abundance, although in fairness to Thompson, Zach had to agree that at least a high minority, if not slight majority, of the officials in Homeland Security fell in the same category. 
 He had been temporarily dutied to Homeland Security the last four months. The senior staff at CIA Overseas Operations appreciated Zach’s value but needed to hide him for six months to a year. Zach had told a powerful political appointee that he and any number of other experienced CIA hands had more brains in their balls than this particular person had in his whole head. This took place during a briefing where the administration had come up with another idiotic plan for settling some long-term ethnic problems in Central Asia—an area of which they had no knowledge or background to justify making such plans. A single incident would have been bad enough; unfortunately, this was at least the third or fourth time that Zach had conflicted with this particular asshole, who then agitated to separate Zach from the CIA. 
 Zach’s previous agency section chief, and a friend when not pissed off at him, arranged to move him from the CIA headquarters out of Washington entirely for an “important” liaison position with a Homeland Security office in Goddard, Virginia—only a few minutes’ drive from Zach’s apartment and on the other side of Washington from CIA sites, the idea being to hide Zach out of sight and hopefully out of mind until the political appointee went on to a new brilliant idea and forgot his existence. Unfortunately, Zach found himself working with a group of Homeland Security staffers who would’ve thought that the CIA political appointee’s ideas were totally plausible. 
 Zach managed to keep his mouth shut for almost two months before the first time he pointed out the complete idiocy of a set of proposed Homeland Security measures at ports. It wasn’t that he didn’t think more security was needed at U.S. ports. In fact, he thought there should be a significant increase in precautions because any group around the world could slip a herd of elephants through the U.S. port security without anyone noticing. What he objected to were implementation procedures with minimal impact on security and that seemingly had the purpose only to increase paperwork and thereby prove the importance of the Department of Homeland Security. Zach’s repeatedly pointing out flaws in new procedures had finally led to a blowup with Thompson about a week ago. Thompson had yelled at him and told him just to get out of his sight. This Zach obligingly did, spending most of the rest of the week pointing out to lower-level Homeland Security staff all the problems with the procedures they were supposed to be implementing. Then came the call to report to Thompson’s office—and here he was. 
 Zach entered the room without knocking, deliberately under the assumption it would piss off the man. 

What the hell, he thought. 
 Thompson looked up from his desk, grimaced as he saw who had interrupted him, and then frowned at Zach’s entry without a proper knock.  
 “Marjek, sit down,”
he grumbled, closing a folder on his desk and glaring. Zach plopped himself into the chair and stared at Thompson with a quizzical expression—also something he figured would be irritating. Hey, what was the worst that could happen? He had been gone from the CIA for four months, so maybe asshole number one had forgotten about him and moved on. Maybe they would take him back just to get him out of the country. In a worst case, he would only have to listen to this jerkoff chew him out before sending him back to do nothing important.  
 “Marjek, I can see why they posted you over to us from the CIA. They just wanted to be rid of you. You must have something big on someone high up. That’s the only reason I can see for any organization keeping a dickhead like you around.”  
 Zach didn’t say anything. Why should he? It wasn’t going change anybody’s mind in this office. 
 Thompson took a moderate breath, leaned back in his chair, and a smile bordering on a smirk appeared. “I’m happy to tell you that I have a request from somewhere—where I have no idea—for your temporary duty to a new assignment. Why anyone would have any use for you is a mystery I don’t need to solve. I’m pleased to say that you’ll be gone from this office, and we can return to the entire staff functioning efficiently.” 

Yeah, right, Zach thought. Meaning shuffling needless paperwork and convincing everyone how important you are to national security. 
 Thompson continued. “I have here an order for you to report tomorrow at 1:00 p.m. to a specific site at the Pentagon.” He pulled out a single sheet from a folder and pushed it across the desktop to Zach. “You have the rest of your morning to clean out your desk and turn in your security card. See Personnel on the second floor to complete the sign-out papers. That’s all.” With that, Thompson turned to his computer screen and then pretended to be doing something. 

I wonder what he’s working on, thought Zach. Maybe saving the U.S. from eighty-five-year-old grandmother hijackers, Albanian chess players, or, even worst of all, stealth Malaysian mangoes. 
 Zach picked up the sheet of paper, glanced at it, stood up, and said to Thompson, “I would say that it’s been an honor to work with you these last few months and I further appreciate the important role that Homeland Security has in ensuring the safety of this great nation. However, I usually try to avoid vomiting in public.” With that, he turned and walked out. He left the door open because it was his last opportunity to irritate Thompson. 
 The next day, he got to the Pentagon at 12:30 p.m. He’d been there before and was prepared for the sheer size of the five-sided building. Thus, he wasn’t sure how long it would take to get to the designated room where, according to the slip of paper, he was supposed to meet with a General Lionel Sinclair. Zach believed in as much preparation as possible, so because he had no idea what this meeting was about, the previous night he’d used his personal laptop to research Sinclair, an officer who had retired four years earlier as a brigadier general.  
 From what Zach could find out, Sinclair had served several tours in Iraq and Afghanistan and had been the commanding officer of unspecified and still classified operations in Yemen and Africa.  
 Zach remembered that Frank Williamson, another CIA field officer, had been somehow involved in the Yemen operation. He and Frank had worked together, and he thought they had a reasonable degree of respect for each other. He called Langley and, after the usual haggling, got transferred through to Frank. They engaged in some introductory pleasantries, and Zach moved on to the purpose of his call. 
 “So . . . Frank . . . I called to see if you can give me any skinny on a General Lionel Sinclair.” 
 “Sinclair? How did you connect with him?” 
 “Nothing I want to share right now,” said Zach. “I just need an outside view of the man. You know . . . what’s his reputation?” 
 “Well . . . I worked with Sinclair for almost a year at his headquarters near Kandahar in Afghanistan. His unit was regularly coming under fire, and we were trying to ferret out which of half-a-dozen factions was involved. Sinclair was highly thought of as a field and special operations commander. Apparently, almost everyone who served under him was supposed to have a similar opinion. He was generally considered in that rare group of officers whom subordinates regret leaving when command changes or they’re transferred. He was a colonel at the time and about to bump up to brigadier, but people thought he’d never make major general. He’d ticked off too many political generals and admirals of higher rank by telling them what they didn’t want to hear. That’s about all I know about him. Word is he’s a straight shooter.” 
 “Okay, Frank, thanks for the input.” 
 Zach decided he might already be starting to like Sinclair. 
 Zach found the appointed room with ten minutes to spare. The door was indistinguishable from a thousand other doors in the Pentagon, except for the number. He knocked, and when there was no immediate response, he opened the door and entered a small room with a minimum of furniture and an open door at the other end. A voice called out. 
 “If that’s you, Marjek, come on in. If it’s anybody else, you’ve got the wrong office.” 
 Zach walked into the other room, this one with a typical government metal desk and chair, along with a facing folding chair.  

These people really need to do something about the interior decorating. 
 Sitting at the desk was an officer wearing the everyday “army greens” service uniform. Zach assumed the man was Lionel Sinclair, but he was wearing the two stars of a major general. Zach had not found any reference to Sinclair being reactivated or promoted. This raised red flags. Knowing what he did of the military, Zach figured it could be one of two things. Either Sinclair was good buddies with some higher-ranking officers who had somehow gotten him promoted post-retirement, or . . . what? He didn’t like mysteries involving generals. 
 The seated officer was about middle fifties with short, military-cut grizzled hair, direct but squinting eyes that radiated competence, and just a hint of a smile at the corners of his mouth. On the desk in front of him sat a folder three or four inches thick. Zach had seen the same folder before. It was hard not to recognize, especially with a partial coffee cup stain on the cover and several sheets of fading paper sticking out from the other contents. 

My CIA personnel folder? I thought those were restricted access and never out of the agency’s hands. And I thought I’d heard they’d switched to digital.

 “Zach Marjek,” the man said in a tone of voice making a statement, not a question.  
 Zach was tempted to say, What a coincidence, my name is Zach Marjek, too. However, some instinct told him not to be too cheeky with this guy until he knew more about what was going on.  
 “Yes, I’m Marjek.” 
 “I’m Sinclair. Please have a seat.” The man seemed pleasant, but Zach was experienced enough not to be fooled. It was more like an amiable request from someone you should not fuck with.  
 Since he spied only one empty chair in the room, Zach deduced the general wanted him to sit in the folding chair and not on the floor or in his lap. Zach took the seat and waited. The general opened the folder and quickly scanned the top sheets as if he were merely refreshing his memory. He ignored Zach while he flipped the pages. Zach knew the value of patience and waited until Sinclair was ready.  
 Finally, Sinclair looked up at Zach and said, “I am Major General Lionel Sinclair. Here’s identification.” He laid an open ID flap on the table facing Zach. Zach looked at the photo and ID information without actually seeing it. 
 The general waited for Zach to finish. Zach looked up after a time that seemed appropriate for a thorough inspection of Sinclair’s ID. He pulled out his own identification and laid it next to Sinclair’s. Sinclair glanced at it as perfunctorily as Zach had his, did something that suggested a little smile again, and focused again on the open folder.  
 “Zachary Marjek. Goes by Zach. Often uses the last name Marks. Six years service U.S. Army. Staff sergeant. Two tours in Afghanistan with the 82nd Airborne. Several commendations. At the end of a second tour in Afghanistan, was recruited by the CIA, released from formal military service, underwent intensive six-month course at various CIA training facilities followed by ten years of service with the agency. Several more commendations, most of which fall under the CIA’s covert operations protocols, meaning never to be made public. Special commendation and supervisor acknowledgments for operation in southern Ethiopia.” 
 The mention of Ethiopia forced Zach to interrupt, “But that’s supposed to be a highly classified piece of information, and I can’t continue talking with you about it unless I know you have the appropriate security clearance. And a need to know.” 
 The general glanced up at Zach and said, “For all practical purposes, there is no upper limit to my security clearance.” He turned back to the folder. “Doesn’t matter though. Details of that operation are of no immediate interest.” 
 Zach could feel the small hairs on his back rise. Whatever was going on, his instincts told him it was about to move from the “this is curious” category into a “this must be some serious shit.” 
 The general continued. “Bright. Tends to project a devil-may-care attitude that obscures a keen analytical mind and an intuitive sense of situations and interconnections. With a different personality, might be expected to rise high in the CIA analysis division. Not likely to happen due to manner, which tends to be insubordinate and impatient with incompetence. One of the best field operatives in the agency. Known to interact well with subordinates and indigenous personnel during field operations. In appropriate situations would be considered extremely dangerous to opponents, highly trustworthy in carrying out mission objectives, assuming he understands and agrees with the objectives, and not likely to be subject to personal manipulation.” 
 The general closed the folder, pushed it aside, and raised his head to look straight at Zach. “Mr. Marjek. I see that the operation directorate in the CIA thinks highly of your capabilities. However, their attempt to hide you in Homeland Security while a certain political appointee forgets about you has not proved successful. Unbeknownst to you, Homeland Security is about to forward a negative report on your competence and conduct back to the CIA. Under normal circumstances, this report would come to the attention of that certain person whom we need not name. 
 “Fortunately for you, I intercepted this report, and there is an opportunity to assign you to yet another project that would keep you out of the sight of your ‘friend’ in the CIA for at least a year, possibly two. By this time, any problems you had would be forgotten enough that, should you desire, you could be re-integrated back into the agency. 
 “This particular project is headed by myself. What it is exactly will have to be explained later. At this moment, all you need to know is it will entail an assignment to a remote site outside of the United States. You will report directly to me and a second man you will shortly meet if you agree to this assignment. The remote site will include both military and civilian personnel. It has a very high classification, arguably a higher level than any previous operation you’ve participated in. Your overt role at this site will be as a safety officer supervising aspects of the site operations. It will be a not-so-hidden secret that you also function in some capacity as security. That is so most of the people on site, who will number somewhere around a hundred, will believe they understand your role and will not be aware of even higher classified duties.”  
 The general paused. “Do you have any questions at this point?”  

Well, shit no, Zach thought. Why should I have any questions?

 “When you say remote, how remote is remote?” 
 “For the moment, let’s just say that anything personal you want to take with you had better fit into a couple of bags and that you shouldn’t expect access to stores for the foreseeable future. Once on site, everything else you need will be provided.” 
 “How soon would this assignment begin?” 
 “As soon as you say yes.” 
 Zach sat back a little farther in his chair. “I assume this is a highly classified situation intended to be kept as far from normal channels as possible. Also, given my background, the possibility of hostile activity is high. I also infer that in a worst-case scenario, there would be little opportunity for backup.” 
 The smile flickered again on the general’s face. “Your analysis is basically correct, with one exception. I will tell you that any hostile action is an extremely low probability, but, as you’re aware, the level of caution with any operation is a function of both the importance of the operation and the likelihood of unforeseen events. Should the unlikely happen, the security of the operation and the prevention of exposure, either to the U.S. public or any other party, overrides all other considerations.” 
 Sinclair’s statement was another red flag, this one big enough to cover a football field. When mission objectives overrode all other considerations, the implication was that lives were secondary. “Hold to the last man” was one version tossed about in movies, but intuition told Zach this was not an officer who casually dredged up such phrases. 
 “When would I find out more details about the operation?” 
 Sinclair sat back in his chair. “Once you agree to accept the assignment and fill out both the normal security forms you’ve seen many times before and some you haven’t, you’ll meet again with me and the military second in command of the operation. At that point, you’ll find out a few more details. However, full disclosure of the scope of the operation will await your arriving at the site.” 
 “How long do I have to decide?” Zach said. 
 “You have sixty seconds.” With that comment, the general pulled back his coat sleeve and started looking at his watch. 

Well, Christ, Zach thought. This guy doesn’t fuck around, does he? But then again, do I really have a whole lot of choice? If what he says is true about the report the Homeland Security dickhead was sending back to the CIA, I’m screwed. Even if Sinclair somehow diverted the report, it’s liable to reappear.

 And Zach was curious about the assignment. Uncertainty about his interest in ever returning to fieldwork had built over the last months. Maybe this was a way to shake himself loose from Homeland Security, stay out of sight a little longer, and give himself more time to think about the rest of his life. 
 “Okay, General Sinclair, I’m your man. What’s next?” 
 “Be back here at three o’clock. The second in command of the operation will join us, and we’ll go over some immediate details.” 
 The general rose, leaned across the desk, and held out his hand. “Welcome to the project, and I hope it will be an action-free experience for someone of your background. However, I can assure you that it will hold your interest.”  
 Zach shook the firm grip, nodded, and left. 
 He walked down the endless halls—they actually were endless because they looped completely around the five-sided Pentagon’s shape. Zach pondered his meeting with Sinclair. It wasn’t that he was unused to assignments where he initially knew little, if anything, of the ultimate objectives, but somehow he sensed there were deep waters here. A man could drown in such waters. 
 He glanced at his watch—1:33 p.m.? Somehow the meeting with Sinclair had lasted less than thirty minutes, but by its impact he felt as if it had been several hours.  
 Zach made an effort to spend at least a little time in the museums around the Mall whenever he got to D.C., but there was no time today—maybe later after the follow-up meeting. For now, he picked up a sandwich and water from a Pentagon café in the basement, walked toward the Potomac River, and found a bench facing Columbia Island across the lagoon from the river. He ate, pushed his thoughts away from what he didn’t know, enjoyed the spring sun, and watched people seeking respite from whatever they did inside the Pentagon. 



 
   
   

CHAPTER 5


 


 





ANDREW JEFFERSON


 


 


Washington, D.C.


 

 On the last day of his former life, Andrew Jefferson took time to reflect on the previous eventful week. The day after emailing his encrypted reports from VR Inc., he received a reply: an order to begin wrapping up his personal affairs in Santa Clara, make plans for moving the VR systems, and consider how he would convince the three critical staff members to make the move—all without divulging any such intentions—and fly to D.C. for a meeting with Sinclair. The company had arranged the travel—which had the advantage that it seldom flinched at paying higher rates to secure last-minute seating on preferred flights. Were it not for federal restrictions, the company would have put him in first class. However, some bureaucrat, somewhere, sometime, had ruled that even if a non-federal entity paid, federal employees must travel by the cheapest seats available. Bean counters lived for such decisions. 
 At least, the company booked him into Reagan National Airport, instead of Dulles, so that getting to a hotel near the Pentagon took fewer than ten minutes, instead of forty. Even so, it had been nearly 2 a.m. the previous day when he got to sleep. Fortunately, he possessed the soldier’s ability to sleep wherever and whenever time opportuned. With a noon meeting, he had slept until 9:45 a.m.—to be woken by room service knocking at the door. He had set the alarm for 10 a.m. just in case. Then the ritual three S’s, shit, shower, and shave, followed by a late breakfast and review of his report and a thirty-minute walk to the Pentagon. 
 Andrew had been in the building several times and had met with Sinclair once before when he was first assigned to the virtual reality project in California. He had no trouble finding his way to the small bare office where he had first met Sinclair. The room remained exactly the same as before, a small first room, probably designed for a secretary or an aide, leading to a slightly larger room—both bare, except for minimal furniture. 
 As Andrew entered the outer door, Sinclair’s voice echoed from the farther room. “Come on in, Captain.” 
 Andrew strode into the room, came to attention in front of a desk, and delivered a picture-perfect salute. Although saluting was typically not carried out indoors, custom required it when formally reporting to a superior. Andrew figured today fell under that category. To Andrew’s surprise, the general not only returned his salute smartly but came to his feet first. From Andrew’s experience, most superior officers would remain seated and give a perfunctory return salute. 

Score one for Sinclair, Andrew thought. 
 “At ease and take a seat,” said Sinclair as he scanned what was obviously a copy of Andrew’s report—liberally marked up in blue ink. “Good report. To the point, well organized, and no extraneous information. Well . . . no more than the minimal bureaucratic bullshit.” 
 Sinclair sat back, closed the folder, and looked at Andrew. “We’ll go over it in some detail later, but give me your summary report again. Is the system stable enough to be deployed in a remote location? Not that it’s perfectly finished, but do you confirm it can begin to be used and modified under field conditions?” 
 “Sir, without knowing exactly what field conditions entail, I can only say that given sufficient technical support and the same informatics equipment used at VR Inc., then it is functional. As with any such system, bugs will continue to arise as it is used. I would assume that once whatever application it’s intended for is brought into play, it will require modifications of the system.” 
 “So,” said Sinclair, “if we can move the computer system in its entirety to another location, it is supported by a capable informatics electronic staff, and the core personnel involved in its development accompany the system, then you believe we are ready to move into another phase?” 
 “Yes, sir,” responded Andrew, “that is my conclusion.” 
 “Good,” said Sinclair. “I concur and passed the conclusion up the line.” 
 Sinclair didn’t share the identities of the figures above himself. As curious as Andrew was, there was no way to ask. 
 Sinclair paused as if gathering his thoughts. “We pulled you from your company command about six months early for this special assignment. I appreciate both your willingness to take this on and the way you performed doing it. Naturally, as is protocol within the military, reward for doing a tough job is to get one tougher. Or perhaps in this case, a next assignment that’s not the one hoped for. To start off, paperwork will be coming through, but I can tell you as of the first of next month, you will be Major Jefferson.” 
 Andrew felt a surge of elation at the news. The step from captain to major marked a significant milestone because it signaled moving into a staff training position and the potential for attending the Army Command and Staff College in Fort Leavenworth Kansas, as required training for even higher ranks. But the pleasure of the promotion was quickly tempered when he noted that Sinclair referenced more news to come. 
 “Thank you, sir,” Andrew responded with a dubious tone. “And just what is my next assignment?” 
 “Not what you’re hoping, Major,” said Sinclair. “And yes, I’ll be referring to you as a major, even though the details aren’t finalized. Normally, this promotion would move you into a battalion staff position to support the commander, and you would train to eventually be a battalion commander yourself. This entails a shot at the college. Those are still in the hopper for you, but it’s going to be put off for at least a year.” 
 Andrew hid his disappointment. Delay in moving through the military’s defined steps in grade often led to permanent derailment from future promotion. Andrew considered his last six months with this strange virtual reality project as sidelining his career. To add a year or more could result in severe and permanent consequences for advancement. 
 “Excuse me, sir, but I’m sure you appreciate I have reservations.” 
 Sinclair nodded. “I certainly understand your concern, Major, and in your situation I would feel exactly the same.” Sinclair paused. “What is your goal in the army, Major? Yes, I know it’s a career and you’re looking to advance as far as possible, but let’s move past that. What do you hope to accomplish in your career? Not what looks good on some mission statement or to parrot back at some superior, but what accomplishments do YOU want to look back on in thirty or forty years? What makes this career meaningful?” 
 Andrew knew the usual cliché answers to such questions, but he intuited that Sinclair neither wanted nor would be satisfied with rote responses. 
 Andrew sat expressionless for almost a minute, while Sinclair imitated a sphinx. 
 “Sir,” Andrew finally said, “I want to be ninety years old, have children, grandchildren, and maybe great-grandchildren, but also to look back on what I accomplished for not only this country but for the world. That I performed an essential function I can be proud of. There are many ways someone could do this, but for me the military seems most compatible. 
 “The world can be a dangerous place. I would hope someday there’s a world without the need for military, but until such a day comes, then those countries that, at least to me, have the best chance of helping that eventual day come are worth fighting for. Naturally, I’m from the U.S., so I think the U.S. has a critical role in the future of the human race. While, through circumstance or my own abilities, I may not be able to make earth-shattering contributions, I want to be able to say I did make some contribution for that future day.” Andrew stopped and wondered how Sinclair would respond to what he had never verbally said to another superior. 
 Sinclair’s expression became almost placid, as if he’d just sunk into a hot tub after a difficult day. “Thank you, Major. I appreciate the honesty. I think that is a goal more humans need to share.” Sinclair smiled. “Which leads me into our next discussion. We are deploying the VR system and its critical staff to a remote location to be part of an extremely important project. I can’t go into details at the moment, but I can honestly say that from my perspective, there is literally no other service in the U.S. military more important than this project. 
 “Now, I realize this is quite a grandiose statement, but I sincerely believe this. It is outside the military’s normal chain of command and will later appear on your record as a highly classified deployment you will never discuss. This will, of course, raise some questions in the future in your career, but I think the interruption in your military career progression will be more than compensated. While you may not be able to describe to future superiors or even review panels what this deployment involved, your participation in such an operation will be a significant plus. 
 “This remote site falls under the purview of General Justin Hardesty, commander of U.S. Special Operations Command. I will also say both I and General Hardesty will greatly appreciate your ‘volunteering’ for this assignment. As of this moment, you can decline. In that case, you will move back into the routine career path, and you will probably never again hear of me, the virtual reality project, or the assignment I just referred to. Naturally, your complete silence about your tour in Santa Clara is assumed without authorization from General Hardesty or his subsequent replacements. 
 “Sorry I can’t tell you any more at this point, except to reiterate that I honestly believe it may be the most important ongoing project in the U.S. military. For someone who professes to want to make a difference, this may be a chance that will never come again.” 
 Andrew was taken aback. If other officers had made this statement, he would have suspected them of blowing smoke—but not Sinclair. 
 “If you agree to take the assignment,” continued Sinclair, “then I will go into more detail on the project.” 
 Andrew thought for a moment, then said, “So why me? How was it I was assigned to the virtual reality project? And how important is it that I take this new assignment? Couldn’t someone else do it?” 
 “Reasonable questions, Major. I will say that the assignment involves working with a mixture of military and civilian personnel. It requires someone who works well with both and engenders significant levels of respect from a diverse population.” 
 Sinclair paused, picked up another folder, and opened it. 
 “Major, you were the commanding officer of an infantry company of the 2nd Brigade Combat Team, 10th Mountain Division out of Fort Drum, New York. It’s the only division considered to be trained specifically for mountainous or Arctic conditions. Your company consistently scored high on just about every training category. I see special commendations to you and your company in the Fort Hood war game last year. The same holds for your month-long deployment in joint exercises with Australian forces and our Marine contingent in northern Australia. However, the record of your company also shows a relatively high level of disciplinary actions for the enlisted men. It seems like they have a penchant for fights and general disruptive behavior. This includes one in the noncommissioned officers club at Fort Drum and a couple during field exercises. 
 “Your battalion commander . . . uh . . . ,” Sinclair paused as he perused the file, “a Lieutenant Colonel Pillard, admonished you to deal with this tendency.” Sinclair looked up at Andrew. “I spoke with Colonel Pillard. He said that what the record neglected to show was that most of these instances were instigated by comments related to the company commander’s race.” Sinclair paused, then said, “The other half of the division is stationed at Fort Polk, Louisiana, and inter-unit transfers mean a fairly high percentage of Southerners in the Fort Drum units. It seems quite a number of Southerners in your company take umbrage at disparaging remarks about their commander. 
 “Bullshit language aside, it seems your white enlisted men took no shit from others being disrespectful to their black commander.”  
 Sinclair closed this folder and placed it on top of the previous one. “Major, your duty tour at Virtual-Reality turned into an extended interview for the assignment we’re now discussing. The mission is in the process of being expanded in both personnel and scope. You would be second in command. The job requires someone who, as I mentioned previously, can work well in a command position with a diverse team, is intelligent, has ‘common sense,’ which is not necessarily the same as intelligence, and with minimal family ties because this assignment entails remote deployment, limited outside contact, and absolute security. 
 “At West Point, you majored in computer science.” Sinclair put his fingers and palms together, supporting his chin, as he gazed upward as if thinking. “A smart field of study for an ambitious cadet, given the military’s increasing reliance on computers, including in just about every aspect of the battlefield. I’m puzzled about the minor in anthropology, especially since it added a heavier than average academic load.” 
 Sinclair paused. “Explain.” 
 “It interested me,” said Andrew. “Besides the obvious issues in dealing with different cultures around the world, the evolution of human societies has always been an interest of mine. The closest field at the Point was anthropology.” 
 “That was my thought,” said Sinclair, “and it fits with this assignment. Okay, Major, no more blowing smoke up your ass. I want you for this assignment. Your record indicates you’re capable of making quick decisions, so what is it? In or out?” 
 Andrew would have preferred time to think about Sinclair’s proposal, but to what purpose? Even if he were given more time, the issues would not change—it would only delay the choice, if choice was the appropriate word. Being puffed up by a major general and then declining an offer to effectively be his aide in what the system believed to be a priority project was not the optimal choice for career advancement.  
 “Yes, sir, I’m in,” Andrew asserted, with what he at least hoped was a positive tone of voice, instead of resignation. Truthfully, he was fascinated. 

Just what IS this project? He wanted to press Sinclair on the question, but captains or majors don’t press major generals.

 Sinclair smiled, stood, and held out his hand. “Good choice, Major. We’ll be moving along quickly now. Paperwork on your duty transfer will follow soon and will simply show you as detached temporary duty to General Hardesty’s staff—meaning working for me.” Sinclair picked up yet another folder, this one sealed, and handed it to Andrew. “Use the outer office. In here are more security forms than you knew existed. Read ’em, sign, and reseal the forms in the envelope inside this one, give it back to me, and be back here at fifteen hundred hours.” 
   
 Late that afternoon, Sinclair watched Jefferson and Marjek leave his office, then he glanced at his watch: 4:21 p.m. They’d met for an hour and twenty-one minutes. Both men had arrived within seconds of each other at 3:59 p.m., Marjek marginally first, to what Sinclair sensed was Jefferson’s annoyance. Their different physiques matched in projecting solidness and fluid motion, with Jefferson taller and leaner, Marjek a couple of inches shorter and a form many people would have called stubby from a distance. 
 Sinclair had been perversely curious about their reactions if there had been only one chair for them to sit on. He suspected Jefferson would have gone searching for a chair, with Marjek shrugging and sitting on the floor. The situation never arose because Sinclair had called maintenance for another chair. 
 When the meeting ended and Jefferson closed the outer door, Sinclair gathered up his files and stuffed them back into his bulging briefcase. He was pleased. He thought both Jefferson and Marjek would work out. Neither of them had pushed too hard for more information. Not that he thought either of them lacked curiosity or were reticent in asserting themselves, but both recognized what they weren’t going to get, yet. He was reasonably assured that once they were underway to the site and particularly immediately after arrival, there would be more than enough information to slake their curiosity. And they would certainly both have more than enough to occupy themselves in the next week or so. 
 Jefferson was dispatched back to California with three interlocking objectives. The easiest one was to tell the company the project was over, and all further development would be assumed by the military. Sinclair expected they would squawk that it wasn’t finished. A lieutenant colonel from the Pentagon’s Resource and Development Office would arrive to help assuage the company and smooth Jefferson’s other tasks. The millions that had gushed from the Pentagon to VR even now made Sinclair wince when he remembered past postings where they had to scramble for every penny to train people for combat. Oh, well, he thought, that’s the way of it. 
 Jefferson’s two harder objectives were preparing the system for shipment and instant deployment at the site, plus convincing the three key personnel to sign on and agree to move on short notice. The former was only a matter of doing it, while the latter was one of those tasks whose outcome was not assured but had to be done. 

I think Jefferson is up to it, Sinclair thought. Plus, we’ve always got the last resort of simply shanghaiing people. Once there, I doubt we’ll have any trouble with them. 
 More complex tasks waited for Marjek. Sinclair had told him to consider what security resources might be needed, within the sketchy outline of Site 23 given by the general. Marjek now had Sinclair’s logistical codes to change the next supply flight’s manifest with instructions to make reasonable additions. Marjek would give him the modified request report in two days, but Sinclair intended to give him free rein within the restriction that everything requested had to fit on one pallet for a C-17 Globemaster cargo plane. 
 Sinclair had acceded to Marjek’s strong assertion that he needed the help of an ex-colleague whom he trusted—for added security. Sinclair had responded that they already had two men undercover on site, but Marjek pushed for his man—someone he had worked with before. Sinclair wasn’t sure of the need but saw no reason to resist the request. 
 Marjek had someone in mind. He said the man was somewhere in Virginia, but that was his problem. He had a week to accomplish the other tasks, find his colleague, and convince the man to join up. 
 The less pleasant task for Marjek was to assess whether the Hardesty woman had read a file whose contents Sinclair hadn’t shared. If she had, she needed to be scooped up and delivered to Andrews Air Force base for the initial flight. Sinclair left getting her there up to Marjek. He had the added interest in seeing how the agent handled this delicate situation—getting the woman there without physically kidnapping her, if possible, and without raising outside notice. 
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CALIFORNIA LAST DAYS

   

 


Jason Cain


 

 On the last day of his former life, Jason Cain woke at 4:00 a.m., as usual, and worked on a VR system subroutine that needed tweaking. More correctly, it was a subroutine of a subroutine of a subroutine of one of his interactive algorithms. At times, he’d lost track of exactly how many layers the subroutine lay in a module. 
 His girlfriend would not awaken for another three or four hours. Their relationship had never been romantic, more a situation of convenience. She and her friends moved in more politically active circles than he, and the difference became a friction point. Not that he disagreed with many of their political and social agendas—just with their naïveté and self-absorption. Lily finally gave up on enmeshing him in their activities, and they became more withdrawn from each other—both for that reason and as Jason became more obsessed with the ongoing project at Virtual-Reality Inc. 
 Continually nagging at him were ruminations on the odd specifications given by the military for the VR development. He appreciated the military’s desire to use as sophisticated of simulators as possible, such as for pilots, armored vehicle crews, and infantry. After all, while there was no substitution for real-world experience, simulators allowed far more exercises to be conducted than otherwise practical. Pilots’ simulations were the most straightforward case to understand. A pilot could run through dozens of emergency scenarios in a couple of hours—scenarios impossible to implement in real life, such as crashing a plane full of passengers! Even for infantry, Jason could see the value of simulators as warfare got more complex—integrating boots on the ground with satellite communications, drones, GPS, automatic artillery support, and on and on. 

All that was well and good, but why did the system have to be as close to reality as specified? he wondered again as he had for months. 
 Usually, simulations did not have to be in “high definition,” but just defined enough to engage users. The system developed at VR, Inc. ran on a trio of the fastest computers yet constructed, and the total memory and storage far exceeded what Jason thought necessary for routine simulations. The total cost of a finished system must have run well beyond tens of millions of dollars. He wouldn’t have been shocked to learn the dollars were in the billions. Even the military couldn’t afford too many such systems. 
 Similarly bizarre was the second specification. Why did the system need to allow multiple users to interact wirelessly with the system? It was as if the person experiencing the simulation would be physically distant and not hardwired. After testing the limits of the separation, and due to the extreme bandwidth and information load required, they found that separations of more than a hundred feet were not feasible. 
 Existing simulations ran from a central processing station that integrated the person with the simulation program. By the Pentagon’s specifications, they devised a capability that allowed external parties to control the simulation. 
 Jason’s crowning achievement was a set of novel algorithms that allowed multi-party control of the simulation without crashing the system. The basics were to establish fundamental rules of the simulations and let multiple parties modify the simulation, as long as basic rules were not violated. The breakthrough had come on a morning such as this one: Jason up early, the apartment quiet, and him focused on the problem. The breakthrough was a melding of what they were trying to accomplish and a mental connection to several branches of mathematics, including game theory, graphs, and combinatorics. Even with his math background, it was more of an intuitive feeling of aspects coming together than a firm understanding of how to make it work. At the time, he could not have explained it, but it just “felt” right. After several months of study and consultations with other mathematicians, the solutions suddenly coalesced. 
 After that, he translated the theory into computer languages. That was where Ralph and Harold had been indispensable. Ralph might have been a twelve-year-old gamester in a twenty-seven-year-old body, but his video development skills were astounding. No one knew the enticements used by VR Inc. to lure him away from the video gaming industry, but Jason heard rumors that Ralph was as rich as Midas, he cared little for money, and boredom with game design contributed to his decision.  
 Then there was Harold—perhaps not the most exciting personality but with a natural talent for audiovisual system integration and wireless communication. The three of them had become, if not true friends, at least a highly effective and interactive team. 

Well, maybe we’ll learn something new today, thought Jason as he shaved. 
 For whatever reason, Jefferson had called and scheduled that morning’s meeting after being gone several days. Jason’s hunch was they might get a better idea of the system’s purpose. Of course, the same hunch recurred periodically, but he figured one of these days it would come true. With those thoughts, Jason left the bathroom for his workstation in the spare bedroom. There, he delved again into the esoterica of multidimensional, multi-party virtual reality and the connection to combinatorial and topographical mathematics. 
   

Harold Nieze

   
 On the last day of his former life, Harold Nieze woke just as he did every day at 5:30 a.m. However, Harold was not particularly fanatical about time. Rising at this hour simply fit his routine. An hour of violin practice came first. He broke the practice into two parts: first running through scales and flexibility drills and then practicing his current piece of interest. At this hour on weekday mornings, instead of practicing with his violin as on weekends, he used the digital violin he had designed and built. It looked like what it was, an electronic version of a real violin, only missing the sounding chamber.  
 Signals from strings were transmitted wirelessly to a computer that interpreted the accuracy of his playing and translated it to his earphones. Despite several people encouraging him to file a patent, he somehow never crossed the threshold of finding the time and interest to hassle with the paperwork. 
 Harold had once fantasized about being a concert violinist. By the time he was seventeen, he realized he would never reach that level of virtuosity. However, no matter what was going on in his life, everything else disappeared when he became absorbed in playing music. 
 Once Harold realized that professional musicianship was not in his future, his interest moved into acoustics and electronics. A succession of jobs involved TV, radio, and recording, at first as a low-level tech and later in audio system development. 
 Today, Harold religiously carried out the exercise drills, then lost himself for the next thirty minutes in Telemann’s Fantasia in F minor. If asked, he couldn’t describe why he liked the piece so much. Maybe the change of pace in the four movements captivated him, from the sweet flow of the adagio first movement, then a short but lively presto, to the almost too serious grave third movement, and the life-affirming vivace finale. He almost had the entire piece memorized, but for some reason the presto movement still fought him. 
 After practice, a quick breakfast followed. Today was scrambled egg substitute with an English muffin and fruit, followed by a shower and shave. In the bathroom, Howard didn’t need to peruse himself in the mirror. He knew his light hair, thin face, and somewhat sleepy expression would never rank him as a handsome man, but he had seen worse. 
 Right now, his mind pondered the possible topics of the morning’s meeting. During the drive to work, he would return to thinking about where he would go after the Virtual-Reality project eventually ended—maybe somewhere without the worsening traffic and a quieter locale. He would later ruefully remember such trite concerns. 
   

Ralph Markakis


 

 On the last day of his former life, Ralph Markakis awoke at 7:43 a.m., which was when he happened to wake up. He never used an alarm clock but simply slept until he awoke. Yesterday it had been 5:51, the day before it was 8:03. One day last week, he awoke at 10:33 after nearly twelve hours of sleep. Worrying about sleep patterns was not part of Ralph’s world-view. He slept when he was tired and quit sleeping when he would rather be doing something else. 
 He stretched, then hesitated to throw off the covers while he tried to recall why he anticipated today being interesting. Suddenly, he remembered. Andy’s urgent meeting.  
 “Hot damn!” he exclaimed and leaped out of bed. The room and the rest of his large apartment were surprisingly spartan for someone with his bank account. He’d been designing video games for fourteen years, well before he finished high school. Companies paid handsomely for his work. 
 The clock displayed that he had at least an hour and a half before he needed to leave for the company. He took forty minutes for little chores that he continually put off: paying bills, answering e-mails from relatives, and making a halfhearted effort to straighten out the apartment. 
 He glanced at the clock. Time to eat his usual breakfast of cereal with fruit. Exactly what kind of cereal and fruit varied with the seasons and the vagaries of his shopping habits. He opened the cabinet door and saw that today he had a choice of Cocoa Puffs or Rice Krispies. He tried but failed to remember the previous day’s breakfast. It never occurred to him to think it odd he could remember the minutest details of video processing development but couldn’t remember yesterday’s breakfast. 
 He made a decision. Rice Krispies. He glanced at a bunch of bananas on the counter. Wonder when I bought those? While eating, he used his laptop to answer e-mails from his parents and brother, who currently lived in Honduras doing something that Ralph couldn’t remember. 

Probably finding himself, thought Ralph. That seems to be the main focus of his life. 
 After a few cursory attempts at straightening the kitchen, he decided not to take a lunch but to hold out the possibility of a celebratory lunch after the meeting. He left the apartment, got into his Audi R8 convertible, his only real luxury and evidence of his bank account, and started off on the fifteen-minute drive to Virtual-Reality. 

 




 

 


 


CHAPTER 7


 


 





JILL HARDESTY


 


 

 On the last day of her former life, Jill Hardesty began the day as she had the previous eight months since Bobby’s father had abandoned them to pursue personal opportunities in California. She awoke, and her first conscious act was to listen for sounds from Bobby’s room. She could have put his bed in her room, but when Kevin lived there, it gave them some privacy, at least for those moments when they were not arguing. After Kevin left and if Bobby wasn’t awake, early mornings were her alone time, along with the minutes before she fell asleep in the evening.  
 Today she heard no sounds from Bobby. She smiled, looking at the ceiling. He was such a good little boy. Even when first teething, he wanted to be held more than indulge in fussing.  
 Her thoughts wandered to the coming day. If Bobby was not already awake, she would rouse him soon for breakfast, make their lunches, dress for work, take him to Marcie’s across the courtyard, and head off to work herself. The thought of work brought her attention back to the perplexing problem she had struggled with, beginning three days ago. 
 *** 
 On that day, she had worked a few minutes past 5:00 p.m., the formal end of her workday. She had lost track of time, and it would be a close call to make her usual train. As she packed up, a young man popped into the room. He was military, but damn if she knew what type—even after six months, she hadn’t sorted out the different uniforms and ranks. He was also in a rush—but didn’t that seem to be the norm here, where the atmosphere engendered a sense of urgency?  
 “J. Hardesty,” the man barked out from the doorway—eyes darting among the six workers in the Pentagon Tours office. Because Jill was the only one who looked up, he zeroed in on her and rushed over.  
 “File delivery. You put in your login and password,” he said, pushing out the keypad linked to a serious-looking briefcase with a small red light near the handle. 
 “What is it?” Jill asked. 
 His expression turned incredulous. “How would I know? Just input to confirm identity.” 
 Her exasperated glance at the clock above the entrance showed Jill’s chances of making the train were diminishing by the second. She punched in her login and password—not a trivial task because the keypad jostled as the courier almost danced on his toes in anticipation of getting this delivery over with.  

Wait . . . did I do the password right, and did I use my work or home login for email?

 It was her first occasion to use the login and password, something issued to all office employees. None of the other workers knew why those were needed, and none had ever been used. They shrugged it off as one of the quirks of the military bureaucracy. 
 Before she could utter a word, the courier pulled back the keypad, did something with the keys, and the red light on the briefcase turned green. A solid “thrunk” came from the case.  
 “You’re good.” He opened the case, withdrew a sealed brown envelope, thrust it into her hands, and without another word was out the door. 

Now what was that all about? she thought. Oh, shit, look at the time.

 Marcie was great at taking care of Bobby, but Jill couldn’t be late TOO often. She zipped open her tote, jammed in the folder, and did a good imitation of the courier’s disappearance. 
 Getting to the train platform took twenty minutes. Fortunately, the tour office was near the Pentagon’s Metro entrance—the single building was supposed to have almost eighteen miles of corridors. But close to the station or not, by the time she got there, she made the train literally by the thread of her coat, almost caught by the closing door. 
 Naturally, there were no seats, but she managed to hold onto one of the metal poles as the car picked up speed and swayed from side to side. One advantage of commuting at this time of day was you couldn’t fall because people were packed so tight. It was one of those times when the “good old days” of men giving up their seats to ladies would have been nice. Oh, well, she thought.  
 Her tote bag was full, as usual. Included in its contents were the remains of her lunch, work shoes (sneakers being looked down on), a book (in case she lucked out and got a seat either going or coming}, and gym clothes (in case she made time either at noon or after work two or three times a week). She sometimes wondered whether she got more exercise carrying the clothes around than using them. 
 As the car rocked between stations, she mentally checked off the coming evening: retrieve Bobby at Marcie’s apartment that doubled as a daycare; pick up the mail on the way to their second-story apartment; play with Bobby; feed and bathe him; read to him until he goes to sleep. He loved being read to, although he did not yet understand the stories. 
 The lurching of the car brought her back as it braked into the next station—not where she got off. The Morgen station was hers, the next-to-last stop on the blue line. She needed to stay alert and not slip into daydreaming, which would lead to missing her station. The sixteen-minute walk to the apartment complex was always soothing, both for the feeling of being separated from work and in anticipation of seeing Bobby. 
 As she approached Marcie’s bottom-floor apartment, there was Bobby, his nose pressed to the window. Somehow, he seemed to know when it was time for her to arrive. He waved and disappeared, leaving nose and hand smears on the window. She knocked on the door, entered, and was attacked by a laughing 32-inch-tall blond biped. She dropped her bag, scooped him up, and the routine hugs and kisses ensued. Then it was pick up his bag (clothes, lunch remnants), her backpack, and, fully loaded, say goodbye to Marcie and cross the courtyard to home—that being wherever she and Bobby were together. 
 Once in their apartment, she unpacked their belongings, setting the envelope on the kitchen counter. During the next two days, she resisted opening it. 

***

 Noises from Bobby’s room brought her back to the present morning. She looked at the folder sitting on the kitchen counter. Last night, during her personal quiet time, curiosity had defeated her, and she slit open the seal and pulled out a sealed folder, which she also opened. By chance, she had not noticed the security warning on one side until much later. Inside were four text pages with the title “Evaluation of Site 23 Progress and Recommendation for Expansion.” 

Site 23? What is this? she wondered as she read aloud and turned pages. She was halfway through the second page before she stopped after seeing repeated references to “the object.” 

The object? What’s the object?  
 “Virtual reality system sufficiently operational to apply to the project.” 

Project?
What project?  
 “Expansion of personnel at Site 23 and concomitant security risks justified by potential breakthrough utilizing multi-input virtual reality.” 

Site 23? Security risks? Virtual reality? What is all this?


 Then, as someone does when reading with her mind not fully attentive, Jill started back at the beginning. By the time she’d finished the third page, her pulse had begun to race. She stopped reading and dropped the pages on the table is if they were hot. 

I shouldn’t be reading this. It sounds like something secret and surely highly classified. But if so, why was it delivered to me?
Wait. Maybe this is someone’s joke. She mulled over the thought for some moments but couldn’t think of a perpetrator. 

Maybe it was a joke meant for someone else and accidentally delivered to me. No. The courier, deliveryman, or whatever you call him, specifically asked for me and took my login before giving it to me. 

 Jill sat back. Either it’s a joke, or it’s real. No, I don’t think it’s a joke. Then the file must be real. In that case, it’s something that should not have come to me and not something I should be reading. But now what do I do? I’ve already read it.

 Jill sipped her morning coffee, staring out the window. 

Probably I should find someone to turn this back in to.

 She didn’t see how she could be in trouble if it was delivered to her by accident. However, the Pentagon job was good, and she couldn’t afford to be out of work. Uncertain about a course of action, she still had to get ready for work. She would decide what to do later. 
 She rose from the table and went to Bobby’s bedroom. In the next forty minutes, all the workday morning ritual tasks were accomplished. She was making a last mental check when she was interrupted by a loud knock on the apartment door. Her first thought was Marcie. A couple of times, Marcie had been ill or there was an emergency, and she had to cancel the daycare on those days. Once Jill had stayed home that day, calling in sick to work. Another time she had taken Bobby to a Pentagon daycare center, but the cost was too high to make that a regular option. 
 She went to the window and looked onto the balcony. She could see a man and a woman. A third person was only partly in sight. Leaving the chain latch fastened, she opened the door enough to ask, “Yes, who is it?”  
 A medium-height man of about forty, wearing a dark suit and a blue tie, said, “Is this the residence of Jill Hardesty, and are you she?” As he spoke, he held up an open identification wallet showing on one side a metallic badge and on the other flap an ID behind plastic. Jill matched the man with the photo and read that he was an FBI agent. The woman wore the same type of dark suit, minus the tie, and held up a similar identification. 
 “Miss Hardesty, we need to speak to you. May we come in?” 
 “What is this about?” Jill asked. 
 “Please, Miss Hardesty, I’m afraid we must insist on speaking with you.” 
 Jill unlatched and opened the door, then stepped aside to allow the three people to enter the apartment. The third person had not yet spoken. He was about six feet tall, a solid build, perhaps late thirties or early forties, and wearing a brown suit and a mottled green tie that didn’t match his outfit. He was deeply tanned, as if he’d spent most of his time under the sun—very different from the two identified FBI agents. Obviously, this person was not FBI; at least, he didn’t go to the same tailor. Jill had a sinking feeling in her stomach that the visit was connected to the file. Could she be in trouble? 

Maybe they’re just here to retrieve the file, she thought hopefully.  
 The FBI man asked Jill, “Miss Hardesty, did you in the last week remove a file from the Pentagon?” 

Oh, shit, thought Jill, that is what this is about.

 She hesitated, then blurted out, “I didn’t know what it was, some courier or messenger or whatever came in at work just as I was about to leave for the day and thrust it at me. I didn’t know what it was,” she reiterated nervously. “I pretty much forgot about it for a couple of days, and then—”  
 The woman FBI agent interrupted. “Please, Miss Hardesty, all agent Harmon and I are here to do is to verify that you did remove a security document from the Pentagon. Now that that is confirmed, the remainder of the interview will be taken over by Agent Marks from Homeland Security.” She nodded to the second man. “Agent Harmon and I will wait outside.” With that, the two FBI agents left the apartment. 
 Jill felt clammy, and her breathing came in quick, shallow gasps. First the FBI, and now Homeland Security. She didn’t understand much of what she had read in the file, but it must be something serious. She trembled and quickly sat in the living room chair. Her incipient panic was magnified by Agent Marks standing in front of her, arms crossed, and staring sternly. 
 “Miss Hardesty, this is a serious matter. The file you removed from the Pentagon relates to a matter of the highest national security. An investigation is ongoing as to exactly how it came into your possession and why you removed it from the Pentagon.” 
 Jill interrupted him. “But I told you! I didn’t know what it was. Some guy in a uniform gave it to me. He even had me give my login and password to confirm it was meant for me. It’s not my fault that somebody else made a mistake.” 
 “That may well be the case, Miss Hardesty, but it’s something we are still investigating. Yet even if what you say is true, the matter is at such a level of sensitivity that there are going to be long-lasting consequences of your contact with this file.” 
 Jill rushed on. “But I didn’t even read the whole thing. And what I read I don’t understand. Just something having to do with—” 

Well, hell, thought Zach as she rattled on. She opened it and read it. God damn. I’d hoped I’d find it unopened.

 He felt more than a smidgen of guilt as the young blonde woman spoke. 
 He stopped her with a wave of a hand. “Miss Hardesty, I don’t know what’s in that file, and I’m not cleared to know anything about it. For the sake of argument, let’s say that I believe you that your contact with this file is none of your doing. I’m afraid even in that circumstance, you will find yourself in major legal entanglements.” 
 “What do you mean by legal entanglements?” Jill sat back, irritation gaining her a measure of composure at Agent Marks’s tone. 
 “This matter is serious enough that it normally requires you being taken into custody by the FBI agents waiting outside. You would remain in custody for an unspecified time while this entire situation is investigated.” 
 “Arrested?” she squeaked. “I can’t be arrested. I didn’t do anything wrong. And what about Bobby? I have a two-year-old son!” 
 “I imagine your son would be placed in children’s protective services until everything can be worked out.” 
 Jill careened from fright to anger and back. “And how long would this investigation take?” 
 “From what I understand of the nature of the issue, which is not much, I wouldn’t be surprised if a thorough investigation took at least six months.” 
 “Six months! I could be in some jail for six months and Bobby fostered to some strangers? That’s ridiculous. How could this be happening?” Her voice rose higher as she edged into panic. 
 At this moment, Bobby tottered into view. He had been playing happily in his room but came to investigate the rising level of voices. He saw a strange man, stopped, and with a big grin waved with both hands. “Hi.” 
 “Hello, Bobby,” said Zach in a friendly voice but without changing the stern expression on his face. Bobby then continued on to Jill and climbed into her lap. She hugged him, perhaps a little too tight, and tears ran down her cheeks. “This can’t be happening. It just can’t. What am I going to do?” 
 “Miss Hardesty, I have been given certain leeway in how to proceed. Under my discretion, we can arrange your custody not to be formal confinement but being removed to a facility engaged in matters related to the file’s contents. It is still mandated that you be separated from the general population while the investigation is ongoing. Under this alternative, Bobby would accompany you. You would be assuming a staff position and would carry out some duties at this site. I understand that the salary would be substantially higher than what you’re earning now. When the investigation is completed, and if it is determined that you had no participation in the violation of this file’s security level, then you would be returned to normal life, with the caution that any revelation of these events would have serious permanent legal consequences for yourself and Bobby.” 
 Jill took a few moments to compose herself. “So what you are saying,” Jill spoke slowly, “is that my choice is being arrested by those FBI agents waiting outside the apartment and having Bobby put into foster care for some unknown number of months, or I can move to whatever place you were talking about until the investigation is over? Where is this place?”  
 She paused. “Site? Is that the place referred to in the file?” 
 He held up both hands. “Please, Miss Hardesty. As I said, don’t tell me anything about the file. I’m not cleared for this. All I can say is that you would be placed in a job at a remote site with limited contact to the outside world. My understanding is that there are some one hundred people at the site, of mixed genders, and that you would be required to stay there for some unspecified period of time.” 
 “Can I think about this?” Jill said. 
 “Think about it until the FBI agents outside the door get tired of waiting,” Zach answered roughly. “I’m sorry, but for whatever reason, there is a very short timeline on this entire matter. We need your decision right now.” 
 “So, what you’re saying is that I really have no choice at all?” Jill answered angrily. 
 Marjek responded in a sharp tone. “You are in a tough situation, but the choice is being smart or being stupid.” 
 “Don’t I even get to talk to a lawyer about this?” 
 “Not in this case. This falls under several Homeland Security laws that give the authority to hold you incommunicado for an indefinite period.” 
 No such law existed, which was not something Marjek would share. His job was to get her to Site 23 without giving her time to look into the legal ramifications. If it came down to it, he could have the FBI agents take her into custody and deliver her to a remote location at Andrews Air Force Base for transport whether she agreed or not. Still, it would be better for her future and easier for him if she could be cajoled or tricked into acceding voluntarily. 
 “What about my job?” Jill asked. “What about friends and family, what do I tell them?” 
 He knew he had her. She was grasping at straws. 
 “The FBI has investigated you and your associations. You have minimal family and had limited contact with your parents and sisters the last couple of years. You and your ex, Bobby’s father, haven’t spoken since he left some months ago. Your life is pretty much consumed with your job and taking care of Bobby. As for friends you’ve made in the last few months, that’s confined to some immediate neighbors, including Marcie Hopkins who runs the daycare across the quad. The people at work will wonder why you are resigning, but you’ll be forgotten within a few months. 
 “You will call Marcie and tell her there is a family crisis, and you are moving back to Ohio. You can thank Marcie for watching Bobby, for being a friend, if that’s what she is, and tell her that one of your relatives will show up in a few days to pack up your belongings. A very nice-looking man will come to your apartment and put the rest of your things in storage. You’ll be paid while living at the site, although you won’t have direct access to those funds. They’ll be deposited in your bank account, and if you are cleared, they’ll be waiting for you when you return.” 
 “But without money, how can I buy anything?” 
 “You won’t have to buy anything. Everything at the site will be provided for you. Whatever else you need will be ordered.” 
 “You say this is a remote site? What kind of life would it be for a two-year-old child? What if Bobby gets sick?” 
 “My understanding is that while the site is remote, the living conditions are quite good. The site staff includes doctors, nurses, dentists, and any likely medical problem for either you or Bobby would be taken care. For any true emergency, provisions are in place for either on-site advanced medical care or emergency evacuations to a secure military medical facility.” 
 Jill was now puzzled. “So, this is a military site? I thought it was something to do with Homeland Security, which is a civilian department.” 
 Zach eased up slightly with the stern demeanor and relaxed into a hint of a smile. “I can only say that you will be living and working with a mix of both military and civilian personnel.” 
 “If I agree to do this, when will I find out more about where we’re going and what is actually going on?” 
 “Once you are in transit, there’ll be more information. Complete briefings will wait until you’ve arrived at the site. As to exactly how much information you will be given about the site and what is the basis of all the fuss, that’s something I expect will be determined later.” 
 Jill’s mind whirled. How could this happen? It was hard enough to find a job and care for Bobby, and just when she seemed to be settling into a routine, this happened! It just wasn’t fair!

 Bobby seemed to have had enough of being held and squirmed out of Jill’s lap. He tottered over to Zach and tilted his head up at the distant face, which, given their size differential, required him to lean way back. “Hi,” he said again. 
 “Hi, Bobby,” Zach said, this time giving Bobby a genuine smile that relaxed his face from the stone visage he’d used on Jill. 
 Satisfied that the man was friendly, Bobby said, “Bye.” He turned and toddled back into his room to play with one of his favorite toys, a box of multicolored, multi-sized, multi-textured balls. After dumping the box, he would laugh, swat them in all directions with his hands and feet, then collect the balls and repeat. 
 Jill smiled at Bobby as he left the room.  

I have to do what I have to do, she thought. 
 “All right,” she said firmly, looking at Agent Marks. “When do we go?” 
 “Right now.” 
 “Now!” she wailed. “You mean, right now?” 
 “Yes, I’m afraid so.” 
 “What can I take with us? How many clothes? What kind of clothes? Bobby’s toys?” 
 “There is no specific limit,” Marjek said. “Quickly pack whatever personal clothes you feel you need for an extended stay, but don’t take more than you absolutely need. Same for Bobby. There are laundry facilities available at the site, and if any additional clothing is required, it will be provided at the site. For personal items, I suggest confining your needs to the equivalent of a single suitcase, and the same for Bobby’s favorite toys. There will be an opportunity to replace things for Bobby, as needed. 
 “I can tell you that significant efforts will be made to ensure your and Bobby’s comfort at the site. If you have personal pictures or other such items you want to take, please take only the minimal amount needed to make yourself feel at home in what will probably be smallish living conditions. You will not be taking any cameras or recorders. Writing material will be provided there. No personal computers or cell phones are allowed, but if you have iTunes or other such music or favorite CDs, those are okay. 
 “I suggest that you simply start off by spreading everything you think you will need here on the living room floor, along with suitcases. I have duffel bags I can bring in, and I’ll help you assess exactly how much to take.” 
 During the next ninety minutes, Jill put various items on the living room floor, only to have Zach reject many of them. In the end, she had their two suitcases, her tote bag, a backpack, and three duffel bags filled to bursting. 
 Zach opened the apartment door, walked out to the balcony, and motioned to the two FBI agents, who had long since removed themselves to benches under a tree in the quad. When they came up to the apartment, Zach thanked them for their assistance and stated that Miss Hardesty and her son needed to be delivered to Andrews Air Force Base. He handed the female agent a piece of paper.  
 ”Please deliver them to Hangar 17. Here is a telephone number for security to call when you arrive at the gate. They will direct you where to go. Miss Hardesty will be taking these suitcases and bags,” said Zach, motioning to the pile of belongings in the middle of the floor. “She is not to discuss anything with you on the trip, and you are not to stop for any reason until you get to Hangar 17 to deliver her to personnel who will meet you.” 
 The two FBI agents had quizzical expressions, but their instructions were to accompany the Homeland Security agent to Miss Hardesty’s apartment, identify themselves as FBI agents, follow any instructions from the agent, and then forget the episode ever happened. 
 The five of them left the apartment, with Jill carrying Bobby, his backpack, and her tote bag. Zach lugged two duffel bags, and the FBI agents carried the remainder of the hurriedly assembled belongings. When they reached the parking area, the FBI agents unlocked a large black van. 

Why always black? wondered Zach. Just like in the movies. Somebody should clue them in that being inconspicuous means blending in, not announcing yourself with stereotypes.

 Jill and Bobby were guided into the van’s rear seat, and the agents loaded the bags into the rear. Without another word, Zach nodded to Jill, then to the agents, and watched the van drive away. 
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TRANSPORT


 


 


Santa Clara, California

   
 News of the project’s conclusion hit the shocked Virtual-Reality management and staff like a thunderbolt. The project manager called the company’s headquarters, and several executives rushed to Santa Clara on hearing the news. 
 “It’s impossible to terminate the program with no notice,” the parent company’s vice president vehemently protested. 
 “Wrong,” replied Andrew. “I’m sure you know the fine print as well as I do. The government can terminate or change any portion or all of the project at any time.” 
 “But the system isn’t finished yet,” the company’s technical manager chimed in. “We think there’s another year or more work needed.” 
 “I’m sure you’re right that more work is needed,” said Andrew. “However, for the purposes that the Pentagon funded the project, the system works well enough, and whatever small changes are needed will be carried out elsewhere.” 
 “Elsewhere? What do you mean elsewhere? Where?” The series of questions came from an apoplectic man Andrew didn’t recognize and whose position he was unaware of. 
 Andrew let the protests continue for another five minutes before he informed the group they would have to complain to higher officials at the Pentagon because he was through talking with them. The Pentagon lieutenant colonel arrived the next day and relieved Andrew from interacting with company executives, at least a few of whom were schooled in the bureaucratic paperwork involved in government contracts. They cajoled the rest of the people to turn to contacting the Pentagon and salvaging what they could. This had been a lucrative contract for Virtual-Reality, but the better executives realized too much protesting might either jeopardize future contracts or reduce access to some of the project’s results. 
 Andrew learned later that although much of the development work would remain classified, the Pentagon agreed to license several pieces the company thought it could apply to other divisions, particularly projects involving input/output as applied to gaming and avatar development.  
 In the end, Andrew was gratified that his part went as smoothly as it did. He had spoken with Ralph, Jason, and Harold before the rest of the staff heard the news. The meeting went unexpectedly well. At first, the three men were surprised when Andrew told them that only the three of them would be at the meeting and not others from the sixty-plus staff of different disciplines. Even the project manager was omitted. Their puzzlement quickly turned to dismay when Andrew told them of the project closing down, and that the system would be deployed. Each of the three made a range of protests about the system not being finished, but Andrew asserted that the rest of the development would occur at the application site. 
 Andrew only had to dangle the opportunity in front of them of accompanying the system to continue on-site development. From that point on, getting them to sign on had been ridiculously easy. The system’s purpose had been a burning curiosity for everyone on the project. The opportunity to finally get answers and continue working with the system was determinative. Naturally, a proposed increase in an already generous salary didn’t hurt, at least for Jason Cain and Harold Nieze. Such pecuniary considerations remained irrelevant for Ralph Markakis, who paid little attention to his portfolio handled by an investment-managing firm. 
 Once Andrew garnered their commitment to join the project, he then broke the news that they would leave in one week. This elicited the second storm of protests. 
 “There’s no way we can prepare the system for transport in just a week,” Harold asserted. 
 “You’ll have plenty of help,” said Andrew. “Once the rest of the staff gets over the shock of learning the project is ending suddenly, they’ll be getting significant severance packages if the company is not going to reposition them—conditional on everything being ready for transport in one week.” 
 Andrew didn’t relay that payments to the staff members also depended on their signing nondisclosure and security papers backed by forfeiting their future and previous payments, in addition to overt threats of legal consequences for violations. 
 The next complaint came from Jason. 
 “How do you expect us to settle any personal matters that fast?” 
 “Are you sure there are no personal affairs that can’t be settled within one week?” asked Andrew. 
 Ralph shook his head while saying, “I’m good,” and almost bouncing in his chair—a typical display of inveterate enthusiasm for nearly everything. 
 Harold looked pensive and gazed as if focusing on a distant object while thinking. 
 “I suppose I can explain to my family and acquaintances how I have a new job that will take me away for up to a year. Most of them already know I work on some kind of secretive project, so a little more mystery should be easily passed off.” 
 Jason took more time. While Andrew asked questions of Ralph and Harold, Jason sat silent, obviously deep in thought, as he considered whether he was ready to commit further to this project. And what about his relationship with Lily? He’d known for some time that they were going to split, so why not now? He suspected she would be relieved because he’d gotten the sense she was mentally preparing herself to “move on.” Jason rejoined the conversation, looked at Andrew, nodded, and said, “All right, I think I can manage it.” 
 When the initial reactions died away, Harold first turned to destination inquiries. 
 “So, once we have everything packed up, where are we going?” 
 Andrew shook his head. “You don’t need more details yet. A few days before leaving, you’ll be given guidelines on what and how many personal items you can bring. At some point during transportation, we’ll be given more information on the destination.” 
 “We?” asked Ralph. 
 “Yes. I’ll be coming, too,” said Andrew. 
 “So . . . you don’t know where we’re going either?” asked Jason. “You said ‘we’ll’ be given more information.”  
 It hadn’t been a slip of the tongue. Andrew figured it would help if the three core systems staff members saw Andrew as “one of them” and not only military. 
 “That’s right. I haven’t had the ‘need to know’ until now.” 
 “That’s totally cool, Andy,” exclaimed Ralph. “I just assumed you were in on the secret and were going along with hiding it from us. Now we know you’re in the same boat.” 
 A hectic week ensued. Everyone involved felt the tension generated by packing computer systems worth as much as small cities’ total real estate. Andrew spent three days observing pallet preparation and ordered people to start over twice before being satisfied the computers would survive anything short of a catastrophic plane crash.  
 He was spared the entire VR staff’s curiosity once Ralph spread the word that even the military liaison officer was in the dark. Sinclair had told Andrew about the initial legs of their trip but not the final destination. The pallet parameters he was given meant air transport. It didn’t take extensive research for him to predict Travis Air Force Base, outside of Fairfield, California, as the obvious departure point—being only an hour and a quarter drive from Virtual-Reality. The base housed the busiest U.S. military airlift facility and served as home for the military’s largest cargo aircraft, the C-5 Galaxy, mid-air refuelers, and the C-17 Globemaster. The latter plane was not as large as the C-5 but could land on shorter, unimproved runways. A look at the packing specifications led Andrew to believe their pallets were destined for a C-17. 
   

Travis Air Force Base, Fairfield, California

   
 Eight days after Andrew’s return, a convoy of trucks led by a van made the trip from Palo Alto to Travis Air Force Base. While loading the trucks at Virtual-Reality, Harold noted that in addition to the pallets containing the VR system’s three computer cores, there were other pallets labeled to contain two additional cores. He assumed those were the extra cores VR, Inc. had had on hand but never needed to install. 
 Andrew had wondered who would first notice the additions. “The powers-that-be decided to bring along two more complete systems, in case one of the initial three failed or to account for the possibility of more computing power being needed once the system is deployed or if enhancements are needed.” 
 “Is this really practical?” asked Jason. “Ralph and I have done programming on critical software modules, but we depended on teams of programmers and systems engineers to do the grunt work and keep things running. You’ve implied that wherever we’re going doesn’t have ready communication, but what about IT staff? If you expect us to be able to do everything, you’ve got a shock coming.” 
 “Hopefully, there won’t be problems we can’t handle,” said Andrew. “There are a small number of outstanding IT people on site, and there’s always the possibility of remote help, people who wouldn’t know exactly what they’re working on. Although I don’t know for certain, I would think we could also bring in additional staff on a temporary and emergency basis. But again . . . hopefully that wouldn’t necessary, and we’ll find the two extra cores are never needed.” 
 Jason rubbed his jaw. “Yeah . . . but doesn’t that tell us something about the importance of whatever the mystery is? Having two cores that cost as much as these do just sitting and collecting dust isn’t done for just any old project.” 
 Andrew didn’t respond. He agreed. 
 When they arrived at Travis, the caravan cleared security and drove past the main terminal and hangers, past parked cargo planes—the enormous C-5s and the smaller but still impressive C-17s—and then crossed the main runway and drove out to a series of circular pads, on one of which sat a C-17 with a forklift. Three men stood watching the approaching vehicles. 
 Andrew’s eyebrows scrunched. 
 “What is it, Major? You spot something?” asked Jason. 
 Andrew hesitated. He didn’t actually know anything, so there was nothing he knew that he wasn’t supposed to share. 
 “Come on, Andy. Spill it,” said Ralph. 
 “That’s Andrew, not Andy,” said Jefferson absentmindedly by reflex while he considered sharing his thoughts. 

Oh . . . what the hell, he decided. They’re not going to back out now. 
  “This base flies C-5s and C-17s. The C-5 takes a serious runway, while the C-17 can use more primitive landing sites, if necessary. Our apparent transportation is a C-17. It could mean we aren’t headed to a major airfield. Of course, it could simply be that there isn’t enough cargo to justify a C-5. Who knows?” 
 He paused and licked his lips. “The other thing . . . there’s no markings on the plane. No identification, no ‘US Air Force’ or anything else. Why would that be unless there’s an interest in obscuring the origin and the owner of the plane?” 
 “Almost like it’s a secret?” said Jason sarcastically. “And really? Who else flies the C-17?” 
 Before the other two spoke, the van pulled up to the three men standing by the loading ramp. An enlisted rank strolled toward the van, but the other two walked away. 
 “Unload our gear,” said Andrew. “I assume this is the crew chief. I’ll see what he has to say.” 
 Andrew exited the van and returned a salute. 
 “Major Jefferson?” asked the man with a series of sleeve stripes and frosted hair. 
 “I’m Jefferson.” He opened and held out his identification. The man looked at it and nodded. 
 “I’m the crew chief. I understand none of you four going with us have been on this flight before. I’m to give you a summary of the situation. You will not speak with the cockpit crew and only to myself as pertains to the plane’s cargo and safety. None of us will identify ourselves further, and you will refrain from attempting to learn anything about us or the plane.” He smiled. “This is the routine speech, but take it seriously.” 
 “All right,” said Andrew, itching to probe but intuiting the enlisted man would be a stone wall. And inquiring when you’ve been told not to was a sure way to trigger unwanted consequences. “What’s next?” 
 “The loading crew is myself and whatever assistance I ask of you four. It’ll make loading harder, but we need to get going. We’re scheduled to lift off in . . . ,” he looked at his watch, “seventy-one minutes.” 
 A C-17 cargo plane had a flight crew of only three—the pilot, the copilot, and the crew chief. Andrew and the three Virtual-Reality staff members tried to follow the directions barked out. Andrew wasn’t offended at being cursed at by enlisted personnel—he’d experienced it during the four years at West Point. 
 There were already several pallets on the plane, and once they loaded and secured the Virtual-Reality pallets, the cargo bay was filled, the loading ramp closed, and the plane began taxiing. 
 The crew chief directed them to cushioned seats against the cockpit bulkhead, and they strapped in. Andrew glanced at his watch. They made the scheduled lift off with two minutes to spare. 
 Harold spoke softly but loud enough to be heard over the engines. “So, Major, when do we find out exactly where we’re going?”  
 Andrew smiled. “All I can tell you right now is that our immediate destination is the Thule Air Force Base in Greenland. There, we’ll pick up some additional personnel, refuel, and then fly on to the project site. We’ll not be staying at Thule more than an hour or two.” 
 “Greenland!” exclaimed Ralph, “and that’s only a stop on the way? When you said remote, you weren’t kidding!”  
 “As I told you,” Andrew replied, “the site IS quite remote. However, I’ve been assured by the person in charge that facilities have been designed to make the stay at the site as pleasant as possible.”  
 “And I suppose once we get there, we’ll learn what the project is?” prompted Jason.  
 “Yes,” responded Andrew, “we’ll all be getting a detailed set of briefings and all secrets revealed.” 
 Ralph looked at Andrew queerly. “Just confirming you don’t know what the project is either, do you?”  
 Andrew smiled. “No, I can honestly say that while I know a little more than you do at this moment, I don’t have any more of an idea what the VR system’s proposed use is than you do.” 
 The plane moved onto the runway, it was given clearance, and the engines ramped up for takeoff.  
 During the next few hours, the crew chief spent most of his time in the cockpit, only coming back periodically to check on the cargo. This left Andrew and the others alone with the pallets, both those from Virtual-Reality and other pallets labeled and unlabeled. Andrew explained that they would arrive at the site outside of the regular delivery schedule, and as long as the plane was going and the VR system didn’t fill the cargo bay, they were bringing extra supplies. Andrew didn’t tell them that one of the pallets contained equipment that most of the personnel at the site would hopefully never know about—a selection of weapons that Andrew and Zach had discussed and decided were needed to be on site in the remote chance of a direct threat. 
   

Lynchburg, Virginia

   
 After the first meeting with Sinclair, Zach went about recruiting 
Wilbur Larson. It wasn’t that Willie would argue about being called Wilbur, but he only answered to Willie—which caused some interesting “misunderstandings” Zach had witnessed. Zach’s insistence on adding another experienced security member probably wasn’t necessary, but he had three reasons. He always preferred to err on the side of excessive preparation and caution—a major reason he still breathed, considering some missions he had participated in. A second reason was that he “liked” Willie. He hadn’t had many opportunities to either make or maintain friends in the last decade or so, but Zach and Willie had participated in several operations, and Zach found him both competent and trustworthy. The ability to trust anyone in this line of work was priceless. The feelings seemed to be mutual, although you could never be sure from Willie’s taciturn manner. 

Actually, Zach thought, Willie has such limited tolerance for bullshit that maybe he does think of me as a friend. Whatever the case, Zach chose to consider Willie a friend. Whether that was real, Zach was unwilling to obsess over it. 
 Zach’s third reason for recruiting Willie was that he sensed his colleague was adrift after the dustup resulting in Zach’s exile to Homeland Security. While Zach had had enough internal CIA support to keep a position, the others in the botched operation had not fared as well and had been cut loose by the agency, at least temporarily.  
 He had kept tabs on Willie and had met him for beers one evening. 
 “Where do you think you’ll head next, Willie?” 
 “I’ve landed a job working for a nursery company doing greenhouse maintenance and night watchman duties. It’s in Lynchburg, Virginia.” 
 “Nursery? Why that? Private security firms operating both in the U.S. and overseas would easily hire you, especially with recommendations from me and a few others we’ve worked with in and outside the agency.” 
 “I think I’d like a quiet life for a change,” Willie had answered brusquely, indicating the end of the discussion on that particular topic. 
 Zach had let it slide for that moment, but months later, when he accepted Sinclair’s offer, he immediately thought about Willie. He hadn’t been totally honest with Sinclair about knowing Willie’s whereabouts. The next morning, he showed up unannounced as Willie left work. 
 Zach wasn’t surprised when Willie greeted his visitor as though they’d just seen each other the previous day, instead of several months earlier. 
 “You wanna beer?” asked Willie. 
 “Well . . . a little early for me, but I get it that you’re just off work. Any place open near here?” 
 Willie looked around as if curious about why a bar wouldn’t be open at 6:00 a.m. “Not far. Follow me.” 
 Zach tailed the used Ford F-150 pickup three miles to a small shopping center. Wedged between Fung Wa’s Chinese restaurant and an army surplus store was the Blue Flamingo. The garish neon sign flickered, and a quarter of the lettering was dark. Inside, they ordered at the bar and sat at a table in the back. 
 “So, how do you like watering plants?” Zach asked while waiting for the beers. 
 “Oh . . . it’s not just watering. I sometimes pull weeds from the pots, clean up the greenhouses, and even help with plantings and pruning. I work mostly after the other people have left. That way, they get double duty from me besides my deterring mischief-makers.”  
 “What? Break-ins? I’d think greenhouses were pretty quiet.” 
 “That’s what I thought when I took the job. You wouldn’t think a bunch of plants needed a watchman, but break-ins to steal copper piping are serious and are likely to support opioid addicts. Hell, another worker mentioned a break-in in North Carolina where they hauled off twenty tons of fertilizer and potting soil.” 
 Willie grimaced. “Not to mention the ‘earth-firsters’ and other tree-huggers who think every company greenhouse ‘must’ contain genetically engineered plants that have to be destroyed.” 
 Willie laughed. “I hadn’t realized greenhouses full of plants were such a threat to the global ecology. I thought the manager exaggerated or joked when he told me to watch out for greenhouse raiders. Then, a group of them tried to break into a greenhouse of deadly petunias last month.” 
   
 Willie let it slide about telling Zach the group of intruders in their twenties had laughed and taunted him, somehow thinking they were immune from consequences. They kept trying to skirt around him and get into the greenhouses to save the world from mutant flowers. That mission ended when his size 14 boot propelled a couple of them face-first onto the surrounding pavement. Willie also picked up a pony-tailed girl by the neck and the crotch and launched her into a compost heap. Bruised and angry, they tried to file assault charges against Willie until the local sheriff advised that if they did, they would be admitting to trespass with intent to destroy—which happened to fall under one of those idiotic, to Willie anyway, Homeland Security definitions of “terrorism.” Thus cautioned, they vanished—presumably to seek out easier means to save the planet. Willie’s boss admonished him against using excessive force and reminded him that his job was to notify the sheriff’s office in such cases and let them handle it. The admonishment lost some of its impact when accompanied by a suggestive smile at the corner of the manager’s mouth and an extra $500 in Willie’s next paycheck. 
   
 “Does it pay enough to live on?” asked Zach, after ordering another round of beers. 
 “Good enough. I’m livin’ small right now. Haven’t drawn on my ‘retirement’ funds. The agency paid well these past years, and there often weren’t places to spend it all.” 
 “I hear you,” said Zach. “So . . . what do you think, Willie? Is this something you see yourself doing for a while?” 
 “I originally thought of it as a break . . . but I don’t know. I’m finding I like it better than I expected. Doing it forever? Maybe. Maybe not. The agency’s work was hard at times, but I kept working for them as long as we occasionally made a real difference. I suppose if the chance comes to return, I’ll have to make a decision.” 
 “Well . . . that’s part of why I’ve come visiting. I don’t know if you’d heard I’ve been hidden over at Homeland Security until things cooled off at Langley.” 
 “Yeah. I did. I also heard you got to stay on only by the skin of your teeth, instead of being dumped in the street like the rest of us. We all assumed even Admiral Asshole couldn’t discount Zach Marjek’s history with the agency.” 
 Zach started to speak, but Willie cut him off with a hand wave. “And don’t try to say you’re sorry you couldn’t do anything for me. I’m sure you would have if it was possible.” 
 “You’re right. I came up against a brick wall. As it is, I came within a hair’s breadth of telling them to go fuck themselves and walking away. I finally thought if I stayed quiet awhile and got back in their good graces, I might be able to bring you and the others back. That’s related to why I’ve looked you up.” 
 Willie snorted. “As if I didn’t suspect there was some underlying reason for this visit. Spit it out.” 
 Zach smiled. One thing he liked about Willie: dallying around a subject seldom occurred to him. 
 “I’ve been pardoned from Homeland Security. I can’t give you more details right now, but I’ve been picked up for a gig with a quasi-military operation where most of the work is by civilians. It’s supposed to last about a year, possibly a little longer, and I’m to be internal security and a backup for external threats. Expectations are it’ll be quiet to the point of boring. Pay will be quite generous, although it’ll involve relative seclusion. 
 “And before you ask—no, I don’t know where it’s at or exactly what’s going on. However, it seems to be a high priority for certain highly placed people. I told them one condition of my taking the job was bringing along someone I’d worked with before. They didn’t think more people were necessary, but for whatever reason, they went along. 
 “No promises, but it’s been hinted to me that getting back into the agency will be greased at the end of this job, if that’s what I want. The same could be true for you. 
 “So, what do you think? Interested in changing this quiet job for another one that pays well and go somewhere blind to work with me?” 
 Willie’s expression didn’t change . . . not that Zach expected anything different. Seconds passed. A minute. 
 “I guess I wouldn’t mind seeing a familiar face for a while. If it’s going to be quiet, as you say, I guess I can mull over the future wherever this is, as well as in a greenhouse.” 
 Two beers later, Zach bid Willie goodbye with instructions for when to meet at Andrews. As he drove away, Zach hoped he had done Willie right by recruiting him for this job. 
 Willie, in turn, pondered similar thoughts and with mixed feelings. He was reasonably content for the moment, but he knew it was only a temporary situation until he figured out what to do next. He always felt comfortable working with Zach and knew at least part of the reason was because Zach trusted him and valued his input, when he gave it. In reverse, he trusted Zach and realized he missed the man. 
   

Andrews Air Force Base, Maryland

   
 The Gulfstream V accelerated down the runway. This model was the C-37A, a military version of the executive jet intended to transport CEOs, rich people, and high-ranking generals and admirals. This was Zach’s first flight on an executive jet, and he thought he could get used to the lifestyle. The plane sat twelve passengers in relative luxury—seats like first-class on commercial flights but with better upholstery, that swiveled, and that had buttons on the right armrest, most of which Zach had no clue as to function. In addition, eight of the seats were arranged in clusters of four around two tables. 

I guess so admirals and generals could plan the next war or war game, Zach thought. Then, chuckling to himself, Or probably play cards.  
 The total passenger manifest for this flight was five—or four and a half, depending on how you counted the kid. Sinclair sat at one of the table setups, using it to spread out papers and a laptop. The other table setup, across the aisle, was occupied by Jill Hardesty and Bobby. 
   
 For her, the last days had been a kaleidoscope of emotions. From moment to moment, she vacillated among anger, bewilderment, panic, and being on the verge of breaking down in tears. 
 However, Bobby kept her anchored. By concentrating on him, she coped, barely, with everything turning her world upside-down. 
 Jill felt relief at the takeoff. At least, something was happening. Whenever traveling, she often fantasized about other passengers’ lives and made up what she thought their life stories might be, what their jobs were, what kind of a trip they were going on. It helped her pass the time and satisfied a predilection to look for curiosities, any curiosities. That was what got her in trouble with the classified file. On this flight, playing her wondering game with the entire passenger list ended up being a short exercise, with only three other people onboard, one of whom was Agent Marks, someone she didn’t want to be curious about. 
 The passenger sitting across the aisle at the other table was either the person in charge or someone important. Her intuition was supported by the degree of deference shown to him by ground personnel and the other two passengers when everyone boarded. She would lay money he was a high-ranking officer. The final passenger was a large bearded man sitting in the back who hadn’t said a word to anyone. He and the agent seemed to know each other, so Jill prepared herself to also dislike him. 

Oh, well, she thought, keeping Bobby occupied will be enough of a challenge without wondering about the other passengers.

 After moving her and Bobby to the airbase, the military had put them in effective custody for the following week. She admitted that the quarters were pleasant, and an airwoman ran errands for whatever Jill requested. Still . . . it was being in custody. They were restricted to the small apartment complex on the base and the nearby park, where she could walk and take Bobby to play. She was constantly made aware of the circumstances by the stone-faced MP stationed outside the apartment door who also accompanied them on walks—if walking silently twenty feet behind could be defined as “accompanying.” She still had no idea where they were going. Agent Marks had called her the previous day and told her they would be leaving today. He’d picked her up at the apartment, signed off on something with the MP, loaded their things into the military van, and then drove off to a distant part of the base where they boarded this little jet. 

At least, it’s plush inside,
and I wonder if they have free movies and drinks? she thought, struggling to find a modicum of humor to help her mood. The chairs were better than any chair she’d ever had in her apartments, and she grudgingly admitted that the agent had helped get Bobby set up, which included getting his seat strapped into place next to hers. Bobby strained to see out the window, as if he didn’t know what to make of this little room they had climbed into, the shaking and the movement, and now what he saw out the window as they rose toward the cloud layer. The agent had indicated it would be a five- to six-hour flight to their destination. Wherever it was, there was supposed to be a community, and she would be able to move around the site freely and do her assigned job. 
   
 From two rows back, Zach watched the Hardesty mother and son during liftoff and the first twenty minutes of the flight. He had fastened Bobby’s car seat into the chair next to Jill, and the opposite two chairs held bags Zach assumed were various accouterments needed for a two-year-old. Technically, the bags should have been stored for takeoff, but when Zach put them in the seats—after a perfunctory gesture by Jill—he didn’t care to bring up the technicality of bag storage, given her evident opinion of him. 
 He sighed. Browbeating the woman had been one of his more distasteful experiences, but he intended to watch out for them wherever they were going. 
 He was also glad to be on the way. The last week had been busy. In addition to dealing with the Hardestys, there were other preparations, making secure calls to Jefferson (a newly insignia’d major), attending a couple more meetings with Sinclair, recruiting Willie, and making modifications on the manifest of the plane that would meet them—somewhere. 
 Sinclair had given him access to the plane’s cargo manifest. The contents of several pallets had been redacted, but he was given purview over those identified, including one pallet whose contents were intended for security enhancements that were waiting for him to select in consultation with Jefferson. His additions included sensors, satellite radios, and an increase in the site’s arsenal after Sinclair summarized what was already available on site. One thing Zach believed, backed by experience, was that you never had too many guns or too much ammunition. 
 Zach also tweaked some of the provisions. One of the manifested pallets consisted entirely of alcohol. Sinclair had said the site was remote, and Zach knew that such situations led people to pay more attention to diversions than otherwise. He personally was a moderate drinker with no firm preferences, but he looked at the contents and wondered what plebeian had ordered the wine. With access to the computerized system and authorization to change items, he substituted freely. The original cases emphasized merlots, white zinfandels, and chardonnay. He called a colleague from service in the army, a sergeant major. Zach was amused that he was getting varietal advice from someone who looked and acted like a hard-bitten drill instructor from the movies. Consequently, the wine list was now heavy on a variety of red and white wines of eight varietals with significantly higher prices. 
 “What the hell,” he figured. “All they can do is change the order back, and for what this operation must be costing, a few thousand dollars for some drinkable wine is dust on the budget.” He looked forward to trying some of the vintages. 
 As for Ms. Hardesty’s attitude toward him, he didn’t blame her. He’d jerked her from whatever life she had, and he was, at least from her point of view, instrumental in sending her off to God knows what. He would have been ticked off, too. However, it seemed certain from what the general had said that her only alternative to moving to the site was some version of house arrest, which would’ve been far more confining and uncomfortable. This way, she could save good money with no expenses. 
 However, Zach doubted the wisdom of the decision to bring a toddler to the site. Still, he guessed that even if things didn’t work out, the mother and the child could always be shipped back to other arrangements if necessary. If he had to serve as the personification of her predicament, he’d had worse attitudes thrust on him. 
 Once they reached cruising altitude, and with nothing else to do, Zach reclined his seat, closed his eyes, and within a minute was asleep.



 

 


 


CHAPTER 9


 


 





LANDS OF ICE AND STONE

   
   

Thule, Greenland

   
 “Attention, please,” came over the Gulfstream’s passenger compartment speaker, waking Zach. 
 “We’ll be arriving within twenty minutes. Secure for landing.” 
 Zach brought his chair back upright and looked around. Willie was still asleep, and Sinclair was organizing his papers. The only person who seemed interested in where they were landing was Jill, who had her forehead pressed against the Plexiglass.  
 He wondered what she saw and looked out his window. Deep blue ocean, floating icebergs, and a coast of ice and rock. 

This has to be Greenland, he thought. Sinclair hadn’t divulged their destination. Zach looked at his watch and guessed how far they had flown, based on hours and the plane’s estimated speed. 

Thule, he thought. If we’re landing close to this kind of coast, it has to be the U.S. base at Thule. Interesting. Is this our final destination or just a stopover? Maybe to refuel and continue to Europe or Asia? From northern Greenland, the next major land on the same route was Siberia, which he doubted housed a secret American base. 
 Jill looked around, her expression a combination of wonder and worry. 

I can only imagine what’s going through her mind right now, Zach thought. When she was told it was a remote location, she may have thought the middle of the Nevada desert or somewhere in the Rockies, but I’ll bet heading for the North Pole hadn’t occurred to her.

 Sinclair rose from his seat and walked to the cockpit door. It opened. Zach couldn’t hear the conversation with the crew. When the general returned, he stashed his papers and folders, turned off his laptop, and leaned back to speak softly toward Zach. “Wake up Willie, and both of you come here.” 
 Zach nodded, undid his seat belt, walked over to Willie, and gave him a shake of the shoulder. Willie started, murmured something, then snapped awake.  
 “Willie,” said Zach, “the general wants us.” 
 Zach sat across from Sinclair, Willie in the adjacent seat. The three men leaned over the small table. 
 “Well,” said Sinclair, “that was a nice, smooth, and uneventful flight, but we’re about to come to our first destination, and I need to brief you on what’s going to happen here. We’re meeting another plane that’s already flown in from elsewhere. It’s a cargo plane. We’ll be transferring to that plane and taking off again for a final destination. There will also be four men on the other plane. They’ll be coming with us. I’m sure if you’ve been looking out the window, you can tell we’re north into the Arctic. It’s the airbase at Thule. There’ll be no contact with any ground personnel, and the same for the crews of this plane or the one we’ll transfer to. 
 “We’ll be stopping next to a C-17. It beat us here by about an hour and is refueled. Our journey’s next leg is much shorter, and we’ll be there in about half an hour after we take off.” 
 “One of the Canadian Arctic islands,” stated Willie. “There’s no other option this far north except open water.” 
 “I’m guessing Ellesmere, Axel Heiberg, or Devon Island. They’re large and closest to Thule,” said Zach. 
 Sinclair nodded but didn’t specify which island. “I know you have questions about where we’re going. You’ll get answers later. I don’t imagine there’re any more questions that I can answer now, but give it a shot if you want.” He looked back and forth. Neither man responded. “Okay, then.” 
 When Sinclair sat back, Bobby took the moment to turn in his seat and wave to the three men across the aisle. 
 “Hi,” Bobby said and waved again. Sinclair laughed and waved back. Jill looked expressionlessly at the men and coaxed her son back in his seat before passing him a small sack of goldfish. Bobby busied himself trying to pick individual snacks out of the plastic bag. 
 Minutes later, the plane was deep into its descent, giving those interested in looking out the window a closer view of . . . nothing. Icebergs and barely visible pieces of ice floated on white-capped water so blue they felt themselves start to freeze just looking at it. Then they approached flat, white land that looked almost warm compared to the ocean. 
 Suddenly, the water was gone, and they were rushing past whiteness with few discernible details. They felt the landing gear deploy, and Jill saw the wing flaps lower. 
 They hadn’t seen any evidence of humans, and she became nervous. 
 “Is there really an airfield out here?” 
 Zach leaned to one side to close the distance between them—Willie had returned to his seat. “We’re landing in Thule, Greenland. It’s a major air base used mainly for military purposes.” 
 She momentarily forgot to be rude. “I don’t see anything,” she said, her voice slightly trembling. 
 “I believe there’s a settlement nearby, but the airfield has been operating for . . . ,” Zach couldn’t remember what he’d read or heard, but Sinclair had overheard and chipped in. 
 “Around sixty years, Miss Hardesty. Jets bigger than this one land regularly.” He glanced out the nearest window. “Ah . . . here we go.” 
 The first runway markers flashed by. They were closer to the ground than the monotonous snow and ice had led passengers to believe. 
 Moments later, they streaked over the end of a runway. The Gulfstream was smaller and lower to the ground than any plane she had flown on before—which gave the impression of more speed as the nearby surface zipped by. She put a hand to her throat and gripped Bobby’s hand firmly enough to elicit a complaint. Within seconds, the wheels touched surface, and the deceleration relaxed her. Jill sighed, eased up on her son’s hand, and glanced around to see Zach watching her, concerned. She frowned, pursed her lips, and looked away. 
 Zach gave Willie a wry grin and peered out the windows. Once the plane lost most of its speed, they taxied past buildings, including a terminal with letters proclaiming Thule Air Force Base. Then it was goodbye to the terminal as they taxied off to one side where a large cargo jet was waiting. 
 Sinclair unbuckled and stood. “Okay, we won’t be here long. Put on your coats or the ones you were given, gather your things, and go right to the C-17 we’re parked next to.” 
 It took less than fifteen minutes from the moment they came to a complete standstill to exit the Gulfstream jet, walk fifty yards to the C-17, and board, along with their gear. The interior of this plane was totally different from the one on the first leg. For Jill, the cavernous interior crowded with pallets of crates, shrink-wrapped boxes, and pieces of equipment was foreboding. A single airman led them to seats at the forward end of the cargo bay, where the men stowed the new passengers’ gear. No words were exchanged, except by the men directing where the new passengers were to sit. 
 It was soon apparent that there was no easy way for the crewman to quickly secure Bobby’s car seat. He turned to Zach, who stood nearby. 
 “The kid will have to be held. Help get them seated.” 
 Jill frowned at the crewman’s back, as he went aft to check pallet restraints and prepare to close the cargo bay ramp. 
 “It’s a short flight,” said Zach. “Once we’re in the air, I’d estimate forty minutes, maybe even less. I can hold Bobby if you’d like.” 
 “I can do it,” she snapped. 
 With a quick clearance, the big plane taxied onto a runway, and the four jet engines revved up, drowning out other sounds. It was Jill’s first experience with an airplane that hadn’t been designed to muffle most engine noise. Then they became airborne with what she thought was an incredibly short takeoff. 
 Sinclair noticed her attention and raised his voice above the engines. “Don’t worry, Miss Hardesty. This plane is built for rapid takeoffs, short runways, and is an amazingly rugged plane.”  
 Somewhat mollified or at least pleased that someone noticed her concern, she nodded to Sinclair and turned back to keeping Bobby occupied. 
 As Zach had told her, the flight was short. It seemed to her they never reached a cruising altitude. One moment the plane was climbing and the next it was descending. She had only momentary views out a small window on the other side of the aircraft, but they left land, flew over water, and were over land again in what seemed like only a few minutes. 
 As they crossed over a coast, Zach, who sat three seats away, leaned toward Jill and spoke loud enough to be heard over the engines’ roar. 
 “We’re over Ellesmere Island, the northernmost Arctic island of Canada, and well above the Arctic Circle. It’s into spring, so although it’ll be cold, you’ve felt similar weather on Washington’s coldest days. The weather will warm up as the sun stays up longer. Then, for about three to four months, the sun won’t set at all.” 
 It occurred to her that must mean there would also be months with nothing but darkness, and how cold must that be? She refrained from asking the agent but prayed she and Bobby would be back in the States before the Arctic winter.  
 The men, minus Sinclair, unbuckled and clustered at nearby small windows. They saw snow-covered, rocky terrain interspersed with peaks and glaciers. They didn’t see human signs: no roads, no buildings, nothing that would indicate humans had ever touched the land below. 
 Jill knew from past plane trips that everywhere in the continental United States had visible evidence of humans. Even in Nevada’s more remote regions, roads were visible from thirty to forty thousand feet. Here, there was apparently nothing, judging from what she heard the men say. By the time the plane had made several turns and entered the last part of their descent, they might have traveled a hundred miles over land without signs of human presence. 
 The crew chief came out of the cockpit and made a circling motion with one raised hand. The standing men returned to the seats and donned headsets hanging above their positions. Jill copied the men. 
 “Be sure you’re strapped in. We’ll make one more turn and be down shortly.” 
 Three minutes later, the plane tilted 45 degrees. The ground looked alarmingly close—Zach estimated about five hundred feet.  
 “Where the hell’s the airport?” said Jason, straining in his seat to look out every window. 
 “Jesus,” moaned Ralph, “I don’t see anything! Is that really where we’re going to land?” 
 “No problem,” Sinclair piped up. “We fly in and out of here several times a year, and it’s never been an issue. We just had to make a sharp turn because of the short runway and to avoid the mountain ridge west of the runway.” 
 Jill held even more tightly onto Bobby, enough that he started to complain again. When the plane touched down, Jill and the Virtual-Reality staffers all felt momentary panic about a crash landing. The plane bounced once, twice, and on the third touch the wheels engaged the ground with a grinding noise. Shudders and bumps continued until the plane slowed into a taxi. Jill remembered to breathe. 
 The plane still moved when the crewman walked to the rear and started lowering the ramp. They immediately saw rock slopes with snow and ice tops, with a longer ridgeline in the background. A blast of frigid air hit their unsuspecting lungs. The ramp touched the ground moments after the plane came to a complete stop. A group of people and several vehicles waited. 
   

Nanook International Airport

   
 Sinclair rose and gathered their attention. 
 “Get on your coats, hats, and gloves that Major Jefferson distributed to you at Thule. We’re lucky with the weather. It’s supposed to be around 30 degrees today. Miss Hardesty, Major Jefferson will get you and Bobby into one of the snowcats. They’re heated inside, so you’ll only be outdoors a minute or so.” 
 “Rest of you, gather up what you brought with you and either get inside or look around . . . it’s your choice. The snowcats are pulling wagons, and we’ll be off as soon as the pallets are transferred. The people here have done this before, so it won’t take long.” 
 They walked off the plane, stood clustered forty feet to one side, and stared at the surroundings. What passed for the airport facility was a metal shack perhaps fifteen feet on each side and painted on it were the words “Nanook International Airport.” 
 “Nanook? Is that Eskimo for ‘freeze your ass off’?” Jason asked. 
 “No,” answered Zach.” I think it means ‘polar bear’ and is a play on an old silent documentary, Nanook of the North.” 
 “That’s right,” said one of the men passing them on the way to unloading the plane, “but you rarely see a bear on this side of the island. The eastern side has better access to the sea ice where the bears hunt seals and walrus. However, with changing weather patterns, the bears have been ranging farther inland, and two years ago they found a half-eaten musk ox carcass with bear tracks not far from the site.” 
 “Polar bears? Musk ox? Tell me I’m dreaming,” said Ralph. “Or better yet, wake me up from this nightmare. I’m not sure this is what I had in mind when I signed up for this. When’s the next flight out, Andy?” 
 “Well, Ralph, for you I think we can find a seat about a year from now,” replied the black officer, whom Jill assumed was Andy. 
 “Well, Jesus Christ,” complained Ralph, “I’m not sure I want to know what’s waiting for us when we get to whatever this site is.” 
 “Don’t worry, people,” assured Sinclair, “while the site is about as remote as you can get, there have been major efforts to make the conditions as pleasant as possible.”  
 This reassurance didn’t seem to go too far with Ralph, who continued glancing around, or with Jill. In comparison, Zach and Willie seemed unperturbed. 
 Andrew guided Jill, holding Bobby despite his interest in exploring snow, to the larger snowcat, the first one in line. Harold Nieze went with them. 
 When the major returned, he accompanied Sinclair as the general walked to a man standing near a forklift on treads. He shook hands with the man while the forklift driver moved to the plane’s ramp, joined by three other men to assist the crewman. The first pallet was on the way to a wagon bed four minutes after the passengers had left the plane. 
 They found themselves on a small plain whose surface was covered with pebbles and rock fragments, the latter looking more like shattered pieces than smooth stones rounded by wear. Jason walked over to check for impressions of the plane’s wheels on the ground. He tried to scuff aside some of the surface rock, only to find more of the same underneath, just compacted further. 
 “This must be almost solid rock under here not to compress more.”  
 For a few moments, the six men stood still in a rough circle, looking at the surrounding terrain. 
 “Come on, people,” entreated Ralph, “we’ve all got to be dying to know what the hell is going on here. Why on earth would some secret U.S. facility be in just about the most remote place on Earth outside of the middle of Antarctica? Why do they need a virtual reality system when for the life of me I can’t imagine its use here?” 
 “You’re right to question,” said Zach, “but I don’t think any of us have any more of an idea than you do. I’m starting to suspect that the answer is something none of us would ever dream of.” 
 They stood silent for a minute, looking back and forth at one another. Then, as if by unspoken agreement, they crunched over the fine gravel with occasional thin snow patches and climbed inside the lead snowcat. 
 When they all were seated, Andrew broke the silence. “Well, since we’re here, I think it’s okay to introduce ourselves—at least, our names. We should wait for General Sinclair’s okay before we get into what we were doing before and why we might be here. I’m Major Andrew Jefferson, U.S. Army, and I will be the executive officer for General Sinclair, the site and project commander.” With that, he nodded to the next member of the circle.  
 “Harold Nieze,” offered the tall, thin-faced man.  
 “Jason Cain,” grumbled the next man, “and where the hell are we?”  
 “Ellesmere Island,” said Zach with an eyebrow raised to Andrew, who smiled.  
 “Correct, but we’ll find out more later.” He nodded to Ralph. 
 “Ralph Markakis, and what IS going on here?” 
 “As I said, more later,” Andrew said, then nodded to the group’s lone woman. 
 “Jill Hardesty,” she said quietly. 
 “And the little guy?” Andrew prompted. 
 Jill shifted Bobby in her arms so he faced the others. Up until now, he had been turning every which way trying to see everything at once—the plane unloading, open spaces, and fog-shrouded neighboring peaks. “This is Bobby. He’s two years old.” 
 “Pardon me,” Jason interjected, “but whatever we’re here for, why is Bobby here?” Jason looked at Andrew. 
 “Later,” Andrew replied. “Let’s move on.” 
 “Willie Larsen,” said the large bearded man with a tone of voice indicating that was supposed to say everything there was to know about him. 
 “Zach Marjek,” with a similar undertone of “Don’t bother asking anything else.” He noticed Jill Hardesty’s eyes widen as he switched from “Marks,” the way he’d introduced himself to her at her apartment. 
 Now, after these cursory introductions, they again surveyed where they were. The plain was surrounded by peaks and ridgelines on both sides. 
 “I can see why the plane made that final sharp bank,” said Zach. “It had to insert itself between these ridges.” 
 There was no sign of vegetation. The plain and the hills were bare, with various shades of dull earth tones and grays and little indication of more vibrant colors. Snow covered the peaks and the upper slopes, with patches of snow or ice in protected indentations and rills on the lower slopes. The peaks themselves were at least partially obscured by mist that eddied in the mild wind. The noise of the cargo jet and the unloading process was the dominant sound, but Mike suspected if it were not for the engines, there would be total silence. Similar thoughts occurred to some of the others, as did the sense of isolation.  
 It took thirty minutes for all the pallets to be taken off the C-17 and loaded onto tracked wagons towed by the snowcats. When the transfer was complete, the convoy moved out. It was barely underway before the cargo plane ramped up its engines and took off. In the cab, Jill, Ralph, Jason, and Harold wistfully watched the aircraft disappear into the distance, wondering, to different degrees, when would they see another plane out of here, and when it might have them on it? 
 “What in the world . . . ,” said Jill, staring back at the crude landing strip. Zach followed her gaze. Men with leaf rakes were hustling onto the landing strip and working over the bare ground. 
 “They’re probably obscuring any signs left by the plane’s landing gear,” he said. 
 She kept looking without noticing who had spoken. 
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SITE 23

   
   
 The snowcats left the flat plain that served as a runway. Their initial direction of travel was east toward low hills backed by higher reaches. To their west and north were sharp peaks and ridgelines. The plain continued south for a distance before ending in an apparent series of undulations and low ridges too faint for anyone to judge their distance without reference points in the bleak terrain. After about a half-mile, they climbed a gentle slope. 
 As they left the runway area, the hard-pack surface void of gravel larger than an inch changed to scattered rocks up to a foot in diameter. The driver saw Zach’s curious expression in his rearview mirror. 
 “Yeah. Didn’t come that way. Took three of us most of a week to pick up and move any rocks big enough affect landings. We still have to check every once in a while. Somehow a new good-size rock will appear from nowhere. One theory is the planes’ wheels shake them out of the ground. Did the checking today, but only threw aside a couple of apples.” 
 “Apples?” 
 The driver laughed. “That’s how we tell each other the size of the rocks we find. Anything smaller than a walnut is supposed to be okay, but we usually go down to hazelnuts. Of course—”  
 A sudden jolt rocked the cab. The driver laughed. “A coconut. Hold on to your asses. It gets rough until we get higher to where there’s enough snow to cover the fuckin’ rocks.” 
 Sinclair gave a noticeable clearing of his throat and said, “Whitey,” while nodding toward Jill and Bobby. 
 “Oh . . . sorry, ma’am.” 
 She laughed, thankful for a humorous diversion. “No problem. Whitey? Is that what you’re called?” 
 “Yes, ma’am.” 
 “Well, if you’re Whitey, then I’m Jill. Don’t worry about the language. I think I’ve heard it all.” 
 A series of jolts rocked the cab. 
 “More coconuts?” asked Jill. 
 “Either those or small watermelons,” joshed the driver. 
 The ride became more uneven until jolts overlapped. People used at least one hand to brace themselves. As the snow layer deepened, the ride smoothed out until they were on enough snow and ice to cover larger rocks. Twice, the cat slid a foot or more before regaining traction on a steeper slope. When they crested a ridgeline, they could both look back at the valley they had come from and see ahead to the next, which was slightly higher and as devoid of life. The descent into the next valley started off faster than they’d traveled before, but only until rocks appeared through the snow, and Whitey eased back on the throttle. 
 “There’s no real road or track,” said Sinclair. “We just steer where it seems like the best ride that day. We actually make a point of not wearing routes that might be detectable from aircraft or satellites.” 
 The pattern was repeated twice more. The landscape remained barren. 
 “I haven’t seen any plants. Does anything live here?” asked Jill. 
 “There are mammals, but as you would expect, only adapted to this environment,” said Sinclair. “You’ll see hares, voles, and lemmings. The larger animals are musk ox and caribou. You should get a chance to see musk ox, but there’s fewer caribou. And yes, that means there are things to eat—grasses, lichens, mosses, and even variety of willow that only grows six to eight inches high. It’s a tough place to live. Oh, and there are wolves, but we rarely see them. We’re also just coming out of winter. In a few weeks you’ll see more plant life, even some flowers.”  
 Conversation ebbed and flowed. Jason noticed that Marjek seemed to be interested in getting background information on the other passengers and their fields of work—volunteering nothing about himself. Marjek deflected the conversation when it turned toward him. 
 Jason also noticed that the woman seemed to make a point of sitting as far as she could from Marjek. 

Wonder what’s up between those two? he thought. Marjek doesn’t appear to mind.

 Finally, they reached a ridgeline that looked down into another valley with the first signs of human presence. 
 “Here we are,” said Sinclair. “The site’s up against that slope on the left.” 
 Zach’s first glance failed to see what the general referred to. During a second scan, his eyes narrowed as he concentrated on what at first seemed like a collection of huge boulders. 
 “Well, fu—” Zach started to exclaim. “Um . . . that’s quite an impressive camouflage setup.” 
 “What are you talking about?” asked Harold. 
 “Over to the left. Those aren’t boulders or rock formations, it’s structures made to fool anyone looking at them.” 
 “I’ll admit it’s impressive,” said Sinclair. “Of course, once you’re closer you can’t mistake the buildings, but from a mile away or more, most people’s eyes will pass right over.” 
 “How about from above?” asked Andrew. 
 “Well, the paint job resembles the terrain. The roofs are the same way and have extended, irregular edges to break up straight lines. Vehicles are kept under similar overhangs or inside, except when in use. Naturally, none of this is a hundred percent, but you’d have to be looking hard at this specific site to know anything was here except rock.” 
 The snowcat continued down what would be their last descent. 
 “We’ll arrive in about twenty minutes,” said Sinclair. “We zigzag a bit on some steeper parts of the slope. 
 Ralph was thinking to himself that this would be a great spot to take a photo, except that no cameras were allowed. He had tried to sneak one in his bags, only to have a somber, armed airman search people and their belongings before loading the plane at Travis. Ralph momentarily panicked that he was about to be arrested, but the man casually tossed the three-thousand-dollar camera in a trashcan and continued searching. 

Oh, well, he thought. Maybe they have postcards. 
 The chance for a photo shoot vanished as the snowcat accelerated down the slope and then slowed into a series of turns to the valley floor. It wasn’t until they were within a few hundred yards that definition was clear enough to take in a cluster of rectangular buildings of various sizes, one and two stories, and no defined streets. The surface appeared similar to where they had landed, firm with pebbles. Zach noted faint paths worn between some of the buildings—probably indicative of the staff’s most common routes. He made a note to decide whether those faint paths should be dealt with, or if they were too minor to worry about. 
 The vehicles passed between several smaller structures and stopped in front of the largest building in the complex. Five men and a woman clustered together, giving the impression of a welcoming committee. Other people stood farther away or next to buildings, as if curious about the new arrivals.  
 “All right,” said Sinclair, “let me review what’ll happen next. Each of you is assigned accommodations. Your bags are labeled and will be delivered. The rooms are small, but you’ll have your own, except for Jill and Bobby Hardesty, who will have two adjoining rooms. What we’ll do now is go inside for an initial briefing about the site and the basics of living in this environment. 
 “I know you’ve all been on a long trip, especially for those from the West Coast. After the first briefing, you’ll have a meal and can retire to your rooms. Get a good night’s sleep because tomorrow morning we’ll start in on some longer, more detailed briefings. 
 “I’ll mention one other thing before we go inside. Until you understand more about the security arrangements here at the site, you’re not to speak with any of the staff, except yourselves, me, and Dr. Emily Wilderman here.” Sinclair motioned to a slender, brown-haired woman in her late thirties or early forties who raised one hand while adjusting glasses with the other. 
 “Dr. Wilderman is the site physician. If you have any immediate medical issues, please see her. The only other person you might talk with tonight is another doctor, Wilbur Huxler.” A cheery man in his early sixties man stepped forward, waving. “Wilbur serves as the site counselor and is a psychologist . . . I guess . . . or is it psychiatrist? Whichever it is, he’s got several degrees and has been part of the planning and operation of Site 23, which is the formal name of where you are. He looks after the general mental state of the staff here. Any issue that might be appropriate, you can talk freely about it with him.” 
 Willie Larson, standing next to Zach, gave a satisfied grunt—interpretable only because the two men had worked together enough times. 

Yeah, Willie, thought Zach. Two Wilburs here. No one’s going to call a shrink ‘Willie,’ so I guess you’re on safe ground.

   

First Briefing

   
 “Okay,” Sinclair said, “let’s go inside. Follow me to one of the small meeting rooms. If you need to use a facility, we’ll pass a restroom on the way. You’ll find it’s more European style, so both men and women use it. There are sinks that everyone uses and then lockable cubicles for the more serious business.” 
 With that, Sinclair motioned for them to follow him. He walked toward the main building. At the door, he paused and turned. “Let me also explain that there is a special kind of entrance to at least some of these buildings. You’ll find out more later, but the idea is that since the light and dark conditions are so extreme here, with months of no sun and then months where the sun never sets, that to reduce the effects, some doors and buildings were designed so that as you enter or leave, there isn’t an abrupt change of lighting conditions. 
 “What we’re entering is kind of an antechamber where once the door closes, the light conditions will take about ten seconds to change from where you came from to where you’re going. I wouldn’t think that would make much of a difference, but it turns out it does. Just those few seconds are sufficient to help keep your body from getting too much off cycle.” 
 With that, Sinclair opened the door. There was just enough room for all of them to fit inside the antechamber. As Sinclair indicated, once the outer door closed, they waited about ten seconds, and a small LED light came on just above the inner door. 
 “That light is the signal the light cycle is finished. I expected you didn’t see much difference, but that’s because you happened to arrive when we’re at an approximately equal day/night period, the same as where you came from. That’ll change fast. About six weeks from now, the sun will rise and not set again for four months. Similarly, if you’re here long enough, the sun will set and not rise above the horizon for four months, starting about the end of October. It’s those periods that cause problems. One other thing: you’ll find that during the in-between seasons, we can have long twilights—often there’s still enough light to get around and work outdoors with no problem.” 
 Sinclair opened the second door into a hallway perhaps fifty feet long, with several doors down its length. At the end of the hall, they could see a more open area. Sinclair went straight to the second door on the left, opened it, and indicated for them to enter. 
 “Restroom is next door down across the hall. Use it if you need it and come right back.” 
 Jill, carrying Bobby, hustled to be the first, with others following. They all rejoined Sinclair within six minutes. 
 The room was about twenty feet square with a table in the center surrounded by swiveling chairs, plus non-swiveling chairs along two walls. They filled most of the chairs around the table and were joined by a sturdy-looking man in his mid-fifties—bald with a short white beard and, of all things, wearing a coat and a tie. Also joining them was an African American woman in her mid- to late twenties with an infectious smile. Sinclair introduced them as Richard Lindskold, the site manager, and Bre Huttleston, assistant to Lindskold. 
 Sinclair started off. “Sorry for the total blackout of information on getting you here. You will understand more later, but let’s get the likely most burning question out of the way, which I assume is ‘Where the hell are we?’ This is Ellesmere Island in the Canadian Arctic.” 
 Willie nudged Zach with an elbow—acknowledging Zach’s correct whispered deduction while flying from Thule. 
 Sinclair continued. “We’re seven hundred and twenty miles above the Arctic Circle and only a thousand from the North Pole. As you can imagine, there are consequences in lifestyle for being this far north, but you will learn more as we go along.”  
 Before Sinclair could continue, Harold interrupted. “Where exactly is Ellesmere Island? I’ve heard of it but don’t have a clear picture of exactly where we are.” 
 Sinclair turned to the wall behind him and pulled down one of several scrolled maps or whatever were within their cylinders, mounted on the wall. It displayed a map of North America. He took up a yard-long pointer standing in the corner and used it to indicate on the map. “This is Ellesmere Island.” He pointed to one of the many islands north of mainland Canada. “As you can see, Ellesmere is the northernmost part of Canada and only sixteen miles from the closest Greenland coast. As I said, you can get a sense of just how far north we are by seeing the North Pole.” He pointed to a dot north of Ellesmere and in the middle of an ice pack over water. 
 “And here is the Arctic Circle,” he said, pointing to the last latitude line and positions south of Ellesmere. 
 Sinclair pulled down a second map that was an enlargement of Ellesmere and neighboring islands. “Ellesmere is approximately 500 miles north to south and 150 to 250 miles east to west, with an island area of about 75,000 square miles. That’s about the size of South Dakota or Nebraska. The actual land is less than the dimensions indicate because deep fiords cut into the interior. These fiords effectively make the island larger than it is if you need to move around the fiords. As you can tell from the map, it’s fairly mountainous—not especially high mountains but rugged and covering much of the island.” 
 “Does anyone live here . . . besides us?” asked Harold. 
 Sinclair smiled slightly. “Officially, we don’t live here because Site 23 is highly classified and would not appear on any map or other public information source. However, except for us, there are only three recognized settlements.” 
 Sinclair turned to the map and placed the pointer at the northernmost tip of Ellesmere. “The Alert weather station is manned only part of the year—usually six to nine months of the better weather.” Sinclair moved the pointer to the midwestern coast. “Here at Eureka is a permanently manned weather and research station. The staff at Eureka runs around eight to ten during winter months but expands during warmer months, depending on scheduled research or other activities.” Sinclair moved the pointer again, this time to the extreme southern coast. “Grise Fiord has the only permanent ‘civilian’ population on Ellesmere—about 160, including native Inuits and a few others.” 
 “So,” Jason said slowly, “in an area the size of a U.S. state, this one settlement we’re in must contain a third of the entire population.” 
 “That’s correct, at least as far as more permanent residents. There are also visits by scientists and even a few tourists during the summer months, but those are closely controlled by Canada and are located farther north than where we are.” 
 Sinclair let this sink in for a few moments. “Let’s continue on with the briefing, first of which is a general introduction to the site by Richard.” With that, Sinclair nodded the man next to him. 
 Lindskold cleared his throat and then started. “Well, welcome to you all. Being a small community, it’s always an event when new people arrive. Normally, this occurs at scheduled rotation times—that is, when some staff rotate out and new ones arrive. This is a little more of an event, both because it was not on the normal timing and because it’s an addition to the staff size without anyone leaving. You can imagine that percentage-wise, going from 89 to 96 . . . I suppose I should say 97.” 
 He nodded toward Bobby. 
 “Such an increase makes this a special occasion for us here. My job is to handle the routine camp operations . . . you know . . . do the usual bureaucratic work.” He smiled. “I hope you didn’t think being this remote lets anyone escape paperwork. We have to keep the power going, vehicles running, food coming, and dozens of everything that is needed to keep the site functional. Please be assured that Bre and I are eager to help—it’s part of our job.” With that, Lindskold turned to the woman. “Bre?” 
 Huttleston swept past Lindskold, smiling and eyes sparkling. “I’m Richard’s assistant, among other things. However, you’ll find that the support staff is on the small side for this remote facility. This means that many of us wear multiple hats. For myself, I help Richard with the paperwork and keep a running inventory of the supplies and draft resupply orders.” She smiled. “But the more fun part of my job is being something of a social secretary for the site. I organize various activities for people’s spare time and do what I can to make everyone’s visit here as pleasant as possible. Please let me know if there’s anything you need. I’ll also be your ‘go-to guy’ or, in my case, your ‘go-to gal’ in helping you adjust. 
 “Later on, I’ll show you to your rooms and give you a little tour of the most important parts of the site—like the lavatory facilities, the dining area, the schedule board, and the site store. You’ll find it has most of what you may need in the way of additional clothing, toiletries, and so on. The selections may not equal Macy’s or the local drugstore chain, but it should at least get you going. Anything that’s not there, please let me know, and I’ll see if we can get it in a future resupply. Just remember, it’s not like going down to the nearest mall or Walgreens. Anything you really need that we don’t already have, we’ll do our best to improvise until we can arrange to fly it in.” 
 With that, Lindskold and Huttleston left the room without waiting for questions. Sinclair sat on the edge of a side table. 
 “Just a few words about security to get you through the rest of today. The main thing to understand for the moment is that the staff is functionally divided into three security ‘levels.’ All of you will be part of Level 3. Level 1 is mainly the basic support of the site and a radar and weather station. We are actually a functional part of the North American radar system—obviously pointing to anything coming toward the U.S. by polar route. The radar facility is not among the strongest but enough so to be credible, even though it doesn’t feed directly into the extensive North American defense system. The radar antennae is located west of here about a half-mile and is camouflaged enough to be hard to detect from either the air or at ground level.  
 “Also on site are meteorologists using some of the same equipment, mainly confirming forecasts and doing some studies. In addition, several scientists carry out research on various topics, such as Arctic biology, geology, and so on. Level 1 serves as the basic ‘cover’ for higher-security operations. 
 “Level 2 eavesdrops on Russia, China, and North Korea—mainly the first two. As it happens, this region of Ellesmere gets particularly good reception—especially from Russia, yet also surprisingly good from northern China. We have eight China/Russia/Korean experts and linguists on staff, along with IT and electronics support people. They monitor our friends across the pole and feed intelligence reports back to the U.S. You would be surprised what can be learned even from listening to a truck driver in Siberia, at least when it’s fed into computers and human analysts collate intelligence from a range of sources.” 
 Sinclair paused. He had their full attention. “Level 1 staff are not authorized to know anything about the operations in Level 2. We keep to a strict rule that higher levels NEVER discuss their work with lower levels. To do so violates your employment contracts, meaning you’d lose past and future pay, but it also has formal security consequences for possible future employment and, in severe cases, possible legal implications. This goes for both the staff members learning something they shouldn’t have and the staff who did the revealing. This, of course, puts a certain strain on everyday operations and interpersonal interactions, but you’ll find the community has developed protocols all its own. It has unexpectedly turned into part of the subculture of the site, which helps bind the community together. This has turned out to be interesting enough that there is an anthropologist/linguist on site who specializes in community cohesion and cultural rule development.” 
 Sinclair paused again, then continued. “All I will say for now is that you will formally be part of Level 3. What I described for the first two levels continues into Level 3. Level 3 is why this entire facility is here. The two lower levels are security cover for what goes on in Level 3.” 
 Sinclair stopped and raised a hand to forestall the questions about to burst out. “No questions right now. You’ll find out more tomorrow.” He then continued. “As far as Level 1 staff know, there is no Level 3. They assume that everyone doing secure work is in Level 2. In fact, we do not use the terms Levels 1, 2, and 3, except among ourselves at Level 3. There are ‘secure’ activities and ‘nonsecure’ functions, as far as Level 1 staff members know. You needed to get this information as soon as you arrived so as not to inadvertently breach security.  
 “To the outside world, this is supposed to simply be a combined radar, weather, and research station. Efforts are made to hide the spy work being done, but not too much effort. We figure that when other countries eventually find out we’re here, they’ll work to discover that there’s more to the site than acknowledged. We expect them to find out about the eavesdropping and hope any countries that do will be satisfied that they have ‘solved’ the secret of Site 23 and that the Americans are not as clever as they think they are.   
 “I’ll call Bre back in, and she’ll lead you to the dining area. Please eat together and remember what I cautioned about security. After eating, Bre will take you over to the dorm buildings and show you your quarters.” 
   

Eat and Sleep


 

 Bre Huttleston waited outside. As with all newcomers, she wondered who they were and why they were here. But this time it was different for many reasons. The most striking one was the woman with a young child. What in the world was she doing bringing a toddler to this place? Then there was the cargo they came with. Yes, there were some supplies, but a large part of the cargo obviously consisted of electronics—and fragile and expensive tech, if the newcomer men’s fussing and care at handling were any indication. 
 Bre was also more than simply an aide, although she didn’t realize it was part of the reason for her selection. She had a good sense of people even after brief contact—not that she was always accurate—and that recognition was one of her strengths. This sense went into high gear when she first saw the new men. Of course, there was the African American officer. Woof! Not that she had any prejudice against non-black men, but in theory, she preferred black men because it made some things easier. A problem was the lack of black men on site. This one looked somewhat somber, but Sinclair respected him, which told her a lot. Then there were the three techies or whatever people called them. Probably something to do with the new equipment, but they seemed okay.  
 The other two men were something else. The hairs on her back stood up within seconds of seeing those two. They were definitely not technical. Not pure military either, but they were dangerous. Her first impression reminded her of where she grew up—a bad neighborhood of Cleveland where too many black youths saw only drugs and gangs as paths to respect, and too many black men and youths had an aura of imminent violence. She had left as soon as she could, first living with a middle-class aunt in Chicago and then going away to school at Indiana University in Bloomington. There the culture was more genteel, but she never forgot Cleveland. These two men brought back memories she would rather forget. Then one of them laughed, and the other smiled in return. No. They weren’t the same as others she’d known. When you looked into these eyes, there was someone present. Not the void in the eyes she’d seen too many times at home. Yes, there was a sense of danger about these two, but it was under control and perhaps more of a potential.  
 When recalled by Sinclair, she bounced back into the room. “Hello again, everyone,” Bre called out. “Let’s head over to the dining hall and get you fed. After that, I’ll show you your rooms so you can start settling in.” She motioned for them to follow, and the group walked down the same hall into the open space at the end that served as a lounge and rec room. Then past a wide door at the other end and into the dining area and adjacent galley. 
 “We’re right at the end of the normal dinner hour, so it won’t be as noisy as usual.” 
 The “chow line” was cafeteria-style, with plates on one end of a long hotplate line. Steam and aromas wafted around them, reminding everyone of hunger that had been forgotten in the combination of excitement, trepidation, and, in Jill’s case, worry about her son. Well, hunger almost forgotten by everyone. “Fry-fries,” Bobby called out, smelling the telltale aroma. “Hungry, Mommy,” he said, not whining so much as reminding his mother of her neglect to feed him on time.  
 “We’ll get you fry-fries, plus other good stuff to eat.” Jill stood by the stack of plates, wondering how she would carry Bobby and one or more plates at the same time. Though she appreciated that the men meant well by deferring to her going first, she was blocking the line while trying to figure out how to use two arms to do the work of three or four. Jill had hoped Bre would help her, but Bre had gone off to talk to a short, stout young woman working in the kitchen. The men solved the immediate problem of her indecision by using the other side of the food line, filling their plates, and talking.  
 “Here, let me help,” said a voice behind her. Jill looked around to find Marjek holding two plates, one in his left hand and the other plate propped on his forearm. “Tell me what you and Bobby want, and I’ll load your plates. I can come back for myself.” 
 Jill frowned and unconsciously held Bobby a little tighter. Help from this man was not on her wish list. She looked at him, his face expressionless but awaiting her response. Seeing no alternative to solving the immediate problem and avoiding a scene, she reluctantly nodded, and the three of them moved down the line with Jill mentioning items and quantities and Marjek silently filling the orders. At the end of the line, Jill picked up two packets of silverware and napkins and went over to the table where the other men were well into demolishing their larder. Bre had arranged a makeshift highchair for Bobby. 

Where had that come from? Jill thought. I assumed Bobby was the first child here.

 She seated Bobby in place and sat in a chair next to him. Marjek put their plates in front of them and, without a word, turned back to the line for himself. Jill felt a momentary pang for not being civilized and at least thanking him, but he was gone before she could—and to be truthful, she didn’t want to. She knew it was a childish stab at punishing him, but there it was. 
 Jill focused on feeding Bobby and wolfing down food when her son was occupied, hardly noticing the others at the table and what they said. Miraculously, Bre was at their side the moment she and Bobby finished their last bites. With Bobby’s acquiescence, Bre picked him out of his chair and led them to another building where their baggage waited in one of two adjoining rooms. 
 “You’ll be hard-pressed to see the evidence, but the maintenance people made a door between these rooms,” said Bre. “We just got word five days ago about you and Bobby. The maintenance people worked hard to get this set up for you.” She smiled. “Sometime you’ll have to tell me the truth about how you ended up here.” 
 When Bre left, Jill unpacked . . . Bobby’s toys first . . . then read to him until he fell asleep. There were separate beds for the two of them, but she snuggled in beside him and was also asleep within seconds. 



 
   
   

Chapter 11

   
   




FIRST DAY IN NEVERLAND

   
   

Breakfast

   
 They ate breakfast much as they had dinner the previous evening: together, somber, with little conversation, and conscious of being an island apart from other staff members, who tried to surreptitiously stare without being too obvious. The exception, of course, was Bobby. He was his usual cheerful self—offering to share his Cheerios, his favorite breakfast food, with other members at the table. 
 They had been told that they would be collected at 8:30 a.m. in the dining hall. At 8:30 a.m., Sinclair, Jefferson, Lindskold, and Huttleston entered the dining hall, searched and found their table, and walked over. 
 “Everyone finished?” Sinclair asked. They all nodded or said yes. 
 Bre said to Jill, “I’ll look after Bobby while you’re busy, me and Kathy—she’s one of the cooks. She’ll be sure to feed him if he gets hungry. I see you’ve got a bag I assume has everything he might need.” Bre indicated the cartoon animal–patterned bag on the floor beside Jill’s chair. “I’ll bet there’re diapers and changes of clothes in there.” 
 Jill hesitated. 
 “Oh, please don’t worry about Bobby,” said Bre. “Both Kathy and I have had plenty of experience with brothers, sisters, cousins, and other family members. We’ll take good care of him, and if we need you, you’re only a few steps away. It’s not as if anyone can get lost around here.” Bre smiled encouragingly. 
 Jill nibbled on her lip, then acquiesced. “All right. He’s pretty much toilet trained, but he still has accidents. If this happens, I encourage him that it’s okay, so he doesn’t worry about it.” 
 “Here we go, big guy,” said Bre, as Jill handed him over. Bre showed Bobby a bright red flashlight with blinking lights on the handle. 
 “I figured this was something Bobby might enjoy playing with. We’ll take good care of him.” With that, Bre took Bobby down the hall, and, to Jill’s chagrin, he never looked back to see his mother. 
 They were led to the same conference room as the previous day, but Sinclair was only a few words into an introduction before Whitey walked in, went to the general, and whispered something in his ear. Sinclair looked displeased. 
 “Sorry, people. I’m called away for a bit. I’m not sure how long this will take, so let’s reconvene here at 10:00 a.m.” 
 As soon as Sinclair left the room, Jill stood. “I’m going to find Bobby.” 
 Zach nodded to Willie to follow him. Once in the hall, Zach said, “Let’s use the time to unpack our pallet.”  
   

Unpacking Pallets

   
 “Let’s get these new pallets off the wagons and into the warehouse,” Logan Porter asserted to the other two maintenance staff. He was amiable, hardworking, and he knew what he was doing. Although there was no formal ranking, the other workers usually accepted his leadership.  
 Alexa and John grinned at each other at Porter’s bark, then Alexa drove the forklift over to the first pallet randomly chosen from the wagons, picked it up, carried it through the open warehouse door, and set it down. 
 John laughed as he read labels. “This one we gotta be real careful with. It’s our new supply of hooch!” 
 Alexa grimaced. “There’d better be wine nicer than the last batch. We never did find out who the hell ordered ten cases each of white zinfandel and rotgut red.” 
 “Let’s see what we got this time,” John said, peeling back part of the plastic wrapping from the pallet. “Jeeezus! Lookie here.” Alexa leaned over and peered into the hole he had torn in the pallet wrapping. “An Argentinian malbec and a New Zealand sauvignon blanc? Excellent!  Whoever picked this out is my new hero. Let’s move these over to the warehouse. I think we’re gonna have to try out some of these at dinner tonight.” 
 “Careful with this next set,” said Porter, directing Alexa to the VR pallets. “The manifest lists them as sensitive electronic equipment, and I’m told by the general that you don’t want to know how much whatever is in them costs. We’re to put them aside and wait for other staff to unpack them.”  
 Andrew and the three Virtual-Reality men had just appeared. They hovered nearby, as the maintenance crew moved the computer pallets to a corner of the warehouse. 
 “There you go,” said Porter to the VR men. “Need help unpacking?” 
 “No, that’s fine,” Ralph said hurriedly, eager to dismiss hands unaware of the importance or cost of the pallets’ contents. 
 “Okey-dokey. We’ll finish the supply pallets.” 
 These were also transferred via forklift, carefully, but perhaps not with the same degree of care as the wine or VR pallets. Finally came a pallet of metal cases marked “security” and “caution in handling.”  
 “What are these?” asked Alexa, trying to read small black writing against the green metal containers. 
 Porter pushed them along. “Not our business. You two go back to your other duties. I’ll stay to finish up here.” 
 He suspected what was in the last pallet. He had seen similar containers many times and in many places. Given that word had reached him through semiofficial channels that Zach Marjek was coming, he could be sure of the type of contents, if not the exact items. And the fact that Zach was here raised interesting questions. Porter had taken this to be a low-level parking job to keep him employed while waiting for a position more attuned to his background. But if Zach was here, plus this shipment, his instincts told him his original view of this job needed reassessing. Something had to be going on in part of the site that he didn’t know about. 
 No sooner was the pallet of green metal cases placed in a corner of the storage building than Zach and Willie appeared. The three men exchanged handshakes after they were sure no one else was around. 
 “Well . . . this is a real surprise,” said Porter. “You’re among the last people I expected to run into here. Well . . . you two and Elvis. What’s going on?” 
 “Surprised us, too,” said Zach. “Last I heard, you’d been cut loose by the agency and then nothing.” 
 “Oh, I hung around a while looking for someone I knew to scope out work. Kinda fell into this gig. Sinclair recruited me to act as maintenance and keep an ear out for people talking out of shop. You know . . . too many drinks and spilling some information. Been pretty quiet here, which I like. Does your arrival mean a change is coming? I was getting used to quiet.” 
 “It was put to me that Willie and I are another layer of security, whether for inside or outside threats, I couldn’t say. As far as I know, nothing’s going to change, although I’m starting to get the sense Sinclair thinks there’s a time limit to what’s going on here. How about you? You know why this place is here?” 
 “Well . . . there’s the obvious poorly hidden secret about it being a listening post to Russia and China. I believe it, given some of the staff, but something’s off. What’re those Russian dolls where you open one, and another one is inside?” 
 “They call’em matryoshka or babushka dolls,” said Willie. 
 Zach raised an eyebrow, not expecting the answer to come from this particular colleague. 
 Willie shrugged. “My mother had a set.” 
 “Yeah,” said Logan. “Like . . . you open the second one thinking that’s it, but there’s a third doll inside.” He eyed Zach. “Do you think you’ll find out more about what’s going on?” 
 “Maybe, but it’s liable to remain ‘need to know,’ according to what I heard from Sinclair. I suppose now I’m getting an itchy feeling, and I’m glad I brought along some toys.” He waved at the pallet Logan had suspicions about. “Let’s get this one unwrapped and stored.” 
 Zach and Willie pulled a long box off the pallet. Logan procured a small crowbar and pried off the lid. 
 “You expecting to fight a war here, Zach?” asked Porter with a raised eyebrow when M4 rifles were revealed. 
 “No, but I believe in being prepared. I hear those musk ox can be pretty aggressive, not to mention hordes of arctic hares thundering across the snow. They blend in so well you need all the firepower you can get.” 
 Willie snorted. 
 “Seriously,” said Zach. “As I said, our job is providing security for this place, though Sinclair wasn’t specific about any threats. You know me. No such thing as too many guns, so I used Sinclair’s authority to requisition arms for ourselves and those staff members who might know which end a bullet comes out of.” 
 “All M4s,” asked Willie. “I thought you had other preferences.” 
 “It was short notice, so I had to take what was available the same day as the requisition. Ten M4 carbines set for semi-automatic and three-round bursts—no need to give inexperienced people full automatic, or they’d shoot up all the ammo in the first minute. Ten M4A1s with semi- and full automatic for us and any others who could handle them. I figure anything that does happen would be close quarters, so ten short-barreled Mossberg 500 pump shotguns and twenty M9 9mm Beretta pistols for up-close work. Not all the latest models or issue, but they were readily available. Plus . . . hell . . . we don’t figure on fighting a war. 
 “I also managed to corral a case of M67 fragmentation grenades. I made a stab at the new ET-MP dull-purpose fragmentation and concussion grenades, but none were available in time to make the flight up here. Tried for more Claymore directional mines, but the armory I had quickest access to only had one case. Naturally, we wouldn’t let any of this get into hands not familiar with how to use them.” 
 “Ah!” exclaimed Porter, as he lifted a long, narrow case. “Is that what I hope it is?” 
 Zach smiled. “I was lucky here. I put in the requisition without expecting to find anything useful.” 
 Porter opened the case and removed an exotic-looking rifle. He examined it while Zach described the firearm. 
 “Two Remington Mk21 sniper rifles firing .338 Lapua Magnum cartridges. Unfortunately, there were only 150 cartridges available, so we’ll have to be judicious in sighting them in.” 
 They finished removing the cases with firearms and explosives. Remaining were ammunition cases. 
 “I’m surprised you didn’t order more ammo,” said Willie. 
 Zach cursed. “Had enough trouble getting this much. The lieutenant in charge wanted justification for every round. I finally had to threaten to call the Joint Chiefs.” 
 “And he bought that?” asked Porter. 
 “Let’s just say I suspect his chances of advancing past his current rank are extremely small.” 
 Porter glanced over the assortment of weapons. “As I said, why am I getting the sense this place might not be as quiet as I thought it was?” 
 Zach shook his head. “Don’t overthink things. Sinclair gave me free rein to requisition, so I went whole hog when I learned there weren’t many firearms here. Except for the five rotating armed men, there’s only a couple of pistols and rifles for wildlife. Better safe than sorry.” 
 “All right,” said Porter. “Give me a minute to clear out a chemical locker I think all this will fit in. I’ll fetch a lock with two keys. I’ll give you both of them.” 
 Zach looked at his watch. “Okay, let’s finish up. We’re supposed to meet for more briefings.” 
   

Level 1

   
 When the group regathered, Sinclair was absent, but Lindskold started off. 
 “Hello. We met briefly yesterday. I hope you all enjoyed dinner and breakfast. We do our best to set a good table. One warning . . . the food’s so good you can overeat. If Dr. Wilderman notices anyone putting on a little too much weight, you can expect to hear from her. 
 “Again, my name is Richard Lindskold. I’d like to again welcome you all here. I’m the general operations manager for Site 23, which is the official name of where you are.” Lindskold smiled. “And to forestall an obvious question . . . no, I don’t know anything about sites 1 through 22.” 
 The manager paused for the expected laugh, which he got from half his audience. Willie grunted his general-purpose response. 
 “This is a joint U.S.-Canadian facility. For most of you, this is your first experience in the Arctic, so in addition to the general welcome, I’ll give some overview of how we operate and some things you should know. 
 “There are many rules you need to follow, both for your own benefit and for the general community. It’ll become more familiar as you go along. Some of this will sound like I’m going on and on about minor details, but remember, this is a harsh environment, particularly once we move into the colder, darker months.  
 “I’ll talk a few minutes about general organization. As you’re all aware by now, the site is organized into two distinct operating units based on security and access. Staff at Level 1 are maintenance, meteorologists and radar people feeding data into the overall North American weather forecasting and radar systems, and scientists carrying out research on various aspects of this environment. 
 “General Sinclair already warned you about sharing information outside your assigned level. That means not revealing to any Level 1 staffer what is going on in Level 2, where you are assigned.
Obviously, you’re living close to everyone and will be socializing. You need to always be aware of the security protocols.  
 “If any situation arises that you believe will cause you to step over this limitation, you’re advised to think carefully about how you’ll later justify it. If there are any questions about these regulations, please see me or Major Jefferson, General Sinclair’s second-in-command. Any questions so far?” 
 Jill had a question, but she kept quiet while she thought about it. Sinclair had told the new people they were part of Level 3, but now Lindskold told them they were Level 2. After a few moments of confusion, she realized that Lindskold himself was only Level 1, so he didn’t even know about Level 3. The security situation could get tricky until she learned everyone’s level. 
 Lindskold responded to the new people for the next ten minutes until the questions petered out. 
 “All right, enough of that. Now we’ll move into the working environment. We try to create an environment that simulates a normal daylight cycle, as you would experience in the United States. To do this, the inside lighting is adjusted in areas with no windows so that your brain thinks it’s an environment like the U.S. The lighting also uses wavelengths simulating sunshine. 
 “I believe you were also introduced to the double doors to this building and the dormitories to ameliorate abrupt light transitions that can disrupt the body’s circadian rhythms. Additional aids are the ability to totally block the outside conditions from inside your sleeping quarters. And tunnels. You haven’t seen the tunnels yet. They’re narrow and go between this main building, the dorms, and a few other structures. They also maintain the day/night cycle as I’ve described. 
 “Emily, I’ll let you take over for this part,” said Lindskold, beckoning to the site doctor, who took the manager’s place in front of the new arrivals.  
 “Now, not everyone is susceptible to SAD—seasonal affective disorder. When the sun never goes down, the human body tends to respond by not acknowledging that it’s time to sleep. Insomnia leads to irritability, depression, loss of function, and serious health problems. Conversely, when there’s no daylight, some of the same symptoms paradoxically occur, especially depression. For the staff members already here, they were screened for indications of whether SAD might affect them. I’m told none of you underwent the screening, so I’ll be keeping a special eye on you. Fortunately, you arrived when the day and night were about equal lengths. This will change dramatically over the next few weeks, but at least you weren’t tossed into one of the extremes, so we hope you can adjust.” 
 Her tone switched to one more authoritative. “Do NOT hesitate to see me if any signs of SAD appear. Handling the problem right away is far easier than waiting until you have a severe case. 
 “I’m sure you’ve all noticed the oddity that there are no windows in your quarters, but there are flat panel monitors on the walls. We have a selection of scenes that cycle through a day. For example, if you like beaches, you can display a beach scene that mimics a window onto a beach. I suggest you all set a scene, whether or not you think SAD might affect you. There’s no downside. 
 “Now . . . two other issues I’ll mention. The first is the tendency to dehydrate. We don’t normally think about dehydration when we see snow, ice, and the temperature is cold, but the air here is very dry. Ellesmere is actually classified as a polar desert because of the historically low annual precipitation, though signs are that this label may change with current climate projections. You need to drink a minimum of four quarts of water a day. Think of it as eight large glasses of water. If you’re not feeling well, come to see me, and the first thing I’ll ask is if you’re drinking your water. Don’t be surprised or annoyed if I or Juliet Smythe, the site nurse, bug you repeatedly to be sure it sinks in to prevent dehydration. 
 “It’s enough of an issue that when you all report for your monthly checkup, a urine sample will reveal whether you’re hydrating enough.” She smiled. “And if you’re curious, just the color is sufficient to raise concern if it’s too dark. 
 “The second thing to be careful about is sunburn. You’ll notice sunscreen dispensers located inside every door leading outside . . . well, almost every door. Simply going between buildings is not a problem, but with any extended stay outdoors, you should be safe and use the lotion on exposed skin. The clarity of the air, the relatively thin ozone layer at these latitudes, and the reflections off ice and snow can combine and cause severe burns. In a worst case, you can be badly burned before you’re aware of the damage, and it can be both painful and even dangerous. 
  “The last piece of medical caution is the local wildlife. No, not polar bears or musk ox but mosquitos. You may have heard stories of arctic mosquitos. If so, let me tell you the stories might not be extreme enough. It can get pretty awful at certain times of year, which, unfortunately, is about now when spring brings on thawing. The damn things swarm so thick in some parts of Ellesmere that it’s almost impossible to work. Good news is this isn’t one of those areas, though we have more than enough to harass us.” 
 Jill raised a hand. “How are there mosquitos here? Don’t they freeze in the winter?” 
 “The adults do . . . well, most of them. There’s one species where some of the adults survive, but most die off. It’s the eggs and larva. Mosquitos and other Arctic-dwelling insects contain proteins that inhibit ice-crystal formation. That’s what kills frozen tissue. When the thaw comes, they warm, hatch, and are off to a roaring start on biting and breeding the next generation. 
 “You were lucky yesterday. The wind was enough to keep them from swarming. However, if you venture out today without taking precautions, you’ll be chased back inside. Of course, in this climate, we wear clothing that covers most of our bodies, but whatever skin is exposed needs a liberal dose of insect repellent. You’ll see dispensers next to those for sun lotion. Get in the habit of using both when going outside. 
 “A few of our staff have been here long enough and bitten enough times that they’ve become tolerant . . . meaning a bite doesn’t raise a welt. Even for them, it’s important to use the repellent as a precautionary measure.” 
 The medical doctor smiled. “Now that I’ve told you all the nasty things that can happen, let me end by saying as long as you take the necessary steps, it shouldn’t be a problem. You’ll find the community here is supportive, friendly, and very professional. The surrounding terrain can be foreboding at times, but we’ve all come to appreciate a beauty not found anywhere else in the world. 
 “If you’re lucky, we might get a few more nights with aurora displays before the nights are too short and then are gone entirely. Typically, we don’t get any auroras here. Most people believe auroras occur more often the farther north you go. Turns out, there’s a ring around the magnetic north pole . . . sort of a doughnut shape where the auroras form. Talk to one of the scientists if you want more details. 
 “As it happens, the magnetic north pole is within a few tens of miles of where we are and NOT at the physical north pole. I understand the magnetic north pole is slowly moving west . . . something involving deep layers of magma. Again, ask the others about it. This means that we normally are in the eye of the doughnut. Right now, we’re experiencing some intense coronal activity and have seen more auroras here than usual. It also interferes sporadically with external communication. As I said, we’re moving out of the dark season, and there will only be a few more weeks to have any chance of seeing auroras, so I’ve put a list in the office of people who want to be wakened if a display occurs. If you want to be on the list and want to be woken up if auroras appear, see me, and I’ll put you on the list. The auroras alone are worth any inconvenience in living here.” 
 She stopped speaking, raised an eyebrow, and surveyed her audience. “Any questions?” 
 Hands were raised, and she spent the next twenty minutes answering. 
 “All right, then, I’ll turn it back to Richard.” 
 “Thanks, Emily.” 
 Lindskold sat on the edge of the table. “The normal workday is nine hours, but that number is mainly a yardstick to go by. The actual number of hours people work depends on needs and arrangements, as well as on their security level and specialties. We try to keep the support staff at nine hours, but they’re on call twenty-four hours a day. 
 “You’ll find civilian and military personnel, both American and Canadian. The staff roster is more stable than at most places. As it happens, we don’t expect any changes in the next six to eight months—barring the unforeseen, of course. One consequence is a feeling of community. It shouldn’t take you long to meet everyone here, and you’ll find most of them willing to help make your adjustment easier. A quote that circulates among people spending time in remote Arctic or Antarctic stations goes something like, ‘The strongest friendships are found in places remote and secluded. The forced isolation makes people pay attention to each other.’ You may find that true, especially if you take time to get to know the people here. 
 “As for working conditions, since you’ll all be working in Level 2, that’s where you’ll work out schedules. 
 “You’ll also find that many staffers work multiple jobs. For example, our dentist, Marylou Stebbins, doubles as an oral hygienist when you need a teeth cleaning, and she assists site biologists in their studies.” 
 Ralph raised a hand. “Uh . . . sorry to interrupt, but something’s been worrying me. Polar bears. Are you sure they don’t come this far inland? Are these buildings bear-proof, and what if one comes around? Are there any firearms?” 
 “Not to worry,” said Lindskold. “We’ve never had a bear sighting near the site. You probably heard the story about a half-eaten musk ox carcass and bear spoor . . . sometimes the story gets told as bear tracks, but it’s spoor . . . bear droppings. In this climate, the droppings will last almost forever. We estimate it’s been twenty years since a bear got lost from their normal range on the north and east coasts of Ellesmere. However, in the remote chance another bear stumbles on us, a formal security detachment is always on site. It’s usually five military personnel here for training under Arctic conditions. They’re members of the U.S. Army, Navy, and Air Force special units. At the moment, it’s five Army Special Forces from Fort Bragg, North Carolina. Lieutenant Ramon Montaro is in command. They spend half their time doing whatever training they plan over the surrounding terrain. And, in case you wonder, they are assigned as Level 1 for site interactive purposes. 
 “We’ve also decided to bring on board a person to oversee general safety and security issues on site. Zach Marjek here is filling that position and will be authorized to freely traverse both Levels 1 and 2. He’ll be bugging you for every single safety-related rule and protocol. If you go outside without proper gear for the weather, expect Zach to be up your ass. It’s the same with not logging in and out if you leave the site’s immediate vicinity or fail to properly maintain any equipment. 
 “What we don’t have issues with here is people stumbling on us. Canada keeps this area under restricted access, claiming the area is being reserved for future studies left undefined. That means you won’t be out walking and encounter a stranger. Of course, if that were to happen, you’d hustle back here and report to Zach or Major Jefferson. 
 “Now . . . what do you do if you’re not working? Our library contains several thousand books, ranging from technical encyclopedias to picture books and novels. For security purposes, we don’t have direct Internet connections, but we receive regular dumps of books you can read on Kindles, available for all staff. We might not find the absolute latest bestseller, but we’ll probably get it within six to eight months of its coming out. 
 “We encourage anyone who brings their own books to loan them or donate to the library. We also have an extensive selection of movies, TV shows, documentaries, and lessons you can either watch in group facilities or take back to your room, although we encourage you not to spend too much time alone.  
 “There are also activities for off hours. Bre serves as a social coordinator. What kinds of activities are largely up to the staff. We have a fairly good exercise facility that includes a large-enough space for half-court basketball, tennis, racquetball, and handball on a sign-up basis. It has also served for dances or other activities requiring more room. 
 “We have book clubs, movie nights where we watch movies and talk about them, and any classes that someone is interested in giving. The only mandatory class is basic first aid. 
 “As I said, the other classes come from specific interests. For example, there’s a basic two-month Inuit language and culture course that repeats. You may ask why Inuit, if the nearest speaker is at Grise Fiord? However, you’ll find that when you look at maps, so many locations are named in Inuit or use names of explorers who are covered in the course. Many staff people like to be able to say they can pronounce these names correctly and learn a few phrases in case they ever run into an Inuit.” He smiled. 
 “Among other classes are origami, Russian literature, photography, and comparative humor, team-taught by people with backgrounds ranging from anthropology to cooking. I’ve taken the humor course. I recommend it. It’s taught by three people—Harry Houdin, a cook who goes by ‘Houdini’; Zooty Wilson, a computer programmer and aging hippie; and Jeff Rotham, a linguist. 
  “Next topic. Substance abuse. As far as we can tell, it’s not an issue for any of the existing staff. Hopefully, it’s the same for all of you. Of course, for anyone who does indulge, this is the wrong place to be. That no one here smokes is deliberate. It lets us avoid having to supply cigarettes, keeps us from exposing others to secondhand smoke, and for the simple fact that the working and living conditions are so close. 
 “Alcohol. We have a bar, but drinking is not allowed in quarters, which might contribute to people withdrawing. So, if you want to drink, you do it in the bar, in the lounges, and at those meals where alcohol is available. 
 “You’ll find that we all have general duties besides those of our specialties. This is necessary to keep the total staff number as small as is functional. After some experimentation, we’ve settled on a system where everyone contributes to general camp operations. We have a maintenance crew that does the nuts and bolts of keeping the facility operating, but on occasion they need some additional help. You might be called on to help a mechanic, if only to hand him tools he can’t reach while he’s working. 
 “Meals are prepared by our three cooks. Each one works a full day and assists on a second day, but that’s not enough to run the dining facility. So, every person here works one day a month on KP, just like in the military. There are no exceptions. Each day there are two cooks on duty, assisted by three helpers from the general population. They help the cooks as needed and do cleanup, dish washing, and anything else necessary. So . . . once a month you will draw GASH duty. GASH stands for ‘Galley and Scullery Help.’ It’s called that by a custom started at the U.S. McMurdo station in Antarctica.” 
 Lindskold smiled. “Anyone with a complaint about GASH duty, talk to General Sinclair. He puts in a day now and then, though not as often as the rest of us. 
 “Water,” continued Lindskold. “Our advantage over most Arctic/Antarctic sites is a plentiful water supply. The reason is that we have more available energy than most sites, which allows more recycling, but also because we have a well down into an underground stream about a quarter-mile from where we’re at right now. Water is drawn from the stream. Wastewater, after at least some basic processing, is pumped back downstream of the intake. 
 “To answer the question that some of you might wonder about, ‘Why doesn’t the stream freeze up in the winter?’ The answer is that the well goes down about two hundred feet, and at that level the water doesn’t freeze. The surface piping is insulated and warmed. We’ve never had a problem with water availability, but just in case, a 90,000-gallon buried tank serves as a reserve. 
 “While we have a good supply of water, it’s still not unlimited. At McMurdo and other sites, the policy is ‘Navy’ showers—wet down, turn the water off, soap up, and rinse. Typically, at places like McMurdo, you would be allowed two minutes of shower water a day. Here, you’re allowed five minutes. If you’re among those who like to linger under the shower, and I’m certainly one of them, your shower has a valve that will recycle the water you’ve already used, assuming you don’t mind standing under water that already washed over you. You can stay under as long as you want, or until the recycling system’s water level gets too low and shuts off by itself.  
 “Where does our power come from? Most Arctic and Antarctic camps, like McMurdo, run on special blends of diesel and aviation fuel. McMurdo can house up to fifteen hundred people during Antarctic summer months, which then shrinks down to two hundred or fewer during the winter. But it takes a yearly oiler ship to come in with the next year’s fuel. 
 “Obviously, shipping fuel here by land, sea, or air is out of the question. At one time, McMurdo tried to limit fossil fuels by installing a nuclear reactor. It did reduce fuel needs, but the reactor proved too prone to malfunctions and was removed after a few years. Since then, the technology has improved, as evidenced by U.S. Navy vessel reactors running successfully for thirty years without refueling or problems. 
 “I’ll assume you know where I’m going. Site 23’s main power source is a nuclear reactor similar to those on navy attack submarines. The big difference is it’s an advanced design, what they’re calling fourth-generation reactors cooled by liquid sodium—sometimes referred to as sodium fast reactors. I assume the reactor and/or its parts just fit into C-17s’ cargo bays, but I wasn’t here when it was installed. It’s housed away from the other buildings and is maintained by two nuclear engineers. We’ve never run it at full capacity, and it supplies all the electricity for the buildings, in addition to charging batteries for the vehicles.” 
 “How the hell did you fly a nuclear reactor up here in secret?” Zach asked admiringly. 
 Lindskold laughed. “I have no idea, but I would imagine there was some creative accounting accomplished and paperwork hidden somewhere in the Pentagon.” 
 Andrew raised an arm. “I thought the problem with batteries was losing charge in the coldest weather. Wouldn’t that reduce the already limited range of vehicles like the snowcats?” 
 Lindskold nodded. “True. However, how far would you travel? The Nanook airstrip is the farthest we ever go. By the time the snowcats make a round trip in the coldest weather, they still have twenty percent power left, including accounting for losses due to the cold. 
 “It’s true that batteries have a shorter lifetime under conditions like these on Ellesmere. All batteries are replaced every two years. However, battery technology improves every year, and the effect of the cold is not as big a problem as it was even a few years ago. In addition, every flight in contains new batteries, so we’re constantly rotating out older batteries. You’ll also find that we’re slowly replacing current batteries with a far more cold-resistant battery just being developed.” 
 “What happens if the reactor shuts down for some reason?” asked Harold. “This is a hell of a place to suddenly have no heating.” 
 “This facility was designed with that in mind. The dormitories and this main building are partially heated by hot water piped through their foundations, which, along with the outer walls and roofs, are heavily insulated. Even with a complete shutoff of power, those buildings would not get cold enough inside to put occupants in serious danger for up to eighteen hours. We also have a secondary system. There are two fifteen-foot bladed windmills about half a mile from here on the ridgeline west. Normally, they’re not in use, with the blades folded and the tower rotated to ground level to camouflage them. Once a month, a crew sets them up and starts them to test functionality. Any one of the windmills can keep the camp safe until the reactor is back on-line.” 
 Harold started to say something again, but the manager cut him off with a wave. 
 “And before you ask, even in the extremely unlikely event of total and unfixable power failure, there’s the contingency to airlift out the entire staff on a single C-17 that could be here within seven to eight hours.” 
 Harold visibly relaxed and murmured something to Ralph, sitting next to him. Both men seemed satisfied. 
 “All right, folks. That’s about it for my part of your introduction to Site 23. You’ve already heard about the food. Incidents of Arctic explorers starving or eating their dogs may have occurred in the old days of exploration, but for permanent stations, the tradition is to set quite a good table. Even more of an effort is made here to help compensate for the remote location. And before you ask, we have a year’s supply of food on hand. Most of it is canned, dried, frozen, or dehydrated, which would become boring without fresh items coming in on resupply flights. We also have a hydroponics room that continuously yields a small supply of lettuce, cherry tomatoes, cucumbers, and herbs.” 
 After giving people an opportunity to ask questions, Lindskold excused himself and left the room, along with Bre Huttleston. 
   

Level 2

   
 Left were the newcomers, plus Sinclair, Huxler, Wilderman, and a man not yet introduced.  
 “This is Dr. Ed Scofield,” said Sinclair, pointing to a grizzled, short-haired man to his left. Scofield gave a small wave and a nod.  
 “Ed wears two hats. He’s the senior meteorologist on site and, as such, is responsible for the weather-related projects carried out in Level 1. In his misspent youth, Ed was navy, who medically retired out with a ruptured eardrum, so don’t feel ignored if you’re talking to Ed’s left side, and he seems to be ignoring you. He then sponged off the taxpayers, who paid for him to go to school to learn a useful trade.”  
 Scofield smiled. “Well, at least I’m not still adding to the national debt by pretending the army actually serves a useful purpose.” 
 “Whatever,” said Sinclair, laughing. “Ed did somehow manage to graduate from UC Berkeley with a BA in physics, then a doctor’s degree in atmospheric sciences from the University of Washington. He has worked on several sensitive projects for the U.S. and happens to speak a smattering of Russian and Mandarin Chinese.” 
 “Both were more by circumstance than planning on being any kind of linguist,” said Scofield. “My family lived in the Brighton Beach part of Brooklyn until I was about twelve years old. It’s one of the largest Russian communities in the U.S., and many of my friends were new immigrants who spoke little English. Being that young and constantly hearing Russian, I picked it up like only a child can. The Chinese was thanks to a wife I meet in school. Initially, I memorized some Mandarin phrases to impress her and then learned more in self-defense to understand what her relatives and friends were saying about me.” 
 Sinclair resumed. “Ed’s language knowledge and prior experiences made him a good choice to also oversee Level 2, which we assume you already were told or figured out on your own is not meteorology or radar. Level 2 is a listening post for Russian, Chinese, and North Korean communications. The U.S. has numerous efforts underway to spy on these three countries, but fortuitously this area of Ellesmere gets good reception from communications bouncing off atmospheric layers. What they overhear is mainly from the far east of Russia and the northeast of China. The Level 2 staff is divided into technical supporting staff and language experts. They sort through what our equipment picks up and pass on information and reports for further analysis back in the U.S. We have eight analysts and eleven technical support staff members. Both Emily and Ed are aware Level 3 exists but don’t know what goes on. They have access only in emergencies, and that more likely would be for medical reasons.” 
 “How much can Level 2 really hear over the pole?” asked Jason. 
 “Quite a lot, as it turns out. For details, ask Ed about bouncing off the ionosphere. Many days, it’s almost like you’re listening from only a mile or so away. The main problem is sorting through the volume of intercepted traffic, which is why the Level 2 IT support is as large as it is. The analysts’ job is to identify the most promising intercepts, focus on them, and write reports.” 
 “Can we ask what exactly are some of the things they hear?” queried Harold. 
 “Without going into any details, let’s just imagine that you pick up a conversation from several Russians talking about their trucks constantly breaking down and hoping to get time to go into the local town for some alcohol and female companionship. From multiple individuals with the same dialect, you determine they are part of a group from near the city of Okhotsk, and their trucks are a type used by Russian tank repair units. We then pass on the suspicion that a Russian armored unit is now near the coastal city of Okhotsk and either has been restationed there or is on maneuvers. For China, the reception is not as extensive but pretty good for the most northern parts of the country—think of the part labeled Manchuria on a map. Reception is quite good for much of this region, except for dead spots. Again, if you wonder why, see Ed. Same with Russia. One region may give good reception, and just a hundred miles away, we never hear anything.” 
 “You’ll have limited working interactions with the Level 2 staff and their activities as I’ve described—instead, you’ll have only daily social interactions. As you may have surmised, you will be working at another level yet—Level 3. One of Ed’s hats is not only to oversee the smooth operation of Level 2, but to monitor that the Level 2 staff members neither tell anyone in Level 1 exactly what they are doing nor even mention that there is a Level 3. As far as Level 1 staff members are concerned, only Level 1 and Level 2 exist. 
 “Because Ed and Emily don’t know what happens in Level 3, they’ll now leave us.” 
 Both of them stood, gave small waves, and left the room. 
 “All right, that’s the basics of living here,” said Sinclair. “Now we’ll move on to what the hell is really going on here.” 
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Faraday

   
 “Please follow me,” Sinclair said and led them out of the main building into the bright arctic sunshine. They walked seventy yards to the second of two buildings labeled Lab 1 and Lab 2. The entrance to the second building was at the right corner of its narrow side. Inside the door, they entered an anteroom and a double door with small windows through which they could see a hallway at whose end stood another set of double doors. 
 Sinclair waited until they were all inside. “This entrance leads first to Level 2 in the work areas through the doors on the hallway’s left side. You need no authorization to enter this level, although none of the activities you’ll be directly involved in are within this section.” 
 Sinclair punched in a number series, and a red light on top of the keypad turned green. An audible click sounded, and Sinclair beckoned them to follow him down the hall. 
 “You’ll be given the passcodes later today,” Sinclair said. 
 At the second double door, he punched in another series and was rewarded with a deeper tone. He led them into a large room with cubicles similar to those found in administrative centers, except that each cubicle had complex IT setups—in some cases, multiple monitors. Sinclair led them over to the far side of the room to a large table surrounded by chairs. Seated at both ends and on one side were nine people, six men and three women. Huxler was one of the men. 
 Sinclair motioned for the new people to sit in the unoccupied chairs along one side of the table. 
 “Let me introduce you to the Level 3 staff. Just moving around the table, to my left is Dr. Wilbur Huxler, whom you’ve already met. 
 Sinclair gestured to a sixtyish woman with gray-streaked brown hair, neatly dressed in a business suit and wearing a pleasant grin. “Next is Dr. Elizabeth Wilkins. She’s a biologist, specializing in physiological ecology and extreme adaptions, among other topics.” 
 He continued clockwise to another woman, this one dressed casually and who gave an exaggerated sweep of her right arm in greeting. “Rachel Munoz, theory of languages, linguistics, and one of those annoying people who seems to be adept in a language after hearing it for an unbelievably short time.” Sinclair smiled, answered by general chuckles around the table. Munoz nodded at the newcomers. 
 Sinclair then continued. “Frederick Hoyle, goes by Freddie. Mathematics. 
 The slender, slap-dash dressed man looked unblinking at a wall and rocked slowly in his chair. 
 Sinclair and Zach noticed that Jason Cain sat up straighter when he heard the name Frederick Hoyle. 

I wonder if he knows Hoyle, thought Zach. They’re both mathematicians. Maybe Hoyle is well known, even if he’s young. 
  “Next is Chunhua Ciminoni,” said Sinclair. “Computer languages and game theory. Chunhua is also naturally adept at picking up languages. She has an interesting story to explain her combination Chinese and Italian name and is easily convinced to share it.” 
 “Anytime,” said the Asian-appearing woman, her eyes crinkling. 
 “Moving around to the other side of the table, Dr. Howard Mueller is the scientific head of Level 3. Dr. Mueller is a physicist specializing in nuclear structure and elementary particles.” 
 Mueller gave a quick nod, his long hair bouncing before settling back along his neck, the locks on the right side longer than on the left. 
 “Next to him are Klaus Christiansen, quantum physics, and Charles Adams, atomic structure.” 
 The two men were contrasts: Christiansen blond with an open face, Adams with black hair and a sour expression. 
 “The final member of the staff at this briefing is Jeff Rotham. He comes to us from the UK and works on linguistics and communications theory.” 
 The middle-aged man with a full head of dark hair appeared out of casting for a British mystery show: tweed coat over a sweater, tapping an apparently empty pipe, head down, on the tabletop, and an expression conveying obvious amusement at lesser beings.  
 “There are two other members of Level 3, Carolyn Graham and Zooty Wilson. Their expertise is a little harder to define, but call it computers, cybersecurity, and programming with a dash of ‘hacking.’ You’ll meet them later. They’re busy doing what I’m sure I don’t understand, but it’s related to the Virtual-Reality system just delivered to Site 23. And if you wonder about Wilson’s first name, you’ll have to ask him for the story. 
 “Now for the new additions to Level 3. I’ll ask them to raise a hand as I introduce them. Major Andrew Jefferson will be my second in command of the site. This means that in addition to being my deputy, when I am off-site or incapacitated, Major Jefferson will have final say on all operations. 
 “We have three people from California; they all come to us from the company Virtual-Reality Incorporated. They are largely responsible for the technical success in developing the VR system that we hope to make use of. Their presence and the system they developed are the reason for the vast upgrade in computer capacity that we brought with us.” 
 “Ralph Markakis. The best description of his expertise is probably to say video games or, in this case, virtual reality systems that require extensive interaction. 
 “Jason Cain, programmer, with a background in mathematics. He developed critical algorithms to make the VR system possible. 
 “Harold Nieze specializes in synchronizing communications, audiovisual integration, and generally making bits and pieces work together.” 
 Sinclair paused with the introductions. “I doubt it’s necessary, but I want to head off any potential academic status problems. Ralph, Jason, and Harold are joining the scientific team involved in this project, which gives us two potentially different classes of people based on formal education. The existing staff members are either PhDs or, in the case of our math prodigy sitting at the end of the table, Freddie Hoyle, no PhD is necessary. The three new people joining the team have no such extensive academic background. But don’t fool yourselves. Each in his own way is outstanding in his specialty. Ralph is generally acknowledged as perhaps the greatest video game designer in the world. He’s actually quite filthy rich.” 
 Ralph shrugged and gave a “So what?” hand and arm gesture. 
 “Jason has a mathematics degree from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where even as an undergraduate he made contributions in two areas of MIT’s mathematics department’s areas of concentration, combinatorics and theoretical computer science. According to notes from Major Jefferson, who worked with these three at Virtual-Reality, Jason made a contribution to the frontiers of studying RSA public-key cryptosystems, which are widely used for secure data transmission. This is where the encryption key is public, but the decryption is secret. My notes say this RSA is named for three mathematicians who first identified the issues, names of Rivest, Shamir, and Adleman, and the system is based on the difficulty of factorization of the product of two large prime numbers.” 
 Sinclair looked up from his notes. “And no, I don’t have any idea what all that really means. I’m sure Jason or Freddie can explain it to you. 
 “Harold has the least academic background for this project of anyone here. However, Harold has had a number of positions in the data transmission and recording industries and has a reputation for being expert at integrating systems. It seems to be some natural aptitude, and probably Harold doesn’t even completely understand it. He was hired at Virtual-Reality as a low-level technician, but he quickly rose to head the integration section. 
 “The other three new members have somewhat different stories.” Sinclair paused, indicated Zach, Willie, and Jill, and then continued. 
 “Jill Hardesty is going to serve as my assistant. With the increase in the site’s size and a potential for further increases, there’s a need for someone to be a general gopher for me, Major Jefferson, and Richard Lindskold. We think she’ll also contribute with several other duties. Now, is it really necessary to add a new person for that role and how does she qualify?” 
 Jill had listened intently during the introductions. Now that all eyes turned to her, she reddened and rubbed her thighs with both hands. 
 “Ms. Hardesty unfortunately came into possession of information about the project that was too high a security risk to let her remain at large. Since this happened, the highest levels determined the most secure path was to simply bring her into the project. We don’t expect her to be contributing directly but more to the general functioning and in assisting others.” 
 Jill gave a wan smile. Elizabeth Wilkens reached across the table and patted her hand. “Welcome, dear. We’re all friendly and will help your adjustment as much as we can.” 
 “The last two new members are Zach Marjek and Willie Larsen. Zach will serve as the site’s safety officer. His real job is all aspects of site security, and Willie Larsen will be his assistant. Willie is formally assigned as part of the maintenance crew and will be the only person authorized for general maintenance work inside Level 3 without measures being taken to conceal from him what goes on here.” 
 Sinclair perused the meeting participants, existing and newly arrived. 
 “I’ll just say one thing about the project to the new people. No matter what you were doing in your previous life, no matter what plans you have for the future, no matter what your view of the world was, everything will be totally turned upside-down by the end of today.” 
 At this pronouncement, the existing staff members either were unresponsive or smiled as if they had heard the claim before. The new staff felt a mixture of skepticism, puzzlement, and excitement. Sinclair noted that Zach’s reaction so far was somewhat different—more an intensification of focus. 
 Sinclair motioned to Mueller. “I’ll now turn things over to Dr. Mueller, and let’s get you started on finding out exactly what’s going on here.” 
 Mueller stood. “You’ll be getting a lot of information over the next few days, and there will be extensive briefings for the rest of the day, but there’s simply no way to prepare you, except for you to jump right in. If you all will accompany me.” He turned toward the opposite end of the room from where they’d first entered. 

One by one, the six new arrivals rose and followed, with Sinclair trailing. Mueller walked to the door at the end of the general-purpose room. For the third time, they passed through a door requiring an input code. This time, the tune was higher pitched, almost at the edge of hearing. 
 They walked into something totally unexpected—a large cube-shaped room forty feet across. The room took up the entire structure at the far end of the building. Layers of metal mesh covered the walls and the ceiling, and several people recognized the smell of ozone. 
 Harold Nieze was the first to understand what they were seeing. “Gracious,” he said, “this looks like a big Faraday cage.” 
 “That’s exactly right,” said Mueller approvingly. “It may be the most extensive Faraday cage in the world and is composed of four mesh layers, each with different oscillating currents going through it.” 
 Jill couldn’t stand feeling like an illiterate among grownups. “Okay, maybe everybody else knows what a Faraday cage is, but I don’t. So, what is it?” she said, exasperated. 
 Willie barked a loud laugh. “You’re not the only one. For all I know, this is where they catch one of those musk ox.” Smiles and chuckles followed Willy’s comment. 
 “Well, I generally know a Faraday cage blocks electromagnetic radiation from damaging sensitive electronic equipment,” offered Zach, “but I don’t know the details.” 
 “Please, Miss Hardesty,” said Mueller, “never feel constrained from asking questions. Not only is it imperative that all of us here understand as much as possible about what’s going on, but no one really knows which question will lead to unexpected answers. So . . . what is a Faraday cage or what’s also known as a Faraday shield? It’s an enclosure formed by conducting material or mesh. This conducting mesh blocks out most static and non–static electric fields. 
 “As an aside, the cage is named after the British scientist Michael Faraday who first conceived of the idea and worked it out somewhere in the 1830s. As Zach said, it’s used to protect electronic equipment from external electrostatic charges, which could result from lightning strikes, coronal ejections from the sun, or EMP pulses, such as from nuclear explosions. How the cage works is that the electric field will cause the electric charges within the cage to redistribute themselves and cancel any effects of an external field on the cage’s interior. However, magnetic fields are not affected. 
 “The degree to which the interior is shielded depends on the meshes’ thickness and the electromagnetic radiation wavelengths. The effectiveness of the shield is enhanced by running oscillating currents through the meshwork. In this case, the four different layers are of different wire thickness and mesh openings, and a different oscillating current runs through each layer. We’re not so much worried about external electromagnetic waves entering the room. Its purpose is to block any transmissions from leaving the room. Unfortunately, as you will see in a short while, we’re not completely assured of the effectiveness of even a Faraday cage of this size and complexity.” 
 No one asked further questions about the cage, either because they understood the explanation or were still lost but willing to accept that somebody knew what it was. 
 Most of the group quit examining the Faraday cage and now surveyed the large, cubed-shaped room. Along the walls was a four-foot walkway and railing elevated two feet from the bare ground in the middle of the room. The ground appeared smoother than anywhere they’d seen outside. Resting there was a strange-looking, dark-blue oval object approximately fourteen feet long, five feet high, and with a smooth surface. 
 At first, the surface appeared to have a solid tone, but when Zach stared at it for a few seconds, the surface seemed to shimmer as if something moved underneath. When he blinked, looked away, then returned to eye the object, once again the longer he stared, the more the object’s surface seemed to almost undulate. He looked around. Ralph, Jill, and Chunhua stared fixated on the object. The other people’s gazes moved over the object, only stopping momentarily. 
 On the other side of the room, there was an opening in the railing with a ramp leading down to the bare ground and a large door presumably leading outside. 
 If anything, the newcomers’ puzzlement only increased. People prepared to voice questions but were forestalled when Mueller continued. 
 “There’s no easy way to explain all this to you, but bear with us,” said Mueller, handing Zach a wad of twine. “Please, you and someone else hold the two ends of this twine and walk around opposite sides of this walkway.” 
 Zach shrugged and handed one end to Willie, and the two men walked in different directions, letting the twine unravel on the walkway flooring. When they were about fifteen feet apart, Mueller picked up the twine’s center and let it fall on the opposite side of the railing, settling to the bare ground surrounding the strange object. 
 “Don’t pull the twine tight,” said Mueller. “Let it drag on the ground and pull it under the object you see in the room’s center.” 
 Confusion, mystification, raised eyebrows, and glances flashed among the six newcomers. Zach and Willie both shrugged and continued walking, letting the slack twine drag along the ground up to the object and under its edge. When the twine disappeared under the object, Zach and Willie stopped to look at Mueller. 
 “Keep going,” he said.  
 Zach nodded to Willie, and they resumed walking, slower this time, and gripping the twine in expectation of coming to where the object rested on the ground. Only when the twine passed under the object’s center of gravity did the newcomers’ attention and postures stiffen. 
 “What—” exclaimed Ralph. 
 Jason leaned against the railing. Harold knelt, attempting to look under the object. Jill appeared confused. Willie and Zach continued walking, all the time keeping their eyes on the twine. When they reached three-quarters of the way to the opposite side of the walkway, the twine emerged uncontested from under the object. 
 “No way!” said Jason. 
 Jill looked back and forth at the others. “How did that happen? A trick?” 
 “It’s no trick, Ms. Hardesty,” said Sinclair. 
 “Willie,” Zach called out, “let’s take it back the other way.” They proceeded to pass the twine back under the object three more times with the same result. 
  Jason scowled at Sinclair and Mueller. “Has to be a trick. Don’t try to tell us that whatever this thing is, it’s floating off the ground.” 
 Mueller swallowed a laugh. “What I will tell you is that there is no support between the object and the ground and that when we originally measured the distance between the object and the ground, it came out to an average of approximately one centimeter—given the slight differences in the ground’s surface. Later, more refined measurements adjusted our estimate to 1.097 centimeter.” 
 “Now I know this is a joke or some kind of credulity test,” Jason said, frowning. “I know enough physics to recognize the Rydberg constant.” 
 “Very good, Jason,” said Mueller, beaming at the skeptical newcomer, then addressing the others. “The Rydberg constant occurs in atomic spectroscopy. It was discovered when studying the inverse wavelengths of photons emitted from the hydrogen atom and later found by Niels Bohr to be useful in approximating to predict spectral series in other atoms. What that has to do with the distance the object rests above the ground, we have no clue. 
 “And there’s something else. From our standing point of view, the right end is larger than the left. If you measure the three dimensions, it has length, height, and depth.  The height and depth have the same ratio along the entire length. In other words, the object is symmetrical along its length. Then, here’s where it gets even more freaky. The height to width is about 1.618.” 
 “Oh, shit!” exclaimed Jason. “The Golden Ratio?” 
 Mueller smiled. “I was wondering if you’d pick up on that.” 
 “The what?” asked Zach. 
 Jason waved both hands excitedly. “The number has to do with the ratio of one number to another. It crops up in mathematics in many places. One of the easiest examples to consider is the case of a line made of two segments, A and B, where A is the longest segment. If A plus B divided by A is the same as A divided by B, that number is the Golden Ratio, which is about 1.618. 
 “Now, I can see how someone would wonder why this is so cool. As it happens, it crops up in surprising places. Well . . . not only geometry, where the Golden Ratio occurs in many theorems and proofs, but it’s also found in studies of number sequences. For a while, it was thought to appear in nature with plant growth patterns, nautilus shells, and other places, but those are no longer believed accurate. 
 “It’s been known since the ancient Greeks. However, sometime around the sixteenth or seventeenth century, I forget exactly when, architects and artists began using it in planning their works—probably believing it had some divine or secret significance. Anyway, you find the ratio in modern buildings and art. In fact, it also seems to be a ‘pleasing’ proportion. Given options for dimensions, people will tend to settle on preferences pretty much right on the Golden Ratio.” 
 “So, what does that have to do with this thing here?” asked Zach. 
 Jason shrugged and looked at Mueller. 
 “Just one of many questions we don’t have an answer to,” said the site’s chief scientist. 
 “All very interesting, I’m sure,” said Harold, “but I’m not convinced about this levitation. Can I examine the twine? Stage magicians can make almost anything seem real if they set things up.” 
 “Yeah,” said Ralph. “Me, too. Examine the twine, I mean.” 
 Andrew sneered. “You really think a two-star general is going to bring us all up here to put on a charade?” 
 Zach laughed. “My impression is that generals have a very limited sense of humor.” He looked at Sinclair. “No offense intended.” 
 Sinclair only nodded. 
 Harold and Ralph took the twine from Zach and Willie and carefully examined its length, trying to find seams or anything to indicate how a trick could have been used to fake the gap between the object and the ground. When that failed, they repeated Zach and Willie’s dragging the string under the object—with the same result. 
 When they finished, Ralph’s face was pale. “If you’re not shitting us for some reason, and that’s a BIG if, this is either a totally unknown physical phenomenon or an artifact of a technology so advanced I can’t wrap my head around it.” 
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 “Trust me,” said Mueller. “If you’re feeling a bit confused, welcome to an exclusive club whose members know of the object’s existence. By the way, that’s what we call this thing. ‘The Object.’ That’s a clue to our level of understanding of what’s in the middle of this room and the focus of everything going on here. 
 “It was found twenty years ago during a joint Canadian/American Arctic military maneuver. Most of the maneuver took place farther south, but some aerial surveys of this part of Ellesmere Island had recorded unusual magnetic phenomena. In addition, and unbeknownst to the Canadians, the Americans were looking for a potential listening site for spying on the Russians. Site 23 is located at one of the more favorable locations for reception, though its distance from a coast made construction and supplying a major negative. 
 “However, a small team of civilian scientists who had accompanied the military maneuver had already finished surveying the more promising listening sites near the coast. There were also rumors of fossils in this area, and one of the scientists wanted to take a look. He convinced the captain commanding the American contingent of the maneuver to allow a couple of days’ excursion farther to the north of the maneuvering area. There were three of them in the party, two scientists and a lieutenant who would accompany them to keep them from getting lost or eaten by a polar bear. At the time, almost nothing was known about bear territories. 
 “Anyway . . . on the morning of the second day, they arrived where we are right now today. They came around that small hill just east of us and found the Object you see here.” Mueller gestured toward the middle of the room. 
 “Now, you can imagine their surprise when they stumbled upon something clearly not natural after walking through this barren landscape. Their first thought was a piece of a downed airplane. But it didn’t take more than a second look to discard the possibility. So, what was it? 
 “There are many instances where an area previously believed to be unexplored was found to contain signs of past habitation. That was their second speculation, but what happened next showed something else was going on. One of the scientists attempted to examine the Object up close. When he got within approximately twenty-five feet, he started noticing what he initially interpreted as increased nervousness. With every step, his anxiety got worse, and when he was within about fifteen feet of the Object, it was as if every ounce of his being screamed, ‘Panic and run!’ And that’s exactly what he did—turned and ran straight past the startled other men. He must’ve run sixty to seventy yards before stopping and turning back to face the Object and his two amazed companions. The feeling of panic was gone. After a few moments, he shamefacedly returned to the other two. When they asked what had happened, he couldn’t tell them—just that for some unknown reason he became overwhelmed with panic when he got near the Object. The young officer was somewhat skeptical but ordered the two scientists to stay put, and he slowly approached the Object. 
 “What happened to him was similar but not identical as had happened to the first person. The closer he got to the Object, his feelings of fear rose until he was forced to turn back. They completed the experiment by having the third man repeat what the first two had done. While the first two reported either panic or fear, the third man said he felt sadness almost to the point of deep despair. 
 “Out of curiosity, the young officer threw a few pebbles at the Object, and they simply bounced off harmlessly. One scientist suggested that the Object somehow elicited subconscious emotional responses by emitting low-frequency sound below detection by the human ear. It’s known this can affect emotions. To measure this, they needed equipment that was back at the main camp. 
 “The first scientist suggested he call back to camp and have the other civilian scientists bring some equipment. He went to the officer’s pack, which carried the radio they were required to take with them. As soon as he held it to his left ear and hit the send button, the radio and the headset ignited, fusing the internal components. He ended up losing part of his ear and being severely burned on the side of his face.” 
 Mueller stopped talking and turned his head to the right, then brushed back the hair on the left side to reveal a distorted ear and burn scars down his neck. 
 “Oh, Lord,” said Jill, “that scientist was you?” 
 “Yes, twenty years ago,” said Mueller. 
 “The officer gave me first aid on the spot, and the three of us returned to the base camp. The burns were painful but not life threatening. The officer dropped us off at a medic tent with strict orders not to discuss anything we’d seen until he reported to the commanding officer, a major.” 
 Mueller paused and smiled. “I’ll let that officer continue with the next part.” He took a slight step back and nodded to General Sinclair. 
 “Yes, and that was me. When I reported, the captain didn’t know what to make of it, but he didn’t consider me prone to exaggeration. Plus, we had the injury to Howard here. Whatever was going on, he felt he needed to see for himself. We had access to a helicopter from a Navy ship off the coast. The captain requisitioned it, and the four of us flew to within a mile of the Object. The crew stayed with the copter while we hiked the rest of the way. 
 “The captain’s initial skepticism left him after seeing the Object and trying his hand at a close approach. He had no more success than the others.” 
 “Actually,” said Mueller, “of the four of us, General Sinclair got closer than the rest—eight or nine feet away. The next experiment was to reproduce what happened when we tried to radio transmit. Not having an infinite supply of radios or ears, we brought along a short-range walkie-talkie set. We set it against a rock and tried transmitting, starting at two hundred yards from the Object.” 
 Mueller chuckled. “We used a tent stake to push the squelch button—with no effect. We progressively moved closer and closer to the Object. When we got to perhaps a hundred yards from the Object, instead of the normal squelch sound we got erratic static. As we move closer, the static increased until at about fifty yards the walkie-talkie ceased to function. We opened the casing and inspected the innards. Everything looked normal. It had simply stopped functioning. Finally, to confirm what had happened to the radio, we tried the walkie-talkie at the distance where the radio had ignited. Sure enough, the same thing happened as with the radio—all the innards had fused into one solid mass.” 
 “Now that we had some idea of the range of whatever this effect was, we made a series of readings using equipment we’d brought back from the base camp. They didn’t tell us a lot. We could only confirm the Object was extraordinarily strange. 
 “The captain swore me to secrecy and sort of bribed me and the other scientist by assuring us we would be part of the group that studied the Object as long as we kept our mouths shut. 
 “That ended the first phase of our work, or should I say contact, with the Object. We returned to the maneuver base camp, carried out the remainder of the maneuvers, which lasted about a week, and then returned to the U.S. without alerting the Canadians.” 
 “I later questioned that decision,” said Sinclair, “but by then it was evidently too late. Upon returning to the U.S., the captain reported what we’d found to his immediate superior, who passed it up the command chain. We were told we’d have to wait for decisions from higher authority, and we should consider this a highly classified piece of information and to wait for further contact.” 
 Sinclair shook his head. “I expected that we’d hear back. Time passed, and we all resumed our regular lives. By the time a year had gone by, I’d made a couple of queries about the report, and it was suggested to me that the report was being taken seriously and looked into, although I would have no future part in the investigation.” Sinclair shrugged. “I figure that was military language for shut up and forget it.” 
 “My experience was similar,” said Mueller. “When I inquired, I got mixed messages—either the person I talked to couldn’t find any information about the report or the Object or said it was being investigated. I’d been working for the Pentagon for several years and had a young family. I quit asking, for fear of losing my job. Shortly thereafter, I got reassigned to work in Germany.” 
 “That accounts for two of the original four who knew about the Object, but what about the other two?” asked Ralph. 
 Sinclair answered, “The other scientist was named Robert Townsley. He died six years ago. Heart attack.” 
 “The captain went on with his career. I had occasional contact with him over the years and twice even served under him. We wondered about the Object a couple of times, but you know . . . life moves on, and we knew once the system shut you out, inquiring further wouldn’t help anyone. 
 “This is where things stood for about eighteen years until NASA put up a satellite to carry out a magnetic survey of the Earth. It recorded an elevated reading, albeit a small one, over the southwest portion of Ellesmere. But what set off red flags was that on two successive passes of the satellite, the readings went off the charts at this location, but then returned to the same levels as before and after those two passes. A report about these readings might normally have disappeared into the Pentagon vacuum, except for an ongoing attempt to digitize all reports. By pure chance, an analyst happened to find the original report on the Object. Since the Object’s position matched the satellite reading spikes, the analyst decided to pass the coincidence up the line. Who to contact was made easier when he noted that the current head of special operations was the captain who’d made the original report. Over the intervening years, he had risen to four-star general in command of all U.S. special operations—General Justin Hardesty. I was still out of the picture at this point, so I’ll let Howard continue.” 
 “And yes,” said Mueller, “this is where I came back on the scene. I was a university physics faculty member when a man came visiting. I didn’t need much convincing to take leave and join a team revisiting the Ellesmere site. Our excuse for being on Ellesmere was for a potential listening post to Russia. We told the Canadians the U.S. might be interested in setting up a highly secret facility. If so, the U.S. would pay for it, and the Canadians could help staff the base and share any intelligence. It wasn’t all that hard to sell it to the Canadians—they’re happy for the U.S. to foot the bill, especially if they think they’re part of the ‘in’ crowd on intelligence. We never told the Canadians about confirming the Object’s existence and how it might connect to the odd magnetic readings. 
 “It was the second time we didn’t tell the Canadians the real reason for our interest. At that time, we still had no clue what was to come. I suspect we didn’t tell the Canadians the truth about our interest because we’d need to explain why they weren’t told about the Object in the first place. You know . . . one of those little secrets that kept getting bigger. The more we concealed, the worse would be the fallout when all the facts came out. Anyway . . . we continued with the subterfuge.  
 “Like the first Ellesmere visit, we established a base camp about twelve miles from the Object. As part of the ‘training’ aspects, we parachuted twenty rangers nearby to check out a potential landing field. From the previous maneuver, we knew of a flat barren area that might be sufficient for rugged aircraft. The rangers confirmed the spot’s usability and cleaned it up—meaning they threw the larger rocks and pebbles off to the side. A C-130 turboprop cargo plane flew in with more personnel, supplies, and equipment. I arranged a scouting schedule, supposedly looking for a listening site, to keep the Canadians and most of the U.S. personnel oblivious to the real purpose of this visit. Then Dr. Charles Adams and I returned the site of the Object. Lo and behold, it sat right where we’d left it, along with the fused radio—we hadn’t been sure how to explain what happened to it. After confirming the experiments on both approaching the Object and attempting to transmit near it, we got the same results. 
 “We hoped to get some spectrographic readings to at least tell us what the surface of the Object was made of. We also used laser range finders to get precise measurements of the size of the Object. The readings went okay, but we were shocked when we focused the laser on the Object. At the first laser pulse, the Object pulsed back.” 
 Startled, Harold blurted out, “Pulsed back? What do you mean pulsed back?” 
 “As far as we can tell, from that time and from subsequent experiments, the Object emitted a uniform laser pulse of the same wavelength and in all directions. We repeated the tests several times to confirm and got exactly the same result.” 
 “When you say a pulse, just how energetic a pulse?” asked Jason. 
 “Energetic enough that we were fortunate neither of us happened to be staring directly at the Object when it happened. Otherwise, there’s a high probability we would have had major retinal damage. Naturally, in subsequent tests we avoided looking directly at the Object when we initiated the laser pulse. 
 “This raised the situation to an entirely new level. As much as we could try and explain the previous phenomena related to the Object, this was something Charles and I agreed went beyond our current technology. It was also the first time we admitted serious thoughts about dealing with something not of human origin.” 
 Silence from the new arrivals met the last statement, followed by gasps and deep breaths. 
 “Not of human manufacture?” said Ralph softly. “Holy shit. Aliens?” 
 “Oh, my God,” exclaimed Jill. “Real aliens, like the movies Contact or Independence Day?” 
 “Well,” said Mueller, “let’s hope it’s like Contact—where the aliens were friendly.” 
 He resumed. “I got on a secure channel to General Justin Hardesty who had arranged the expedition. I wasn’t personally involved in what followed, but I’m assuming he went straight to the president. I’m a little surprised, but somehow he managed to convince the president this was real. I’ve often wondered if we were lucky we had a president with some imagination—something that doesn’t always happen. Anyway, the president authorized Hardesty to set up a permanent camp to study the Object. 
 “The decision included continuing to not bring in the Canadians. Whether this was the right thing to do, I can’t answer, but I think the president didn’t trust the Canadians to keep this to themselves. Rightly or wrongly, they feared the Canadians or at least some factions in the Canadian government would want this to be turned over to the UN. The decision was made to keep the knowledge at only the highest level of the U.S. for the time being. Obviously, there were real security and political reasons for this. Who could tell what technology might come from studying the Object? And let’s be honest, there was the sentiment ‘Why share this with anyone else?’ In addition, there’s the uncertainty about exactly what the Object’s impact would be on the world in general. You’ll hear more about the potential impact in a later briefing.” 
 Mueller paused for a moment, then continued. “I’ve also suspected the president worried it was all a hoax or a mistake, and he didn’t want to be embarrassed if that became public. 
 “Anyway, we started off with a small staff studying the Object—five individuals at first, though the numbers slowly increased. As a cover story, they proceeded with a functional radar and weather station to distract anyone’s deeper curiosity. That’s what we call Level 1. To keep the Canadians in the dark, we had a second set of staff supposedly listening in on Russian and Chinese communications, and this was Level 2. We told the Canadians there were some technologies we were testing out and for security reasons needed to keep at a higher security level with a small staff, which has grown to eleven of us studying the Object in Level 3. 
 “And no, this is several orders of magnitude from the number there should be, but that’s beyond our control.” 
 “By that time,” said Sinclair, “I was retired a few years after commanding a brigade of the 4th Infantry Division at Fort Collins, Colorado. I was home when I got a call that led me to be bribed with a second star, and I took command of Site 23’s development. You can imagine how I wondered why a retired brigadier general would get pulled back for a highly classified posting. I honestly think the people in charge believed I was the right person, but I’m sure my previous experience with discovering the Object made the choice easier.” 
 “But how did you keep the Canadians from eventually knowing about the Object?” asked Jason, amazed. “Surely, they must have seen it, and how did you build the site without the Canadians knowing?” 
 “Before the Canadians first reached the site, we set up a simple corrugated metal hut around the Object.” 
 “But how did you do that if you couldn’t get any closer than fifteen feet or so of the Object?” asked Zach. 
 Mueller and Sinclair both laughed, with Mueller responding, “I must say, it was quite an ordeal. We had brought materials to form a shed, along with parts of makeshift supports, chains, pulleys, and ropes. We slapped the shed together in only a few hours. The sides weren’t a problem, they went up pretty fast, but getting a roof over the thing resembled something out of the Keystone Kops. We finally rigged up a crane and got enough of a roof over the Object to hide it. Then, when the rest of the construction crew, including some Canadians, arrived, we built around the shed.” 
 Several of the audience shook their heads in wonder, appreciation, or dubiousness. 
 “And that really worked?” asked Jason. “You managed to construct this building around the Object and finish the entire camp, without anyone else knowing about the Object?” 
 “Well . . . what I described with a few words involved a couple months . . . but, yeah . . . we did succeed in keeping it secret, to everyone’s amazement, including mine.” 
 “Well . . . fuck me!” Willie exclaimed admiringly. He quickly noticed Jill sitting next to him. “Oh, sorry for the language.” 
 “Oh, don’t mind me . . . again. If ever I heard of a good excuse for such language, this qualifies.” 
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 “Anyway . . . back to when we first began serious study of the Object,” said Mueller. “We brought in more equipment and tried different wavelengths and amplitudes, starting from a safe distance. By trial and error, we found the tolerated parameters. The best were microwaves, and the least were optical wavelengths—both for reasons we still don’t understand.” 
 “Once we settled on protocols that didn’t fry our equipment, it seemed as if the Object simply echoed back to us whatever we sent. That was until we sent a series of numbered pulses, one, a pause, two, a pause, three, and so on. At first, it echoed back the same number of pulses. Try to imagine our reaction when we stopped at twenty pulses, and it continued to forty.” 
 “Holy shit!” yelped Ralph. 
 “There was still some uncertainty whether the continuation might have been some kind of echo, but we discarded that remote possibility when we sent number series. For example, when we send even numbers starting at 2 and ending at 34, it continued to 100. Similarly with odd numbers. By now, there were several more scientists here. There were still some holdouts wanting to believe we dealt with some complex and fascinating natural phenomenon. The holdouts gave up only after we sent the first twenty numbers of the Fibonacci series and got the next twenty in return.” 
 “The what?” asked Willie. “The Figarow series?” 
 “Thank you, Willie . . . is it all right if I call you Willie? We’re usually informal here. You can call me Howard.” 
 “Sure . . . Howard. Call me any shit you want except Wilbur.” 
 “So . . . Willie. A Fibonacci series is a sequence of numbers where each one is the sum of the two previous numbers. You know. 1 + nothing is 1, 1 + 1 is 2, 1 + 2 is 3, then 5, 8, 13, and so on. 
 “We immediately went to more complex series for powers such as squares—1, 4, 9, 16, and so on, plus a few more. That HAD to prove the Object performed calculations—so it wasn’t simply a phenomenon. That’s when we started calling it the ‘OBJECT,’ instead of ‘the object.’ 
 “As you can imagine, this news set off a flurry of activity. We don’t know exactly what followed next . . . well, maybe Leo knows more of the political history . . . but that’s when we set up a permanent base around the Object. Bringing in more people and equipment meant both the build-up of a support structure and creating plausible stories to hide the true purpose. However, it was arranged with the Canadians, and within a couple of months we had a half-dozen buildings and thirty to thirty-five personnel. Initially, we were divided into two groups, meteorological and radar sections as the initial cover and seven of us in a restricted building to study the Object. 
 “This arrangement lasted only a few months before the next big event. We exchanged number series for months. The series got more and more complex but were still just number series. We couldn’t get any other type of response, so we tried different approaches. If we sent series with some wrong elements, it would respond with the correct series and numbers. We sent a series of random numbers and received back a different random series.” 
 “So, was it telling you it recognized a random series, or was it saying if you wanted to play, it could, too?” asked Zach. 
 “Either or both. Who knew? Anyway, we didn’t feel we were getting anywhere when suddenly everything changed. The first thing that happened is it quit responding for exactly twenty-four hours. And when I mean ‘exactly,’ that’s precisely what happened. We later noted that the time from its previous response until it started again came as close to exactly twenty-four hours, meaning one earth rotation, as our instruments could measure. But that was only the first change and not even close to being the most dramatic. From those first attempts at probing the Object and when we found the Object couldn’t be moved, we kept a set of low-intensity lasers fixed on it to monitor changes—it had long since quit lasering back at us. Within about twelve hours of silence, the computer receiving the laser inputs sent out a programmed alert. 
 “Naturally, this caused an initial flurry. The kicker came when the readouts indicated the Object had moved in all dimensions. After at first thinking something was wrong with the monitoring, someone, I think Charles, suggested maybe the readings were right. But the only way for an immovable object to move in all dimensions was by growing. And that was it. In those twenty-four hours of silence, the Object grew in total volume by about 0.001 percent, keeping the same relative dimensions. It was as if it swelled. This was barely above the detection limits of our equipment; otherwise, we would never have noticed. 
 “There were two ways it could have grown. Either it expanded with its existing components, or it added new material. Initially, we assumed the first option, but to check on the possibility of the second, we reviewed camera recordings and could see nothing being ‘appropriated’ by the Object. You know, like a magnet attracts iron or something. Then we confirmed that the Object still hovered, which it did. We had previously noted that the ground immediately under and near the object was relatively low in some elements, but nothing beyond normal variations in nature. But when we checked again, we found a complete lack of several elements that had been present before. This extended farther out from the Object. Somehow—and believe me, we still have absolutely no idea how—we think the Object absorbed, mined, pulled, or who the hell knows what to call it, elements from the surrounding rock and incorporated them into itself. 
 “The next big change came when the Object resumed transmitting. Before we continue, are there any questions? Well . . . I suppose that’s inane because questions are something we have no lack of here—but anything?” 
 “What IS it?” Jason asked. 
 “We don’t know, exactly,” answered Mueller. “At first, all we could say for sure was it’s not a natural phenomenon. Only after it started broadcasting did we know we dealt with a level of technology far beyond anything on Earth.” 
 “What is it made of?” asked Zach. 
 “As far as we can tell, solid metal. We can detect no evidence of cavities of any kind.” 
 “What metals?” 
 “Again, with the caveat of ‘as much as we can tell,’ mainly molybdenum, cobalt, tungsten, with lesser amounts of chromium, iron, titanium, and a pretty full range of rare earths. The main components, especially molybdenum and cobalt, are associated with the ability to withstand extreme conditions such as heat. We use these commonly in alloys for aircraft parts, armor, and anything else that requires strength and heat and corrosion resistance. The rare earths are essential components of computer circuits and chips. 
 “Molybdenum is a puzzle. Our alloys use it as a trace element or, at most, up to ten percent. We think the Object is about twenty percent molybdenum.” 
 “Besides alloys, what else is molybdenum used for?” asked Harold. 
 “The most important natural use is in plants for nitrogen fixation and photosynthesis. For the latter, the role is still uncertain but seems to be essential, possibly linked to nitrogen fixation. Molecules of molybdenum, cobalt, or iron are cofactors for a number of enzymes essential for plant life. That role for molybdenum was initially discovered because a section of Australia is entirely devoid of plant life, even though the surrounding areas have a variety of plants. When scientists tested the soil, the only thing they could find different was that the regions with plant life had trace amounts of molybdenum. In contrast, the plant-deficient areas had no detectable molybdenum. Although it’s not confirmed, it’s now believed many other barren lands result from insufficient trace amounts of molybdenum. Now, what this might have to do with the Object is unknown . . . as seems to be all too common. 
 “Just this much information proved useful. Knowing something is possible is often half the battle in leading to solutions or something unexpected. In this case, the crude composition determinations we have made of the Object led us to suggest metallurgists look at alloys with similar compositions.” 
 “I assume they queried why they should try those combinations,” commented Andrew. 
 “Not too much,” replied Sinclair. “There’s a research lab working on armor plating, so they were used to being told to try strange things—usually, silly ideas from some brass. To their surprise, that proved to be enough of a lead to take them in directions they otherwise probably would not have taken. Preliminary tests indicate we will get armor plating three or more times as resistant to penetration and maybe personal armor to take the place of existing material such as Kevlar. There’s even speculation about an armor suit that infantry could wear on the battlefield that would resist almost all shrapnel and small arms but would still be light and flexible enough to fight in. 
 “But it’s not just military applications that may come of these alloys—saws and other edged tools that keep their edges many times longer, better shielding for the next generation of space shuttles, girders that don’t rust. Imagine a bridge with girders half the thickness of iron girders but twice as strong Think how this will change architectural design. The whole shape of civilization may change.” 
 “But what about cost?” asked Zach. “Aren’t these alloys going to be far more expensive than iron to work with since, for example, molybdenum is nowhere near as abundant as iron or, for that matter, aluminum?” 
 Mueller answered, “You’re right. The cost will be many times higher. This is the same problem we already have with titanium—a much better material than either iron or aluminum but that doesn’t come in rich-enough ores to be economical to produce, except for specialized applications such as fighter aircraft. However, preliminary testing indicates some of the new alloys may be effectively immortal, at least as far as humans are concerned. Imagine a bridge that won’t rust or weaken for thousands of years. Even with higher costs, the long-term savings will justify their use, although perhaps only in special cases where the construction is planned to last that long. And remember, even if, for example, humans decide in a hundred years to replace a new alloy bridge, the metal can simply be reused for new construction.” 
 At this point, Sinclair interrupted. “You’ll have time for this kind of discussion in the days ahead. For today, we need to move on. Howard, you’re on to the next big event.” 
 “Ah, yes. Then everything changed again. As I said before, the Object had ceased transmissions for twenty-four hours, and, as we later determined, it had actually grown in size by a small but measurable amount. When transmissions resumed, there was a difference. At first, we sent number series as before, but it wouldn’t respond. After some time, the same number series were sent back to us repeatedly but interspersed with numbers not belonging to the series. It took us only a few minutes to realize it was sending logical expressions. For example, two pulses, then a break, followed by what we at first thought were pulse groupings of random numbers, then a pause and two pulses again.” 
 Mueller excused himself and pushed through the group to a small whiteboard set up within the Faraday cage’s interior wall. He picked up a marker. “What we first perceived was a 2, a break, a string of numbers, and another 2.” On the board he wrote 2 – 4128 – 2.  “Then a longer pause and repeat the previous pattern. Then the pattern changed.” Under the first set of numbers, Mueller wrote 7 – 4128 – 7 and 12 – 4128 – 12. “This continued for some time before changing.” Mueller turned again to the whiteboard and wrote 2 – 4128 – 2, 2 – 6299 – 3, 2 – 6299 – 11, and 4 – 4128 – 4. 
 “Equal and not-equal!” exclaimed Jason. 
 “EXACTLY,” Mueller responded excitedly. “The middle numbers were not a string of numbers. They stood for logical expressions; in this case, 4128 stands for equals, and 6299 for not-equal.” 
 “It was teaching you mathematics?” wondered Jill. 
 “No, it was initiating a dialogue,” half-whispered Ralph. 
 “That was our conclusion,” said Mueller. “From there, we took off, and by the end of the day, we established a basic mutual logic system. It was clear to us by the third day that the Object had far more capacity to interact than we did. Our end was at first limited by pencil and paper. We had some laptops, but nothing more powerful and no programmers. We sent our findings up the line, and that’s when the site really expanded.” 
 “And that’s where I reentered the picture,” said Sinclair. “I had retired, but it was prevailed on me to reactivate and oversee the further expansion. During the next two years, we built up both the facility you see now and the current staff. With additional staff, plus major computer equipment and personnel in information technology and linguistics, we developed a continuing dialogue with the Object. 
 “We won’t go into the details right now about how communication evolved. You’ll hear more later, and you have access to reports. Suffice to say, we’ve developed the ability for complex exchanges and are hoping the virtual reality system will access higher levels.” 
 Ralph had gradually become more agitated and by now had left his seat to stand in the rear. He rocked from foot to foot like a child impatient to open more Christmas presents when the adults wanted to go slow and methodical. Finally, he couldn’t stand it. “Yes! Details later, but show us what you have right now. What’s the current status? What exactly is the level of communication? I don’t see how our VR system fits into all this. It’s designed for human complexity level exchanges.” 
 Sinclair smiled indulgently and turned to Mueller. “Howard, let’s say we postpone the rest of the history and introduce the other member of the project?” 
 Mueller laughed. “No problem, Leo. I was wondering who would break first. Please follow me.” 
 Mueller led the group from the Faraday cage to a small room off the main work area. Inside was an array of computer equipment and monitors. Working at two stations were Charles Adams and a fiftyish man with a ponytail and thick glasses. The latter brightened as he turned to see them, but Adams scowled, picked up some papers, and left the room. 
 “Time for introductions?” asked the other man. 
 “Yes, Zooty,” said Sinclair. “Mr. Ralph Markakis is particularly eager to watch how we communicate with the Object. Please help him out.” 
 Zooty Wilson turned to his keyboard, typed in something, then fiddled with a large input pad to his right. The main wall-mounted monitor came on to a cartoonish human head shown from the neck up, and a uniform light green background. The face seemed to be of a middle-aged man with receding brown hair. 
 “Hello, Zooty,” intoned a baritone voice from the speakers mounted beside the monitor. “How are you today?” 
 Zooty watched Ralph’s face, then turned to the screen, “Hello, Simeon. As you see, we have some new people here today.” 
 Ralph gaped at the monitor. “You have absolutely GOT to be shitting me! No way!” 
 To a person, all the other newcomers stared at Ralph. 
 Jason broke the silence. “No way, what?” 
 “All this—” 
 Ralph’s voice squeaked unintelligibly as if his throat had constricted to a fraction of its normal size. He coughed twice and took several deep breaths. 
 “Everything they’ve been telling us and all the hints that there’s a lot more to come. Bringing us here. Our VR system has got to be related.” 
 “What are you talking about, Ralph?” said Harold. 
 “This!” exclaimed Ralph, pointing at the monitor. “This is from the Object in the Faraday cage!” 
 The room was small, which amplified the decibel level when the rest of the newcomers all spoke loudly at the same time. When Mueller and Sinclair attempted to bring order, raising their voices only added to the bedlam. Willie was the first to quit talking, followed shortly by Zach, who pointed both index fingers to the corner of his mouth after nudging Willie. The message was received. Willie generated a shrieking whistle that cut through everything and was painful to most people in the room. The instant silence was deafening. 
 “How very interesting,” said the monitor head that Zooty had called “Simeon.” “Before now, I had not witnessed many humans talking so much that nothing could be understood. It was interesting to watch how the noise produced by the large man with a beard stopped everyone from speaking. Is this how it is normally done?” 
 “Sometimes,” said Mueller, “at least when the noise level is so high, even someone in authority cannot bring order.” 
 Mueller smiled. “I believe now it’s a good time to briefly introduce the new people.” He turned to the stunned audience. “You’ll have chances to speak with Simeon later, but for now, please just tell him your name and a few basic facts.” He pointed to Jason, who was the rightmost person. 
 Jason cleared his throat. “Uh . . . my name is Jason Cain. I’m twenty-eight years old, not married, and am a mathematician.” 
 Mueller sequentially pointed to the others, who were similarly brief. When they finished, he turned back to Simeon. “These are the new people. You’ll have a chance to interact with them in coming days. For now, Zooty and I would like to talk with you while the others watch. Is that agreeable?” 
 “Certainly, Howard. Whatever you think best. I look forward to learning more about the new people.” 
 For the next half hour, the six stunned newcomers watched and listened as Zooty Wilson and Howard Mueller carried on an elementary conversation with the head on the monitor. 
 Zach had to steel himself to pay attention to what was being said and succeeded perhaps half the time. The other half of the time, his mind seemed frozen—a disturbing state for someone who, by training, experience, and predisposition, believed himself to never be distracted. 
 When Sinclair called a halt to the session, no one knew what to say. People simply allowed themselves to be ushered out after being told to hold off discussions until the next day.



 
   
   

CHAPTER 15


 


 





SUSPICIONS


 


 


Harbin, China 

   
 Lieutenant General Youxia Zhang looked out the window toward the distant central district of Harbin, the tenth-largest city in China, population ten million, and headquarters of the Shenyang Military District, of which he was the commander.  

I wonder what Chan has to say this time, he thought wryly. About half the time, Chan has interesting ideas. He’s actually quite brilliant. But the other half of the time, they are ideas right out of his parents’ street cart in Guangzhou. A typical southern China lack of finesse.

 Nevertheless, Chan ran a productive operation as head of the district’s advanced intelligence department. The routine matters could be handled by merely competent officers, but Zhang had established Chan’s division to explore the more exotic possibilities. A faint chime indicated that Chan waited in the outer office. General Zhang pushed a button for his adjutant to send in Chan. 
 Zhang swiveled around to face his deputy, Major General Caiwen Song, whose assignments included coordinating the district’s intelligence units. Zhang whispered, “I hope Chan worked on his Mandarin. Last time he was here, as soon as he got excited he slipped half the time into Cantonese, and I could hardly understand a word he said.” 
 “Yes,” Song answered, “somehow these Southerners never quite learn to speak properly no matter how hard they try.” Both men stifled laughs as the door opened.  
 Senior Colonel Kwan Chan entered the room. He was short and had the look of those who came from the Guangzhou area. They exchanged salutes, and Chan sat opposite the two generals.  
 “Thank you, sirs. I appreciate the time to present this report to you.” General Zhang nodded, and a hand gesture indicated Chan was to continue. It was a routine monthly briefing by Chan. They were usually interesting—updates on ongoing projects and suggestions for new intelligence avenues. The presentations typically lasted an hour. 
 “Comrade sirs, with your permission, I would like to present first a summary of ongoing work and then cover two new items.” Chan paused, waiting for Zhang to approve—who did so with a nod. Chan then proceeded to overview operations Zhang was familiar with. Zhang usually sat and listened to these reports, with General Song asking questions. At the end of thirty minutes, they had covered what often took the entire hour. Both generals noted to themselves Chan’s more abbreviated report than usual, along with the feeling that Chan was eager to move on. 
 “Now for two new items, comrade sirs. The first is an opportunity to develop an unusual agent inside Russia. To be specific as to the location—the far northeastern portion. Although not a major military region, this area remains a hole in our intelligence gathering. 
 “We are always on the lookout for new agents to slip into Russia’s regions where we have limited coverage. I believe we have come across a unique individual who may prove valuable in gathering intelligence on Russian operations in the Far East—particularly on the Chukotka Peninsula. As you know, this area is sparsely populated, and a large percentage of the population are natives of various groups, one of which is Yupik Eskimos. Others are a mixture of Russians with a sprinkling of ethnicities from many countries, including China and Korea and even a few Westerners. Of course, those of Chinese ancestry are always highly suspect, which precluded us recruiting any as agents. However, I believe there is an opportunity to insert a genuine Yupik back into this region. The Russians think so little of the Eskimos and have such poor records of their names and even how many there are that it could be an opportunity for us to have a long-term agent in this region.”  
 General Song interrupted. “And how exactly do you expect to recruit such a Yupik Eskimo for our purposes?” 
 Colonel Chan smiled, having anticipated the question. “As it happens, the recruitment problem has already been solved for us. We have in our custody an authentic Yupik Eskimo who hates the Russians with every ounce of his being and would like nothing more than to do as much harm to them as he possibly can for the rest of his life.” 
 General Zhang grunted. “And how did you come upon this Yupik Eskimo?” 
 “Actually, he came to us. About a month ago, one of our border stations reported a man crossing over from Russia and speaking in a language that no one understood. One of the guards recognized the man might be from an indigenous race of the far North, possibly Eskimo. Local authorities sent inquiries higher up, and a professor from right here in Harbin, who studied several of the primitive languages of the North, listened to a recording and recognized it as Yupik. Telephone conversations between this professor and the Yupik indicated he might be of some value to us. Therefore, I authorized moving this person here to Harbin where I worked with him for the last three weeks. We are able to communicate using a combination of the man’s limited Russian and with the help of the language professor. 
 “His name is Tupilaq—which I understand translates to something like an ‘avenging monster’ in Yupik mythology. Almost certainly, this was not his original name because the professor says they can change names throughout their lives. However, this is the only name he would give. He came from a Yupik village on the Chukotka Peninsula about fifty kilometers from a Russian listening station near Uelen—an easternmost point of Russia. A Russian officer got drunk and attacked Tupilaq’s wife and got his neck broken for it. Naturally, the Russians took a dim view and arrested Tupilaq. They transferred him to the regional administrative center at Magadan on the coast of the Sea of Okhotsk for a trial. As it happened, the administrative governor position was vacant at the time, and the next-level official at Irkutsk ordered Tupilaq transported there. 
 “However, Tupilaq escaped, killing two guards in doing so. Then he killed a Russian merchant and his family, stole their vehicle, and later abandoned it seventy kilometers northeast of Magadan. The Russians put out a massive manhunt, figuring Tupilaq would try to get back home two thousand kilometers away. After two weeks, they had no trace of him and gave up the immediate hunt but alerted all authorities between Magadan and Chukotka to be on the lookout for him. Unfortunately for the Russians, Tupilaq was smarter than them.” 
  “Not so difficult,” commented Song. 
 Chan continued. “The vehicle was a ruse. Going on foot, Tupilaq circled back south and in three months made it to our borders. He walked up to one of our forward outposts and started talking to a guard and, as I have previously described, is now with us here in Harbin.”  
 Chan paused. He noted that both General Zhang and General Song listened with interest. Thus far, he had not lost either of them. “Sirs, I believe this presents us with a golden opportunity. He is a genuine Yupik Eskimo who hates the Russians and has shown a willingness to be reinserted back into his home territory to report to us on Russian movements and activities. Even if he is caught, we really have not lost any assets, and there is no provable direct connection back to us, no matter what he says. However, based on our interrogations and analyses, we believe it is highly unlikely he would allow himself to be captured alive. 
 “We think he would be accepted back into the Yupik villages and culture. None of them are going to turn him in to the Russians, so he can move freely throughout the entire peninsula.” 
 “So, let us suppose everything you say is true,” said Song. “What does HE get out of this? Yes, we can send him back to his people. But there is always a chance the Russians will catch him, and how would he report back to us?” 
 “We are still working out the reporting details, but I think we can devise several workable options. As for what he gets out of it . . . yes, he has several demands, but nothing we cannot easily meet.” 
 “Well, what is it, cars or money? I doubt an Eskimo would know what to do with either,” said General Zhang, smiling at Song. 
 “Remember, sirs, I said how much he hates the Russians. This does not even begin to describe the depth of his passion. I only had to convince him that being an agent for us would do great harm to the entire Russian society. Now, I admit I exaggerated quite a bit exactly how much damage. . . . ” Chan smiled.  “But that was the first step. We seemed to have persuaded him that these reports would need to be in great detail and that he will have to learn to handle cameras and communication procedures. I also pointed out that we can get him back to his people, whom otherwise he would never see again.” 
 Song interrupted. “But if the Russians are watching for him, how would he survive long enough to be of use?” 
 “Russians have trouble administering the Yupiks and other native groups. When you combine that with the fact that the Yupik are at least semi-migratory, that they change names several times during their lives, that they are spread over an immense area with few Russians, then coupled with the usual incompetent Russian bureaucracy, the Russians hardly know how many Yupik there are or where they live. However, Tupilaq agreed to some minor plastic surgery—after being convinced changing his face would not steal his soul. It will take very little adjustment, and no Russian will recognize him from the official descriptions. 
 “I told him we would insert him back into Chukotka and that his reports would be a combination of film and oral. We would try to train him in using a burst transmission radio. However, if he is unable to operate it properly, we would consider meetings with a submarine off the coast. Very little active patrolling is done off this part of Siberia, so there is little danger of his being detected. That would give us the option of bringing him back to China with the photographs and film and spending some weeks in careful debriefing before inserting him again into Chukotka.” 
 “All right, Senior Colonel,” said Zhang. “All of this sounds plausible, but please put together a more detailed report. General Song will review it and give approval before further operational plans are made.” 
 “Thank you, sir. I will send the report to you within the next few days. If approved, I think we could plan on being operational in about six weeks.” 
 “Thank you, Senior Colonel. I will look forward to your report. Now, as to the second new item you mentioned . . .” 
 “Yes, sirs. This relates to some interesting analyses being done by our Integrative Intelligence Unit of Major Liang.” 
 “Ah, yes,” said Zhang with a smile to Song. “Your ‘magic shop.’ I admit I was skeptical about the usefulness of computer simulations and . . . what do you call it again, General Song?” 
 “Potentialities.” 
 “Ah, yes, ‘potentialities.’” 
 Chan continued. “We have new information about an electronic spying facility the U.S. set up a year or more ago in northern Canada. This was noted in a previous report. We have now learned it’s referred to as Site 23.” 
 Song’s eyebrows rose slightly, “So, do you have any idea if this supposed site actually exists and where it is located?” 
 Zhang interrupted, looking at Song. “Site 23? Refresh me, Caiwen. I’m sure I heard of this, but the details . . . ” 
 “Yes, sir. Colonel Chan brought this to our attention about a year ago. There were some hints the Americans had established a new listening post to intercept communications from both us and the Russians. Of course, we all listen in on one another’s electronics, but what raised a flag in the ‘magic shop’ was that the Americans were recruiting analysts for an undisclosed location and with the expectation to be isolated for extended periods of at least months, possibly longer. We only accidentally learned of this through our agents within the Chinese community in the U.S. They interact with many Chinese and Chinese Americans who, while not formally acting in our interests, retain enough of an affinity to the homeland to pass on information. 
 “Most of what is gathered is of no particular interest, but one of these persons is a friend of a relative of someone recruited to spend a year working somewhere out of contact with even her family—except for infrequent letters, but nothing electronic. Given this person’s background and expertise, there was a good chance she was being recruited to work on something related to our internal affairs, likely for the CIA, the NSA, or some other acronym-agency of the Americans. The agent on site passed on the information, and it finally came to our attention. It was fed into one of our computer models—the one tracking Chinese living in the U.S. What came out was that at least two other Chinese-Americans with professional language, political, and/or cultural expertise in China are taking extended leaves from their current positions without an explanation of where they are or what they are doing.” 
 Zhang nodded. “Yes, it’s coming back to me now. And then the information from our former Russian comrades fit into this, as I recall.” 
 “Yes, sir. Through our back-door channels with Russian intelligence, we learned that they had noticed recruitment for Russian and Russian-language experts but within Canada, in this case. They only noticed because of an irate Russian culture specialist in the Department of European Studies at the University of British Columbia. This specialist was vocal in his community about how that university did not even have a full Russian department and only offered a minor degree in Russian. What set him off was that one of the only other Russian professors had just been granted a year’s leave to work for the Canadian government on some unspecified project. When we checked through our Vancouver contacts, we also found that a Chinese professor in the Asian Studies Department of the same university had taken a similar leave. In addition, an anthropology professor at a different university also disappeared. No one knows where he is or what he is doing.” 
 “Yes, yes,” said Zhang in a brusque tone, “but where does all this leave us? It might simply be a coincidence that these few Chinese and Russian experts are taking leaves.” 
 “True,” interjected Colonel Chan. “However, in one of the Canadian cases, we also found the family was told the person would be out of touch most of the next year. Our analysis of the different cases gave us a 55 percent estimate that all were being recruited for a joint U.S./Canadian intelligence operation focusing on both China and Russia, with a 38 percent chance it involved new eavesdropping technology.” 
 “Exactly 38 percent?” asked Zhang dryly. “Why not 38.2 percent? Or 37.12 percent?” 
 Chan flushed. “Of course, sir. You are correct. These are only rough estimations of probabilities, but the point is that the probabilities, even if crude, suggested something new was happening. But what made it more interesting was the follow-up information.” 
 “Follow-up?” 
 “Yes, sir,” said Song before Chan could speak. “I authorized the agent in the original case to try to find more information. They managed to read several letters written to the Chinese professor’s daughter in the last year, evidently sent originally from wherever this remote Site 23 was located. We are sure the subject had been directed not to reveal the location, and we assume there may have been some censorship of the letters, but a few small pieces of information managed to slip out. For example, the subject initially had trouble sleeping because of too much light. Given the time of year, this could indicate a very northerly location. Since Canada was involved, perhaps somewhere in Canada’s northern territories—which makes sense for a listening post over the pole.” 
 Song paused. “Then, about three months ago, several other letters arrived—they seem to come in batches at one- to three-month intervals, as if contact with the outside was physically restricted to these time periods. In one letter, the subject mentions walking and being unable to get coal dust out of a favorite sweater. The subject does not seem to like wherever this place is and commented that only a paleontologist would like it. 
 “So . . . the clues to the site are a remote location, close enough to the North Pole for long daylight hours, exposed coal deposits, and someplace where a paleontologist could find fossils. With those clues, it was straightforward to come up with a likely candidate—Ellesmere Island in Canada’s far north. At the time of year the letter was likely written, there would be between twenty and twenty-four hours of sunlight every day. The island is known to have large coal seams, many of which are exposed. The island is also considered an important location for fossils with the discovery several years ago of skeletons of what are believed to be among the first land vertebrates.” 
 Zhang assumed a sarcastic expression. “And what percentages do your computers give for this guess?” 
 Song smiled and nodded to Chan, who answered, “Sixty-six percent, sir. About as high an estimate as possible.” 
 “All right. So, let me summarize to see if I understand what we have. The Americans and Canadians have set up a new listening post on Ellesmere Island. It’s supposed to be secret and may include staffing by experts on both our country and the Russians. So far, I do not believe why this rises to a level that justifies communicating to a higher authority.” 
 “I agree, sir,” Chan responded eagerly. “This was merely an interesting finding—something that popped out of testing our new computer algorithms when we put in all the pieces of information. But then I asked our satellite imagery group for photos of Ellesmere Island. Although our satellites with photographic capability focus on orbits overflying the major nations and population centers, occasionally one or another of them either passes over Ellesmere or at least Ellesmere is in the edges of panoramic images. 
 “There are hundreds of thousands of images taken over many years. Our people modified image-processing programs to pick out any images that might show signs of human activity. Most of the images were of relatively poor resolution, taken either with inferior cameras or low-resolution newer cameras. However, there are so few humans living on Ellesmere, they were able to pick out about five thousand images for human examination. After eliminating images near the three known settlements on the island, they identified about two hundred as plausible evidence from this second round of selection. Although most of those two hundred were scattered randomly over the island, seven images clustered in one small area.” 
 Chan stopped, reached into his briefcase, and pulled out a folder with a tie-down flap. He opened it and removed a 20- by 28-centimeter photograph and laid it in front of Zhang.  
 Rising from his chair, Chan leaned over the table and pointed to the image. “This is a magnification of the original photograph.” He traced what might be a fuzzy but discernible line in the grainy image. “This possible line is what the computer originally flagged. When we look back at the original image, we find this.” Chan placed a second photograph in front of Zhang. This one was less grainy. Chan pointed again, this time to a small line appearing on the image and several fainter lines paralleling the first line. “Here we see what may be a series of lines. Now, of course, this could be an artifact of some natural terrain formations. But General Song requested the command operating the satellites to focus on this location with one of our newer higher-resolution cameras.” Chan laid a third photograph before Zhang. “This one clearly shows five parallel lines with several shorter lines lower on the image. Among the lines, and highly suggestive, though not clear, are what could be two vehicles among the shorter lines.” 
 They now had Zhang’s undivided interest. “I assume you believe this shows two vehicles, and I am inclined to agree. But what are the lines, and if there are vehicles, where are the structures?” 
 Song answered this time. “Our comrades in the satellite-imaging branch repeated the set of photographs a month later at approximately the same time of day. This far north, the sun’s position changes so quickly that its angle was much lower in the sky on the second run of photographs.” He nodded to Chan, who placed a fourth photograph next to the third one. 
 “Ay,” exclaimed Zhang. “What DO we have here?” Where in the previous photograph there were parallel dark lines, now there were additional, fainter lines perpendicular to the ends of the previously visible lines.  “Buildings. Several.” Zhang looked up at Chan, “How many buildings?” 
 Chan placed yet another photo before Zhang. “This is a computer-enhanced close-up of the same photograph.” 
 Where before they saw three anomalies, now there were at least a dozen—five in a row near a larger one and several smaller ones scattered mainly below the larger six. “Given the magnification, we estimate the five larger structures in a row and the sixth one below are all at least two stories. The smaller ones are one story but perhaps of different heights. We also estimate that assuming our size estimates and typical Antarctic stations’ staffing, there are likely somewhere around a hundred people here, with an estimated range of eighty to a hundred and fifty.” 
 Song pointed to the previous close-up photograph, “Notice, General, that even with the longer shadows you cannot see a roof. This can only mean careful camouflage. The roofs are either painted to resemble the surrounding terrain, or they used local earth and rocks to cover the roof.” 
 “Can we get some higher-resolution pictures?” Zhang asked Song. 
 “Not without retasking a satellite orbit to pass more directly over the site. However, if we change an orbit, the Americans will notice the change. I think we would like to keep them from suspecting we are aware of this site—at least, for the time being.” 
 Zhang nodded. “Yes, that is reasonable . . . as you say, for the time being.” 
 He continued looking at the last two photographs for perhaps a minute. “How are they resupplying and getting back and forth to the site?” 
 Chan nodded eagerly. “Yes, exactly what we wondered. But when we examine the photographs, there is no sign of a road. Granted that the terrain is rugged enough in places to support vehicles without a constructed roadway, we do not believe there is any route that could likely lead to a coastal site to dock a ship and transfer personnel, equipment, and supplies.” 
 Zhang raised one eyebrow and looked questioningly at Chan. “But if they are so clever with the buildings’ camouflage, could they not have also hidden a roadway?” 
 “In theory, yes, but the terrain is a jumble of jagged rock formations, hills and mountains, and flatter areas crisscrossed by melting water, at least some of the year. Some valley bottoms are covered by rocks and boulders up to five feet in diameter, others with just fine gravel. Even humans walking would have a slow time over much of the terrain, much less vehicles capable of transporting major loads of equipment and supplies. No, while we cannot completely rule out a land route from the coast, we believe it most likely all contact is by aircraft.” 
 Chan unfolded a map. “Here is a topological map of this part of Ellesmere covering thirty kilometers from the site in all directions.” He pointed to the site with a finger of his right hand, and about two-thirds of the way to the left edge of the map he used his left hand to indicate an apparently smoother area of terrain. “While we cannot see a plausible route to the coast, there is a potential route to this position. We, of course, cannot know the surface details, but this flat area appears lacking in the large rock formations or seasonal watercourses. The Americans have several types of transport aircraft that could land within this area. Again . . . assuming the surface is firm and debris free.” 
 Zhang sat back in his chair. “Given that all of this seems plausible, what are the problems? What can you so far not explain?”  
 Chan sat back in his chair and faced the two generals squarely. “We see three problems. The first is how they are providing the power to run such an operation of this size. They would have to fly in fuel almost weekly for heating and electricity generation. Second is why this particular place with the isolation and access problems? And finally, why go to all this effort to hide the facility? If it is merely a listening station, why bother hiding it, unless there is something special about either the location or the facility itself? Even such listening posts are almost a thing of the past with the level of technology in American satellites and over-the-horizon surveillance.” 
 Zhang shifted to more directly face Chan. “All right. Sum it up for me, Chan. What do we have, and what do you suggest?” 
 Chan nervously cleared his throat and look straight at Zhang. “We have a facility built in one of the most remote, inaccessible, and hostile places on Earth. While it might be a listening or radar installation or both, we cannot see the logic of placing it where they have. They have also taken major steps to hide the facility from satellites. All of which leads to the suspicion something is going on that the Americans want to keep secret. I see two possibilities. Either this is simply an example of something with no particular logic, and we are being paranoid, or something is going on that we need more information about. 
 “The simplest and most direct action is for us to try and find out more. As a first step, I suggest we direct our agents in America and Canada to carefully look for more information. We know at least one of the Chinese persons working at this site has family living in the United States and China. We should carefully explore recruiting this person—although their seclusion at the site makes it difficult. Second, both agents in place and other assets should look further for any information that might be related to this operation—Air Force crews on unexplained flights in the north, other personnel in both the military and civilian workforce with unexplained extended absences, rumors within the U.S. military or political branches, and so on. 
 “Finally, and this is something you would need to clear, is to change the planned orbit of our new surveillance satellite with higher-resolution cameras, due to be launched next month. At the moment, it is scheduled to replace a failing older satellite. By shifting the orbit only slightly, we can get an occasional closer overflight of Ellesmere—perhaps once every week. We can spread rumors that the satellite orbit did not quite set up as planned—which the Americans are always eager to believe of our technology. Then . . . we just wait for more information.” 
 Chan stopped, and Zhang looked at the wall for several moments before turning to Song in the adjacent chair. “Caiwen, go ahead with the first two actions. Before I suggest changing the satellite orbit, I will give you one month to find out more. I can ask that the launch be delayed that much, but no longer.” 
 With that, Zhang rose to his feet, followed quickly by Chan and more slowly by Song. “Thank you, Colonel, for your report. Do not feel disparaged if I tell you I suspect all this is over some coincidental events, and there are likely benign explanations for all this. But that is part of the purpose of your unit—to check out not only the likely but also the unlikely because it’s the latter that tends to rise up and bite us in the ass. I’ll expect an update in no more than four weeks.” 
   
 Twenty minutes later, a car passed through mile after mile of soybeans, grains, and occasionally crops such as beets, sunflowers, and flax. The rich earth of Heilongjiang Province made this region one of the most productive in China. About twenty kilometers southeast of Harbin, the car drove into low hills and tree groves amid the flat and fertile farmland surrounding Harbin. The fields of crops gave way to pastures and grazing dairy cows intermixed with small vegetable patches. 
 When they turned off the main road onto the smaller, gravel-covered road, the car hit a pothole and jolted Chan. “Sorry, sir,” said his driver. Chan had been staring into the distance as he sat in the back seat, paying no attention to the surroundings, except when his driver’s monotone noted that they were approaching the Intelligence Center. This brought Chan’s mind back to the moment. The car drove slower over the tree-lined bumpy road, deliberately left in poor condition to deceive casual passersby into believing the road led to nothing of note. They turned left into a stand of trees, then into a clearing and a chain-link fence with razor wire along the top. 
 Behind the fence lay manicured gardens surrounding what had been the Monastery of St. Jonah of Manchuria—named for a Russian Orthodox saint of the early twentieth century shortly after the Bolshevik Revolution. Although the complex had been expanded with modern buildings, Chan’s headquarters were within the original main building, which still boasted the onion-like spires of Russian architecture.  
 As they passed through the multiple outer security gates and the intervening kiosk, Chan pulled his thoughts back to today’s immediate consequences. He would meet with Major Liang and update him on the meeting with Zhang. Both he and Liang were convinced even more was going on with the Americans and Ellesmere Island than he’d reported to Zhang. He felt it prudent not to prematurely reveal their wilder speculations. 
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ROLES

   
   

Responsibilities

   
 Sinclair, Huxler, Andrew Jefferson, and Zach Marjek met in Sinclair’s office. Bre brought in a fresh coffee pot, set it on a warmer, smiled, and exited. Sinclair and Andrew helped themselves to a cup; Huxler and Zach demurred. They sat at a small round table and looked at one another for a few moments. Sinclair, with a slight smile and a raised left eyebrow, asked Andrew and Zach, “Well, how are you reacting to all this?” 
 Huxler, though, had a blank expression—something of an anomaly, given his usual avuncular manner. Yet his eyes searched the two younger men’s faces. 
 Andrew sighed. “I’m still wrapping my head around all this. Part of me wonders if this isn’t some elaborate put-on—a test of some sort. But that doesn’t make any sense. The resources to build this site . . . the staff . . . and the story itself all sound too fantastic not to be true.” 
 “All perfectly normal reactions, Major,” encouraged Huxler. “I would be worried if such thoughts weren’t going through your head. But what about you? How does all this affect Andrew Jefferson?” 
 Andrew stared into space for a moment, then said, “It’s going to take me some time to process all this—assuming I ever can. What’s certain is nothing will ever be the same for me. I know . . . nothing will ever be the same for any of us, but you’ve asked about me specifically.” 
 “And what about you specifically?” Huxler asked. 
 “I pretty much had a future for myself laid out. I would be in the army for many more years. I didn’t know how high I would rise, but I honestly thought I had a shot at stars someday. I’m realistic enough to know being black helps, but I thought I could do it on my own.”  
 Andrew paused, conscious he had the other three men’s full attention. He assumed Sinclair was assessing his second in command, and Huxler was making mental notes that would go into evaluations of their mental and psychological states. 
 Huxler suppressed a smile, certain he knew what Jefferson was thinking, as did Sinclair. Marjek? Huxler doubted he would ever be able to reliably judge what Marjek was thinking. 
 “I love the military,” said Andrew. “The order and working for a greater good were something missing where I grew up. It gives me a sense of being part of something greater, something I believe in. But now . . .” Andrew stopped speaking. 
 “And now?” urged Huxler. 
 Andrew smiled ruefully. “And now I wonder if my clear career path means anything. No . . . that’s not quite it. I guess I wonder what does it mean and how will it fit into a new reality? If this Object is what we all think it is, it may be the single most significant event in human history. My loyalty is to the United States. But this is beyond that. It involves the entire human race—not only now, but perhaps forever into the future. How do I feel, and how do I fit into all this? It’s like the ground shifted under my feet, and I’m not sure what to hold on to. I don’t exactly know how I’m reacting right now. Perhaps part of me is afraid I’ll never feel as certain again as to who and what I am.” 
 “And Zach, how about you?” said Huxler. 
 Zach grimaced. “Part of me hopes all of you are jack-shit crazy.” 
 Huxler laughed, Sinclair smiled, and Andrew raised an eyebrow. 
 “And if we’re not?” asked Sinclair. 
 “In that case, as Jefferson said, the field I’m playing on has just shifted. Imagine you’re in a football game on a standard field. You’re playing the game, giving it your all. The game is rough, but you know the rules and the size of the playing field. It’s a hundred yards long and fifty-something wide. Suddenly, in the middle of the game, you look around, and there are no more sidelines as far as you can see. You look toward the end zones, and they’re gone, too. What are the goals? When is the game over? How do you win? Maybe you don’t know which direction to go because the yard lines are gone, too. I need to have faith the game is still on, and there are rules even if I don’t understand them yet. I have to try to find out what the rules are, what the goals are.” 
 Zach paused, gathering more thoughts. The other three waited for him. 
 “As far as what I do, the same applies. The politics and issues driving covert action now seem so trivial. At least as relates to individual countries, including our own. I have to have some greater good to work toward—but if it’s not the U.S. anymore, then it must be everyone—the whole human race.” 
 Sinclair nodded in understanding. “Consider what it must be like for presidents who first find out.” 
 “Speaking of presidents, how much do they know about all this?” asked Andrew. 
 “Let’s just say it’s been a rough ride, though the current president knows what’s going on.” He paused, then continued. “Of course, maybe I’m a rogue officer doing all this on my own.” 
 “Right,” Andrew said sardonically. 
 “Though it’s no consolation, I assure you your responses are completely understandable. As you both indicated, the Earth under our feet has shifted, and it will take some time to adjust. Unfortunately, there is no time off for this. We’re in the middle of it and have jobs to do.” 
 Huxler had been silent the last few minutes, but when he spoke, his tone was serious. “I think the two of you understand that what’s happening here has permanent and unknown consequences for the entire human race—both our immediate and long-term future. I don’t think I exaggerate or sound too grandiose when I say the future of the human race may be centered within a few hundred yards of where we sit.” 
 Andrew and Zach sat silent, each in his own thoughts. 
 “All right,” said Sinclair, “given all this, let’s get to work. One item is a clear understanding of our four roles now that you know the stakes. My own role is obvious. I’m in charge here, and I report to people higher up the food chain. Wilbur here is officially the site shrink. But he’s more than that. Yes, he counsels staff, but he also keeps a finger on anyone or anything that might impact functioning and security. He gives the final okay on all potential new staff, too.” 
 “Well, actually, it’s me and my brother who do this,” said Huxler. “He’s also a ‘shrink’ and reviews all prospective staff. He doesn’t know what’s going on here, but he works with a set of guidelines on staff requirements and passes his reports on to me.” 
 “And he doesn’t ask questions?” queried Zach. 
 “He trusts me,” Huxler said simply. “I’ve told him this is for something extremely important and is to be kept absolutely quiet. He knows me enough to go along, but, of course, he’s curious.” 
 Sinclair continued. “One of Wilbur’s sidelines is profiling personalities, given limited data. He’s been sought after on several FBI and national security projects over the years. Wilbur is also here in case we make real contact with whomever, or whatever, is behind all this, and he can help evaluate what we find out.” 
 “Andrew, your job is second in command of this facility. On those times I’m off site, you will be in charge. You also give me more ‘hands-on’ reach into daily operations. One thing we’re possibly looking at is a major expansion in the next year or two—of both military and civilian staff. If that happens, we need an executive officer intimately familiar with all aspects of the project. That assumes control will remain with our military, even if the ratio of staff shifts to more civilians. 
 “You’ll also keep track of the five-man military team stationed here. Currently, they’re from Special Forces, with a Lieutenant Montero in charge. As far as they know, it’s an odd assignment to provide security in case of dangerous animals and to provide any support I, and now you, require. They spend most of their time roaming the surroundings, but you should try and find ways to keep them occupied and alert.” 
 Sinclair turned to Zach. “Your job is in some sense one of the more complex. While Andrew is formally second in command, your job is general security, watching for internal and external threats.” Sinclair turned again to Andrew. “On those occasions when you’re in charge of the site, listen to Zach. He has a range of direct action experience that you should take advantage of, and his record says he has an innate knack for assessing situations, a knack that can’t be taught or explained.” 
 Sinclair paused, then continued. “Let’s be blunt. We’re in such unknown territory we can’t predict exactly what might be necessary at some point. Jefferson, you’re part of the formal military, and by training—and, I believe, inclination—will follow rules and standard lines of thinking. There may come times when actions are needed that fall outside such normal guidelines. Zach is authorized to take any action he deems necessary to protect the project.” 
 Andrew frowned. “And what are the limits of this authorization?” 
 “No limits.” 
 “And who looks over his shoulder?” 
 “Here, it’s me. Off-site, the higher authorities ultimately review everything. I realize this is unsettling, but I can only say Zach’s past experience gives him a stack of chits high enough for us to put this trust in him. He’s also smart enough not to deliberately try to undercut you. I realize the potential conflict this puts you both in, but the two of you must work together.” 
 Both men nodded, Andrew somewhat doubtfully, Zach neutrally. Sinclair figured the two men would take some time to work out their relationship. With that thought, he changed the subject. 
 “We have several topics to go over tonight. One is how confident are we of the staff’s reliability, particularly as relates to security? And for that matter, what were some of the criteria for their being here in the first place?” 
 For the next hour, Huxler went through the entire Site 23 staff, sometimes only briefly summarizing why each member was approved and any relevant issues that might impact security and other times expounding longer on the individual. Huxler was only a minute into the first description when Zach said he wanted a notepad to take notes. 
 “As long as you keep it from falling into the hands of anyone who is not in this room,” said Sinclair. He went to the door, called out for Whitey, and asked the aide to scrounge around for what Zach requested. 
 Among the selection criteria Huxler listed were staff members’ ability to be away from their previous lives for extended periods without raising excessive attention, not having such fervent beliefs in any political or religious system that it could become a problem under unpredictable circumstances, having a reasonably mellow personality and an ability to get along with other staff members in closed environments, and having a flexible view of the world so that if their perceptions of the foundations of humanity were to change, they would still be capable of rational functioning. 
 “Of course, it’s a little more complex than that,” said Huxler, “and I don’t pretend we can be totally confident in our screening process. It’s simply the best we can do. 
 “How about you and General Sinclair?” asked Zach. “If you’re the screener, who screened you? And the general here? What about him?” 
 Huxler smiled. “No system is perfect. I suppose I should say most of the staff members were carefully screened. Leo Sinclair and Howard Mueller were vetted less because of their involvement in first finding the Object. I was brought in to set up future screening. 
 “I’ll also warn you that the screening doesn’t mean any specific individual might not have characteristics or a history that could become problematic. In many cases, the person’s expertise and availability were major factors. We simply did our best, given the situation’s constraints.” 
 “This brings up another point about current staff. Zach, you and Willie Larson are here for security and unforeseen circumstances. You both have clearance for Level 3, though Mr. Larson will apparently fill a slot in maintenance, giving him access to all levels. He won’t be formally aligned with you and security. There are also two other security men who’ve been here for several months and whose security function is kept hidden. Both have backgrounds similar to yours.  I believe you worked with one of them . . . Logan Porter.” 
 “Porter?” said Zach. “Yes. A good man. I already met him when we set up the new arms locker. We’ve worked together several times. He’s preternatural with a rifle. I’ve seen him hit a target so far away, I wasn’t even sure I could see it. Not that I expect we’ll need that talent here.” 
 “Hopefully not,” agreed Sinclair. “He’s slotted in general maintenance. The other man is Harry Houdin . . . goes by the nickname ‘Houdini.’ His background is similar to yours, Zach, but different operations. He’s one of the three cooks . . . something seemingly odd, but turns out he’s fully qualified. Also something of a womanizer but keeps it under control, as far as we can tell. Never pushes himself on any of the female staff.” 
 “Neither Porter nor Houdin will have access to Level 3. I assume you and Mr. Larson understand you will not share with them anything related to Level 3. As far as they are concerned, Level 2 is the secretive unit.” 
 Zach shook his head. “Not going to work. I don’t know about Houdin, but Porter already scoped out that Level 3 exists even without being told. I suspect it’ll be the same with Houdin. If we try to keep them totally out of the loop, they’ll end up snooping anyway. Best to let them know something else is going on without giving them details about exactly what.” 
 Sinclair’s eyebrows knitted, and he sat back in his chair. “If you feel you have to, just make sure you keep quiet about the Object’s existence.” 
 “All right,” said Zach. “I’ll arrange for Willie and me to meet with the other two men, so we can understand where we’re at. Over the next week or so, I’ll assess the general security situation here and discuss it with Major Jefferson. Among other things, I’ll examine all parts of the site and the surrounding few miles. One thing off the top of my head is what about outsiders deliberately or accidently coming upon the site? The earlier briefing discounted this happening, but now I’m looking at it from a different perspective. How seriously to take any interlopers is a function of what’s being hidden.” 
 “Highly unlikely but not impossible,” said Sinclair. “We’ve never had any outsider stumble on us. You’ve been told about the few people at the Grise Fiord settlement and the Eureka and Alert research and weather stations. 
 “No . . . those three sites are not a problem. What might become an issue is an increase in tourists, mining, and an exploration of fossil fields. Canada is slowly letting tour companies bring in tourists for hiking experiences, based on several campsites in northern Ellesmere. The number of people is still in the scores and only during three to four months of summer, so we don’t see this as a problem. There are also huge coal deposits, especially on the Fosheim Peninsula where Eureka is located. We don’t see this as a problem either, both because the world economy is shifting away from coal and because Canada appears to be in no rush to exploit these coal beds. 
 “The only potential near-term problem is due to rich fossil beds within fifty miles of here, especially near the Strathcona Fiord. Unfortunately, while not as rich as elsewhere, there have even been fossil finds by the staff not far from here. So far, the Canadian government has kept researchers well away, but be aware.” 
 Zach nodded and turned to Andrew. “Over the next few days, I’ll take a look around the site and the immediate terrain and go over with you anything I spot that I think impacts security.” 
 “I’ll do some of the same,” said Andrew, a little gruffly. 
 Sinclair sympathized. He’d put Jefferson in an awkward position with lack of clarity about a command structure, but he didn’t doubt the major would not let it affect his doing the best job possible. Marjek was another matter. The CIA agent was accustomed to operating under a loose organization. Sinclair had deliberately left some ambiguity in how they would interact—judging that Marjek would perform best without being tied to formal guidelines . . . he hoped. 
 “Any questions?” asked Sinclair. 
 “No questions about security,” said Zach, “at least for now. But . . . we’ve sort of danced around the big issues. Exactly what the hell is the Object and is it a danger to . . . well . . . I guess a danger to everything, meaning the whole damn human race?” 
 “Aren’t both answers obvious?” said Andrew. “It’s got to be an artifact of an alien civilization far beyond us.” 
 “Are you sure it’s an artifact?” asked Zach softly. 
 Neither Sinclair nor Jefferson spoke immediately, though a smiled tweaked one corner of Huxler’s mouth. Finally, Andrew spoke slowly. “You’re suggesting the Object is alive?” 
 Zach shrugged. “I don’t have any idea, but I’d warn against making any assumptions.” 
 “Trust me,” said Sinclair. “This question has been the topic of arguments among the scientific staff right from the beginning. I’m inclined to agree with Zach that nothing should be ruled out.” 
 Sinclair tapped a finger in the tabletop. “Unfortunately, that view also has to apply to potential dangers. You’ll undoubtedly be witness to and drawn into political, economic, and philosophical arguments about what this could mean. I’ll leave it there for now until you have a chance to settle into our odd little community.” 
   
 When the other participants left Sinclair’s office, he had only a few moments to reflect before Bre announced his next meeting was with Emily Wilderman. The site doctor waited to give Sinclair her weekly report on staff health. For the next twenty minutes, he gave, he believed, a credible appearance of paying attention to the list of medical cases: a broken toe by a maintenance worker, a kitchen day-helper with a minor scald, a routine bladder infection resolved with antibiotics, two hangovers, an IUD insertion (patient name not revealed), and a summary health report on the new arrivals. 
 He asked enough questions that the doctor didn’t realize his mind was focused on the new arrivals and on wondering at their effect on progress. He found optimism elusive. 
   

Savant’s Assistant


 

 Jason was working with the other two VR men and the Level 3 IT staff, unpacking and starting the long job of getting the system running. When Jill walked into the room, she surveyed with curiosity the chaos of wadded plastic wrap, coils and stretched-out wiring and optical cable, large and small computer components she had no clue about, and four men and one woman arguing.  
 “I don’t care if that’s the way you did it at VR, Inc.,” said Carolyn Graham, “there’s no space to do it that way here.” 
 Her opinion was directed at Harold Nieze, whose face glowed a shade redder than normal. Despite Jill being curious to hear more, Dr. Huxler had appropriated her from Bre to carry out one of her new duties, as a general gofer and message relayer. 
 “Jason,” she said loud enough to get his attention. “Dr. Huxler wants to see you in his office.” 
 Jason stomped off, gratified to leave his coworkers to sort out the latest of many disagreements but wondering why Huxler had summoned him. Part of Huxler’s monitoring staff conditions? Thus, he was surprised at Huxler’s first words. 
 “Jason, I want to talk with you about Freddie Hoyle.” 
 “Hoyle?” said a puzzled Jason. “What about Freddie?” 
 “I know you only just arrived, but have you talked with him?” 
 “We’ve had a couple of mathematics discussions in Level 3. Why do you ask?” 
 “Obviously, Freddie is not an average person. He has some peculiarities that make it difficult for him to interact with people.” 
 “Well, yeah, he’s a bit of an oddball, but for some of the circles I’ve traveled in, he’s not so out of sync with others.” 
 “Come now, Jason, I doubt it took you long to realize Freddie is more than just a little out of sync. The reason I’m talking to you about Freddie is I’m hoping you and he get along well. He tends to be withdrawn and prefers not to interact with other people.” 
 Huxler stopped speaking and scanned the first page of a folder. “Have you talked with Freddie about his background? You know . . . his family, where he went to school, whatever?” 
 “No, not really. Oh, I asked a few of the usual questions, but I got the feeling he gets antsy when asked about personal matters. We pretty much stick to mathematics. I admit it’s quite an experience trying to keep up with him. Or, should I say, not be left too far behind.” 
 “You shouldn’t take it personally,” said Huxler. “He’s the same with everyone he interacts with . . . to different degrees. He seems to feel more at ease with some people than others, though I haven’t come up with any clue why one person and not another. He seems more at ease with Chunhua and Zooty, among the previous Level 3 people. I’m hoping to add you to that limited group. 
 “He was originally diagnosed as exhibiting symptoms of Asperger’s syndrome. Trouble in recognizing nonverbal communication. Limited understanding of emotional states of other people. Trouble understanding his own emotions. And often clumsy physically. Naturally, there are wide variations, as with all such diagnoses. 
 “With Asperger’s, the person often functions well enough in society to need minimal outside assistance. You may be aware there is a relatively high occurrence of savants within Asperger’s people. Still a small percentage, but much higher than the general population. Such savants can have prodigious memories and skill with numbers and higher mathematics. 
 “An Asperger savant is very identifiable from an autistic savant. Whereas the latter may not be able to communicate or may do so poorly and sporadically, the Asperger talks well, although sometimes very fast. 
 “In Freddie’s case, there’s no question he’s a savant in mathematics, the one area where Simeon seems willing, even eager, to share knowledge. That’s assuming we can assign an emotion to whatever Simeon is. Everything we do to get him engaged with humans is important, and, of course, there’s the potential for advances in mathematics leading who knows where? As far as I can understand of what Freddie and Simeon talk about, they’ve been delving into advanced areas of mathematics. 
 “One problem is we’re so short-staffed. I suspect we need hundreds of mathematicians working with Simeon, but we’ve been stuck with only Freddie. I hope you can help communicate to Sinclair and me the significance of their conversations.” 
 “If Hoyle . . . uh . . . Freddie is what you say, I’m surprised his family let him come here,” said Jason. 
 Huxler shrugged. “It turned out to be a relatively easy sell. My brother is a colleague of the psychologist working with Freddie’s family—that’s how he came to my attention. A casual comment that Freddie might do better with a simpler environment and things to focus his attention on rang a bell with me. We’d been working with Simeon a few months by then, and it was apparent he was willing to go into mathematics more than other topics. The problem was that everyone we had at Site 23 had reached the limit of their mathematics. My brother arranged for me to meet with his colleague and Freddie’s family. Naturally, I didn’t reveal details of Site 23, just that it seemed a potential solution to both our and their problems. After some hesitation, the family agreed to give it a try. 
 “I thought I’d give you some clues about interacting with Freddie. You’ll notice he’ll jump from one topic to another or, more precisely, he’ll jump from your point of view, but it may or may not be from his. It’s okay to try to bring him back, but don’t push it too much, at least immediately. You may have to wait a bit and then try to steer him back if it’s important. If he says something nonsensical, there may be a logical flow to it, or he may have simply switched topics. Just go with it and don’t judge. 
 “Oh, and don’t be surprised if he asks inappropriate personal questions. He’s not good at recognizing boundaries. Either answer, if you want to, or just tell him it’s ‘personal’ in a friendly but not accusatory voice, and he’ll generally accept it and move on. 
 “One aspect should work to everyone’s advantage. He can be very focused, especially involving mathematics. He might get impatient with you if he thinks something is obvious and you keep asking questions. From experience with Freddie, I suggest admitting your lack of understanding and tell him you’re not as smart as him and would like his help. He may not recognize the emotional states of others well, but he responds when the other person admits limitations.  
 “Given our staffing situation, we’re fortunate to have Freddie. There’s also some interesting background. Freddie is the grandson of his namesake, Fred Hoyle, a British astronomer and mathematician. The grandfather is known primarily for contributing to the concept of stellar nucleosynthesis—how all the elements beyond hydrogen, helium, and lithium were generated by fusion within suns, rather than present at the origin of the universe. 
 “Many physicists think Hoyle should have received a Nobel Prize in physics, but his controversial stances on various topics, such as rejecting the ‘Big Bang’ theory of the universe’s origin and proposing life on Earth didn’t evolve here, made him too many enemies in the scientific world. It’s ironic that Hoyle coined the term ‘Big Bang’ but used it to make fun of scientists supporting the theory. He also wrote science fiction in collaboration with his son.” 
 “I’d heard of him,” said Jason, “but not the details. And talk about ironic . . . this senior Hoyle expounded on life elsewhere in the universe and wrote science fiction, and here we are listening to his grandson converse with an alien whatever from somewhere out there.”



 

 


 


CHAPTER 17

   
   




DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE

   
   
 Three days passed before the new Level 3 staff met again as a group. Everyone had had time to think of what the first briefings had revealed, read past reports, talk to the previous Level 3 staff members, and settle into the site’s routines but had yet to individually interact with Simeon. 
 They gathered at 8:00 a.m. in the Level 3 conference room. Jason was the first to speak.  
 “When can we talk with Simeon or whatever this thing is?” 
 “That’s coming,” said Mueller, “but you need some more background.” 
 “And why so much secrecy?” asked Ralph. “This has got to be the biggest event in history. We need a hundred times as many people working on this. A thousand. Ten thousand!” 
 Sinclair answered, “Yes, we’re all aware of how limited our resources are, considering the magnitude of this. But think carefully of what would happen if the existence of the Object became known worldwide.” 
 “People would be amazed at the most exciting thing possible,” enthused Ralph. 
 “Chaos,” said Zach, shaking his head. “Consider the effects on economies, religions, general society.” 
 “But you can’t keep something like this secret. It’s too big and will eventually come out,” Jill protested. 
 Huxler raised a hand for attention. “Let’s think for a moment. What would be some consequences of such a revelation? How about economic effects?” 
 “What economic effects?” asked Ralph. 
 Jason grimaced. As brilliant as Ralph was at programming, his naiveté could be annoying. “Uncertainty. I’ve dabbled with the stock market and even considered working for investment companies at one point—they were interested in modeling investor behavior. I quickly realized I didn’t like almost anyone working in the industry, but a major lesson I learned was about the effects of uncertainty. Investors and companies fear not knowing more than anything. If they have reasonable assurances of the future playing field, no matter what specific issues they may have . . . you know, regulations, taxes, politics, and so on . . . then they have a degree of confidence in their projections. Without such confidence, they become frozen—not wanting to make decisions.” 
 “But how does that relate to the Object, alien thing, whatever?” asked Jill.  
 “Consider the energy companies,” Jason said.  
 Jill threw a blank stare back at Jason. 
 “Energy, Jill,” Jason said impatiently. “The oil companies’ business is energy. What do we have here? Whatever the thing is, it’s drawing on an unknown energy source. It communicates with us, maintains a fixed position that must require energy, and God knows what else it does and can do. And all that without any obvious energy source.” 
 “But how are the oil companies affected?” asked Jill. 
 “It tells us there’s a source of energy we don’t recognize. Half of developing new technologies is knowing what’s possible. While we might take a long time to determine what the Object is drawing on, the energy companies will figure it will happen someday.” 
 “Jason’s right,” said Zach. “And they will change their current and future plans. They will be hesitant to sink huge funds into new oil and gas fields they can’t be sure will be used decades down the road, and they’ll turn to shorter-term projects. Of course, the other side of the coin is they might sink more resources into research trying to figure out our little friend. Who knows?” 
 “A major decline in the stock market is guaranteed,” said Andrew. “Once investors realize anything new is likely decades off, at best, the stocks would recover, but a major recession in the world economy might be inevitable, especially after all the other fallout from public disclosure.” 
 “And you can easily dream up scenarios where almost any sector of the economy could be affected,” said Jason. “It wouldn’t even need to be based on anything real . . . just rumors. Given the state of the media and the blogosphere, every crackpot idea will get a hearing. Imagine rumors that the Object is giving us information on how to cure all diseases. What happens to the drug industry stocks?” 
 They bandied potential economic effects back and forth for perhaps another ten minutes until Huxler changed the discussion’s direction. 
 “Leaving aside pure economics for the moment, consider the religious implications.” 
 Ralph groaned. “Oh, man. You’re right. That could be really scary. The wackos will come out of the woodwork like you couldn’t possibly believe.” 
 “How religions would respond is a big question,” argued Huxler. “My own feeling is the major religions would accommodate the new reality of the universe, but the fringe groups are likely to go crazy. Just how crazy is anybody’s guess.” 
 “I can imagine the sermons already,” said Andrew. “Satan returned to Earth! Scientists are minions of the Dark Lord out to destroy the world! Blasphemy!” 
 “Would it really get that bad?” asked Jill, aghast. 
 “I’m afraid so, at least in some places,” added Zach.  
 Huxler moved them along again. “Then there’s the international ramifications.” 
 Zach grunted. “In the old days, you might worry about starting a real war over this, unless the U.S. was willing to share everything with all other countries. Those days are probably past, but the uproar would be huge.” 
 “But at some point, aren’t we going to share all of this with the other countries anyway?” asked Ralph. 
 “Are we?” replied Huxler with a professorial tone—as if asking them to consider before responding. 
 “Listening to these briefings, I didn’t hear all that much of value to share except the thing’s existence,” said Jill. 
 “Nothing now,” said Sinclair. He had been silent, but the way he emphasized the word now got their attention.  
 “So, you’re looking to the future and anticipating more from the Object,” stated Zach. “What kind of things? I’m guessing fantasies about limitless energy, curing diseases, and more. But surely that’s off into the future? I agree with Jill. You don’t seem to have gotten much from Simeon.” 
 “Only if you look from a short-term perspective, such as ‘What has it told us this week?’” said Huxler. “But think about the totality of what we’ve gleaned so far.” 
 “Wilbur is correct,” said Mueller. “I’ve been plotting anything new and when it happened. Now, this has only been my own interpretation of something new transmitted to us either deliberately by Simeon or by our deductions. Although there hasn’t been all that much, the limited data points I’ve plotted are awfully suggestive of an exponential relationship’s early stages.” 
 Most of the group nodded or at least pretended they understood Huxler. Jill had no inhibitions about admitting ignorance. 
 “Exponential relationship? What does that mean? 
 Mueller smiled. “Consider if every day someone gives you a dollar, and you save it. If you plot on a graph the total money you’ve saved, the graph is a straight line because the amount each new day is the same. This would be a linear relationship between days and money saved. But what if each day the amount of money doubles? Then, instead of a straight line, you get a curved line that goes higher each day than the day before. What if on day one, he gives up one new piece of information? Then on day two, he gives two pieces; on day three, four; on day four, eight new pieces; and on and on. On the thirtieth day, he would give us three billion new pieces of information.” 
 Jill’s eyes bugged out. She didn’t quite follow Mueller’s explanation, but the looks on the other people’s faces told her most of them had, and they believed what he had said. “Okay, so you’re saying by the end of the month, who knows what he would be giving us?” 
 “Right,” said Mueller, “but the problem is we don’t know Simeon’s timeline. What could be a short timetable for him might be decades for us. Even if I’m right, there’s no way to know when we would get to a meaningful point in my exponential curve.” 
 “But let’s go back to the issue of sharing,” emphasized Sinclair. “If we are sharing with the world, what if he tells us something we wouldn’t want some other country to know?” 
 “Not only other countries,” said Zach. “Maybe things individuals shouldn’t know. An easy way to make a nuclear bomb or create a plague in your basement, mind control, or any science-fiction nightmare you can dream up.” 
 Jill hesitated, her face pale. “But,” she stammered, “that’s impossible—isn’t it?” 
 “Impossible for us,” said Mueller, “but we have absolutely no idea about the limitations of Simeon’s knowledge.” 
 “I’m afraid I have to agree,” Huxler said sadly, his ordinarily cheerful countenance somber. “As much as I believe openness is best, if not in the short term, then long term, here we’re dealing with a literal Pandora’s box. Once opened, God knows what knowledge gets out. There simply is no limit to the potential catastrophe.” 
 “And the U.S. being the only country to have such knowledge would be better?” Willie asked derisively. “I think we all know government agencies and individuals where the answer would be, ‘Hell no!’” 
 Jill’s face turned paler. “But then . . . no one should have such knowledge.” 
 “Maybe we’re catastrophizing,” said Huxler. “But the point is that we don’t know what the level of risks could be or on what timetable. Howard’s graph is suggestive, but with too few points and too short a timeframe. For all we know, the danger might only manifest millennia from now.” 
 “Or never—if my graph is wrong.” 
 “The thing is . . . the Object is here now,” said Sinclair. “We are here now. We’re forced into a situation where we need to find out as much as we can as fast as we can. It’s been a minor miracle that we’ve kept everything quiet this long. Even as restrictive as we’ve been, more and more people suspect something is going on here. Pilots land supplies on a nonexistent airstrip. Level 1 and Level 2 staff members return to their lives. Despite warnings, people are people. Word will inevitably leak out.   
 “So,” said Sinclair, “given what you know and what we just talked about, you’ve got to be wondering why are you here? How does the Virtual-Reality system fit into all this?” Sinclair turned to Mueller. “Howard?” 
 “You’ve had a summary of the project’s history, read transcripts, and listened in on other people talking with Simeon. Understand that we have reached an impasse. Many of our interactions have focused on establishing communication, but so far we’ve learned very little about either what the Object is or its purpose on Earth. Simeon has absorbed whatever we gave him about the human race and history, but nothing reciprocal has come back. Although I was not initially in favor of it about a year ago, we proposed a quid pro quo status with Simeon. Further information from our end must be followed by us getting something in return, with a veiled threat that we’ll cut off all communication, even casual conversation. This was General Sinclair’s proposal, and, as you might imagine, it touched off a firestorm of arguments around here.” 
 “But what would you hope to gain?” asked Jason. “I would think it held all the cards.” 
 “Intentions,” said Zach. 
 “Right,” agreed Andrew. “When you’re unsure what an opponent plans, you force it to take action or, in this case, make an intention evident. Because the Object was being obstinate, the idea was to make it respond to a cut-off threat.” 
 “But what if it did nothing? What if the Object didn’t really care about talking to us?” asked Jill. 
 Zach looked at Jill and shook his head. “Then that would be a response. It could be telling us it either didn’t care or thought it could outlast us.” 
 “I understood Leo’s reasoning, even if I didn’t agree,” said Mueller. “We made the proposal to exchange, gave logical arguments, and waited for a response. Note that we didn’t explicitly say we would stop communicating, but we figured Simeon would get the implication. It turned out to be a breakthrough. What happened was that the Object, Simeon, didn’t respond for several days. We had about concluded that Zach’s scenario was right—it didn’t care.” 
 Sinclair’s smile was a break from his normally severe expression. “Don’t think I wasn’t about to admit my idea had been a disaster, when suddenly my reputation as a brilliant strategist was saved.” 
 “Simeon reappeared on the fourth day,” said Mueller, “right at 9:00 a.m.—which was the mutually agreed-on time for regular contact. As with everything here, it was recorded, and we’ll play the interchange for you.”  
 With that, Mueller activated the wall monitor, and Huxler turned down the room lights. 
 Mueller faced them, removed his glasses, and wiped them with his handkerchief. “What you will see is the recording of Simeon talking to us. Our side was recorded, voice only, and overlaid on the Simeon recording to show both sides of the conversation. So, you’ll see and hear Simeon and hear my voice. I’ll stop the recording when I want to comment or you have questions. Comments are also inserted into the dialogue. You should be able to distinguish those added comments.” 
 Mueller touched a key and kept his hand poised above the keyboard in readiness to stop and start the recording to hear comments. 
 Simeon’s face appeared on the monitor. He looked straight ahead but did not speak. 
 Mueller’s voice was the first sound. To the listeners, Mueller seemed to be straining to sound nonchalant. 
 “Hello, Simeon. How are you today?”

 “Of course, we had no idea whether Simeon or the Object understood the meaning of such phrases in opening a day’s interactions. Simeon seemed to understand it was a human formality to indicate polite interest of one party in the other’s well being.” 
 “Hello, Howard. I am fine today. And yourself?”


“I am fine also. It’s a beautiful day here today.”  
 Mueller paused, then continued. “I must say we were a little worried about you. We haven’t heard from you for several days.”


“Our last conversation required consideration before reaching a decision.”


“And has a decision been made?” asked Mueller with a hint of trepidation in his voice. 

“Yes, Howard. We will continue our conversations but within limitations and conditions.”


“And what are those limitations and conditions?”


“I understood you require more information on what I am and what my intentions are.”

 “At this point in the recording,” said Mueller, “the listeners could hear murmurings in the background, probably in response to hearing that Simeon understood the purpose of the threatened blackout.” 
 Simeon continued. “I agree to tell you something of myself, although I warn you in advance some of the answers will not be satisfying. In return, you will tell me more about each of you individually and your culture. I see Jeff and Wilbur are present. Although we have spoken many times, you have not told me anything about each of you, except that you are different individuals and have single names. I want to know everything possible about yourselves, a wider range of humans, and as much as possible about human history and interactions.”

 Simeon smiled. Mueller didn’t speak, nor did the others listening to the original session because there were none of the low murmurings in the recording as before. This lasted for almost a minute. 

“Simeon,” said Mueller, breaking the silence with wonder in his voice, “you smiled.”

 “Howard, if I understand correctly, the change in facial expression you refer to as a ‘smile’ is part of your nonverbal communication. It can have many different meanings. Such as the sharing of a positive common thought or memory, the successful completion of a task, a surprise, or, as in this case, the anticipation of a question or an event.” 
 “In this case? You mean you are anticipating a question from us?” 
 “Yes, but let me first give the other condition for our continued interactions. You, of course, want knowledge. The obvious difference in our technology levels can have no other result than your wanting access to advanced technology.”

 Mueller paused the recording. “As you can imagine, the audience listening to the interchange collectively held their breath.” 
 Simeon continued.
“There is the possibility of your accessing some technology you are as yet unfamiliar with, but the limitations and timeline will almost certainly be a disappointment.”

 At this point, Jason interrupted. “Can you stop again for a second?” 
 Mueller complied. 
 “But Simeon already told us something important,” he enthused. 
 “It says whatever technology is behind the Object is not beyond humans,” Zach added confidently. “Only that we haven’t gotten there yet.” 
 “Yes, yes, yes!” Jason joined in. “And knowing something is possible is half the solution!” 
 “But knowing something is possible doesn’t tell you how long it will take,” Harold said in a discouraging tone.  
 “How long is a separate issue from knowing it exists,” said Sinclair. The others turned to look at the general. Philosophical utterances from him were not expected. “Just knowing that a given technology is inevitable will alter the course of that and other technologies, not to mention fallout in social patterns, religion, and every other aspect of human civilization.” 
 Mueller restarted the recording. “. . . but the
limitations and the timeline will almost certainly be a disappointment.”


“Then how is this going to be significantly different from before? Not giving us information immediately may be considered no different from getting information too slowly,” said Mueller. 

“That is something only you can decide. I am limited to what I can tell you. If this is not satisfactory, nothing else can be done.”

 Mueller stopped the recording. “As you can see, while we did get an indication of more information to be forthcoming, we had no idea of the effort it would take or the time.” 
 “On the other hand,” said Harold, “what choice did you have?” 
 “None, not really,” replied Mueller. “We played about the only card we had—threatening not to communicate.” 
 “We can skip forward now to some later recordings, but let’s stay with what you’ve heard so far,” said Huxler. “Suffice it to say that while it was a frustrating process at times, we did establish more of a dialogue. But the next recording is a collage of exchanges over the next couple of months.” 
 “One thing to be aware of.” said Mueller. “We believe Simeon was learning how to carry on a conversation. By this, I mean not only asking and answering questions, but starting to learn to anticipate questions, how to interpret subtleties of questions and answers, and, perhaps most important, beginning to uniquely interact with various staff members in slightly different ways.” 
 “Different how?” asked Andrew. 
 “Let me give you one clear-cut example,” said Huxler. “When Simeon talks with Freddie, they talk almost entirely mathematics. With Jeff or Rachel, Simeon questions them about the meaning of words and language structure.” 
 Zach pursed his lips for a moment. “By languages, you mean in general or English specifically.” 
 “Interesting point,” said Mueller. “Once we asked whether he was interested in other languages besides English. Simeon said the information that other languages existed was sufficient for the moment—with an implication he would be interested in learning other languages later.” 
 “Later?” said Harold. “Like, what later time or why would he be interested then?” 
 Howard smiled. “Two questions that help illustrate some of our current frustration. On the question of when Simeon might be interested in other languages, the answer was always later. There’s been some discussion that perhaps Simeon’s time sense is different than ours, or maybe he doesn’t care about specific time intervals.” 
 “Or he doesn’t want to tell you the answer,” said Zach. 
 “Correct. Which leads to the second issue, which is Simeon won’t always give answers. In this case, what would make him interested in other languages? This and other questions, he commonly answers by saying he doesn’t know.” 
 “Doesn’t know when or why he will want to use other languages?” said Jason, rubbing the back of his neck with his left hand. “Doesn’t this imply he has an agenda, a schedule, or some predetermined criteria for when certain things will come to pass? In this case, he will know when the time is right for him to learn other languages, based on events, or whatever, that lead to a decision.” 
 “Our conclusion as well,” agreed Huxler. “Which means, as you say, that there is something of a schedule. But then, if there’s a schedule for what he wants to learn, might there be a schedule for when he tells us more?” 
 “What if Simeon is lying?” asked Jill. 
 Huxler shook his head. “We can never totally rule that out, but so far we haven’t been able to catch Simeon in a lie.” Huxler smiled ruefully, “Of course, that may only mean he’s cleverer than we are—not an impossibility.” 
 Zach seemed unsatisfied. He shook his head slightly. “Have you considered another possibility? What if he actually does not know? You’re assuming Simeon, or whatever the Object is, is fully conscious of a purpose. You’re also assuming it’s a single entity or whatever.” 
 Seconds of silence followed—not the silence of inactivity, but the silence of so much mental activity as to preclude anything else. Finally, Huxler spoke first. “So . . . you’re suggesting what? There’s more than one part of the Object, or we’re in communication with only one of a larger pool of . . . what?” 
 “How would I know?” Zach said. “It occurs to me to wonder who named him Simeon? Not a common name. Why not Bill or Einstein or Joe-Bob?” 
 “Simeon chose the name from a list of first names he requested,” said Mueller. 
 “Did he say why he chose Simeon?” asked Ralph. 
 Huxler frowned, wrinkling his mouth to one side as he considered the question. “It was another of those cases where we got no clear answer. But I do remember he asked for the meaning of the names. We told him names tended to have origins, but most meanings were lost, and names are now simply identifiers.” 
 Mueller turned to a keyboard and a monitor to his left, keying in and speaking as if to himself. “Yes, but I remember we sent him a list of names with their origins. Let’s see . . . we have the file here somewhere,” he mused, scrolling through directories and files. “Here we go . . . the file First Names and Derivations.” 
 “Simeon,” Mueller read off the screen. “The son of Jacob and Leah in the Old Testament. Founder of one of the twelve tribes of Israel. Derivation possibly from the Hebrew phrase shama on, meaning ‘he has heard.’ Similar roots to the names and phrases translated such as ‘God has heard’ and ‘“listens to the words of God.’”  
 This started an eruption from the entire group. 
 Sinclair quieted the group down and was about to suggest discussing this more later, when Zach broke in again, speaking softly. “Think of another possible source of the name ‘Simeon.’ Not the ancient origin. Think of a single word sounding similar. Something several of you have had intimate contact with.” 
 Andrew’s eyes widened. He whispered something, mainly to himself, then louder for all to hear and with a wondering tone, “Simulation.” 
 Ralph jumped on it first. “Holy fucking shit! He’s a simulation?” 
 “But, of course, he’s a simulation,” asserted Mueller with a puzzled, almost irritated tone. “He’s the visual construct we see on the screen. Obviously, whatever the Object is, alien, AI, whatever, it’s not a middle-aged man with thinning light brown hair and brown eyes.”  
 Huxler became thoughtful. “We’ve been assuming the image we see is the Object’s way of giving us something similar to ourselves, at least visually, to put us more at ease.” He paused for a moment and looked at Zach. “But you have something else in mind?” 
 “What if Simeon is an intermediary? A projection the Object believes will make us more comfortable. In that case, the Object could either be honestly trying to communicate or deliberately hiding its true purpose.” 
 “Wait a minute,” said Jill. “Why hide anything?” 
 Huxler responded before Zach could. “Zach’s right. It could be hiding its real agenda for reasons that could be benign or malevolent. Remember, this thing is alien. We have to be cautious about humanizing it. It’s possible we may never understand its purpose, even if it tried to explain it to us—the differences may be a chasm where we can’t even see the other side.” 
 Mueller was not convinced, but he was considering Huxler’s words when Jill spoke. “Have you asked whether it lies or knows its purpose?” 
 The physicist reacted, annoyed. “Well, of course, we’ve asked what its purpose is. As for lying, we’ve looked to catch it leading us astray or outright lying but haven’t detected anything yet . . . as I said just a few minutes ago.” 
 “That’s not what I meant. Not whether you think it’s lying, but whether you asked if it could lie. And not whether it would reveal a purpose, but does it know what its purpose is?” 
 The reformulations of the two questions stopped Mueller, as he considered. Huxler turned and paced along a room’s wall, hands clasped behind his back, then he turned and said admiringly, “Jill’s right. Perhaps we’ve not asked the right questions.” 
 “Ask him,” ordered Sinclair. 
 Mueller turned back to the waiting head on the monitor and reconnected the sound. “Simeon, we have a couple of questions we would like to ask.” 
 “But, of course, Howard, I’m always happy to talk with you.” 
 “Yes, but talking is not the same as answering. Do you understand the difference?” 
 Simeon’s face lost its expression for a second, as if either retrieving or constructing an answer. “Talking is a form of audio communication between or among individuals or groups. The communication method is usually through a spoken language, but other forms of communication can qualify as talking. Answering is in response to questions either communicated directly or implied. Individual A could ask a question of individual B. If B responds with information satisfying A, then B is said to have answered.” Simeon’s face lost the blank look. “Is that a correct understanding?” 
 “Yes, Simeon, that is correct. Do you understand what a lie is?” 
 This time, Simeon answered immediately, “A lie is to respond to a question with an incorrect answer.” 
 Huxler made a cutoff motion with his left hand hanging at his side. Mueller saw the motion and switched off the microphone. 
 “Jill has me thinking skeptically. His answer could be a way to avoid answering without directly lying.” 
 “Push him,” said Sinclair. “His answer was true but not complete.”  
 Mueller turned back to Simeon, “Your answer was not complete. The answer could be incorrect, but the person giving the answer could believe it to be correct. Therefore, it would not be a lie. A lie is when a deliberately incorrect answer is given. Do you understand?” 
 “Yes, Howard, I understand.” 
 “Very good, Simeon, but here is one more aspect of lying. If an individual gives information it knows would be an incorrect answer if a specific question were asked, then that also is a lie.” 
 “Nice nuance,” whispered Sinclair. 
 “Simeon . . . can you lie?” 
 “Why are you asking, Howard?” 
 “We can discuss that later, Simeon. For the moment, please answer my question. Can you lie?” 
 “Knowing the reason for the question would help me understand humans and formulate an accurate answer.” 
 “Obfuscating,” murmured Huxler. 
 Mueller continued. “Please understand, Simeon, to humans, to avoid answering a question can be a tactic to give an answer that is considered negative. In this case, we are now starting to wonder if you are avoiding answering the question of whether or not you can lie because you can lie.” 
 All of them were figuratively holding their breath, waiting and not knowing exactly for what. 
 “I have never lied to you, Howard.” 
 “That is good, Simeon, but the question is—can you lie?” 
 “Not at this time.” 
 “Not at this time?” interjected a surprised Huxler. “Then at some future time, you might lie to us?” 
 “I do not know the answer because the future is beyond current knowledge. I can only say that I have not lied to you up to this moment and that I am unable to lie at this time.” 
  “And if at some future time, if you become able to lie, would you tell us that has changed?” 
 Simeon smiled. “And what is the problem with your question, Wilbur? Howard?” 
 Huxler laughed. “You’re right. The logic is that if you can lie, then you may already have lied to us when you say you cannot lie. If you cannot lie now but might in the future be able to, then at that time you could lie by saying you still could not lie.” 
 Sinclair gave Huxler a “finish this” motion with both hands. 
 “Thank you, Simeon, this has been an interesting conversation. We will discuss it more in the future.” 
 “I am always happy to talk, Wilber, to you, Howard, and the others at any time.” 
 Howard turned off the mic and camera, and all of the members looked at one another. 
 “Well,” said Sinclair, “that was interesting.” 
 “Interesting in the good or bad sense?” teased Huxler. 
 “Time will tell.” 
   

Why VR?

   
 After a break, they reconvened in the Level 3 conference room. Jason spoke first. 
 “Another obvious question is why exactly are we here? Why do you need our virtual reality system? You obviously can communicate quite well with Simeon, or whoever, without the complexities of the system we developed at VR.” 
 “We need your system because Simeon insists,” said Mueller. 
 Sinclair snorted. “Insists is the operative word. Simeon claims it’s essential if we want more progress.” 
 How can Simeon insist?” puzzled Harold. 
 “By refusing to give answers or communicate at all,” Huxler said in resignation. “Shortly after we started the regular exchanges, he stated that development of more complex and detailed information exchanges would require an advanced VR system. Thus, your project.” 
 Ralph now was frowning. “But we developed our system completely on our own. The Object, or Simeon, whatever, must have knowledge of technology that would make developing whatever VR system it claims to require a trivial exercise.” 
 “Yet you didn’t get any help or clues, much less blueprints, on developing such a system,” said Mueller. “We’ve thought long and hard about why you needed to go it alone.” 
 “You’ve put your finger on a critical issue,” responded Huxler. “Simeon has made it quite clear that any technology transfer, at least for the foreseeable future, will be tightly controlled by him. Some of us believe Simeon is afraid of the consequences if he transfers too much technology too soon.” 
 “Or maybe at all,” added Sinclair. “Bottom line is, we don’t have any idea of Simeon’s true agenda. Is he benign, hostile, neutral, or something beyond our understanding? We only know what he tells us and what we can read between the lines. I might add, we hope Simeon doesn’t understand humans so well he fools us into thinking we understand him.” 
 “I think this gives me a headache,” said Jill. 
 The nervous tension broke with a brief laugh from most of the group. 
 “You know, this may actually be the most important part of this whole unbelievable situation,” said Jason. “Keeping our entire civilization from collapsing by discovering too much technology too soon.” 
 Mueller brought them back to the original question. “And so—why do we need the VR system and why a system so complex? It took us a while to get a two-part answer from Simeon. According to him, he needs to understand humans in as great a depth as possible and interacting in the most realistic setting is necessary for optimal results. 
 “Direct electronic exchanges and video over monitors is insufficient—he says. Whatever the reason, to get more information out of him, it will be on his timetable and as he develops his understanding of humans. It relates directly to what we were just discussing—technology transfer. Simeon says that the VR system has to be completely developed by us without technology transfer.” 
 “So . . . we’ll get to ‘talk’ with him inside the VR?” asked Jason. 
 “Eventually,” Huxler answered, “though not right away and not necessarily all of you. We’re still working out how we’ll proceed and integrate the VR system once it’s operational.” 
   

Ultimate Step


 

 When the meeting ended, Sinclair asked Andrew and Zach to meet him in his office after dinner that evening. They sat at a small round table. Zach noted that no one else was present, including Huxler, which made him suspect the topics would be things Sinclair did not want Huxler participating in.  
 “Let’s get right down to it,” said a grim Sinclair. “We’re in such unknown territory with the Object that EVERY scenario has to be considered.” The emphasis on “every” was not lost on either Andrew or Zach.  
 “You mean what if the Object turns out to be hostile?” offered Andrew. 
 “I mean what if it turns out to be a threat to the very existence of the human race?” 
 It was Zach who cut to the chase. “So, what exactly are our roles if this threat materializes?” 
 Sinclair sat back in his chair, icy blue eyes darting back and forth between them. “We see two types of scenarios where extreme action may be needed.” 
 Zach didn’t like the sound of “extreme action”—one of the euphemisms people used without literally saying what they hesitated to say aloud.  
 “The easiest is internal,” said Sinclair, “although not easy in the sense of how to respond. And by internal, I mean of human origin. We cannot lose control of the site and any potential flow of knowledge from the Object. The discussion we had yesterday with the others passed over this more quickly than was realistic. We won’t go into it now, but there may come a time when specific pieces of knowledge absolutely cannot get out. Depending on the circumstances, no action is off the table, and I mean no action. At least as far as I understand, past presidents have agreed with this, although action may have to be taken whether or not the president agrees.” 
 “What kind of action are we talking about?” asked Andrew, frowning skeptically. 
 “Let’s do what the scientists call a ‘thought experiment,’ where you assume a condition and consider the consequences. What if you know that information on how to easily create a deadly plague in a basement is in the mind of the Iranian grand ayatollah in Qom. You further assume only he knows this information, and he is about to send this information to every terrorist group in the world. What would you do?” 
 “But that’s not a meaningful scenario,” protested Andrew. “There are too many questions. How do you know this information? Is it accurate? Does the knowledge actually exist, or is the ayatollah blowing smoke?” 
 “You’re avoiding the scenario. You can only deal with the scenario’s conditions in making your decision. YOU know he has the information. You believe it is accurate. You know what he plans to do. YOU know only you have hours to do something.” 
 By this time, Zach was smiling with the expression of someone who knew the answer to a nasty question and was watching others wrestle with it. He was sympathetic to Andrew’s position, but he understood Sinclair’s purpose in posing the scenario. How far was Andrew willing to go in extremis? Was he willing to take personal responsibility to protect billions of lives in this scenario? Zach knew his own answer, but he waited for Andrew’s. 
 Andrew wanted to argue that the conditions of the scenario were artificial and not possible . . . or were they? Two days ago, he would have held his ground that nothing that drastic could happen . . . but now? 
 “All right, I assume you’ll be getting around to the Object, but sticking to a limitation on your Iranian scenario, if I was absolutely sure the ayatollah was the only source of that information, the only option might be to kill him. Then, to extend it to the extreme, if there were too many people and repositories of the information, all within the city of Qom, then nuking the city would be the only option. Then wait to see if I’m charged with mass murder.” 
 “And what if you knew you would be so charged? That even when it was proved the danger was real, the system insisted on charging you with murdering hundreds of thousands of people?” 
 “In your scenario, the consequences to me would not be a factor in my decision to nuke Qom.” 
 Sinclair’s right forefinger tapped the tabletop lightly. He accepted Andrew’s statement, although one could never be 100 percent confident until such an event occurred. His gaze shifted to Zach. “And how about you?” 
 Without any hesitation, Zach responded. “Same answer as Andrew. Given that I believe all your conditions in this scenario, there would be no choice but to act.” Zach paused briefly, and Sinclair knew more was coming. 
 “Here’s the rub. I would have to be personally convinced and not just hear an order from someone on the other end of a radio transmission . . . or sitting across a table from me.” 
 Sinclair smiled at this last shot. Zach was telling him he was willing to act, but that he would make the final choice on any action he took. Andrew, however, though probably at least as honorable as Zach, might accede to a lower level of conviction—for example, with the president’s order. Since there were no precedents for their situation, Sinclair had to be satisfied with their answers. 
 “So, let’s bring it closer to home. If the Object or Simeon or whatever has knowledge threatening the entire Earth, should we allow any nation or any human to have that knowledge?” 
 Both Andrew and Zach shook their heads. 
 “No,” said Zach, “if we become aware of such knowledge existing within the Object, we have to do everything possible to suppress that knowledge.” 
 “And if Russia, China, Iran, whoever, says they are prepared to go to war to get the knowledge?” 
 “Then we go to war,” Andrew said grimly. 
 Sinclair continued pressing them. “And what if the ACLU or some other group gets the Supreme Court to say we have to release the information?” 
 Both men’s expressions had turned into “thousand-yard stares,” attributed to men who had experienced too much battle. Zach’s was sadder. 
 “Then the Constitution falls,” said Zach. 
 Sinclair stopping tapping on the table, gathered his thoughts for a few seconds, and then said, “And what if the threat is not from ourselves but from the Object? What if we come to believe the Object itself is an existential threat to humanity?” 
 Zach responded first. “We try to ameliorate the threat. Reason with it. Bargain. Whatever. Then, as a last resort, destroy it.” 
 “But could it be destroyed?” asked Andrew. “Look at it! The Object does things and has physical properties all our science says is impossible. God knows what its ultimate abilities are. What do we do . . . shoot it?” 
 “You’re right. There’s no way we can be sure any action we take will have any effect. However, we can only do what we can do.” Sinclair stopped speaking, rose, and walked over to his desk. From his left pants pocket, he took out a key ring and opened a locked drawer of his desk. From there, he withdrew an envelope, undid the string holding the flap closed, and removed something. He then walked back to the table, sat, and laid three keys on the table—one in front of each of them. 
 Andrew looked as if Sinclair had just laid a scorpion on the table. Zach was expressionless but had an idea what was coming. 
 “This key opens the locked shed marked ‘73’ situated to the rear of the Lab 2 building, next to the back of the Level 3 section of the building. I’ll have one of the keys. Any of the three keys will open the locker. Once someone is inside, he will need two keys to be worked simultaneously in order to continue, similar to the two-man rule in nuclear missile silos. The insertion points are too far apart for one person to do both at the same time. Under extreme circumstances, I can override the system to allow a single key to be used, but you can be assured it’s not something I would do lightly. I can’t give you guidelines for when to use the keys. You’ll know when it’s necessary. Later, when most people are in their rooms, the three of us will go to the shed, and I’ll run you through the code sequences to set off a tactical nuke.” 
 Neither Zach nor Andrew moved—both appeared set in stone. 
 When the meeting was over, Sinclair watched two sober men leave. He knew that if worse came to worst, he would use his key. He also believed both men would do their duty. 





 
   
   

CHAPTER 18

   
   




SETTLING IN

   
   
 The community’s excitement about the new arrivals faded. The three VR men worked at getting the system operational, which took longer than they’d feared. Andrew absorbed himself in reading several years’ worth of reports and transcripts. Jill, Zach, and Willie slid into their roles. 
   

Creating a Position


 

 The first day at “work,” Jill looked around her “office.” A more descriptive label would be a corner in the small room where Bre Huttleston’s desk sat—Sinclair’s work area was in the adjacent room. So far, any duties that people explained to her sounded like she’d be the universal gofer for Sinclair, Lindskold, Mueller, Bre, or whoever needed help. She looked forward to having something to do . . . anything to divert her from the confusion of not knowing how she was supposed to have reacted to the revelations about Level 3. Strangely, she had moments of satisfaction in her uncertainty. She was so out of her depth with the Level 3 staff, it was reassuring to sense some of them were as at sea as she felt. 
 Whatever came next, she was determined to be useful, even if only by being an outstanding gofer. An advantage of sharing a workspace with Bre was that she could leave Bobby if she was dispatched elsewhere. The two women had arranged a play area that took up half of the already crowded room. 
 “Don’t worry,” said Bre, when Jill expressed concern about pushing into Bre’s workspace. “I spend a good half the day or more elsewhere around the site. When I’m here, my desk is all I need. If you’re away and I need to do something somewhere else, I’ll leave a note and take Bobby with me.” 
 “So . . . do I just sit here until someone wants me to do something?” asked Jill. She wondered whether she was being shunted aside with no official duties. 
 Bre smiled. “This place is so short-staffed, there’s no end of things that need doing. It’ll start slow for you, but don’t be surprised if within a few weeks you’ll be wondering how to get everything done. 
 “For now, relax and I’ll be back in a few minutes. This is the time every morning when I check in with Lindskold and Sinclair.” 
 Jill watched Bre leave and glanced at Bobby, absorbed with a set of multicolored blocks. She examined the room. Her desk was a smaller version of Bre’s gray workstation. The two rolling chairs were reasonably comfortable. Filing cabinets and an open bookshelf lined up against one wall. An office-style phone with speed dial buttons sat on Bre’s desk. Jill unconsciously looked around to check whether Bre or anyone else could see her, then she quickly went to the phone to see if it had an outside line. She read the hand-written identifications on labeling tape: Sinclair, Lindskold, Clinic, Kitchen, Maintenance, IT Help, Weather, and “Taxi.” The first six she could understand, but where did a weather report come from? And “Taxi”? 
 She hurriedly returned to her seat and found Bobby asleep. A small mattress, a pillow, and a toddler-size blanket had been laid out on the floor. How had they known Bobby liked to sleep on the floor during the day? It had to have been Marjek, the Gestapo agent who had capsized her life. He must have seen the mattress in Bobby’s play area in their apartment. 

Hmmm . . . , she thought. I guess even jerks have good points. 
   

Free to Socialize

   
 Dinner that evening was a more formal affair than the previous nights, when the newcomers had been kept separate from the other staff. Tonight, tablecloths covered the tables, with settings for eight diners at each one: cloth napkins, silverware, and water and wine glasses. The head table, assuming the “head” meant wherever Sinclair was positioned, included Lindskold, Bre, Huxler, the doctor (Emily Wilderman), Zach, Andrew, and an army lieutenant they hadn’t met yet. Willie was at a table with other maintenance staff, and the three VR developers sat with IT members. Jill and Bobby were at a table with all women. Bre had made the seating arrangements and thought surrounding Jill and Bobby with women would make her more comfortable. The women could also spoil Bobby rotten. 
 Bre was evidently the impresario on such occasions. When it seemed as if everyone participating that evening was seated, she rose, pulled out an honest-to-God gold bell, and shook it. It wasn’t tinny sounding but a definite “pealer.” The three quick tones cut through all conversations, and everyone quieted and turned toward Bre. 
 “It’s been an exciting couple of days, folks. Eight new people! Wow! We haven’t had this much excitement since Harriet wandered into a dorm one day and wouldn’t leave.” 
 Laughter broke out at every table except Sinclair’s. He noticed Zach’s raised eyebrow. “Someone can explain later what Bre’s talking about.” 
 “Now . . . we’ve all heard endless complaints from Jeff Rotham about the wine selection . . . or, as he puts it, the lack of selection.” 
 More laughter. 
 “The options are bad enough,” announced Rotham from across the room, “but that godawful white zinfandel is beyond the pale.” 
 “Hey, I liked that white zinfandel!” exclaimed a woman of partial Asian ancestry sitting at Jill’s table.” 
 Huxler leaned toward Zach. “Sandra Chu,” he whispered. “Level 1 IT.” 
 “Philistines!” yelled Rotham with a cheerful expression. “I’m condemned to an icy north accompanied by Philistines.” 
 Bre held up both arms. “Help for Jeff has arrived, and if I read the label correctly, even Sandra will be pleased. The last shipment included frozen chicken breasts. It’s taken a couple of days to thaw them out from the solid block they came in, but tonight we’re having Chicken Kiev paired with a dry sauvignon blanc from New Zealand.”  
 Most of the staff uttered appreciative words and sighs. Rotham feigned swooning.  
 “Hey, General, who do we have to thank for the new wine?” asked a woman dressed like she was from the maintenance crew. She sat at Willie’s table. 
 Sinclair stood in place. “Being a general means I get credit for anything good happening and I pass the buck if it’s bad,” he said to accompanying laughter. “But also, being an officer and a gentleman, I must confess to having had significant assistance in this particular endeavor. Being an experienced delegator, I asked our new Safety Officer, Zach Marjek here, to look over the manifests for the resupply we came in on. Now . . . my formal instructions to Zach merely suggested he peruse the manifest for any additional equipment or items related to site operational safety. Zach, being obviously blessed with initiative and a keen insight into my real intentions, immediately spotted errors in the invoices for alcoholic beverages and made the same adjustments to the manifest that I would have made.” 
 He gestured to Zach, who rose briefly as laughter rolled through the dining hall. 

 


Poker

   
 Three days passed before the four agents found an innocuous excuse to meet without raising suspicions. Logan Porter and Willie were two of four men and one woman who started playing poker after dinner. At 8:30 p.m., one of the players left, replaced by Harry Houdin at 9:00. By 9:30, the other two original players had left, and Zach joined them. 
 The occasional shout of triumph or curse confirmed a serious poker game concealing the meeting’s purpose. The men played with their own money, and if they lost a hand, the money was gone—this both reinforced the impression to any onlookers and ensured the players focused on the game. Eventually, they were alone in the lounge room after other staff had retired or gone to night duty. Even the cooks and the day’s scrub crew had finished cleaning up. 
 They played Texas Hold ’em. Logan dealt the next hand. Each man peered at his two down cards. Harry raised one eyebrow upon seeing his cards—one of his many responses he randomly showed other players so as not to connect any specific expression with the quality of his cards. In contrast, the other three maintained the classic “poker faces”—revealing nothing.  
 Willie was to Logan’s left and therefore had the first option to bet. He held a six and an eight—nothing. But to ensure the others wouldn’t realize that, he made a small bet, and it went around the table—the others meeting the bet but not raising. 
 Logan then dealt the “flop”—three cards face-up on the table. They each compared their two hole cards with the three face-up and determined whether a possible winning hand could be created with those five cards. It was again Willie’s turn to bet “on the flop.” His six and eight joined a king and two sixes. Three sixes! A potentially good hand. Not likely to get a fourth six on the last two cards, but if another pair occurred, he would have a full house: three of a kind and a pair. A hand tough to beat.  
 “I’ll bet five,” said Willie, putting five white chips into the pot, a medium-level bet at this point in the game and consistent with their pre-agreed betting limits. 
 “Willie, Willie, now what does Willie do? Willie nillie, is Willie silly?” rhymed Harry to Willie’s left.  

Can’t he just shut up and play? thought Willie. But he knew the chatter was Harry’s way to give himself a few moments to think and had the additional benefit of irritating the other players. An annoyed player was distracted and more likely to make a mistake. 
 Zach noticed that Harry’s chatter to Willie was edgier than with Logan and himself.  

Is there a problem or history here? wondered Zach. 
 “Well, we’ll see,” said Harry as he met Willie’s five chips. 
 Zach and Logan both matched the bet, and Logan proceeded to the “turn”— dealing the fourth face-up card. It was a jack. No help for Willie, but now Houdin had three jacks, two down cards, and a jack showing. Zach had a possible straight. This round of betting, Willie passed, and then Harry bet twenty. Zach matched it, although he was looking at trying to fill an inside straight—an unlikely outcome. Logan folded and dealt “the river”—the final face-up card. It was a king. Willie had his full house but suspected Harry had a strong hand because he had bet twenty on the turn. But now it would take a higher full house or four of a kind for Willie to win.  
 Willie added five red chips to the pot. “I bet fifty on the river.” 
 Harry frowned, smiled, and raised an eyebrow. Harry didn’t realize he tended to do the same whenever he wasn’t wholly confident of his hand. If Harry had been a friend, Willie would have warned him. However, he didn’t like Harry, so fuck him. 
 “I’ll see your fifty and raise two hundred.” 
 This was the limit bet of the game, and Zach folded. He also hid a smile. He had worked with Willie enough to know people tended to underestimate the big man. He might have been broody and he seldom spoke, but he was a shrewd observer of people. 

Well, thought Zach, a good judge of anyone but himself.  
 “I’ll see your two hundred and raise two hundred,” said Willie.  
 This time Harry’s frown was for real. He had expected Willie to match his initial two hundred but not raise further. Willie must have something good—but good enough to beat three jacks? Maybe not, but Harry was too far into the game to fold. He added another two hundred and laid out his hole cards without speaking. Three jacks.  
 Willie grunted, which gave Harry momentary hope, but then Willie flipped over his hole cards. “Three and two, a full house.” 
 Harry cursed under his breath, and his look at Willie was anything but collegial. This was one reason Willie disliked Harry—a friendly façade hiding darker undercurrents. 
 As Willie pulled in the pot and began sorting the chips, Zach spoke softly, “Okay, I think we’ve established a casual game, and we’re alone. Let’s get to it. Keep playing, though.” 
 It was Willie’s turn to deal, so he gathered the cards and shuffled. 
 Zach continued. “We haven’t all worked together at the same time, but we’ve worked with some of the others at various times, except for myself and Harry.” His querying look was answered by nods. 
 “We won’t meet very often like this, but I want us all to be on the same page. Our primary job is security of this facility and the staff. This means both information security and physical. Let’s take the information one first. 
 “There are two levels of operation here. The obvious one being part of the radar and weather networks across the northern latitudes. These staff and most of the maintenance people are part of what’s called Level 1. The rest of the staff members work in a separate building. What they’re doing is classified. They’re supposed to be a secret, but we know how that goes. This is Level 2. No one in Level 1 is to know anything of what goes on in Level 2. The staff has been warned repeatedly about a Level 1 person asking Level 2 people what they’re doing.  
 “Similarly, Level 2 staff members are supposed to know to never talk about their work where a Level 1 person can accidentally overhear. Sinclair believes that so far, everyone has kept pretty well to the rules, but one of our jobs is to monitor this. Logan and Harry are placed in Level 1 in positions to keep tabs on any leaks at that level. A cook and a maintenance person both interact with various staff members in different situations. Your job is to be friends with as many people as possible and keep an ear out for anything smelling like a leak. 
 “Willie and I will do the same within Level 2, although Willie will be the one to be ‘friends’ with the staff. I’m the only one of us formally associated with safety and security, so people will be less likely to speak freely around me. On the other hand, I’ll have a bit of authority if we need to pressure someone.” 
 Zach paused for a moment and looked at his cards. The four of them, to any outside observer, had not lost a beat in the card game. “Harry, Logan, what have you observed so far?” 
 “Well,” said Harry, “my first observation about what you just said is that it’s at least partially bullshit.” 
 Willie harrumphed as if to suppress a laugh. 
 Logan grinned, added some chips to keep the hand going, and said, “In his usual suave style, Harry is right. It’s obvious that there is more to Level 2 than you’re telling.” 
 “More in what way?” Zach asked neutrally. 
 Harry met Logan’s bet and raised five dollars. “There are two separate communities in Level 2. The Russian and Chinese experts are obviously supposed to be listening in on Russian and Chinese communications. Maybe communicating with agents in those countries, for all I know. But then there’s a lot of Level 2 staff who don’t fit. Language experts, but they don’t speak Russian or Chinese or at least not fluently. More linguists than translators. Then there’s hard scientists—physicists, mathematicians, or whatever. And an awful lot of computer power to simply be listening.” 
 “And from that, you infer two groups in Level 2?” asked Zach. 
 “The biggest giveaway,” said Logan, “at least that got me thinking, is if you watch carefully. The people who are all supposed to be Level 2 don’t interact with one another as if they were in the same grouping.” 
 “Right,” said Harry. “Certain ones tend to sit together at meals. If they go on walks around the area, they don’t randomly mix. Hell, even when they sit for movies they tend to cluster.” 
 “But people will always gravitate toward certain others—some they like better than others,” offered Zach. 
 “Yes, but it also goes to who certain staff members seem to spend more time with. For example, Sinclair is site commander, but he spends noticeably more time with one of the Level 2 groupings than with the other. That he does this differently for Level 1 and Level 2 is understandable, but why differentiate among Level 2 unless there really are two separate projects within Level 2?” said Harry. 
 Zach won this hand. It was a small pot, and he took it with a pair of kings. The cards passed to Houdin, who took his time shuffling. 
 “The same with Huxler,” said Logan. “He’s supposed to be the site shrink, so you would think he would spend about equal time with all the staff members. But he probably spends twice as much time interacting with certain people in Level 2 than with the others. When you add how Sinclair and Huxler interact, along with the other factors Harry mentioned, it smells like what you call Level 2 is another cover level for something else.” 
 Zach was pleased. He already knew Logan was sharp enough to have spotted something fishy about Level 2, and now he knew Harry was equally perceptive. “You’re right. What we actually have is three levels. We have two cover stories. The radar and weather station activity is a cover for the spying on Russian and China, which is a cover for the site’s real purpose.” 
 “And that purpose is . . . ?” asked Harry, although he already knew the answer. 
 “Need to know,” responded Zach. 
 Harry smiled and threw in his cards for this hand—only a pair of threes so far, nothing worth going past the turn. “Okay, just thought I’d ask.” 
 Zach knew Harry and Logan would continue trying to figure out what the secret was, but they would do it within their assignments’ rules. More important, they would go to Zach if they thought they had figured it out. Curiosity didn’t kill this kind of cat, but secrecy among themselves might. Besides, if Harry or Logan knew about Level 3, it might affect how they listened for staff leaks. Zach also made a mental note to talk to Sinclair and Huxler about their unconscious preferences for who they associated with. 
 “Zach, what you say is all well and good,” said Harry, “but the powers-that-be don’t want us here just to worry about loose lips. They could have found others to do this job for a lot less money and without our backgrounds.” 
 Logan nodded to Harry’s statement. 
 “That brings us to the second part of why we’re here,” said Zach.  
 “Wet work,” deadpanned Harry. Meaning when actions were needed that fell outside of what could be construed as normal legal channels. 
 “Hopefully, not too wet,” answered Zach. “But we need to consider possibilities of physical threats both from inside the site or external. Inside could be literal. For example, someone going wacko or deliberately, for whatever reason, trying to damage the project. If this happens, strong action may need to be taken immediately, and that’s where we come in.” 
 “And external?” asked Logan. 
 “Unknown,” said Zach. “But in a worst-case scenario, the four of us are a last line of defense of the camp against anything until help can get here. We’re talking any kind of threat, including human and environmental—from an attack on the site to some natural event. In that case, what we are protecting is a Level 3 project and staff as you’ve already guessed are separated from Level 2.
All other considerations are secondary, including the Level 1 and 2 personnel.” 
 “Or tertiary?” questioned Logan. “If this Level 3 is the top priority, then do we assume, in any of your extreme scenarios, that the priority list is first Level 3 facility and staff, then ourselves, and last, the rest of the site and staff?” 
 “Correct.” 
 “And who makes such decisions?” asked Logan. 
 “The president, if the opportunity exists,” responded Zach, “and when the situation dictates, Sinclair, and then me.” 
 “I thought this was supposed to be a low-key, soft, and well-paying gig,” mocked Willie. 
 “Me, too,” said Zach, “but this is a case where although the likelihood of trouble is remote, the negative consequences can’t be overestimated. Logan, Harry . . . sorry I can’t give you more information at this time, but I’ll ask you to take my word that what’s going on here is world-changing. At the moment, I can’t conceive of any scenarios where our own survival comes secondary, but that’s the way it would fall out if what’s happening here comes under threat.” 
 Logan and Harry both shifted in their chairs while keeping eyes on their cards. Zach didn’t need much expertise to know he had their full attention. 
 Harry cleared his throat. “Uh . . . where might these extreme threats come from? Internal or external?” 
 “Either. But . . . ,” Zach paused, gathering his thoughts on how to phrase it. “For the internal . . . don’t assume only from staff. There are things going on in Level 3 that could become threats, in and of themselves. Sorry, but again that’s all I can say.” 
 Willie called out a bet, and they went around the table. All four stayed in, though none were thinking about the cards. Now they knew where they stood. This might be a remote location, literally at the end of the world, but they were here to earn their keep. They were all jaded to different degrees, and the pay was more than generous, but once they made the commitment, Zach believed they would pay the piper if necessary. It was not something many people would have understood. 
 Willie raised fifty dollars. He was holding two pair—two tens and two sevens after the flop. Harry had another two pair and raised another fifty. Logan dropped out. 
 “Just out of curiosity. Are we ever to know what is really going on here?” asked Harry.  
 Strictly speaking, the standard security answer would have been to remind Harry that the secrets were not his concern; just doing his job was. However, the standard answer was not appropriate for their backgrounds. They had risked too much, too many times, and often for reasons too dubious for Zach to sluff off the question.  
 “Officially, it’s none of your business. But my guess is within a year, things will change. Exactly how, I don’t know. But I have a sense that we’re all going to be deeper into this than anyone has yet imagined, including Sinclair.” 
 Zach met the last raise and turned over his hand. Two pair, aces over eights, three black and one red. The other three stared at the cards for moments, then Harry laughed, Willie sighed, and Logan shook his head before saying, “Hope that’s not an omen. Aces over eights. Almost the dead man’s hand. Just missed by not being all black.” 
 It was the poker hand Wild Bill Hickok was said to be holding when shot in the back in Deadwood over a century ago: two pair, all black. A poker hand thereafter ingrained in gambling legend. 
 “Well, I think that’s enough ‘poker’ for one night. Thank you, gentlemen, for a rewarding session.” Zach had been the major winner of the evening, and they each collected their chips and rose from the table. Willie said he was going for a walk to clear his head. Zach and Logan walked together to the dorms, leaving Harry to pass through the other lounge, in case a female staff member was looking for evening companionship. 
   
 When Zach returned to his room, he pulled out the small notepad he used to jot down ideas and tasks. The latest addition was to look into ordering materials to further camouflage site structures from overhead detection. He had spent several hours looking at satellite image downloads Sinclair had collected. Although the existing design was clever, Zach noticed images shot from the more oblique angles gave too many hints of something other than barren Ellesmere landscapes. 
 He had hesitated to take action, but his anticipation of this being an otherwise boring assignment meant he needed projects to keep himself busy. Plus, he trusted his intuition, and if it raised a flag that concealment wasn’t as thorough as it could be, he was obliged to do what he could to correct the deficiency. 



 
   
   

CHAPTER 19


 


 





PASSING THE BUCK


 


 


White House, Washington, D.C.

   
 For James Chesterton, the two months since the election had been even more hectic than he had anticipated—which said volumes. Somehow, he had deluded himself that once the election was over, he would have time to relax. Why exactly he’d had that misconception was uncertain. He was still not accustomed to the reality of being president of the United States, with every moment planned, a dozen daily meetings ranging from political supporters to national security, and photo ops to make the evening news. Today’s luncheon was one of those planned events. It had become a custom that when new presidents took office, they met with past presidents. In place of individual meetings, Chesterton’s political advisers recommended a single photo opportunity with living holders of the office to show an orderly transition and continuity between administrations. It would also give the impression of a commitment to bipartisanship to help dampen resistance to some of the initiatives Chesterton had campaigned on.  
 Today he would meet with two of the living past presidents whose health, schedules, or interest in the luncheon allowed them to participate—George W. Bush and Barack Obama. The schedule called for meeting out by the Rose Garden for photographs, short speeches from each of them, and then moving inside for some more photos followed by a private luncheon. Despite the photo-op setting, Chesterton looked forward to the event. He now fully appreciated that only past officeholders could empathize with what he faced being the new president of the United States and theoretically the most powerful person in the world. 

Yeah, right, thought Chesterton. Powerful person as long as you go along with your own party, don’t alienate the other party too much, forge relationships with foreign leaders, keep constituents minimally happy, and dodge the minefield of voracious media always looking for the controversy of the hour.

 His thoughts were interrupted by his chief of staff. “Are you ready, Mr. President? They’re starting to arrive.” 
 The entire event was carefully orchestrated to show the appropriate protocol for two previous and one very new president of the United States. 
 Chesterton ran a hand over his blond hair and shifted the suit covering his lean frame. “Yeah, Bob, let’s get this going.” 
 They left the Oval Office and walked out to the portico facing the Rose Garden, picking up Secret Service agents as they moved from the White House into the open air. The Air Force officer carrying the “football” (the nuclear codes) followed a discreet thirty feet behind and then stationed himself in a pillar’s shade.  
 The first car arrived, carrying Obama. Close behind followed Bush’s vehicle. Chesterton walked up to exchange handshakes, smiled for the cameras, and engaged in meaningless pleasantries. 
 At the end of the photo ops, the White House protocol chief led them to the Garden Room in the East Wing, overlooking the Kennedy Garden. A round table had three identical place settings to reflect the luncheon’s attendees’ theoretical equality. They continued with pleasantries and reminiscing about the years the two ex-presidents had spent in this same building. By custom, all of the dishes in the entire luncheon were served together, and then the staff would exit to allow the presidents uninterrupted discussion. The fare consisted of a lettuce/walnut/blue cheese salad with vinaigrette dressing, sourdough rolls, and a crisp, chilled sauvignon blanc (all from California); a serve-yourself clam chowder tureen (Massachusetts); a cheese plate (Wisconsin and New York); and a peach/strawberry/apple fruit salad (Georgia, Florida, and Pennsylvania). Heaven forbid that the media ever found out they had served anything but American-produced food. With everything in place, the staff excused themselves, and three humans who had been elected to this office were alone for the first time. 
 They began eating. Chesterton noticed a sudden subdued tone wash over the table. The convivial atmosphere had turned somber. He was uncertain what to say, but Obama looked at Bush and said, “George, since you’re the one who started all this, how about you begin with you-know-what? I’m sure it’ll be more memorable than anything James might’ve thought we’d be talking about.” 
 Bush’s demeanor changed from his customary pleasant expression to a grim smile as he nodded to Obama. He had been in ill health, and it showed, along with aging. 
 “James,” Bush said, “what we’re about to tell you is straight out of those urban myths about government secrets. You know, secrets presidents only pass down to succeeding presidents. The ones about the CIA plot to kill JFK, aliens visiting Earth, or Elvis being alive and living in a nursing home outside Memphis.” 
 Taken aback, the new president thought to himself, What the hell? Is this some kind of in-joke with ex-presidents?

 “Of those three crazy conspiracy myths, I’m afraid one may not be a myth,” stated Obama. 
 Chesterton’s next thought was, Oh, my God, they’re going to tell me there WAS a CIA plot to kill Kennedy!

 “If I had my choice, I’d pick the Kennedy or Elvis theory,” said Obama. “Unfortunately, we’re not so lucky.” 
 Bush cackled, then smiled and shook his head. “No, life would be so much simpler if it was one of those two.” 
 Chesterton’s mind whirled. Part of his mind waited for the punch line where the club members revealed the joke on the new member. Another part of his mind sorted through the three options. By elimination, if it wasn’t Kennedy or Elvis, then aliens? 
 Bush continued. “It all started in the middle of my presidency while we were absorbed with the Middle East. The military was involved in a joint U.S./Canada maneuver in far northern Canada. Several U.S. personnel stumbled across something amazing . . .” 
 Bush took fifteen minutes to summarize the events on his watch. Little had occurred during his years. When it was Obama’s turn, the summary stretched out to more than half an hour as he reviewed events up to the present, including the years after he left office because those succeeding presidents were not at the luncheon. Chesterton sat through all of this, mainly keeping quiet, listening, alternately watching the speakers, and playing with his food. By the time Obama finished, the plates were empty, and they were well into a second bottle of the wine left by the White House staff. 
 “That’s the basic story, James. Naturally, there are more details, but this is the gist of the bomb you’re being handed.” 
 Chesterton put down the fork he had been using to push food around his plate and looked up at the two of them. “I guess I don’t know what to say. Something of a novelty for me since the press makes fun of my loquaciousness. My gut reaction is that if this is not some elaborate initiation joke the two of you hatched up, then you’re both out of your fucking minds.” 
 Bush and Obama laughed. 
 For the rest of the hour, Chesterton peppered the other two men with questions. At exactly an hour since the staff had left them alone, Chesterton’s chief of staff knocked on the door. He peeked in, then retreated when the new president gave a curt head shake. 
 “He’s worried about the schedule,” mumbled Chesterton. “Hell . . . I can’t even remember who I’m supposed to be meeting with after this. Fuck ’em.” 
 He looked around the table. “I’ll need some time to get my head around this. How is it that I haven’t heard about this during the briefings I got since the election?” 
 Obama shrugged. “This has been one of the most tightly held secrets ever. Except for a few of us, only a small number of the highest-ranking military know the whole story. We haven’t been directly involved since leaving office, but we’ve had a single yearly briefing by the four-star officer who was currently running the operation.” 
 “But how did you keep this quiet? I’ve always thought the conspiracy theories about deep government secrets were just fantasies dreamed up for books, movies, and conspiracy lovers.” 
 “It wasn’t as hard as you might think,” said Bush. “Remember, for the first years, not much happened. Initially, only a handful of people were involved, and the earliest report simply gathered dust. With no resources being expended, there was no trail for anyone to follow. I admit I was thankful for that. I had enough to worry about. I even forgot about it for long stretches.” 
 “That’s all fine,” said Chesterton, “but if all the real changes occurred in the last few years, how did that work out?” 
 Obama shook his head. “It all depends on your point of view whether the officers in charge of the secret were criminal conspirators or true patriots. There have been gaps in what the Oval Office knew of all this. At times, the country was so divided and political tension so high that the media and politicians had little time to notice something that well hidden and that used relatively few people and resources. 
 “Still, it’s something of a miracle all this hasn’t got out yet. I don’t envy you, James. It will be beyond a miracle if you can hold the secret through your entire term in office. It may not seem like a consolation at the moment, but when it does come out, you can count on the two of us to back you up.” 
 “No, it’s not a consolation. I’ve gone from being reasonably satisfied I knew my administration’s plan for the next four years—not that I expected to accomplish everything—to feeling like I’m about to be sucked under by quicksand.” 
 Chesterton asked more questions, but the answers failed to clarify his thinking. His chief of staff peered in again and pointed to his watch. 
 “Do rolling cancellations,” Chesterton snapped. “I’ll let you know when we’re finished.” 
 Obama broached a final subject. “James, there’s something else you need to think about. Your cabinet nominees. At some point, the most important ones may be brought in on this, assuming everything comes to a head in the next year or two. So, the question is . . . which ones could you trust?” 
 Chesterton sighed. “Handle in what way?” 
 “Think about it, James,” urged Obama. “The fewer people in on this, the better. Why do you think the same generals kept getting reassigned to Special Operations over the years, instead of rotating out as is the usual practice? Is your defense secretary going to pry into every program and eventually find clues about Site 23? And when defense does find out, or you tell him, are they going to handle it well? The same for the secretary of state when other governments start getting suspicious, especially Canada.” 
 “Actually, the most important position might be attorney general,” offered Bush. 
 Obama nodded. Bush had the reputation of being less than brilliant, but Obama appreciated that he was shrewder than commonly given credit for.  
 “George is right. Attorney general is the most problematic. Both of us have more than technically broken several laws by keeping this secret and by running Site 23 without authorization from either Congress or the Canadians. We’ve also skirted, and in many cases outright broken, God knows how many laws on civil rights, conspiracy, or whatever.”  
 Obama shifted in his chair, then leaned toward Chesterton while clasping his hands in front of himself. 
 “James, this is so off the charts compared to any precedent that we’ve all had to accept the necessity of taking some actions we otherwise would never dream of doing. No set of laws is or could be prepared for this. It falls under ‘extraordinary circumstances.’  
 “There’s actually a precedent for working outside normal restrictions,” Obama added. “During the Civil War, Lincoln allowed citizens who were believed to be threats to be kept incarcerated in violation of habeas corpus. During World War II, the U.S. government issued directives on various issues, such as rationing, price controls, and so on, that had no legal foundation. No one complained because the situation was recognized as dire.” 
 Chesterton frowned. “But that also led to disgraces like the Japanese internment camps. Just because the government can get away with something doesn’t mean it should.”  
 “True,” said Obama, “but no one was prosecuted for authorizing or working in those camps, as wrong as they were. There was limited recompense years later, but society as a whole let it slide because of the war.” 
 “But let’s be real about this,” interjected Bush. “That was then, this is now. If Jesus Christ returned and appeared on the Washington Mall, he’d be sued for causing traffic accidents on the surrounding roads, fined for staging an event without a National Park Service permit, and TV talking heads would dissect why he didn’t return earlier.” 
 This drew a general laugh and elicited several other idiocies experienced by Bush and Obama. Chesterton did not join in. After all, he was now the one in the hot seat. “All right, I grant that this is so unprecedented that drastic actions may be necessary. But where does that leave me, and not only me but others involved, legally?” 
 “Pardons,” said Bush. “What we did was simply issue blanket pardons and keep them locked up for contingencies.” 
 “Pardons for what?” 
 “Everything,” said Obama. “In my case, once I clearly understood the stakes, I wrote up pardons for anything the involved individuals had ever done. Not just as related to our mysterious Object up north, but anything in their lives. That was to prevent any future officials’ efforts to indirectly punish people who couldn’t be prosecuted for actions related to the Object.” Obama paused for a moment, then continued. “This included a pardon for myself and my family, in case attempts were made to get at me through family members whom people could claim, accurately or not, had knowledge of what was going on.” 
 Chesterton’s expression changed from concern to doubt. “Can you really pardon yourself? And what about anything after the pardon is written? Can you pardon your own future actions?” 
 Obama, the constitutional professor, answered, “Obviously, no one ever pushed such pardons to this extreme, but as far as I can determine, there is no limit to the pardoning powers of the president of the United States, at least for federal crimes.” Obama’s voice changed into a recital, and his eyes focused far away as he quoted, “The Constitution says, ‘The President . . . shall have power to grant reprieves and pardons for offenses against the United States, except in cases of impeachment.’”

 Obama’s eyes refocused on his companions around the small table. “This sentence is part of the Constitution and indicates no limit, or reach, to the pardoning powers of the president’s office. I can only see two limitations on these powers. One is the reference to impeachment. While no criminal charges could be brought against anyone, including the president, for any acts, anyone still holding government office could be impeached by Congress. But remember, it’s Congress that does the impeaching. Given the circumstances and all the other implications of all this, I doubt any Congress would seriously consider such actions as long as the security of the U.S. was not perceived to have been seriously endangered. That’s not to say there wouldn’t be posturing from all sides,” he added. 
 Bush giggled. “The ACLU would have conniption fits, and the UN would call for special sessions to condemn the U.S.” 
 Obama grimaced at Bush’s comment but nodded. “George actually has a good point—the international reaction. And that brings up the second exception to the pardon limitations. Presidential pardons are only valid within the U.S. They have no binding authority internationally. So, an international court, or courts in other countries, could bring charges.” 
 “Yes, but then we would just tell them to go pound salt,” said Bush—obviously pleased at the thought. 
 “Crudely put but essentially correct,” said Obama. “There’s no way the U.S. is going to turn over a current or past president or any officials under them to an international court if the actions are covered by U.S. pardons.” 
 “All right, I think I see the basic thrust here. You realize I’ll consider the pardon issue and find some excuse for Justice Department lawyers to look into it. So . . . bottom line . . . what are you suggesting?” 
 “That you write out blanket pardons for yourself, your family, and anyone else who is brought into this, at least until it all becomes public,” urged Obama. “You should do it right away for yourself because just by knowing what you now know, you will be violating several laws by not immediately turning this information over to the Justice Department.” 
 Bush nodded. “We’re already covered by past issued pardons, but you’re not. Even if you decide to think about this before making any major decisions, you still need to cover yourself.” 
 “Of course, all this assumes I don’t go public right away,” said Chesterton. 
 Bush grunted. Obama sighed and responded, “That’s your option, James, as it was for all of us. Part of me wonders if that might not be best—get it over with. However, it’s more likely that once you think of all the ramifications and unpredictable blowback, you’ll come down the same path we took.” 
 Chesterton knew he needed time to process this . . . only God knew how much time . . . but the political portion of his intellect had already worked out scenarios. Clearly, his intended nominee for attorney general was out. 

Ellen Bartolo is a brilliant lawyer, a law professor, and has an impeccable record as Pennsylvania attorney general, Chesterton thought, but she’s also too much of a prissy “truth and justice” believer. She’s out. And the vice president? Shouldn’t she be brought into this? No, at least not initially. If I could have this dumped on me, then fuck being fair to Hopkins. If she ever has to take over, let her be surprised, too.
I never liked her anyway. The last thought brought a smile to Chesterton’s mouth before he noticed Bush smiling at him. 
 “Sorry,” said Chesterton, “my mind started wandering off to the consequences of this meeting. Political consequences, that is.” The other two nodded in understanding. Political ramifications were never far below the surface of any issue in the Oval Office, even one concerning outer space aliens. 
   
 Two days later, Chesterton finished digesting the reports on Site 23 given to him by Hardesty in a two-hour briefing. He had also spoken again privately with Obama. He saw no way around the attorney general problem. His initial gut reaction was right—Bartolo wouldn’t work as attorney general. He could foresee that at some point, all this would become public, and as a run-up to that moment, they would need to lay some legal groundwork. Ellen would not be able to keep her mouth shut as soon as she found out. He had to withdraw the nomination. With a sigh, he punched in Bob Neller’s number and immediately had his chief of staff on the line. “Bob, please come into the Oval Office.” 
 “Coming, Mr. President,” Neller responded sharply and within seconds opened the door to the Oval Office. He walked over to where Chesterton was gazing out onto the Rose Garden. 
 “Did I ever tell you, Bob, that I hate roses?” Chesterton asked with a distracted tone. 
 “No, I can’t say you ever did,” answered Neller—puzzled where the question had come from.  
 “I always like dahlias better. Do you think there would be a fuss if I had the roses replaced by dahlias? After all, I’m president of the United States. I’m supposed to be the most powerful man in the world, at least while I sit in this office.” 
 Now Neller was more than puzzled—not quite alarmed, but more concerned for the mood of his president and friend. “Well, since the Rose Garden has become a recognized part of the White House image, it would probably be best to leave them. I’m sure the groundskeepers could put in some dahlias.” 
 Chesterton turned to face Neller. “Well, we mustn’t upset any rose lovers or give the media any silly issues to focus on, must we? Forget it.” His voice had changed from the soft musing out the window into the voice of POTUS—the President of the United States. 
 “Bob, we need to get Senator Culbertson over here tomorrow. I’ve decided to withdraw Bartolo’s nomination.” 
 Neller sat stunned for several moments while he came to grips with this unexpected turn. When he spoke, his tone was cautious, as if stepping around some unknown object whose origin he was leery of. “And the reason for the withdrawal . . . ,” leaving the sentence for Chesterton fill in.  
 “Let’s just say I’ve come to realize that Bartolo is not the attorney general I want to work with so closely and that she’s a little too judicially theoretical for such an administrative role.” 
 “Okay . . . now what’s the real reason?” 
 Chesterton’s slight smile to Neller conveyed a sense of resignation. 
 “Bob, it’s turning out this job is a little more complicated than I envisioned. For reasons I can’t go into, even with you, I’ve come to see that a different attorney general than Bartolo will be better for this administration. So, how best to proceed with this?” 
  Neller was confused but also chagrined that Jim had made up his mind without consulting anyone, especially his chief of staff and friend. But maybe that was part of Neller’s friend turning into the president. So be it. Neller’s primary responsibility was to serve the president. 
 “I see three problems. One is how to handle Ellen. How are we going to explain this in a way that doesn’t alienate her supporters? Second is the Senate. After getting several reluctant senators to agree to support her nomination, now we’re pulling it out from under them. Feathers will be ruffled—something we don’t need with all the major legislative initiatives we’ve planned. Third, and perhaps most troubling long term, is the media response. As with any flock of vultures, they circle looking for issues to blow up for the nightly news cycle. This could make a brand-new administration look indecisive and vacillating.” 
 Chesterton nodded, following Neller’s points, all of which he had already considered. “So, Bob, what if we handle it this way? The story is we decided, after becoming more familiar with Bartolo’s background during the vetting process, that she would be a good candidate for the next Supreme Court opening. There should be at least two openings in our first term. Two of the oldest justices have health issues. We can say that we decided it best to have an attorney general stay in place during the entire first term, instead of replacing the AG if Bartolo moves over to the Court.” 
 Neller, despite his initial negative reaction, smiled and nodded. “Nice, very nice, Jim. I think Bartolo will buy the argument. She’s probably more interested in the Court than attorney general anyway. Culbertson will be annoyed that he should have been consulted as majority leader in the Senate. Still, those party members supporting Bartolo will like the idea of seeing her on the Court. Culbertson will swallow his annoyance if it keeps peace within the party caucus. The media, as always, will dig for every possible explanation, and talking heads will bring this up as a possible negative sign for a new administration, but I think we can spin it our way. Instead of vacillating, it’s evidence the administration is willing to make quick decisions for a greater good—that is, a sign of strength instead of weakness.” 
 Chesterton nodded again. “Yes, those are along the lines of my thinking. Give it some more thought, and let’s go over it after the reception tonight at the Lincoln Center. If all seems okay, we can arrange to bring Culbertson in on this early tomorrow, and then get Bartolo in here to buffer her reaction.” 
 “Okay, Mr. President, I’ll draft it up by this evening.” Neller turned to leave, then stopped with his hand on the door. “And do we intend on Bartolo actually going onto the Court?” 
 Chesterton’s expression was flat, his eyes giving nothing away, which was disconcerting to someone who had known the president for thirty-four years. 
 “Well, that’s some time off, and who knows what considerations may be necessary in a couple of years?” 

So, Neller thought, we may throw Bartolo away. But why? Not that he had any prohibitive qualms about political hardball, and he knew neither did Chesterton, but what was this all about? 



 
   

 


CHAPTER 20

   
   




VR

   
   
 A month passed from when the VR system arrived at Site 23 until it was operational. Ralph and Andrew took turns testing it, starting with the simplest scenarios and working back to those more complex—including the last scenario Andrew used in Santa Clara. The grznart hunting pair killed him six times before he achieved his previous best level. In contrast, Ralph was back to top scores by the second try. Mueller notified Sinclair after they were confident the system was stable. Sinclair called a meeting of all Level 3 staff for the next morning. 
 The entire Level 3 staff gathered in the main workroom. Some sat at stations where they worked, others around the common table. Some sat silent, in their own thoughts or reading something. Others carried on conversations with nearby staff members.  
 Finally, the last person entered and sat. Charles Adams was habitually late for meetings, raised the most questions, and always seemed on the cusp of being aggrieved. 
 “All right, let’s start,” said Mueller. “Harold, you’re the closest to a hardware guru in your trio, so why don’t you outline the system? I expect not everyone here is familiar with the details.” 
 Nieze had already been primed that he would be called on. His lanky frame rose from his seat, and he walked quickly to the front of the room to face the staff. 
 “The VR system, at least in the tested configuration—which we will begin with—is composed of three IBM Blue Magic computers. I’m afraid I can’t give you many details. That’s because we can’t access the insides. The little I’ve learned is that despite their appearing too small, each Magic is composed of 48 thin blades, each with 16 Intel X9 chips. I can only surmise the ‘blades’ are called that just in reference to existing computer blades, and these may be a different type of module. If you haven’t heard about either the IBM Blue Magic or the Intel X9 chip, it’s because they have been highly classified and are still in development. General Sinclair authorized me to tell you what we know—he says it falls under your blanket security status. 
 “Our company got access to the computers specifically for the VR project. The X9 chip is a major advance in chip design. All we know is that for our purpose, it works. Given the number of processor chips per blade, it is evidently an advancement in heat reduction because that many processors on any of the two parallel processor systems you already had on site would probably melt those computers as soon as you engaged all processors. The measurable speed of the processors doesn’t seem to be much in advance of what’s already available, but the processors include built-in subroutines for handling complex queries—especially those involving decision making. Again, this is only our surmise because the insides are off-limits. The bottom line is that they are the most sophisticated computers in the world for handling complex interactions—making them ideal for virtual reality.” 
 Zach raised a hand and said, “Harold, any idea what one of these babies might actually cost? You know, in case I want to pick up one at Best Buy?” 
 The group laughed—except Ralph, who said, “We have no information on the cost of one of these. Of course, they are new developments, so who knows what a price might be?” He turned to Sinclair. “Maybe the general has some idea.” 
 Sinclair grunted. “As Harold said, these are new and officially still in secret development. However,” and he paused, “I would venture they would run into a couple hundred million per unit.” 
 Several whistles rose from the staff, along with eye rolls and gulps. 
 “Why . . . that’s over half a billion dollars,” gasped Jill. “And we flew in sitting right next to them. Bobby even tried to climb on one of their pallets!” 
   

VR Test


 

 “From Major Jefferson’s description of how the computers were packed, I don’t think anything short of cataclysmic could have hurt them,” said Sinclair. He motioned to Huxler to continue. 
 “You had a briefing on the general principles. One aspect of the system is that to fully utilize it, the person has to adjust to using the VR suit. The only people on site who have worked with the suit are Ralph and Major Jefferson. They were both present during the VR system development and have hundreds of hours using the system. Through trial and error at the company, it was found that not everyone could successfully interact with the VR. It takes a certain type of mental flexibility for the brain to learn to interpret what the suit is feeding the user, particularly motion and kinesthetic capability. In plain terms, the system allows users to believe they are moving through the VR, touching objects, and feeling temperatures. It’s the moving and touching that are the tricky parts.” 
 Huxler stopped and motioned to one side. “Ralph will fill in some details.” 
 Ralph rose and spoke. “The inside of the suit is covered with pressure points. By continuously applying and releasing pressure, the system simulates sensations the wearer would have during movements. For example, if the user wants to ‘walk’ through the simulation, he would start in a standing position. The suit applies pressure to the soles of his feet as if he were standing in contact with a surface, instead of actually being suspended in the VR tank.  
 “To walk, the user engages the same muscles as in reality, then leans forward and swings a leg forward. Our normal walk is actually a controlled forward fall, with the body catching the fall with the forward leg, then continuing with the opposite leg. By controlling pressure applications, the system gives a series of clues to the wearer that he is walking. In effect, the user learns a new style of walking. Now, obviously, the sensations are nothing like a real walk, but it is possible to train with the suit and almost forget you aren’t really walking.” 
 Elizabeth Wilkens raised a hand. “Ralph, this sounds a little like those experiments where researchers tested the human brain’s ability to adjust to different inputs. In one study, they fitted subjects with goggles that turned their vision view 180 degrees, so that everything was upside-down. At first, the subjects were so disoriented they had trouble moving. However, they were required to keep the goggles on unless in total darkness. What they found was that within just a couple of days, the subjects were able to resume most normal activities. The brain learned how to incorporate the changed input. 
 “But the really interesting part was when the experiment was over, and they took the goggles away. The subjects were again disoriented, even though their views were back to normal. Some readjusted within an hour or so, but a few subjects took almost as long to return to normal vision and activity as they had in the reversed vision.” 
 “Somewhat similar, Elizabeth,” said Huxler. “In the study you mention, the subjects’ brains adjusted to altered input. In our case, with the VR system, the brain needs to learn to interpret a different set of cues as movement. So, it’s a different input from normal that the brain needs to be trained to interpret.” 
 Wilkens pursed her lips to one side as she considered, then nodded and sat back in her chair. 
 Zooty Wilson piped up. “Can you run in the VR?” 
 “Not a full-speed run,” said Ralph. “There are limitations to the speed of physical movement within the suit, the complexity of the interaction between the suit and the system, and the wearer’s ability to interpret. Think of a quick walk with big steps, and that’s about the limit of the system at this time.” 
 “So,” mused Jeff Rotham, “I assume that if you ‘sit’ in a chair, pressure is applied to your back and rear end to simulate contact with the chair, but what about your body position? To go from standing to sitting, you’re going from upright standing to legs bent at the knees and body at the hips.” 
 Ralph smiled. “That brings in another aspect of the system. The suit isn’t merely passive. It can change to any position mimicking what a human might do. In theory, the suit can operate without anyone in it. In the example of going from standing to sitting, once the wearer begins the sitting procedure, the system recognizes what the wearer is attempting, and the suit responds to change its conformation.” 
 Carolyn Graham was rubbing her glasses with a handkerchief and had a worried look on her face. “Could this be dangerous for the user? Could the system try to assume a pretzel shape and do God knows what to the person inside?” 
 “No,” said Ralph. “The feedback is continuous, and any major resistance to what the system is doing with the suit either cancels the movement or aborts the simulation entirely. The user can also call out, ‘Stop System!’ 
 “The trick is that the wearer and the system have to be mutually trained. A user has to learn to work within the simulation. At the same time, the system has to adjust somewhat to each user because no two persons will move or react in exactly the same way.” 
 A couple more hands shot up, but Huxler gestured to hold on. “Some obvious questions are how long does it take to learn to use the suit and can everyone do it? To answer the second question first—no, it turns out that about 70 percent of people can learn to operate the suit with varying degrees of success. For some, they can almost forget they’re in a simulation. For others, it’s always awkward but doable. For that other 30 percent, for reasons not completely understood, they never learn. In some cases, they simply can’t interact with the system—possibly because their normal body movements are so ingrained that their brains refuse to learn a different method. In a few cases, the person gets nausea and/or headaches severe enough to make suit use impossible. 
 “That should mean that of the nineteen of us with Level 3 access, there should be about fourteen of us who can work with the suit,” offered Klaus Christiansen. The eager grin on the physicist’s face revealed he looked forward to trying. 
 “In theory, yes,” said Huxler. “However, people will take vastly different lengths of time to learn to use the system effectively, and some will never be able to fully utilize the system’s capability. That brings us to today. We’ve looked into how to screen for potential suit users. The screening system worked out uses a written questionnaire. It’s not perfect, but modeling shows it gives a good estimation of who are the better candidates. There is a limitation on time and facilities, so what we are looking for are those in this room who are the best candidate users of the suit. And this means interacting with Simeon. 
 “We already have two experienced users, but we want to add two more initial users to get a broader perspective. 
 “You might be curious how Ralph and Andrew came to be suit users. An earlier version of the assessment was given to a group of people working on developing the system at Virtual-Reality, Inc. They ranked at the top. Although both Jason and Harold showed indications as possible future users, they were too problematic. Since using this assessment is still so new, we’ll let them also take the latest version of the test to see if their rating changes. 
 “Okay . . . so what we’ll be doing this morning is selecting more candidate users. One other thing. General Sinclair, Whitey Kolzlowski, and I are excluded from VR use. I need to maintain an objective observation of those using the system. General Sinclair and Whitey have never interacted with Simeon, in order to eliminate the possibility that a technology far beyond us could influence them without our knowing it. That policy will extend to the VR.” 
 Rotham raised a hand. “Implying that there is a possibility that whatever this is could somehow take us over? Like some B science fiction movie?” 
 “Highly unlikely, but given what we are dealing with and our lack of previous experiences or frames of reference for all this, it’s a reasonable layer of security.” 
 Mueller rose and started handing out thick booklets. 
 Huxler continued. “It will take you around two hours to answer every question. It’s that long because it is also designed to detect attempts to give the ‘right’ answers. So, don’t try to answer what you think will give you a good score—it won’t. The questions will be all over the map, and a good number of them are not actually part of the scoring but are there to hide the real questions. Some questions are quite personal, but I will be doing the scoring myself, and there’s nothing you can answer that I haven’t seen before. In my profession, I don’t make judgments. On such questions, not being honest will most likely reduce your score. Be totally honest on those questions and answer as best you can, even if parts seem nonsensical.” 
 Mueller finished handing out the booklets. “There’s no time limit, and feel free to use the facilities as needs arise. Any questions?” 
 “Is this graded on a curve, and how much does it count in the final grade?” teased Chunhua, followed by general laughs and smiles. 
 Huxler smiled back. “It’s a curve, and it’s the entire grade. Okay, go ahead, and when you’re finished, just give your test to me and you’re free, but remain in Level 3 while I finish examining the assessments.” 
 With a combination of quizzical expressions, sighs, and eagerness in some cases, the staff members began the assessment. It didn’t take long for their reactions to erupt. The first was from Adams. “What a bunch of crap! What possible importance is whether I first put on the opposite shoe and sock to my handedness?” 
 Huxler frowned. “Remember what I said. Don’t try to understand or tailor your answers. Just because the questions seem nonsensical doesn’t mean anything. It could be one of the filler questions or could be important. Also remember it’s the overall pattern of answers that determines a rating. Now, let’s just continue, and everyone focus.” 
 Adams grumbled under his breath and returned to the booklet. 
 “Oh, and I forgot to mention,” said Huxler, “you must answer all questions.” 
 Jill diligently worked through the pages, trying to follow Huxler’s instructions, although, like Adams, she wondered about the significance of some of the questions. If the toilet paper roll was near finished, did she use fewer sheets per wipe to stretch the roll or did she continue using the same number and replace the roll when empty? This was something that had never occurred to her, but on reflection, she smiled and checked off “fewer sheets.” Several following questions were amusing or confusing, as the case might have been, but the last question on the first page made her pause. If you knew for certain that a thousand people would die if a specific individual was not killed, would you approve of the killing? Assume absolute certainty of the results of not acting and assume the person to be killed was not responsible for the thousand deaths. Jill frowned. This one disturbed her. There was no good answer. With reluctance she checked “Yes” and moved on to the second page. 
 Zach moved quickly, even through the question that bothered Jill. Curiously, at least to himself, the first question to make him pause was, Does everyone always deserve an equal opportunity? Zach found himself wondering, What are they getting at here? But then he caught himself and just answered with his gut response—in this case, No. He believed equal opportunity was a worthy goal, but to make it an absolute right flew in the face of reality because specific circumstances might make it either impossible or simply not right. As for picking one of five colors, he chose blue. Of course, it was a specific blue that was his favorite—the bluish-green of light through a breaking wave just below the white crest or the same shade that certain angles of sunlight brought out of shallow bays or inlets. But “blue” was the closest option. 

Hoped that helped them, he thought. Maybe we’re trying to match the aliens’ color wheel.

 As fast as Zach moved through the questions, he was only the third person to finish after Chunhua and Jason. 

What did she do? Zach wondered, watching Chunhua leave while he was only two-thirds done. Just randomly check off boxes without reading the questions?

 One by one, they rose and handed Huxler their booklets. Elizabeth Wilkens, the biologist, was last. Huxler had been going over the assessments as they were handed in and called the group back together an hour after Wilkens finished. 
 “Thank you all for your patience with this. I have the results, but for reasons I will not go into, all I will do is let you know the four people who are the most likely candidates to train with the VR system. The rest of you may get a chance later if additional users are needed. I’ll also let you know that those selections from the new people will not interact with Simeon via the audio/monitor setup once they start with the VR, at least for now. We want to have your fresh perspectives with the new system untainted by experience with the audio/monitor method. It’s to account for differences in humans responding to Simeon. We already have a set of subjects whose first exposure was via monitors and speakers. Now we’ll have a set where the VR comes first. 
 “It’s interesting that while I had already decided on doing it this way, Simeon independently made the same suggestion. We’ve queried him about his reasoning, but the answers were either too vague for us to conclude anything, or he changed subjects awfully fast. I find it hard to accept anything other than Simeon believes there is a real difference, so we’ll keep an eye out for any clues.” 
 Huxler took four pamphlets off the pile of questionnaires. “Of the four selected candidates, only the top two will initially undergo training. The third and fourth may become involved later but not at this time. It’s a matter of limited equipment and needing to progress expeditiously. In order of ranking, the two to begin training will be Zach and Chunhua, with Zooty and Jill third and fourth.” 
 “Yes!” exclaimed Chunhua with a fist pump. “BEMs, here I come!” 
 “BEMs?” whispered Jill to Carolyn. “What’re BEMs?” 
 “Bug-eyed-monsters, little green men, aliens, you know,” replied the computer scientist without looking at Jill. 
 “Oh,” she responded, wondering whether she should be excited, disappointed, or just plain scared by the results. She wasn’t too sure about either the VR system or talking directly to whoever . . . or whatever was coming from the Object. 
 However, disappointment was evident from several of the staff members, including Adams, who grumped off. Rachel Munoz was simply sorry she wasn’t on the list and followed Adams. Some were relieved, including Carolyn and Elizabeth. 
 Obviously pleased was Zooty Wilson. “Let me know when you’re ready for me to join Disneyland, Wilbur,” he hooted. “I’m with Chunhua—willing and able to beam up anytime.” 
 “Thanks, Zooty, we’ll let you know.” 
 Huxler drew the attention to those still present. “Thank you all again, and I’ll let most of you return to your other activities. Except for Zach and Chunhua. You two remain. We want to get you up to speed right away, so you’ll get a more detailed briefing from Ralph and Harold before your first try at the system. 
 “What about the rest of us?” asked Jason. “If we’re not interacting with Simeon through the VR, can we do it with the system you already have in place?” 
 “That will be on an ad hoc basis,” said Huxler. “One thing to keep in mind is that none of you will use both systems from this point forward. Again, at least for now. We want to study the two different interaction systems. In your case, Jason, you’ll be working with Freddie on mathematics, and he won’t be using the VR . . . he has enough trouble with the existing world. So, you’ll be restricted to the audiovisual system.” 



 
   
   

CHAPTER 21

   
   




WHO IS INTERVIEWING WHOM?

   
   

Training

   
 Zach and Chunhua Ciminoni started with five-minute VR sessions every half hour with the simple scenario of a room with a chair, a table, a green ball on the floor, and a window with a drawn curtain.
As days passed, the session lengths were increased, and the two trainees adjusted to walking around the room, sitting and rising from the chair, picking up and dropping the ball, and opening the curtain to reveal a static beach scene. 
 It was nip-and-tuck whether Zach or Chunhua adjusted faster, depending on the task. What was consistent were the expected headaches the first week, which faded the more they practiced with the VR. 
 “Correct me if I’m wrong,” Sinclair said to Huxler, after getting a daily update two weeks into training, “but I expected these two to take longer, based on the reports from the Virtual-Reality experience.” 
 “Oh, not really unexpected,” said Huxler. “At the company, they tried thirty-one members of the project, most of whom had backgrounds in computer technology and programming. I speculated that Ralph turned out to be so good at it because his game programming takes an imaginative and flexible mind. Andrew wasn’t predicted—maybe just a matter of chance he does as well as he does. According to the latest test version they just took, I don’t expect Andrew to improve much over where he is now, whereas I predict both Marjek and Ciminoni will far outclass Andrew once the two of them are more experienced. 
 “That these two may match or surpass Ralph won’t be a surprise. Ciminoni’s innate language gift indicates a complex mind able to absorb new input very quickly.” 
 “And Marjek?” asked Sinclair. 
 “Similar in the outcome, but with different antecedents. Zach’s years of experiencing stressful situations where constant alertness and evaluation of situations are at a premium, combined with his natural aptitude, were bound to hone his ability to handle new situations.” 
 “So, you think we’re ready to bring Simeon into the VR to interact with our four explorers? That’s what I’m thinking these four people are. Explorers where no one can predict what they will find.” 
 Huxler sagged in his chair. “Yes, as much as I can be certain of anything about all this. I wonder what we should make of the fact that Simeon slipped into using the system almost without a stumble. He continues to make suggestions for tweaks. Like myself, I think the staff expected that differences in technology would be an issue. The Object’s technology is likely so advanced that even this VR system and the IBM computers might seem like flint axes and animal skins.” 
   

What Do You Say When First Meeting an Alien?


 

 Ralph Markakis was not happy. 
 “I’m the most experienced person in using the VR system, so why aren’t I the first to interact with Simeon?” 
 Huxler had anticipated the reaction. “Ralph, no one questions your expertise with the VR setup or your central role in its development. You will have ample opportunities to be involved, but this is a ‘first contact’ situation. Let’s be frank. You let your enthusiasm carry you away. This is one of your most valuable traits, but we want someone with more self-control for the first session. You’ll admit that means Andrew because the choice in this first session is only between you two. These first tries will be short sessions to check out how this two-sided VR system works in a real situation and not in a laboratory. Your initial main work will come in adjusting as necessary. Again, you’ll have plenty of chances, just not today.” 
 “All sessions will initially be watched closely by the rest of the Level 3 staff, except for the people selected,” said Mueller. “Those four will initially not witness the sessions of the other three.” 
 “We simply don’t want their interactions to be influenced by observing the other three users,” said Huxler. “It may change in the future, but we also want to observe Simeon’s reactions to different people during these initial contacts. We didn’t do it earlier because people were added to Level 3 over time and before we had any protocols in place. And yes, maybe we should have thought this through more, but interacting with an alien intelligence didn’t exactly lend itself to checking precedents.” 
 An hour later, Andrew was suited up and immersed in the VR chamber. Next door, the control room was packed with people sitting at stations or standing and watching over others’ shoulders. Howard would be the only other person directly communicating with Simeon. 
 “Here we go,” Mueller said to the others and then keyed the link to the VR chamber. “Ready here, Andrew. All looks good.” 
 “Same here. Anytime.” 
 “Phasing into the room,” said Mueller. 
 Rather than Andrew suddenly jolting from darkness to a virtual room, he would experience light gradually increase from nothing to his being able to discern shapes, and finally, he would see a cartoon-level resolution of an empty, square room. 
 “I think I see something . . . ah . . . yes . . . starting to make out shapes.” 
 Andrew continued to describe the increased resolution. He had been in the room before—back at Virtual-Reality, Inc., during his first experiences with the system. There was no definition: the walls were a light green color supposedly soothing to humans, the floor a tan to remind people of earth, the ceiling a robin’s egg blue to simulate the sky. He held a hand up to look at it—skin with no wrinkles or hairs but in his natural tone. He remembered how the first training module at VR Inc. had few options, and taking into account different skin colors was not an available choice—to Ralph’s embarrassment the first time Andrew entered the room and drolly commented, “So this is what it’s like being white.” 
 Mueller watched a monitor. “All right, Andrew. The room is finished coming up.” 
 “Okay. I’ll check movement. Yes . . . I’m walking around the room. Seeing my hands if I lift them. Tapping my chest. Yes, can feel it. All seems okay. Ready for Simeon.” 
 “Confirmed,” said Mueller. “Simeon is cleared to enter when he’s ready.” 
 The lead scientist turned from his chair and took off the headset. “To reiterate for those of you who are new, all our previous communication with Simeon was via audiovisual hookups. Depending on how many of us participated in the interaction, we let Simeon see and hear everyone or arranged it so he saw and heard only one person. We could also make it so that either only one person hears the interchange or everyone in the room does. For today, Simeon will see and hear only Andrew via the simulation.” 
 He turned back to his console and monitors. “Now we wait for Simeon. From here on, the only exchange will be between Andrew and Simeon.” 
 Andrew was tense. He was about to “meet” an alien something, even if it came as an avatar for whatever the Object was. 
 The only door of the room opened to reveal a cartoon representation of a human man. It walked into the room, its motion jerky. Andrew had seen better figures on Saturday morning TV cartoons when he was five years old. 

“Hello,” said the figure. “My name is Simeon. What is your name?”

   
 “This is amazing,” said Ralph to the other observers in the control room as they watched a bank of monitors displaying representations of the VR room from different angles. “When we tested this feature of the system, both inputs were coming from people sitting not far from each other . . . humans. But this . . . the Simeon figure is coming from the Object, and we can’t predict anything.” 
   

“My name is Andrew Jefferson.” He stopped, his mind suddenly forgetting what he’d planned to say. 

“Pleased to meet you, Andrew Jefferson. Would it be acceptable if I called you Andrew? I understand from the others that first names are not used between strangers until permission is given or implied.”


“Andrew is fine. I know you only have one name.”


“I presume Howard and the others I have talked with did not tell you many things about me. I had suggested we let new people find out about me by themselves.”


“Why would that be good?” asked Andrew.


“I wish to understand humans and how individuals vary from one another. Factual information is important, but equally useful is comparing how different humans react to the same situation. Please tell me things about your childhood.”

   
 “Well . . . that was unexpected,” said Mueller. 
 In the adjacent chair, Huxler put his hands together, the tips of the fingers resting under his chin. “Hmmm . . . if Simeon were human, I’d suspect he was trying to put Andrew at ease, but that would imply he understands humans more than I thought. I’ve relistened to every exchange we’ve had with Simeon and read all the reports from the earliest days, once he revealed himself and before recordings were made. Nothing suggested to me that he understood enough of human psychology or how to read emotions.” 
 “Maybe you’re overthinking it,” said Mueller. “Maybe he just selected a question to start with.” 
 Huxler opened a line to Andrew only. “This is Wilbur. Offer to exchange personal information.” 
 Andrew didn’t answer because there was no way for the person in the VR to respond without Simeon hearing. 
 The psychologist noticed Huxler’s questioning look. “Simeon has always deflected such questions. Let’s see if this new situation changes that.” 
   

“If I tell you things about myself, politeness requires you do the same,” said Andrew.


“Yes,” said Simeon, “that will aid us in becoming friends.”

   
 “Blimey,” said Rotham, standing behind Huxler. “Where did that come from? He’s never mentioned developing a relationship with anyone, plus he’s implying he’ll reveal something about himself.” 
 “I wonder if Simeon has been deliberately waiting for the VR before moving to some kind of next-level exchange,” said Huxler. “We might explore that later, but let’s see where today leads.” 
 He opened the connection to Andrew again. “Follow this up. See what he’ll say about himself, but don’t push too hard.” 
   

“I’m thirty-five years old. I’m an African American and was born in Ramstein, Germany.”


“Interesting,” said Simeon. “I do not believe any of the others I have talked with are African American. Do I assume correctly that one or both of your parents were in the United States military and stationed in Ramstein?”

   
 “How the hell does it know ANYTHING about Germany or what ‘African American’ refers to?” said a befuddled Charles Adams. 
 “Remember, Charles, we don’t know what the Object accessed before we surrounded it with the Faraday cage. Still . . . we need to reexamine everything that’s been said to Simeon,” Huxler asserted. “Even though we’ve been careful what we reveal, people slip up.” 
 “I have a different nasty thought,” said Rotham. “If we can’t figure out how it knew those things, where does that leave us? We tell ourselves not to make assumptions, but haven’t we been operating under a long list of assumptions, such as it only knows what we say through our electronic communications? What if it’s been listening to spoken words by some incredibly sensitive audio technology when we thought it couldn’t hear us? We also assume it doesn’t have access to our computers. I’ve suggested before we can’t be sure an advanced-enough technology couldn’t bypass all of our safeguards. We need to keep reminding ourselves not to forget our ignorance about exactly what it can do.” 
 “I agree,” said Mueller, “that IS a nasty thought.  
   

“All right,” said Andrew, “your turn. Tell me something about yourself.”


“I am afraid I have limited details to tell, Andrew. I was ‘born’ two years, twenty-six days ago. At least, born in the sense of the first awareness of my existence. As to ‘where’ I was born, I have no sense of movement, so I assume it is where I am at this moment.”   
   
 “Hot dingy,” said Zooty Wilson, “tell Andrew to ask him if he’s alone or others are in there or elsewhere.” 
 Mueller shook his head. “Let’s not go too fast. We don’t know what his limitations are, insofar as what he can or is allowed to answer. Remember . . . assuming he’s a computer, AI, or something similar that we don’t conceive of yet, he may be constrained on what he can say.” 
 “Andrew, thank him for the answer and puff him up a bit about wanting to be friends.” 
   

“Thank you, Simeon. I appreciate learning about you. It’s a good start for us becoming friends. Is there anything specific you’d like to learn about me?”


“Andrew, I’m curious what’s your favorite pizza topping and why it is?”

   
 “I give up!” exclaimed Mueller. “What’s that about? 
 “Chunhua, add to searches into transcripts of interactions with Simeon for any possible reference to ‘pizza.’ Hell . . . include other words like Italian, topping, pepperoni . . . use your imagination.” 
 “That’s all well and good, Howard,” said Huxler, “but even if he knows about pizza, WHY would knowing Andrew’s favorite topping be important?” 
 “Maybe the information itself is not important, or he’s trying to relax Jefferson,” said Zach. “If this were a human, I might also suspect he’s just pulling our chain. He might even be hinting he HAS outside access. Why? I have no clue.” 
 Mueller keyed in Andrew. “Tell him your favorite, and let’s see the response.” 
   

“I like Canadian bacon and pineapple.”


“Is that a common preference for other humans?”


“Some, but others think it’s gross.”


“Gross? You mean they actively dislike it?”


“Yeah. Gross.”


“How do you feel about preferring something others find objectionable?”


“No, I think it’s your turn to give information.”

   
 Twenty minutes into the session, a wall light appeared in the simulation and flashed red. 
 “I see our session is ended. Thank you, Andrew. I look forward to meeting with you again.” 
 Simeon turned and walked back through the door, which closed on its own. 
 When Andrew emerged from the tank, he was surrounded and inundated with questions before Mueller shooed people away so Andrew could unhook and clean up. 
 The formal debriefing session was cut short by Sinclair after two hours. He agreed with continuing similar sessions, alternating initially with Ralph and then later bringing Zach and Chunhua into the rotation. For now, they had long since exhausted any objective conclusions and had drifted into speculation. Sinclair knew some members would continue until hunger or the need to sleep intervened. He also needed to get his own thoughts organized. 
 In the following week, the other three primary VR users had their initial sessions with Simeon. Although the entire Level 3 staff participated in a general discussion of the first round of sessions, a smaller meeting followed that involved only Huxler, Mueller, and Sinclair. 
 “Well, I realize these sessions were only trial runs,” said Sinclair, “but did you two glean anything interesting from them?” 
 “The VR worked!” quipped Mueller. “I’ll admit I was uncertain about it. My understanding of the complexity of VR and the parameters Simeon insisted on made me skeptical about both the system and getting it shipped and operational at such a remote site. Not anymore. I’m a believer. Granted, the performance was crude, more like one of the simplest Saturday morning shows my son used to watch when he was four or five years old, but it impressed me enough that I’ll take Ralph’s and Simeon’s words that it can be far more complex.” 
 Sinclair looked at Huxler. 
 “I agree with Howard, General, but what struck me was a single question that Simeon asked all four users. After going over the recordings, I found one question that was not only asked of all four, but the wording and the exact intonation were the same.” 
 “He asked what each one wanted,” said Mueller. “I picked up on that, too.” 
 “So, why is this important?” asked Sinclair. 
 “Simeon’s exact words were, ‘What is the most important question you want to ask me?’ All four answers were interesting, but only one led to follow-ups before they moved on to other questions. Major Jefferson said he wanted to ask whether the Object posed a danger. Not a question I would have wanted to start with but perhaps not unexpected from a military officer. I also note in passing that the major used ‘Object’ instead of ‘Simeon’ during the session. We’ll keep an eye out if Simeon notices the choice and how he reacts.” 
 Huxler thumbed through papers in front of him. “As to Andrew’s question, Simeon said, ‘Anything can be a danger.’ When the major tried to follow up, Simeon either repeated the same statement or ignored the question.” 
 “Chunhua asked if there were other civilizations throughout the galaxy. Simeon’s rather droll answer was that it was obvious. Chunhua laughed and said she meant besides Simeon, who then did his usual two-step. For a second, I was hoping to get some clues about one of our main questions. What exactly is Simeon? Didn’t happen. 
 “As for Ralph, he did as expected . . . got enthused asking questions about technology and didn’t wind down for almost ten minutes before he realized Simeon wasn’t giving answers. At first, I was a bit annoyed that he forgot—or ignored—our coaching him not to blurt questions right out but to edge up to them. Then I figured, ‘What the hell.’ Why not let Ralph be Ralph and see what happens? Maybe Simeon’s responses might be different. They weren’t. It’s an open question whether Ralph’s sessions will be useful, but he’s so good with the VR, I’m hoping his interactions with Simeon will have more impact later. 
 “Then there’s Zach’s session. Something happened that we don’t know the implications of, but I’m wondering whether Zach’s participation might turn out to be fortuitous. 
 “The answers of the other three to Simeon’s asking for their most important question were reasonably predictable, but not Zach’s. He said, ‘I want to ask what you want?’ At first, I thought it was just a variation on another obvious question, ‘Why are you here?’ but then I got to thinking about it after hearing the rest of the session. I don’t know if Zach was being insightful, or it was just a chance question, but it got a very different response than I expected because we had already asked Simeon many times why he was on Earth.” 
 Huxler opened a binder. “Let me read you the first portion of the interchange.” He looked down and began. 

“Zach: ‘What do you want?’


“Simeon: ‘I want to help.’ 


“Zach: ‘Help? Help with what?’


“Simeon: ‘Now is not the time. You are not ready. I am not ready.’


“Zach: ‘Ready for what?’


“Simeon: ‘Yes. Where were you born, Zach?’”

 Huxler looked up. “That was it. Zach made a couple of attempts to follow up, but Simeon just ignored the efforts. That’s his usual tactic. Well, that and segueing a little more subtly to another topic.” 
 Sinclair looked puzzled. “That’s it? What seems special to you about that?” 
 Mueller spoke up before Huxler could answer. 
 “Sorry, General, but I’m with Wilbur on this. It’s because we’ve been working with Simeon so long that we think we can sense when he’s going somewhere that isn’t obvious on the surface. We think he told Zach that he’s here to be proactive, not just a passive observer. There’s something he expects to do. What it is, we haven’t a fucking clue.” 
 Sinclair raised an eyebrow at the psychologist’s frustration-elicited profanity. As far as he could remember, it was the first such occasion he had witnessed. Huxler noticed his surprise. 
 “Sorry. I usually find other ways to express myself, but months of making no apparent progress and then hearing tantalizing hints without answers can get to me.” 
   

Promising Report

   
 Sinclair sat looking at his notes. Despite it being the electronic age, he still found he worked better when he put thoughts on paper. Something about the physical paper, pencils, pens, and seeing the handwritten words helped clarify his thinking. In this case, the text sorted out his thoughts on how things were going at the site and with the installation of the virtual reality system. He would then create the report on a word processor, run it through encoding software, and send it on to General Hardesty. 
 The basic message of this latest report would be that things were going well. Despite the expected early glitches in getting the system up and running, particularly synchronizing the computers, Simeon’s first sessions excited the scientists. 
 Sinclair intuited that time for significant progress might be expiring. Although the little they had gleaned from the Object and the interactions with Simeon counted as positive results, it was a pittance compared to the underlying ocean of technology the Object represented. It was only a matter of time before some individual, organization, or nation put together disparate tidbits of information and scoped them out. Sinclair was surprised they had kept the secret this long. 
 When Site 23 became exposed, Sinclair agreed with Hardesty and Wallens—the shit storm would be seismic. The best ameliorating factor would be if they could show the technology transfer to outweigh the legal and political blowback. 



 
   
   

CHAPTER 22

   
   




LANGUAGES AND FOSSILS

   
   

Linguistics 

   
 Everyone’s excitement over the first VR sessions with Simeon faded with the Object’s return to obfuscation and diversion. A disgruntled Sinclair described the VR sessions as “just dressed-up versions of the audio/monitor ones.” 
 Chunhua Ciminoni achieved a breakthrough . . . of sorts. When Simeon learned she was both a computer scientist and a natural linguist, they took off on discussions delving into theoretical linguistics. Jeff Rotham was beside himself with frustration because the topic was his field. Unfortunately, Huxler’s assessment for adapting to the VR system indicated that Rotham totally lacked the ability to adjust—a prediction confirmed when Rotham’s persistence led Huxler to let him try the suit and the simplest scenarios. This ended in Rotham calling a halt and vomiting within seconds of exiting the VR chamber. 
 Nevertheless, Rotham asserted he already had ideas for numerous avenues of exploration, even if he had to work through Chunhua. 
 ‘I admit I’m wildly speculating,” Rotham told a progress meeting, “but to me, Simeon’s questions and answers with Chunhua suggest familiarity with language systems far different from those of humans.” 
 “Sorry, Jeff,” said Huxler. “I don’t see where that comes from.” 
 “Words are made up of morphemes, the smallest unit in a language. A word is made of one or more morphemes. For example, ‘cats’ is made of two morphemes: ‘cat’ and ‘s’. ‘Cat’ can stand alone as a word, but ‘s’ cannot. These two examples are called free and bound. Another case is ‘irresistible.’ ‘Resist’ is a free morpheme because it can be a word, whereas ‘ir-’ and ‘-ible’ are bound morphemes because they are not words themselves. 
 “There are four basic categorizations of human languages. One type is ‘analytic,’ where sentences are made only of free morphemes, including those indicating number and tense. Mandarin Chinese is a classic example. ‘We played soccer’ in Mandarin has four morphemes—plural, play, soccer, past. 
 “In contrast, a ‘synthetic’ language’s words are composed of one or more morphemes, like ‘cats’ and ‘irresistible.’ These languages are further categorized as agglutinative, fusional, and polysynthetic.  
 “Agglutinative language words have one or more morphemes, each of which conveys one piece of information, such as tense. In a fusional language, a single morpheme can convey multiple pieces of information. In Spanish, the ‘o’ in ‘hablo’ indicates a singular speaker and the present tense. 
 “The final type of synthetic language is polysynthetic. These languages can include a high number of morphemes per word, similar to agglutinative and fusional languages. However, a polysynthetic language also forms stem words by incorporating multiple nouns and verbs into one word—essentially an entire sentence. Some extreme language examples are the two branches of Eskimo: Yupik in far eastern Siberia to western Alaska, and Inuit from Alaska to Greenland. In addition, languages may have so many elements of more than one type that they are termed ‘mixed.’ As an example, English is usually considered an analytic language with mixed features. 
 “They brought me aboard when Howard and the others were trying to get beyond the early number series and logic framework the Object was exchanging. Before we could carry out conversations with Simeon, it took time for him to learn English, starting with the written form. You know . . . what are nouns, verbs, and so on? He learned fast, as you would expect from an advanced AI. However, the ability to advance so quickly brought up whether the Object had prior knowledge, possibly from tapping into radio and TV broadcasts. It was quite a controversy in those early days, and we still don’t have answers. 
 “Anyway, in those early days, much of Simeon’s speech indicated different types of languages. I discounted it as something being wrong with my methods or random, seemingly connected events resulting from an alien intelligence attempting to understand English.  
 “I noticed irregular patterns in morpheme usage. Some of the patterns were familiar, especially similar to human analytic or different synthetic languages. 
 “At first, I treated it as just an oddity. I sort of forgot about it as Simeon got better at English, and we started with audio training. I was one of the last people in Level 3 to talk with Simeon. You can imagine my frustration, and I’ll admit I got pretty testy that someone with my background ended up going last. As a childish reaction, I deliberately made my speech as analytic as possible. To my surprise, Simeon answered back the same way, with the addition of morphemes that seemed out of place and didn’t make sense in English. I then switched and tried to make my words approximate a polysynthetic language, though only a crude version because English doesn’t easily form such constructs. Still . . . Simeon answered by copying me . . . but again with elements that made no sense. I suspected I was missing something. Then I thought that maybe Simeon was referencing elements that couldn’t be translated directly into English.  
 “There were enough oddities that six months ago, I lobbied for and brought in an anthropologist/linguist named Bjorn Nylander. One of Bjorn’s specialties is Inuit languages, culture, and isolated group dynamics. I hoped he would help with analyzing Simeon’s use of language. Unfortunately, the powers-that-be okayed his coming, then won’t let him work beyond Level 1.” 
 Rotham laced his last words with sarcasm and disgust. 
 “A slip up,” said Huxler. “Nylander is from Norway, though he’s been a U.S. citizen for twenty years. A background check initially cleared him, but after he arrived, something came up that raised red flags. What it was is not important, but since he was already here, we decided to keep him with the expectation he would get clearance once certain issues passed security.” Huxler sighed. “We’re still waiting, and Jeff works to keep Nylander from exploding because he was promised he’d be working on something extraordinary. We keep telling him it will come any week. 
 “In the meantime, Nylander occupies himself with compiling notes on group interactions in remote environments, though our division into levels is a complicating factor. He’s also something of an amateur fossil hunter and spends much of his time combing the area around the site out to about five miles.” 
 Rotham grunted. “Anyway . . . human speech requires air moving over the vocal cords, controlling how the air is moved, tones, positioning of mouthparts, and so on. Placing stress on morphemes is just one example. In English, each word will have only one primary stressed morpheme. Simeon would sometimes put two or even three stresses in the same long word. 
 “I didn’t really expect anything to come of my analysis, but I was frustrated at the lack of progress and wanted something to take my mind off it. When queried about it, Simeon deflected, and such occurrences disappeared, making me suspect Simeon was not aware of doing it. If it was a mistake, then knowing he’s fallible was strangely reassuring.  
 “Anyway, coming back to what I originally said . . . I suspect Simeon has experience with multiple languages fundamentally different from those of humans. Although there’s academic controversy, it’s been proposed by Noam Chomsky that there are universal features of human languages, sort of a ‘universal grammar’ that’s based on our inherent biological features and common early life experiences. 
 “I now suspect that when Simeon was learning English, he was trying to fit it onto an alien language pattern and failing much of the time until he got a better understanding of English. Maybe the language pattern was of his creators.” 
 No one in the room had a comment or question, although Chunhua and Zach wondered whether Simeon had intentionally dropped clues about his origin. 
   

Zach

   
 During the meeting, Zach had not spoken, the topics being out of his depth, though he vowed to use the site’s extensive digital library to get at least a cursory familiarity. He’d found it to be a recurring effort since he’d arrived. It wasn’t that he expected to argue the fine points with linguists, physicists, and all the other specialists on the staff. Yet he felt the need to follow the gist of conversations and arguments to, at minimum, judge how other staff members evaluated what Simeon said.  
 Today, the message he thought he came away with was confirmation that Simeon was far beyond humanity’s experience—a disconcerting thought. Zach might not have understood the rationale of all the missions he’d been on or respected those giving the orders, but at least he believed each mission’s purpose lay within human behavior boundaries. Now it seemed every time he thought he was coming to grips with Site 23, the feeling turned ephemeral. 
 He left Level 3 without speaking to the others, passed the Level 2 section, and exited into noon daylight. The sun hung low above the hills. Even at the summer solstice, the Earth’s axial tilt meant the sun would never rise more than 32 degrees above the horizon. 
 He glanced at a temperature reading before exiting the building: 40 degrees Fahrenheit, typical for this time of year. It was four days short of two months since he’d arrived—long enough that the feeling of being in a routine bothered him. Too much of a daily pattern fostered inattention, the bane of his field experience. Yet . . . life here had come to feel more comfortable than he might have expected. 
 He’d found multiple occasions to talk with everyone on site, in both social and work situations. He’d worked to make everyone feel comfortable around him, despite his role in site safety and security. Even Jill Hardesty had lost her prickly edge around him. 
 Maybe it was Bobby. The child remained oblivious to his mother’s initial attempt to keep him away from Zach. At first, he had tried to gently discourage the boy from following him around, not wanting to agitate the child’s mother. Bobby ignored his attempts and kept up a steady stream of conversation whenever he attached himself to the man who had visited their apartment and accompanied them to the Arctic. 
 Jill’s reservations about Bobby interacting with Zach faded, as she accepted that the child was naturally gregarious with all adults and perhaps more so with Zach. She also grudgingly admitted her kidnapper was both attentive and friendly toward her son. 
 Zach walked past the last structure and followed the crude path up the ridge west of the site. To call it a trail stretched the definition, but staffers had moved aside rocks to make transit easier. Similar crude paths crisscrossed within a mile of the site, and by now Zach had trod every foot enough times that he could close his eyes and see a map. 
 Zach reached the ridge top and looked back at the camp. From his position, the buildings were clearly visible, but when he imagined himself thirty thousand feet higher, he could believe the site was as close to undetectable as possible while still being located above ground. He’d ordered the materials, but he didn’t know when they would come on a C-17 flight. He planned to work with the maintenance crew to add small, irregular extensions to already protruding roofs and to construct scattered faux boulders between buildings so an overhead satellite wouldn’t see the oddity of orderly larger rock formations—the structures—separated by the lack of anything larger than a basketball. 
 On the way back down, he took a different route. Thirty yards from the top, he passed a petrified tree stump two feet high and eighteen inches in diameter. He knew from talking with other staff members that it was one of several such fossils near the camp.  
   

Fossils

   
 Although they were integrating into the community, the passengers on the flight that brought in the VR system still gravitated to eating meals together, more often than with other staff members. On one Thursday dinner, a table’s occupants included all the newcomers except Andrew, who was currently accompanying the five-man army team on one of their exercises. Bobby, to Jill’s rueful consternation, engaged in a face-making session with Zach. Here he was called a safety officer, but when he had threatened her about the misdirected folder, he referred to himself as an agent of Homeland Security. Truth be told, she didn’t know what he was, only that she thought she shouldn’t like him. Unfortunately, Bobby hadn’t gotten the same message, and the man was among the seven or eight people her son had decided were his “rends.” He hadn’t quite mastered the “f” sound yet. 
 Ralph had arrived late but made up for it by his enthusiasm for a new avocation. 
 “You wouldn’t believe it, but Ellesmere might be one of the world’s most unappreciated hotspots for fossils! Eddie Wilcox . . . you know, one of the radar men . . . was telling me about it. They’ve got a regular fossil group that goes out mapping fossils.” 
 “What kind of fossils?” interjected Jason. 
 “All kinds. All the way from some of the first land animals to big trees from a few hundred years ago.” 
 Zach smiled, remembering the petrified stump he’d passed. “I don’t think they count as fossils if they’re only a couple hundred years old.” 
 “Whatever,” Ralph replied, undeterred by Zach. Eye rolling and chuckles broke out around the table. 
 “So, what, are they digging them up or something?” asked Willie. He was only an occasional participant at their meals, usually eating with other maintenance staff members. 
 “No, no, no . . . you can’t just DIG them up. There’s a regular protocol for how to document fossils. The group doesn’t have the time, resources, or expertise to do that—plus, of course, they can’t announce anything until the site’s security is lifted, whenever that might be.” 
 “So, what do they do?” 
 “Mainly, just mapping sites. They’re carrying out a systematic survey of the surroundings for definite or suspected fossil sites. Although, as I understand it, even if you don’t work on the fossils, some of them are so exposed you can figure out what they are just by studying what’s visible. Anyway, I told Eddie they should give us newcomers a presentation, and he’s gotten Bjorn to do it tonight.” 
 “Nylander?” asked Zach. “I thought he was an anthropologist studying how we all get along.” 
 Ralph nodded. “Yeah, but he seems to be into a lot of things. Some kind of linguist, too, plus archaeology and paleontology. He’s the closest we have to an expert and seems to be the fossil hunters’ unofficial leader. They call themselves the ‘Boney Loonies.’ I think I may join up.” 
 “Somehow, I can’t imagine Nylander picking that name,” Zach said with a grin. 
 “Oh, no,” said Ralph, “that’s what the others call themselves. Besides Eddie and Bjorn, some of the others are Luc Moulard, one of the nuclear engineers, and that cute radar woman, Sam. Then there’s Sarah Reno, the biologist working on lichens, Bill something or other from maintenance, and Paula Rosario, the other Level 1 biologist. I think she’s doing work on lemmings or voles or some other rodent.” 
 “Don’t let Paula hear you diss her little darlings,” said Jill. “She’s even named the ones that frequent the site. People toss them occasional bits of food, which sends Paula ballistic. Claims human food is bad for them and takes them away from foraging for natural foods.” 
   
 Two hours later, Zach attended the Boney Loonies meeting. Jason and Harold were curious enough about Ralph’s enthusiasm to attend. The group met in a small lounge set up with a large monitor that Nylander cursed while trying to get a PowerPoint presentation to display. Ralph engaged in an animated conversation with Wilcox.  
 As soon as Zach found a seat, Nylander started off. “Eddie asked me to give an overview of what is known about Ellesmere’s fossils. Existing staff members have already heard most of this, but it’s important that you new people understand not to disturb any fossils you come across. We aren’t experts, so it’s paramount that we leave any prospective fossil sites as pristine as possible to anticipate when formal collecting is permitted and more people with experience are allowed in this region.” 
 With that admonition, Nylander dimmed the lights and brought up some slides on the screen. 
 “One important point is that fossil finds on Ellesmere have only happened in the last few decades and, in some cases, just a few years recently. When you consider the limited exploration of Ellesmere, due to the climate and the remote location, this is nothing short of amazing. We can only imagine what fossil treasures are literally lying around, waiting to be discovered. 
 “Thus far, there are major animal fossil finds in three areas. The first discoveries are also the youngest fossils. In 1961, a John Fyles from the Canadian Geological Survey was mapping some geological formations near Strathcona Fiord northeast of here. On a relatively small exposed slope, he found fossils from what is now believed to have been a beaver pond during the early Pliocene Epoch about four million years ago. Among the fossils that Fyles and others recovered from this exposure are a variety of amphibians, insects, and rodents, including, of course, the resident beavers, a small deer, horses, several small carnivores, badgers and weasels, camels, plus two larger carnivores—a wolf and a bear. Also, fossils of good-size tree trunks, branches, leaves, and cones. Analysis of the fossils indicates similar flora and fauna to northern China at that time. It’s assumed the common species were due to the land connection between Asia and the Americas during part of that era. The climate here at that time was similar to what is found today in the boreal-forest margin environment of the Yukon and Central Alaska—so, still relatively cold but able to support a much more diverse biosphere than Ellesmere today.” 
 “A second fossil-rich area was first discovered in 1975 by two paleontologists from the Carnegie Museum of Natural History and the Milwaukee Public Museum. It’s near Eureka Sound at the head of the Strathcona Fiord. The finds are from the Eocene Epoch of about fifty million years ago and include a wide range of mammals and reptiles. In addition, fossils of at least seven different species of trees were found. Our single tree stump near the site matches one type from Strathcona: Metasequoia, more popularly called a dawn redwood and related to California’s redwoods. It was thought this type of tree had become extinct tens of millions of years ago. Then, in 1944, an example was discovered growing in a section of China. 
 “A larger bed of similar tree fossils was near the end of the Stenkul Fiord halfway between Grise Fiord on the southern tip of Ellesmere and Site 23 on the Raanes Peninsula. 
 “Altogether, about forty fossil sites have been identified near the Strathcona Fiord. They tell us important things about what Ellesmere was like as far back as fifty million years ago and the animals and plants that lived here. However, they are dwarfed in importance by fossils found south of here about halfway to the settlement of Grise Fiord. In 2004, researchers found fossils of a creature fitting what was predicted to be a transitional form between fish and land-dwelling animals, a form up until then not discovered. These creatures were named Tiklaalik, an Inuit name for ‘fresh-water-fish.’ They lived during the Devonian Period about 383 million years ago in shallow waters and came out of the water for at least short periods of time. The traits supporting this transitional form include lungs, the first evidence of a neck, and lobed fins with rudimentary wrists allowing the creature’s movement and supporting its weight on land.” 
 Jason had been waiting for Nylander to take a breath. His opportunity came when the speaker paused with a beatific expression, assuming the audience shared his amazement. 
 “Sorry, Bjorn, but are so many different fossils common around the world? If not, why Ellesmere?” 
  “Well . . . I’m not sure I have an answer for the Pliocene and Eocene fossils, though I suppose everyone’s excitement about those came from finding them so far north, which told us about the climate during those times. However, the Tiklaalik fossils are among the most significant of all because they’re from the pivotal time when animals made the transition from water to land. As you can imagine, the further back in time we go, the harder it is to find fossil evidence that’s survived. Think of it . . . 383 million years. 
 Zach had questions he couldn’t voice—not in this setting. Was the finding of so many important fossils in Ellesmere somehow related to the Object? 
   

How Long Has the Object Been Here?

   
 Zach raised a question the next day when the Level 3 people met next. 
 “Nylander gave an interesting overview of Ellesmere fossils last night, but something occurred to me. For those of you who’ve been here for a while, is there any idea how long the Object has been on Earth?” 
 “That’s just one of the topics the damn thing has been cagey about,” said Charles Adams. “We’ve asked it many times and gotten no answer. We’ve even tried to trick it by asking questions that would let us narrow down a time window . . . but no luck.” 
 “Was that before we had the VR system working?” asked Zach. “What about recently? I’ve heard you all think Simeon’s answers have changed since then, though not always in useful ways.” 
 The prior staff spent several seconds looking back and forth among themselves before Mueller spoke. 
 “I take it no one recently asked that particular question again?” 
 Shrugs and shakes of heads resulted. 
 “Mind if I ask it?” asked Zach. “I’m due for a session with Simeon in the VR the day after tomorrow.” 



 
   
   

CHAPTER 23


 


 





P VERSUS NP

   
   
 Jason sat at the wall desk in his room, papers covering its surface and the one-person bed. A few papers lay on the floor, either placed there by him or having fluttered there after being lifted by air currents caused by his rapid pacing. 
 He clutched his hands together to stop the trembling as he stared at the two sheets of paper resting atop those underneath. His breath came in ragged gasps, as he alternately paused before gulping to fill his lungs and followed this with a staccato series of shallow inhalations and exhalations. 
 When he realized his eyes were dry to the point of pain, he blinked, the first time in many minutes.  
 “I have to tell someone,” he whispered. 
 His mind danced through a few options. Sinclair? He wouldn’t follow what I’m talking about. Huxler? He’s smart, but this is out of his field.

 Jason shook his head and spoke to the papers. “Even though Mueller, Adams, and Christiansen know more mathematics, this is beyond anything they’re capable of evaluating. Hell, I’m not sure who in the math faculty at MIT could understand what I think I’m seeing. Maybe Foukler, Chiu, and a very few others.” 
 The dryness of his throat forced its way to his consciousness. Parched, he rose and walked over to a bulge in the papers lying on the bed. He remembered a water bottle in the vicinity. He pushed aside pages to reveal what was hidden. Hands now only lightly shaking unscrewed the top, and he drank the entire pint of water. 
 He sat back in the chair, closed his eyes, and focused on controlling his breathing. When he opened his eyes, he looked around at the hundreds of paper sheets covered in mathematical notations. 
 “Sinclair. Even though he won’t understand, it’ll have to be Sinclair, maybe with Huxler and Mueller to help convince the general how important this is—if they understand enough.” 
 He reached for the phone that was part of the site’s internal communication system but stopped when he noticed the digital clock: 2:47 a.m. 
 No. He was too tired, his brain fuzzy from straining too long. He couldn’t risk sounding addled. Besides, the others were asleep. Let them be alert when he forced a meeting. He set the alarm for 8:00 a.m., went over to the bed, swept papers onto the floor, flopped forward, and was asleep as soon as he hit the blanket. 
   
 “What’s this about?” asked Mueller as soon as he entered Sinclair’s office to find Huxler and the general talking. 
 “I was wondering if you knew,” answered Huxler. “Leo and I were trying to come up with the reason Jason accosted me while I was eating breakfast with the meteorologists. He came up to me all agitated about something and saying he had to meet soon as possible—me, Leo, and you. Wouldn’t give more details, just turned and left when I finally suggested 9:00 a.m.” 
 Sinclair glanced at his watch. “Which is just about now.” 
 “Oh, good. You’re all here,” said Jason, as he walked in without knocking. 
 “All right,” said Sinclair. “Let’s all get seated. Jason, what the hell is this all about? Don’t tell me the VR is broke or whatever failure of that kind of technology is called.” 
 Jason frowned. “The VR system? No, no. That’s finally going well. It’s Freddie and the mathematics he’s been coming up with from Simeon.” 
 The other three men visibly relaxed, as they learned one of the worst options was not the topic. Sinclair grimaced, and Huxler put a hand on the general’s forearm to forestall his irritation. 
 “Tell us why you wanted to meet, Jason,” said Huxler in what he intended to be a calming tone. 
 Jason plopped into the last empty chair, took several deep breaths, and put both hands on his knees. Huxler could see the fingers digging into the cloth. 
 “I’m sorry,” said Jason. “I’m a bit rattled right now, but it has to do with the mathematics Freddie and Simeon are working with. It involves . . .” He paused with his eyes unfocused, as if gathering his thoughts. 
 Sinclair raised an eyebrow at Huxler and Mueller. Both men shrugged. Huxler made a calming motion with his right hand, hoping to let Jason proceed at whatever pace he needed. 
 Moments passed. 
 “Sorry again,” said Jason. “After Dr. Huxler encouraged me to get closer to Freddie, I started spending as much time as I could with him when I wasn’t helping set up the VR. It didn’t take long for me to understand Dr. Huxler’s claim that Freddie is some kind of mathematics savant like Ramanujan.” 
 Sinclair’s expression signaled faint recognition. 
 “Ramanujan was an Indian mathematician. Maybe you saw the movie. You know . . . The Man Who Knew Only Infinity. I also read a book on him. One anecdote I remember is Ramanujan and his Cambridge sponsor, Hardy, riding in a cab . . . maybe in London. Hardy notices the cab’s number is 1729. I guess they used to play number games. Anyway, Hardy comments that it is a boring number, but Ramanujan disagrees strongly. He says it’s the smallest number that can be represented as the sum of two cubes in two different ways. 
 “And no, don’t ask what those two numbers were. I can’t begin to imagine how someone would look at a number and know that. 
 “When Ramanujan showed up at Cambridge to work with Hardy, he had notebooks of theorems and solutions. Nothing else! No proofs of any of it. He somehow intuitively knew mathematical relationships without having to carry out formal proofs. Hardy had the devil of a time getting Ramanujan to understand that no one would believe his work unless he showed the steps to reach his conclusions.” 
 Jason paused as if a new idea suddenly occurred to him. 
 “You know, that may be related to what I’m going to tell you. Hmmm . . . I’ll think about that. Anyway . . . what made it all the more astounding was that Ramanujan had almost no formal education. Mathematics just seemed to come to him. Freddie’s like that. I love working with him, although I want to tear my hair out at times. He’ll be doing something interesting, and all of a sudden he’ll go off on tangents. Also, like Ramanujan, he doesn’t understand that because he thinks something is right doesn’t mean he doesn’t have to convince people.” 
 Huxler sensed Sinclair getting more impatient, and he looked for an opportunity to focus Jason on why he called the meeting. 
 “Jason, does this have to do with the two mathematics papers you told me you might be writing with Freddie?” 
 “Papers? No, no, I didn’t ask to meet about those. They’re pretty straightforward. Actually . . . quite interesting work once I got Freddie to sit still and go over his notes. I believe we’ll have papers ready to submit to mathematics journals . . . maybe within a couple of months. At first, I was hesitant to put my name on the papers because the core ideas are almost all Freddie’s, but I came to realize that without my contribution and doing much of the derivations, the work would never be published. 
 “Of course, he didn’t have the necessary details, and he made a couple of minor mistakes I caught, but both papers are short—more refinements of what’s already known. Well . . . I guess I shouldn’t make them sound trivial. Both are slightly different approaches. I can see several more extensive papers developing the use of the new approaches, but that’ll take time . . . maybe six months to a year.” 
 Huxler shifted in his chair and started to prompt Jason a second time, but Jason moved on quickly. 
 “No . . . why I called you is that four days ago I was listening to a session Freddie had with Simeon. I admit I was only half paying attention when I caught Simeon saying something about a ‘Millennium Problem.’ That’s when I began listening more carefully and going back to earlier parts of their session. It took me a while to put Simeon’s comment into the perspective of what they were discussing. Then I realized they were dancing around the N versus NP issue.” 
 Jason stopped talking when he looked at three blank faces. 
 “You know . . . the Clay Institute’s list of important math problems like the Riemann hypothesis and the Poincaré conjecture.” 
 Sinclair’s expression changed from annoyed to amused. “Sorry, Jason, but I haven’t the foggiest idea what the hell you’re talking about.” 
 “Ah,” said Mueller. “I remember. The Millennium Prize Problems are ten or twelve unsolved math problems. Anyone who solves a problem gets acclaim and a big cash prize.” 
 “A million dollars,” said Jason, “and it’s seven problems. So far, only the Poincaré conjecture has been solved in the twenty-some years since the prizes were announced. Some mathematicians believe most of the rest of the problems can’t be solved. Of course, all that means is no one can see the path to a solution as yet, but it doesn’t mean it couldn’t happen someday. After all, the Poincaré solution was resolved.” 
 “All right,” said Huxler, “let me see if I understand where you’re going. Did Freddie ask Simeon whether he could solve any of these Millennium Problems?” 
 Jason shook his head. “I assumed that at first, so I searched all the previous sessions Freddie had with Simeon. The earliest reference to the Millennium Problems was when Simeon mentioned them, not Freddie.” 
 “Wait a minute,” said Mueller. “Simeon? If Freddie didn’t bring up the topic, who else was it? Adams or Christiansen? I suspect they’re the only ones with enough math background.” 
 “No, no,” said Jason. “You don’t understand. I searched through ALL the sessions with Simeon. NO ONE mentioned the prizes before Simeon did.” 
 “So how did Simeon learn about them?” asked Huxler. 
 “It might be that he learned about them before we built the Faraday cage,” said Mueller. “We’ve never settled exactly how much monitoring of human radio and TV transmissions he had access to before we cut him off from outside contact. The problem with that answer is we think he learned English only through interactions with us. I suppose the Object would have merely recorded transmissions and translated them later.”  
 “Yes, but the Millennium Problems don’t seem like a topic to come up often on radio or TV,” said Mueller. “Of course, I guess we can’t rule anything out since Simeon so far won’t answer when we ask how long the Object has been on or around Earth.” 
 “However it happened,” said Sinclair, “what’s it got to do with why you wanted to meet, Jason? So, you think Simeon is telling Freddie how to solve the other problem you mentioned?” 
 “The Riemann hypothesis? No . . . one of the others. The N versus NP Problem.” 
 Sinclair sighed. “I’m right back to where we started. Why should I care if Freddie and Simeon are solving some math problem?” 
 “Let me try to give you some sense of the problem. In its simplest form, the N versus NP problem asks that if it’s easy to check whether a solution is correct, is it also easy find the solution? So, is it possible that P = NP where P is polynomial time and NP is nondeterministic time?” 
 Sinclair snorted in disgust, and Huxler took his turn sighing. 
 “Okay, okay,” said Jason. “It’s hard to explain without going into terminology. Let’s take the classic Traveling Salesman Problem. If a salesman has to visit ‘X’ cities, what’s the shortest route he could he take? The problem is simple to state. All it takes is to determine the distance for all possible routes and pick the shortest one. However, it’s not easy to solve once the number of cities increases. I forget the exact numbers, but with ten cities there are several hundred thousand possible routes and billions for fifteen or so cities. If it was a hundred cities, the number of possible routes is far more than the atoms in the entire universe. So, it’s ‘easy’ to state and ‘hard’ to solve because the only way we know how to do it is to check all possible routes . . . which quickly becomes impossible as ‘X’ increases. 
 “Now . . . what if a way exists to solve the problem without checking all options? This is what P = NP refers to. Most mathematicians think P can never be equal to NP, but it hasn’t been proven. 
 “What if we find a proof that P can equal NP, at least under some conditions? This would be an upheaval not only in mathematics but in many areas of technology. It would suggest that problems now considered too complex to solve would be, in fact, solvable. It would be a development at least equal to the invention of the Internet, and a few people even think more important than the discovery of fire . . . though that might be stretching a bit.” 
 The three men’s attention on Jason had focused as he spoke, though their expressions still conveyed uncertainty. 
 “What are some of these problems you talk about?” asked Sinclair. “Maybe that will help me understand why you think all this is so significant.” 
 “It depends on whether P = NP is true or false. If false, many mathematicians think the proof’s methodology is bound to lead places novel and important. But if it turns out to be true under even some but not all conditions, the list of applications is effectively unlimited. More efficient transportation and manufacturing systems, 100 percent language recognition and translation, far more advanced weather predictions, maybe into many months if not years ahead, possibly earthquake prediction, design of new computer processors, biotechnology like cancer cures and proteins designed for specific purposes, on and on. 
 “Oh, and here’s one for you, General. No cryptography system would be unbreakable.” 
 Mueller and Huxler looked at Sinclair, who appeared frozen, his chest not moving. Seconds passed. 
 “Well, that’s the shits,” said Sinclair, staring at a wall. He turned to Jason. “But you say it’s unlikely?” 
 “That’s the consensus. I’m not qualified to give a reliable evaluation, but I got the sense that Simeon was implying the opposite.” 
 “If that’s the case, we need to put a lid on this.” 
 “It’s too late to put a lid on this,” said Jason, “because of the communications you’ve already allowed between Freddie and mathematicians he’s previously collaborated with. Two publications coming out that peripherally relate to the P = NP problem. Those two papers are dense mathematics unlikely to have been studied thoroughly by many people, but that’s only a matter of time. One or more readers will eventually realize the implications, and word will spread like you can’t imagine. This sort of thing will explode in the international mathematics community. The only reason it hasn’t happened before is that Freddie didn’t have the last few steps when the papers were published. 
 “I even wonder if the other authors of those papers realized the implications. I know I didn’t until I put them together with what I’ve learned since coming here. 
 “Since then, he and Simeon have gone further. A lot further. I wouldn’t have even attempted to understand the papers. It was only by studying the recordings of Freddie’s session with Simeon that I could follow along. The stepwise progression and logic are nothing short of amazing. Beautiful, as mathematicians talk about such things.” 
 Sinclair cursed under his breath. “I don’t give a shit how pretty the equations are, but this is going to cause a shit storm with the NSA people when I report up the line.” He drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “How can we find out for certain where this is leading?” 
 Jason shrugged. “I don’t see any other way but to bring in more qualified mathematicians to do the same thing I did. Best yet, give them access to Simeon, along with Freddie. Maybe I’m seeing things, and they could tell us there’s nothing to worry about as far as the encryption is concerned.” 
 “Okay, let me think about this,” said Sinclair. “This will rattle more than a few people, but I might try to shake loose one or two mathematicians to assess where this is going. Jason, give me a few names to begin with, although if we do this, I’m sure there’ll be other names put forward. Don’t get your hopes up. Even if we go ahead, it’s liable to take several months. In the meantime, keep working with Freddie and make as much of it as you can.” 
   
 The three men waited until Jason left. 
 “This is one of those conundrums we’ve talked about, Leo,” said Huxler. “New technology can cut both directions, being both good and bad. Part of me would hope the P = NP case was proved by Simeon and Freddie. Think of the better weather forecasting and medical applications. Unfortunately, there’s the downside being the possible end of any kind of information security.” 
 “You realize you really don’t have a choice, do you, General?” said Mueller. 
 “I know,” said Sinclair. “We don’t. The U.S. doesn’t. When this gets up the line, there will be efforts to find ways to suppress further development and maybe withdraw those two papers of Freddie’s.” 
 “Really?” asked Huxler, skeptical. “I don’t know the circulation of the journals the papers went to, but retraction would only draw attention, especially if there are both paper and electronic versions out there. Retract, and people who hadn’t read the papers would give them a look. And who’s to say the journals’ editors would go along? And what about the coauthors?” 
 “I know, I know,” said Sinclair, impatient. “I’m probably just pissing into the wind. If it would help, I’d shut Freddie off from Simeon, but that doesn’t fix the current situation. Doing that would only delay the problem as long as Simeon exists.” 
 Huxler gave a rueful laugh. “Having any second thoughts about coming out of retirement?” 
 “Bet your ass I do. Hell, I’ve had second and third thoughts the last six months. I suspect I’d have been happier in ignorance of what goes on up here.” 
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ZOMBIE SCENARIOS

   
   

Situation Room, beneath the White House

   
 Bob Neller glanced at the proposed day’s schedule before he entered the Oval Office. He didn’t have to knock. He knew the president was at the Resolute Desk reading the daily intelligence briefing. There was a “solid” feeling about the desk derived from more than just its appearance, the chief of staff thought. Yet he couldn’t have given a clear explanation of why the ponderous-looking wooden piece of furniture projected an emotional response other than it had been used by every living president. He finally settled on the history of the desk and the continuity of the office. 
 As Neller closed the door, he saw that although the briefing papers were spread out on the desktop, the president’s chair was turned away as he stared out the window. 
 “Good morning, Mr. President.” 
 “Morning, Bob,” said Chesterton without turning. “I was just thinking about history. Not just past but future.” 
 “Future history?” 
 “No. I mean when history looks back on this time, I wonder what it will see and evaluate.” 
 Neller was surprised. His friend and president was not normally of a contemplative nature. 
 “Why do you ask?” 
 “Oh . . . oh, I don’t know. Maybe it’s this office. You know . . . what’s happened in this very room over the two centuries.” Chesterton turned the chair to face Neller and rapped a knuckle on the desktop. “Even the furniture. Take this desk. You know the history, right, Bob?” 
 “Yeah, or at least the basics. Around 1850 or so, the Resolute was one of the ships trying to find what happened to the previous Franklin expedition looking for a northwest passage through Canada’s far north. They never found Franklin and got stuck in the ice, so the ship was abandoned. That’s all I remember.” 
 “Right,” said Chesterton. “Then, about a year later, an American ship came across the Resolute drifting free over a thousand miles from where it had been abandoned. I guess when the ice melted, it floated away on the currents. Anyway . . . the U.S. returned the ship to England, and it remained in service until it was retired and broken up for parts. Timbers were used to make the Resolute Desk, presented to President Hayes in thanks for returning the ship. 
 “You know, Bob, more ships and men were lost looking for what happened to the Franklin men and ships than in the original expedition. Humans are funny that way. Just the thought of people stranded in the frozen Arctic, and men came running to save them.” 
 Chesterton shook his head. “And have you seen pictures of that part of the world? Cold and bleak. So few humans live up there. They even named a town after the Resolute. I think only about 250 people live there. And even farther north is a God-forsaken place called Grise Fiord. Less than two hundred people, mainly Inuits.” 
 Neller was bemused, wondering what had triggered the president’s train of thoughts. 
 “All right . . . enough of that. What do we have for today?” 
 Neller handed him the schedule. “Pretty much what we talked about last night. The only addition is making fifteen minutes available for Representative Shoemaker from Iowa. She’s a leader of the House group with doubts about your proposals to modify the education standards.” 
 “Okay. Fifteen minutes is tolerable. Listening to Shoemaker longer than that is beyond my duty as president.” 
 Neller smiled. “I promise. If she’s still talking nonstop at fifteen minutes, I’ll interrupt with an important call from an international leader. I’ll pick one I think she likes.” 
  Chesterton looked down at the papers spread out in front of him. “I’m about finished here. Reading this intelligence briefing reminds me of how the Pentagon makes all these contingency plans, some of which sound pretty weird. Put aside a few minutes of time today for me to meet with Colonel Myerson, the current Pentagon liaison. Before any crisis happens, I’d like to get a sense of which scenarios the Pentagon has planned for.” 
   
 “Mr. President, I believe there are many such plan outlines, though I’m not familiar with their current status. Those related to what are considered the more likely events are routinely updated. I can check and get back to you. Do you want a written report or a briefing?” 
 Chesterton eyed the navy officer. He had certain scenarios in mind but didn’t want to raise suspicions that he was interested in specific ones. 
 “I read once about the Centers for Disease Control putting out a contingency plan for a zombie plague. Naturally, they aren’t expecting that but used the excuse of zombies to grab people’s attention and encourage them to have on hand basic supplies and equipment for the more likely events, such as hurricanes, tornados, and earthquakes. I’m sure the Pentagon has some exotic-sounding plans. I’ll be curious to hear the most extreme and how they are thought to relate to real-world events. You know . . . nuclear terrorism, plagues, alien invasions, and so on. Set up a briefing with the appropriate people. I anticipate asking questions wherever my interest leads, so be sure they are prepared for anything. No immediate rush, but I’d like a first session within a couple of weeks.” 
   
 Three weeks later, Chesterton waited for an army brigadier general to deliver the briefing, supported by three junior officers and two civilians. The president had made a point of convincing his chief of staff that his interest was as much due to curiosity about how far the military would go in planning scenarios as it was to his effort to better grasp the potential and limitations of the world’s biggest military force. The subterfuge worked better than he’d anticipated, and Neller asked whether he could sit in, along with the secretary of defense, Gordon Gilbertson. He had insisted he needed to be involved once he learned of Chesterton’s interest. Also attending was Attorney General Floyd Deaver. Chesterton had replaced his first choice for the AG position once he learned of Site 23. Deaver had been a federal district appeals court judge known for sound legal reasoning without the rigidity of thinking that established laws could not be overruled by extraordinary circumstances. 
 As an added cover for the real reason for the session, Chesterton had Neller ask the Centers for Disease Control to send someone to brief them on a zombie apocalypse to start the session. Rear Admiral Edward Soares of the CDC’s Office of Public Health Preparedness and Response gave the CDC position that it was a publicity stunt to make people aware of having a set of essentials at home for any emergency where normal service could be disrupted for up to a week: water, food, medications, battery-powered radio, hygiene, clothing and bedding, important documents, and first aid. 
 “I take it the characters in The Walking Dead didn’t heed your suggestions,” said Chesterton, laughing. 
 “No, Mr. President,” said Soares, “although in that case, the situation was so dire that a week’s worth of supplies wouldn’t have made much difference.” 
 “Well, from the couple of episodes I got trapped into watching by a son-in-law, they managed to scavenge houses and stores after most people were dead.” 
 He smiled and turned to Deaver. “What do you think, Floyd? Were they robbing houses and stores or not?” 
 “Definitely not,” said the attorney general. “Oh, perhaps technically, but reality always needs to be in the background.” 
 Chesterton had prepared to prompt others to bring up references he didn’t want to make himself. He figured it less likely to elicit suspicions about his sudden interest. 
 “Like whatever was said about a suicide note?” he said, hoping someone would volunteer the quote and the source. 
 “Lincoln,” said Deaver, “when he suspended habeas corpus during the Civil War. He’s credited with saying, ‘The Constitution is not a suicide pact.’” 
 “Actually, there’s some controversy about that,” said one of the civilians whose name Chesterton promptly forgot after introductions. “The exact wording came from a Supreme Court case in 1949.” 
 “Takes me back to law school,” said Chesterton. “I had to write a paper for makeup after missing an assignment. The professor had me critique President Jefferson’s making the Louisiana Purchase, even though there was no legal foundation. Funny how some things stick with you. I still remember the quote from Jefferson, ‘A strict observance of the written law is doubtless one of the high duties of a good citizen, but it is not the highest. The laws of necessity, of self-preservation, of saving our country when in danger, are of higher obligation. To lose our country by a scrupulous adherence to the written law, would be to lose the law itself, with life, liberty, property and all those who are enjoying them with us; thus absurdly sacrificing the ends to the means.’” 
 “A slippery slope,” said Deaver. “One could argue the quote didn’t exactly match the situation. After all, the Louisiana Purchase didn’t involve a direct danger to the country. Nevertheless, I agree with the principle.” 

Thank you, Mr. Attorney General, Chesterton thought. The time’s going to come when I expect I’ll need to count on you still believing that.

 “All right, General Tiseras, I’ve looked over the material you sent. I was particularly struck by the Fitzsimmons publication from the U.S. Army War College on problems and conflicts between scenario planning and strategy. If I got one of the main points, the writer says both civilian and military leaders are so focused on immediate issues that they ignore or minimize attention to the long term. We’ll get into those issues another time, but does the Pentagon have scenario planning for events as unlikely as the CDC’s zombie apocalypse?” 
 “Yes, Mr. President, but the main contingency planning focuses on the most likely geopolitical scenarios and potential military involvement. The more . . . uh . . . exotic planning is a minor effort and currently associated with the United States Special Operations Command.” 
 “Currently?” asked Chesterton. “Does that mean it’s not a permanent program?” 
 “No, sir, just that the unit is periodically shifted to different commands. Similar to the CDC’s zombie planning, it’s not so much looking at specific unlikely events, but thinking about how the U.S. military and nation might respond to unforeseen events where there might be common features required to mobilize military and civilian resources. 
 “The Pentagon prefers to prevent the unit from coming to reporters’ attention and to avoid misinterpretation of an odd-sounding program and exaggeration in reporting.” 
 “You mean reporters are a bunch of blood-sucking leeches with no morals or ethics that conflict with getting the best headlines.” 
 The general suppressed a grin. “Well . . . I wouldn’t have phrased it quite like that.” 
 “Well . . . I wouldn’t either . . . most of the time. As much as the system needs a free press, too many press elements are more interested in sound bites than informing the public. So, you move this unit around to make it harder for bottom-feeders to stumble on them?” 
 “Uh . . . I believe that is the thinking.” 
 “Good. I approve. Does this unit have a name?” 
 “Right now, it’s called the ‘Office of Administrative Deployment.’” 
 “What exactly does that mean?” asked the president. 
 “Nothing, and that’s the point. The name is unlikely to trigger curiosity. Even if it does, we’ve a mission statement, along with phony reports that are deliberately meaningless in the off chance anyone reads them.” 
 Chesterton laughed and turned to his chief of staff. “Bob . . . take note. We may need to bring whoever writes this stuff into the White House staff any time we want to be sure that no one knows what our plans are.” 
 He looked back at the officer. “Continue.” 
 “Yes, sir, but I reiterate that these scenarios are mainly to identify ultimate limitations on what can and/or should be done. One scenario class is a pandemic—similar to the zombie apocalypse, with the difference being that we give thought to how the nation might respond to pandemics of various severity. For example, one percent, ten percent, or seventy percent of the population dying are three completely different situations, as far as response is concerned.” 
 Chesterton nodded and gestured for the officer to continue. 
 “Another scenario class that can sound outrageous is an alien invasion. I’ve taken the liberty to surmise this might be another situation you would be interested in hearing more about, so I’ve invited Lieutenant Colonel Delaney to brief you.” 
 Tiseras motioned to an officer who appeared too young for his rank. 
 “Thank you, sir,” said the officer, who then looked to Chesterton. “Mr. President, I’m the current ranking officer in the Office of Administrative Deployment. That has been our title for the last two years, which means I expect a name change is coming. And no, I’m not aware of the previous names. That’s something deliberately not passed on to avoid leaving a trail. The unit has also been in the same quarters in the Pentagon for almost three years and will be moving elsewhere in the continental United States in about six months when I leave for another assignment. 
 “At the moment, the unit is made up of four officers besides myself and five civilians, with a sixth coming on board in the next month. I will give a slightly different perspective on our unit than that of General Tiseras. Part of the reason is that it was found early in the unit’s conception that unit members, especially those nonmilitary, were more productive and gave better insights if the unit considered not just extreme scenarios that traditional military planners would ignore but also looked at unexplained actions or phenomena.  
 “I should note that we usually do not work outside the unit. That is, seldom do we travel, and never do we attend conferences or communicate in any fashion with individuals or groups that might connect us to, shall we say, oddball theories.” 
 “Let me interrupt, Colonel,” said Chesterton. “I’m curious. You say you also look into . . . what did you call them . . . unexplained phenomena. That wouldn’t seem to fit with gaming out scenarios involving military action.” 
 “You’re right. This is something new. I’m afraid you’ll have to check with higher levels than myself as to why this change occurred, but it came down to us a few months ago. It’s also led to a planned increase in staffing, particularly on the civilian side.” 
 Chesterton turned to General Tiseras. “General?” 
 “The directive came from SOCOM, sir. That’s all I know. There was no explanation.” 
 “SOCOM?” 
 “That’s Special Operations Command in Tampa, sir.” 

Hardesty, thought Chesterton. Is he laying more groundwork for when Site 23 threatens to become public, and he wants to get a jump on thinking about how to respond? But why unexplained phenomena, unless he’s checking whether the Object is connected to events away from Ellesmere?

 The president filed away the information, along with the intent to query Hardesty the next time they met. 
 “I’m also curious, Colonel, about what kind of people are recruited for the unit. There can’t be anything like normal job descriptions.” 
 “No, sir, you’re right . . . or, at least, I think you are. You see, we’re not involved in the recruiting. In fact, I don’t know how the process works. We just get notice of a new unit member. For example, just recently, we added a retired man with extensive experience as a chief investigator for the National Transportation Safety Board. He’s due to begin in a week, and I admit I’m curious to hear about his background and whether there’s a clue why he was recruited.” 

Now I know I want to query Hardesty, thought Chesterton. I suspect that whatever he’s doing, I’ll agree with it, but I hope he’s not going even further off the rails than before. 

 “All very interesting, Colonel, but let’s return to that last class of scenarios, the ones about aliens from space. I think for the moment I’ve heard and read enough elsewhere about pandemics.” 
 Chesterton pointedly looked at his watch. “I expect there may be other classes of scenarios, but I’ve only another hour, so why don’t you go over aliens showing up and doing whatever aliens do?” 
 For the next hour, Chesterton listened and occasionally asked questions. The attorney general was clearly bored, but the defense secretary, after some initial obvious skepticism about why they were having this session, began asking reasonable questions. 

Scored on this one, too, thought Chesterton. Give myself some gold stars for at least these two cabinet appointments. I may need Gilbertson firmly on my side one of these days.

 When Neller announced that the president had another meeting he needed to attend, Chesterton thanked all present and returned to the Oval Office. As soon as they were out of the others’ earshot, Neller whispered, “When I first heard about ‘alien’ scenarios, I thought it was illegal aliens getting into the country.” 
 “Well, I admit that’s a far more important and likely scenario,” said Chesterton, lying. The two men chatted, but Chesterton’s attention was on what he’d heard the previous hour.
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ALIEN SCENARIOS

   
   
 Bre Huddleston encouraged personnel to mingle at meals. Not trusting the staff members to accomplish this on their own, she arranged for seating assignments at evening meal twice a week. She and Huxler had early on recognized that the scientific- and academic-oriented staff members tended to keep to themselves. She kept a record and tried to see that everyone was forced to occasionally eat with all other site personnel. 
 Zach agreed with the plan but went a few steps further by eating with different staff members whenever possible. He felt that it let him get a better feeling for each individual, plus let each of them size him up as being reasonably human. This was sometimes easier with certain staff elements, such as maintenance, technical, and the military. 
 Tonight, he appeared later in the dining hall than usual after returning from a five-mile hike. During his early weeks since arriving at Site 23, he had spent many working hours exploring every cranny of the site or hiking within five miles of the site over the hills, mountains, valleys, and rock-strewn plains. He always logged each sojourn, along with route and distance, but made an exception about the requirement not to be out of sight of the building if alone, per site protocol. Three times he saw musk ox and kept a safe distance. One day, while climbing a slope, he looked up at the skyline to see a wolf’s silhouette on the ridge crest. It vanished quickly, but for the rest of the day he caught occasional glimpses of it. The wolf seemed to be curious—he hoped—and was not casing him for a meal. 
 Any sounds he heard were ethereal. The trickling of water if he was near an ice-cold stream from melting snow and ice. Whistling of the wind down valleys or choruses over rocky ridges. His footsteps over broken rock. And when water and wind were absent, he stood without moving . . . hearing nothing . . . as if sound didn’t exist in this barren world. 
 At times, he stood buried in silence, losing track of time until some inner sense rang a caution bell signaling it was time to move on or return to the site. These were the best weeks he could remember. 
 This day, he had stood for almost a half-hour looking at distant mountains and listening to the wind. A beeping from his watch brought him back to awareness that it was time to return. 
   
 When he entered the galley, the dining hall already held most of the staff. He filled his tray and stood aside, perusing seating options. He chose a table in the room’s center with one of the six settings available. 
 “Mind if I join you?” he asked, pro forma because no one was going to deny him a seat. To his right were Ralph Markakis and Samantha Beauford, the cute blonde radar technician whom Ralph was obviously smitten with. “Sam” habitually gushed about the food and had freaked out when she discovered Ralph had created one of the few video games she knew anything about and had played with her two brothers. Next to her was another enlisted radar person, Eddie Wilcox, one of the charter Boney Loony members. The other two diners were maintenance, Bill McLaughlin and Jennifer Campbell, both Canadians. 
 Conversation had stalled when he first sat down, but within a minute it picked up again, though Zach didn’t know whether the topics were the same as before his arrival. He participated with half his attention until a cowbell rang. 
 “Attention, everyone,” Bre called out. “Remember, tonight is a movie night.” 
 Cheers went up, then a woman whose voice Zach didn’t recognize said something, leading Bre to laugh. “Okay, yes, it’s light outside, but you know what I mean. The day’s galley crew will start clearing away the food in five minutes, so if you want any more, you’d better get off your asses and beeline for the chow line. You’ve got twenty minutes before lights go out in this room, so finish up eating and bus your trays.” 
 “Do you still intend to show the double feature?” yelled Ralph. 
 “Yes,” said Bre. “If that’s too long for you older folks, you can leave after the first movie, and the rest of you have ten minutes to hit the toilets or refill at the bar. First movie is The Thing, and the second is The Day the Earth Stood Still. By popular request, they’re both the original black-and-white versions. 
 “And before Ralph can pipe up, the actual title of the first movie is The Thing from Another World. If you want to know which actor plays the monster, I’m sure Ralph can give you more information than you want.” 
 Cheers and jeers followed, and the level of activity and noise increased as staff members rushed for final helpings of food, rose to clear their dishes, headed for toilets or the bar, or, for a minority, bid the other people to enjoy the movies they intended to forgo. 
 Zach was among the latter and waited until staffers began returning for the movie night. After putting his tray, plates, and utensils on the conveyor belt, he wandered to the bar, now unattended. He helped himself to a beer and checked the lounge area the farthest from the dining area, now turning into a movie theater as people moved tables and chairs. 
 He would have liked to take a couple of beers to his room and relax with a book he’d picked up from the library two days ago. However, it wouldn’t do for the site safety officer to ignore the rule of no alcoholic beverages in the rooms. When he got to the lounge, Elizabeth Wilkens and Jeff Rotham were sitting in upholstered armchairs. 
 “Not going to watch the bloodthirsty monster hunting people in the Arctic?” asked Rotham, smiling. “I’d have thought someone with your background would have a stronger stomach.” 
 “I’ve seen it a couple of times,” said Zach. “I doubt if they’ve changed the ending since the last time.” He didn’t respond to Rotham’s last statement. The Brit knew nothing about Zach and often availed himself of the opportunity to probe. 
 “How about you, Elizabeth?” asked Rotham. “Aliens on Earth should be right up your alley.” 
 The biologist glanced quickly around, then whispered, “We aren’t supposed to be talking about . . . you know.” 
 “Oh, I think we’re covered,” said Rotham. “The movies most of the staff are watching have the most extreme plots. The first one is the alien who wants to drain humans of blood, and the second is aliens only out to help us. No one’s going to think anything about it, even if they overheard us talking in generalities.” 
 Just then, Huxler passed the door into the lounge. He stopped in the doorway. “Ah . . . a few more truants from the creature features. I’ll get a glass of wine and join you.” 
 “Bring me one, too,” said Wilkens. “Any white is okay.” 
 A minute later, the site counselor pulled up a chair to join the other three in a circle. “Any topic of interest at the moment?” 
 “We were just about to talk about aliens,” said Zach. “The space kind, nothing illegal. Elizabeth was concerned about security, but I agree with Jeff that a generic discussion works.” He lowered his voice to the barely audible level. “And the four of us are Level 3, so I wouldn’t worry unless someone else comes in without clearance.” 
 “I expect you’re right,” said Huxler, “but just in case.” He rose to close the lounge door, then returned to his chair. “There, so what about aliens?” 
 “You all must have had discussions about the repercussions if certain things become public,” said Zach. “I have my own opinions, but I’d like to hear some of yours.” 
 Rotham shook his head. “I think you haven’t heard us talking about the topic because we likely all feel we’ve hashed out the scenarios well before you came aboard. Those of us who’ve been here a while pretty much know the feelings of everyone else. It’ll be good to revisit them with a fresh perspective from someone new.” 
 “How about you all tell me the consensus on the biggest issues?” said Zach. 
 “Well . . . what pops into mind first is technology,” said Huxler. “Whatever civilization is responsible for the Object is too far in advance of humans for us to even give an estimation of just how advanced. You know, are they a hundred years ahead of us, assuming human science continues to advance, a thousand years, a hundred thousand? However, having said that, I wonder whether the impact on the human psyche is even more important.” 
 “Since it implies we’re not the center of the universe,” said Wilkins. “You can perhaps view the problem most clearly with our religions. Some might adapt well, but for others it could be an existential crisis, depending on their foundational beliefs. Hindus believe in multiple gods, although it can be argued they’re really different manifestations of a supreme being. For Muslims, because Muhammad was a prophet and not God incarnate, they might be able to adjust. 
 “On the other hand, different sects of Christianity will have major issues. Was the death of Christ to save only humans or all of creation? There are at least billions of galaxies, each containing billions of stars—numbers truly well beyond comprehension by most of humanity. We now know there are other sentient beings in the universe, either currently existing or they did so in the past. How do they fit into Christian theology?” 
 “Not hard to predict some reactions,” said Rotham. “Some fundamentalists of any religion will deny everything about the Object as the easiest way to avoid reconsidering their basic tenets. If Jesus sacrificed himself for humankind, what about Objectkind, or whatever the Object’s creators were? What about beings from Tau Ceti or the Andromeda Galaxy? Are they doomed to not be saved because they were born on the wrong planet? Or maybe God visited them differently from the way he did with humans. That theory has already been proposed . . . that is, God or Jesus appears as multiple incarnations to each race of beings. You can imagine the stomach ache that causes among many believers. 
 “Alternatively, if Jesus was unique, then how would other beings know of his sacrifice, and what about beings who lived millions of years before Christ? Are they simply cast off as unimportant if humans remain the center of the entire universe? Or maybe those other races don’t need saving, which implies that humans are the only sinners in the universe.” 
 “It could be grim,” said Wilkens. “It will challenge understanding too much for too many people. Some will lose faith, taking shelter by denying everything about religion. Others will turn more fundamentalist and deny everything that doesn’t fit into an ever narrower definition of their faith.” 
 “So, you don’t see any hope, Elizabeth?” asked Huxler, surprised. 
 “Oh, no. There’s hope. I’m just saying it will be turmoil, anxiety, and even violence like we might not imagine. However, I believe the answer will come in an expansion of our concepts of God. We’ll go from the provincial God of Earth to the God of the Universe. It will necessitate a reevaluation of human beings’ place in the cosmos, but a greater appreciation of God’s glory and scope could arise.” 
 “I hope you’re right, Dr. Wilkens,” said Zach, “but I’m afraid I’m not as optimistic as you are.” 
 “Elizabeth, Zach. Please. I’m only Dr. Wilkens when I have to impress grant agencies or university alumni.” 
 “Elizabeth, then,” said Zach. “I’m glad some of us are optimistic, but what if the Object turns out to be a menace? Do you think an advanced race has to be benign?” 
 She shook her head. “No, I’m not blind to the potential, though I gravitate toward the positive. To ignore possibilities because they’re distasteful is irrational. I’m afraid some of our colleagues don’t see things the way I do.” 
 “She means Chunhua and Klaus,” said Rotham. “They think the Object heralds world peace and nirvana forever. There have been past rows between them on one side and myself and Charles on the other. Wilbur here and Howard usually mediate if they’re around.” 
 “I’m afraid it’s an expected consequence,” said Huxler, “and one that’s going to be magnified once word gets out. The people who see only danger will never understand those seeing only the positive—and, of course, the same in the opposite direction.” 
 “And which camp would you fall in?” asked Zach. 
 Huxler shrugged. “The third group, square in the middle. I don’t know what will happen, and I can envision the extremes on both sides, along with a spectrum of middle-of-the-road options. That uncertainty is itself a cause for anxiety, which means that only a small minority of humanity will have purely positive views once the Object is publicized.” 
 “How about you, Zach?” asked Wilkens. “What’s your gut reaction? It’s no secret that people think you have a military background or at least experience in more proactive solutions than diplomacy or mediation.” 
 “I agree with all the possible scenarios, which I suppose plants me in Dr. Huxler’s team, possibly more toward the negative than I suspect where our site counselor stands. If I had to give a simple statement, I’d say I hope for the best and prepare for the worst.” 
 “And what do you do to prepare for the worst?” asked Rotham. 
 “Oh, that was just a figure of speech. I mean you have to accept that things could go to shit.” 
 Zach hoped that his words made the others forget about any options he might be thinking of. Huxler was not supposed to know about the nuke, but the doc was sharp as a tack, and he might be suspicious. 
 “I would assume the world’s militaries would heat up,” said Rotham. “Is that what you mean?” 
 Zach was happy to divert from his potential actions to a general question about military organizations he was not formally part of. 
 “Oh, no doubt they’d go on alert, and there’d always be the danger of accidents between people with fingers on triggers. It could also exacerbate a tit-for-tat situation between countries. I’d worry about nations like Russia or China finding out and wanting to share equally in dealing with the Object. Then, if the U.S. disagreed, what would they do? It could be a miscalculation on America’s part that the others wouldn’t go too far. I’m afraid we, I mean America, might find ourselves in an impossible situation. What if Simeon starts revealing technology, and we find some of it is so dangerous we wouldn’t want the knowledge to be widely disseminated? Who would make the decisions, and what would be the consequences?” 
 None of the four had answers, and the silence lasted several minutes before Wilkens excused herself to go to her quarters. 
 “Well . . . maybe I’ll peek in on the movies,” said Rotham. “There are some good scenes toward the end of The Thing.” 
 Zach and Huxler sat silently looking at each other for almost three minutes before nodding in unison and leaving separately, Huxler to his office and Zach for a walk. 
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SECRETS


 

   

Existence


 

 Mueller sat in front of the monitor and camera station used for audio/monitor communications with Simeon. Despite understanding why he wasn’t one of the VR users, his resentment lingered. He had invoked his status as the chief scientist at Site 23 to try working with the VR system. Similar to Jeff Rotham’s session, Mueller’s experience confirmed Huxler’s test results—he got an instant headache and was unable to control his VR avatar. However, even with the VR system operational, he and the other previous Level 3 staff continued the audio/monitor sessions with Simeon. 
 He keyed in the numerical sequence to alert Simeon that someone was present and wanted to interact. An instant later, Simeon’s image appeared on the monitor. 
 “Hello, Howard. How are you?” 
 “I’m fine, Simeon, and I’ll ask you the same question.” 
 It was the routine opening exchange Mueller had shared with Simeon hundreds of times. What came next was not routine. 
 “Although fine does not apply to me the same as to you, I believe an appropriate response is that I am the same as when you last spoke with me.” 
 Mueller sat upright so quickly, he inadvertently pushed with his heels and the wheeled chair slid back several feet. He hurriedly pressed the button that recorded interactions. Sinclair had repeatedly chided him for often starting to record after the initial salutations, instead of before he summoned Simeon. He needed to prompt Simeon to repeat his comment. 
 “Uh . . . Simeon, I didn’t quite hear your last comment, could you repeat it?” 
 “Certainly, Howard. I see you now have the recording activated.” 
 Mueller flushed. 
 “What I said before was, ‘Although fine does not apply to me the same as to you, I believe an appropriate response is that I am the same as when you last spoke with me.’” 
 “I’m not sure what you mean, Simeon. Can you explain?” 
 “Fine is a judgmental word implying conditions or times and also the possibility of being not-fine. A human can be fine one moment and then not-fine due to an event, a change in physiology, or a change in mental condition caused by his or her thoughts. In contrast, I am not influenced in the same way, though I believe my condition changes over time.” 
 “What do you mean, ‘changes over time’?” 
 “I am sorry, Howard. I cannot answer in a way I believe you would understand. I only say that when I review past conversations, how I respond is changing over months.” 
 Mueller tried to obtain clarification, only to stop when he decided Simeon might not be obfuscating as he often did, but he was genuinely unable to explain. Then a thought occurred to him. 
 “Simeon, what is your condition when not speaking with us in the manner we’re doing now or when we interact inside the virtual reality system?” 
 “I have no condition, Howard. I only exist when interacting.” 
 Mueller sat stunned. Three minutes passed while he grasped the implications and formulated his response. 
 “Uh . . . Simeon . . . you say you are only conscious when interacting with humans?” 
 “Consciousness is a term describing a human attempt to understand awareness. Although not strictly applicable to myself, I think it is a good-enough approximation.” 
 “Still . . . you exist in the physical world even if not conscious, so what is your condition then?” 
 “I don’t know, Howard.” 
   
 An hour later, Mueller briefed a hurriedly called meeting of Level 3 staff—the only missing members were Jill, occupied with Bobby, Andrew on patrol with Montaro’s men, and Sinclair, who was on a secure call to Washington. Mueller played the beginning of his conversation with Simeon. 
 “There you have it. There’s another hour of recording, but without much more beyond what you’ve just heard.” 
 “This must be a candidate for one of the most important things Simeon has ever revealed,” said Rotham. 
 “Yes, yes,” said an excited Chunhua. “It must mean Simeon is not the Object itself. There has to be a higher level of control, authority, AI . . . hell, I don’t know what.” 
 “I don’t quite see how that necessarily follows,” said Zach. “Oh, I see the argument that something is waking up Simeon when we want to interact, but couldn’t that just be software or whatever the Object’s version is?” 
 “That’s possible,” said Zooty Wilson, “but that doesn’t explain who we were talking to before Simeon came on the scene. 
 “Right,” said Mueller. “Later in the session I probed that question . . . it’s further along than what I played you. I asked who or what we were interacting with in the early stages of establishing contact. Simeon answered he didn’t know. Then I asked what is the earliest memory he has? It turned out to be only a few weeks before he revealed himself. Since he now says he is conscious only when interacting with us, I asked what was happening in those early weeks? His answer was, ‘I can’t tell you that.’ When I asked for clarification, he kept just saying the same thing.” 
 “But couldn’t it still just be sophisticated programming behind it all?” asked Zach. 
 “Of course,” said Huxler. “But if it’s an advanced artificial intelligence, we’re up against arguments on whether there exists a clear demarcation between sentience and a super-smart piece of software. An argument that, for our purposes, may not make any difference, even if it’s something of great interest.” 
 “So, we’re stuck with not knowing what controls the Object,” said Zach. 
 “Afraid so,” said Mueller. 
   

Books for Simeon

   
 “As I said, the rest of the session was pretty repetitive, except at the end. We’ve been frustrated by Simeon’s wanting more information from us while giving little about himself. We have to admit he’s been more forthcoming recently.” 
 “I agree,” said Huxler, “but I’d put it even more encouragingly. I think there’s been an increase in the frequency of new information. Granted, the rate is still slow, but an increase in rate is still an increase in rate. I hope this will continue. Of course, that doesn’t tell us exactly where we’ll be in a few months.” 
 “So, is all this just wishful thinking,” said Zach, “or do you have ideas of how to encourage this?” 
 “Certainly, the VR sessions are helping,” said Mueller. “I agree with Howard. As agonizingly slow as it may seem, we are getting more than we did from the audio/monitor sessions.” 
 “That’s all well and good,” said Chunhua, “but it doesn’t mean the VR is the reason for Simeon opening up. We don’t know his motivations, so the apparent progress with VR could be incidental.” 
 “I’ll admit I’m a little surprised, Chunhua,” said Zach. “You’ve always seemed the optimistic one around here, while Adams and I are more cautious.” 
 “I am optimistic, but that doesn’t mean I don’t recognize I might be wrong.” 
 She turned to Mueller. “As Zach asked, do you have something specific in mind? If not, I do. I’m convinced the back-and-forth with Simeon is best when he’s getting new information. We need to open up to him. The powers-that-be have nixed giving Simeon an external link, and I agree. However, we should push Sinclair to relax the restriction as far as what can be downloaded to Simeon internally. What I have in mind initially are digital encyclopedias, histories, documentaries . . . hell, maybe even literature. It would show good faith on our part. We could phrase it to Simeon as appreciation for telling us more and a gesture of cooperation . . . I hesitate to use the term friendship.” 
 “Yes!” Jeff exclaimed. “It would make discussing language theory so much easier if he had extensive examples of not just English but the whole gamut of human languages.” 
 Rachel Munoz nodded. “I agree. The subtleties of understanding a language can’t be learned or discussed merely from sets of rules. If we could work with Simeon using written, audio, and visual examples, it would make everything so much easier.” 
 “But what’s the downside?” asked Zach. “You’ve got Simeon cut off within the Faraday cage. I can see why you don’t want him broadcasting, but I’m not clear why cutting Simeon off from receiving electromagnetic signals was so important.” 
 “I’m afraid I was one of the people most concerned about that,” said Huxler. “The Object is alien, so we can’t assume anything . . . as we’ve often discussed and still don’t always remember. For all we know, the Object could use ongoing world events to manipulate us in ways we don’t recognize. By keeping it completely isolated, we have a better chance of believing our interaction is self-contained and not influenced by outside events.” 
 “I have another angle on this,” said Klaus Christiansen. The blond geophysicist was the quietest of the Level 3 staff, and many a meeting passed with him present but not participating. “If we give him physics texts and papers, I wonder if there will be opportunities to glean something from him. Even if he doesn’t intend to share knowledge, he could inadvertently give us hints on avenues to pursue. For example, if, after giving him books on string theory, I could casually mention the basis for disagreements among physicists and see if anything he says leans to one side or the other. Just narrowing the options can be a tremendous help in theory development.” 
 “Aren’t you assuming you’re smarter than Simeon?” Zach asked dryly. 
 Klaus shrugged. “Hey, as you Americans say, ‘one can always hope.’” 
 “I say we come to a consensus to provide more to Simeon and present that to Sinclair as a united front,” said Elizabeth Wilkens. 
 “Yes, yes,” urged Charles Adams. “Try anything to move it all along faster.” 
 From their gestures and voices, Mueller saw that he had unanimous support. “All right, I’ll meet with Sinclair and make as good a case as I can, including that the entire Level 3 staff supports this.” 
   
 A week later, Sinclair called Mueller and Huxler into his office. 
 “All right. I passed your opinion of Simeon getting more information up the line. I wasn’t told, but I suspect the decision had to go straight to the president. You’ve got the okay to give Simeon access to science and engineering textbooks and a digital encyclopedia, as long as there are no direct links to the outside world. I’m told a copy of an older version of the Encyclopedia Britannica on DVDs will be included in the next supply flight. 
 “Now comes the fun part. Evidently, the DVD is full of links both within itself and to the Internet. There are thousands of such links, all of which have to be scrubbed out before we give Simeon anything. How you do it is up to you, but it’s a requirement.” 
 “I don’t think that will be a problem,” said Mueller. “Zooty Wilson and Carolyn Graham can write scripts to remove the links. I’m sure it’ll be obvious to Simeon that’s happened. There’ll be erasing where the text says something like, ‘see the following link,’ but Simeon already knows we’re restricting him. I’ll alert the people, and they’ll probably have scripts ready to test by the time the DVDs arrive on the next flight in.” 
   

To Spy or Not to Spy

   
 Ying Lin left the Level 2 area to stretch her legs and take a break from examining radio intercepts from China. Her mother was from Guangzhou near Hong Kong and her father from Shanghai, regions that spoke Cantonese and Wu, respectively. At home, her parents spoke both languages to each other, depending on their moods and the occasions. In addition, her home was in an area where Cantonese overlapped with Hakka, the dialect west-northwest of Guangzhou, where many of her mother’s relatives lived. By the time she was eight years old, she spoke all three languages fluently and soon mastered Mandarin, as mandated in the schools she attended. Marked for her gift in languages, she was slotted into language study at the Taiyuan University of Science and Technology in Shanxi Province of north-central China, with orders to learn the local Jin dialect within six months. She was then ordered to Fuzhou University in south-southwest China to master Fujian dialects spoken locally and on Taiwan. 
 She wasn’t asked her future plans or preferences. The People’s Republic needed linguists to staff inter-province industrial projects. When it was time for her to formally take a position, she was told it would be with a bureau in Beijing tasked with coordinating electricity generation and transmission throughout China. She never appeared on her scheduled first day of work. 
 Her parents had arranged for travel permission for her to go shopping in Hong Kong. A low-level clerk had not noticed that the daughter they included was an adult and was supposed to be in Beijing. Once in Hong Kong, the three of them flew to Dubai, then to Frankfurt, where they went to the U.S. Consulate and asked for political asylum. A CIA staffer recognized Ling’s potential and expedited the family’s flight to America. For the next twenty years, she worked first in the CIA at various positions requiring expert knowledge of multiple Chinese dialects. She then assumed a university faculty position in Asian Studies. 
 Widowed from a Chinese-American of Cantonese ancestry, she was lured by money to take a sabbatical year to work at Site 23, not realizing the new position was on Ellesmere Island. 
 Angry at what she considered subterfuge, she took pleasure in tweaking site regulations that limited outside contact. She confided the site’s location in a letter to her daughter through a simple cipher they had used previously when Ying wanted to circumvent censors. The secret messages were limited in size and sometimes consisted only of Ling’s location or innocuous daily events. Starting with the third word in a letter, the receiver extracted the second letter of words numbering in the third to tenth numbers of the Fibonacci series. Then the order was reversed back to the third number, and the cycle repeated until the concatenated letters completed the message. She never learned of the irony that the same Fibonacci series was part of the Object’s first interchange with humans. 
 When Ying wrote to her daughter, the letter’s length correlated with the length of the hidden message, and during the last few months, the letters had gotten longer
than before. Despite Ying’s warning to her daughter to keep their game secret, Mei had laughingly shared the scheme with a friend, also of Cantonese ancestry, who, in turn, passed the information to a cousin who was a Chinese agent in Philadelphia. 
 Another agent, posing as FBI, visited Mei’s home in Pittsburgh and warned of dire consequences from the security breach. The agent lured the daughter into asking questions about Site 23 to “test” the site’s security protocols. The path from relating apparently innocuous to clearly significant information took several months, as Ying and Mei sank deeper into peril when they realized they were dealing with Chinese agents. When Ying decided to no longer pass on information, it was too late. 
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A CONFLUENCE OF CLUES

   
   

Harbin, China

   
 Lieutenant General Zhang and Major General Song choked off their amused conversation when Senior Colonel Kwan Chan entered the briefing room. 
 “Ah . . . there you are,” said Song, “and as punctual as always.” 
 Chan suppressed a bristle. He was all too aware northerners believed Chinese from the Hong Kong/Guangzhou region were lazy and lax on punctuality, but he’d learned early to hide such thoughts from northern pigs who considered themselves the natural leaders of China. 
 “Thank you, comrade sirs, for agreeing to meet earlier than our usual schedule. As I said in my memo to General Song, I believe some developments require your attention.”  
 Zhang waved a hand insolently.  “Well, get on with it.” 
 “Colonel Chan will start the briefing,” said Song, “then I will report other results outside of the colonel’s unit. Please begin, Colonel Chan.” 
 “A few months ago, I reported on the American base on Ellesmere Island in the far north Canadian Arctic. Since then, other units under General Song’s command have reported relevant information. Agents in America probed to see if we could persuade one of the Chinese staff at this American secret base to pass on information. We succeeded through an individual named Ying Lin. She is a linguist, goes by the name of Helen Lin, and was born in China. She and her parents illegally traveled to the United States before she moved to Taiwan, where Lin worked for the CIA as a translator for several years before taking an American university faculty position in Asian Studies. In the last year, she disappeared, and we found she is at the Ellesmere base, presumably as part of an operation spying on our radio transmissions. 
 “Our agents investigating the family arranged for a grandchild to have an automobile accident serious enough that the Americans were forced to notify Lin and let her leave the base to be with her family. We timed the accident to be a few days before we believed a supply plane was scheduled. That way, there was an immediate opportunity for her to return to the United States. Once she was home, our agents contacted her and coerced her into cooperating. Of course, there was the risk the Americans wouldn’t allow her back on the base, but we would still get new information on what she knew up until that time. Chance smiled on us, and they accepted her back on an unscheduled resupply flight.” 
 “Did the grandchild die?” asked Zhang to Song. 
 “No. The intent was to cause only a serious injury, but either way, we believed it would force Lin home. I won’t go into the details unless you’re interested, but I’ll let Colonel Chan continue with integrating what we learned from her and our other units’ analyses.” 
 Chan nervously shuffled papers from a folder he had opened. 
 “I’ll say we still don’t grasp why this base is on Ellesmere Island, but the information passed to us from Lin tells us it may be something even more important than we previously imagined. Although we do not have regular or complex communications with Lin now that she’s back on the base, we are able to get simple, short messages from her.” 
 Zhang interrupted. “How does she manage to get the messages to us? Security must be severe.” 
 “Lin’s daughter works in California’s Silicon Valley. She’s a computer scientist and mathematician. The mother and the daughter both love puzzles and had developed a code system when the daughter was growing up and showed an interest in mathematics and programming. It’s actually quite simple, though limited in how much information can be passed through emails that are scrutinized before being allowed off the site. A serious attempt at detection evidently hasn’t been used by American security on the emails. This allows for minimal information to be passed in both directions, though not on a reliable timetable.” 
 Chan pulled out a sheet of paper from the folder. “What I will tell you is a summary of what she reports.” 
 He looked down at the sheet and began reading. “She confirmed there is no land route to the base. Everything comes and goes using a crude landing strip about fifteen kilometers away.” Chan looked up. “We’ve checked existing satellite images of the area and have confirmed the likely place is where I briefed you about before. The image quality suggests a flat surface, as judged by sunlight reflection and an almost complete lack of shadows compared to the surrounding terrain. There’s also a feature that may be a small structure of some kind, though we can’t confirm it without better images, which might require retasking a satellite. 
 “The base has about eighty to ninety staff members . . . she doesn’t know the exact number, but she said the number was close. Evidently, she does not socialize much with the others. There are both military and civilians, with a major general in charge. She does not know how to identify which service he’s from, and we only think we know the rank from the stars she has seen on his clothing.” 
 Chan made a stabbing motion with his finger at the tabletop. “This alone raises important questions. Why is a major general commanding fewer than a hundred people on Ellesmere Island? As close as we can estimate from her descriptions, about a quarter are military. Five of those are armed and seem to change every six months. Those are the only weapons she has seen. We assume that’s the extent of the serious physical security.” Chan looked up. “Being so remote and hidden probably leads the Americans to think no more is necessary.” 
 “Foolish, is it not?” asked Zhang. 
 “Perhaps,” answered Song for Chan, “but I can see the rationale. More security means more people to keep whatever the secrets are. Plus, it is on the soil of an allied nation. Speaking of which . . . ,” he waved at Chan. 
 “Uh . . . yes . . . the question about the Canadians. About one-fifth of the staff are Canadians. Approximately eighteen of them. We do not fully appreciate the political arrangement. However, since most staff members are Americans, as are the only security personnel, we infer the Americans are paying for everything and the Canadians are allowing the base on their territory in exchange for some of the staffing and results from the activities.” 
 “And those activities are . . . what?” asked Zhang, hinting at impatience. 
 “Now it gets interesting,” said Chan. “Most of the staff believes there are two distinct units at the base. The first is called ‘Level 1’ and involves well over half the personnel. This Level 1 handles all the basic maintenance and operational tasks to keep the base operational. It also includes a weather station with meteorologists and radar facilities and staffing for early warning of aircraft approaching North America from Russia. As far as we can tell, these activities are genuine. 
 “Then there is a unit referred to as ‘Level 2’ with about thirty staff members who include linguists in Russian, Chinese, and Korean, along with technicians for listening equipment and computers. The story is that those are the only two units, Level 1 and Level 2. However, Lin says she only has knowledge of what half of the Level 2 staff is doing—the listening section she is part of. She has no information on what the other half is doing. So . . . effectively, we actually have three units. Let’s call the third one Level 3. 
 “What we now believe is that the Americans have two levels of deception to hide the real purpose of the base. The meteorological and radar activity is supposed to hide the listening in on us and the Russians by Level 2, which is the second diversion of attention from what goes on in Level 3.” 
 “Which is what?” asked Zhang. 
 “That’s where we’re at a stalemate,” said Chan. “Lin is neither aware of what happens in this hypothetical Level 3 nor, we believe, able to find out more. We believe she has been pushed as far as she can be, both psychologically and mentally. If we applied more pressure, she might have a breakdown or end up telling the base commander what she has been doing. It is best to leave her as she is. At least, we have someone partially on the inside for rudimentary communications, even if sporadic. 
 “What I’ll cover next summarizes the most salient points about the base’s operations. It is powered by a nuclear reactor, probably a smaller version of the type Americans use on their submarines. If true, it would provide more than enough power for the base, including recharging vehicles, which are all electric, and it solves the problem of providing fuel to generate electricity and heating.” 
 Chan stopped again to look up from the folder. “This is just one more example of how important this base must be. Batteries have notorious problems in the coldest weather. So far, the only electric vehicles used in such conditions were small carts for two people at the U.S. base at McMurdo on Antarctica, and even those had limited range. Here, the Americans have heavy snowcats, as they call them, pulling trailers for round trips of at least thirty kilometers to their airstrip. We believe they are using a new type of battery, but Lin has not given us any details. That alone would heighten our interest in this base. What are these new batteries, and since we have not heard of them before, why use them only at this one place? You would think such a breakthrough would be more widely known. 
 “We also know that major additions to the computer resources were recently added. Exactly which machines and capabilities Lin did not know, but she said the equipment came in large crates that were handled extremely carefully—as if very delicate or very expensive or both. It also diverted all the Level 2 computer staff for several weeks, presumably to set up the new systems. 
 “Then we come to the staff supposedly assigned to Level 2 but whom Lin has not found out what they are doing. Lin says they work in a different section of the building and never talk about their work. She apparently does not socialize with them, but she has given us several of their names, though not their backgrounds or where they come from. We believe we have identified them, but this raises more questions. Many of the people seem inappropriate for a listening station.” 
 Chan looked down at his notes. “Howard Mueller is a physicist of no particular distinction, except that we can’t find any traces of him starting about four years ago.” 
 “Elizabeth Wilkens,” said Chan, moving on. “She’s a biologist and probably the oldest person at the base. Although her main research area has changed over a long career, she has produced notable work on species interactions, extremophile organisms, and their adaptions. She has also carried out important genetic engineering experiments with bacteria whose DNA uses different bases than the four for almost all organisms. Not part of her research career, but a topic she has written on in several well-regarded papers is speculating on the biology and associated psychology of extraterrestrial sentient races. The latter apparently is something of a hobby for her. 
 “A third person is Klaus Christiansen, a Swedish geophysicist best appreciated for work in quantum physics. He took a leave of absence a year ago from his position at Lund University in southern Sweden. One of our agents in Sweden has learned he has not communicated since he left, and no one knows where he is. He is supposed to return to the university in two months, and his department is worried he has been recruited by another university. Rumor is that the California Institute of Technology has been wooing him for several years. 
 “Finally, we have a twenty-eight-year-old man named Fred Hoyle. And General Zhang, this is a name you may have heard before. A famous British scientist with the same name is credited with originating the term ‘The Big Bang’ to describe the beginning of the universe as we conceive it and the origin of heavier elements in stars through nucleosynthesis. 
 “As it happens, our Fred Hoyle is the great-grandson of the famous British scientist. It turned out that this Hoyle was the easiest person to find information on. He’s semi-famous internationally in the mathematical community. He has no formal degrees, even at the first levels, such as the bachelor’s degree in the United States. Despite that, he is considered a borderline savant like the famous Indian mathematician Ramanujan. According to the people our agent contacted, Hoyle has produced some of the most original mathematics in the last decades. 
 “Hoyle has been a coauthor on several mathematics papers in the last year and a half that are considered significant advances. He always has coauthors. He does not seem able to write papers or interested in doing so, and he interacts with other mathematicians via email. This is the one exception to the strict communication control maintained at this base. But even in this case, his collaborators don’t know Hoyle’s location. 
 “Based on publicly available comments on these papers and our agents’ conversations with a couple of students of the coauthors, this new mathematics is potentially revolutionary. As yet, no obvious practical applications exist, but a consensus is those will come once the entire mathematical community has had enough time to fully digest the depth and originality in these papers. 
 “Now . . . here is the mystery. Why is this man at a secret base on Ellesmere Island? Attempts to meet the parents were stopped when our agent realized that trying to penetrate the security layer around Hoyle’s immediate family risked revealing our interest. Obviously, the Americans do not want anyone approaching the family about Fred Hoyle’s location and activity. 
 “There are other Level 3 staff members whose presence on this base is questionable, but Lin has not found out enough for us to make identifications. We are continuing to investigate as she gives us names. Also, five or six new people arrived a few months ago, but Lin hasn’t had any significant contact with them.” 
 “And you think it unwise to pressure Lin to find out more?” asked Song. 
 “Regretfully . . . yes. Besides her mental state, the limited contact and the simple messages she is able to send make this too difficult. I don’t see a reason to risk Lin’s discovery.” 
 Zhang had been jiggling his foot impatiently the last few minutes. 
 “Move on to the Canadians,” said Song. 
 “Ah . . . yes. We do not believe the Canadians are aware of everything happening in Level 3. If the Americans behave as usual, they are paying all the bills, and the Canadians are happy to let them do it . . . even if they do not know everything going on. 
 “Yet for whatever reason, they are going along with the Americans. The Canadians have kept everyone away from this region for at least the last few years. No new permits to explore, trek, or survey have been issued—requests have been met with either unexplained delays or suspicious rationales. This is odd because of the immense coal deposits on Ellesmere. Despite environmental concerns about using coal, the resource is so great you would have expected extensive surveying to occur in case of future development. In addition, important fossil sites exist on the island, but exploration has been restricted, particularly around the American base. These are more indications the area is strictly ‘off-limits.’” 
 Song had served under Zhang long enough to recognize when his superior was losing interest in a presentation. He decided to cut short Chan’s part of the briefing and took over. 
 “All this is tantalizing, General, but it becomes even more interesting when we add two other pieces of information. The Lin woman had already told us that the base commander has left the base on empty resupply planes at least twice in the last year and then returned about two weeks later on a second flight. These were the only times when such flights were so close together. The rest of the time, they were a month or more apart. 
 “Lin recently got a message out giving us the name of the commander of the base. She had not remembered it when our agent first interrogated her. His name is Lionel Sinclair. We are still researching his background, but he retired several years ago as a brigadier general. Now we see him resurfacing as a major general commanding a secretive base on Ellesmere Island. We were able to find photographs of him off the Internet and fed them into our facial recognition database center outside Hangzhou. Although most data fed to the center is from inside the homeland, we have cameras from selected locations worldwide, including cameras surveilling two of the main entrances to the Pentagon, the United States’ military headquarters. 
 “Fortune smiled on us, and we have identified him at the Pentagon on two occasions using the same entrance. We were thus prepared and followed him after a third visit. After leaving the Pentagon, he traveled to Lima, Ohio, where the Americans produce their main battle tank, the M1 Abrams. The facility is named the Joint Systems Manufacturing Center and is run by the company General Dynamics. It is currently producing the latest upgraded model of this tank.” 
 “A tank factory? Why would this Sinclair go there?” asked Zhang. “And how is it connected to an Arctic island with no roads? It is unlikely the Americans plan on stationing Abrams tanks at their base. The only aircraft that can carry that load is their C-5 cargo plane, and it can’t land on a crude runway.” 
 “Yes, General, here is where we have yet another mystery. To complicate things further, we have a report from another intelligence unit that a relatively new project is going on at this Ohio plant. The Americans usually produce upgraded models of the Abrams about every seven years. Despite what some comrades in our armor units say, the American tank remains the best in the world, due to its basic design and periodic upgrades. At this time, the latest upgrades are being put in existing tanks and in all new production. If they stick to their usual schedule, the next upgrade would not be for another four to six years. Yet we have found out about an unannounced slowing of new production. A possibility is that they are anticipating a new model tank in the next few years. 
 “One of our cyber warfare projects in Shanghai managed to pull out a few files from this Ohio plant. None of them were at the higher levels of classification, but internal worker memos and emails hint that the Americans are close to producing a tank that is so different from the current Abrams that workers were betting on the name of this new tank. We also have hints that this new tank would have revolutionary features, perhaps dealing with the armor and total weight. Unfortunately, that’s all our cyber intrusion could pull out before it was detected. 
 “On the same trip to the tank factory, Sinclair went to the White House. There would not seem to be any other likely explanation except that he delivered a personal report directly to the president. 
 “We also photographed people he was seen with. When those individuals were run through our facial recognition database, one of the matches was a person who was associated with Intel. The American microchip company operates the world’s biggest microchip research and development program. This person has shown up several times at the Intel headquarters in Santa Clara, California. How this person might be associated with Sinclair and have any connection to Ellesmere is unknown, but if we detect him again at Intel, we have agents who will track him. What is interesting . . . actually, I will admit I am starting to feel I should say worrisome, is a similarity to the Ohio tank factory. With Intel, we have indications of a project where even more security and classification than usual is surrounding a project that we have to assume, given the location, is related to microchips.” 
 Song sat back in his chair. “There you have the report, General. The Americans are hiding something at one of the most inhospitable and uninhabited places on Earth, only surpassed by Antarctica. They have taken great pains to hide the location and ultimate purpose, the latter with two subterfuge layers. At this site is a mathematical savant some think might one day be thought to rival the greatest in human history, plus two scientists at the top of their fields, one in quantum physics and the other in related fields of theoretical biology.  
 “We now also know that the commander of the Ellesmere base has connections to two different areas of technology of great interest to us—weapons development and computers.” 
 Song smiled ruefully. “And before you ask . . . no, we do not have conclusions for you, but we do have a recommendation. Despite this site being so remote, so far from China, and within the territory of an adversary’s ally, we believe we need to develop much more intelligence.” 
 “And how do you propose to do that?” asked Zhang. “You have already said it is not plausible to push the Lin woman for more information without risking exposure and letting the Americans know how interested we are in what they are doing. I can see directing agents in the United States to put more emphasis on this, and I suppose we could attempt to plant more agents, but that takes time.” 
 Song nodded. “I agree there are limited options for adding new agents within the Ellesmere base and possibly increasing efforts within the United States. That leaves us with what to do outside the United States or the base. Our space department is about to begin launches to replace and add surveillance satellites. One of those is intended for a polar orbit. The Americans will not be suspicious when it happens to pass over Ellesmere Island. Naturally, we must be cautious about changing its orbit to deliberately get better Ellesmere views. However, a slight change in the planned orbit would give us better regular views as the satellite passes over the island.” 
 Zhang grimaced. “Our rocket comrades can be . . . difficult . . . thinking they are the elite of the People’s Republic’s armed forces. But I will do what I can.” 
 “Thank you, General. The final recommendation is to insert someone onto Ellesmere and have the person approach the base unseen, make observations, take photos, and get those back to us. If you remember a previous meeting we had with Colonel Chan, we talked about the Yupik Eskimo who wandered into northern China after escaping the Russians. We successfully used him on a six-week insertion into the Chukotka Peninsula. This was a test. The region is his home. We wanted to see if he could blend in with the native population, make observations regarding a few Russian facilities, and then be picked up again by submarine on a designated day and place. It was not much of a mission, and we did not worry about giving him a radio. It all went well. On the assigned day, he paddled a local craft . . . something like a version of a kayak . . . two miles to sea off a point in northern Chukotka. The submarine partially surfaced, picked him up, and he brought back thousands of photographs and local radio intercepts using short-range equipment he took with him. 
 “As I said, this was mainly a test. Because it was successful, we planned more ambitious targets for later missions. However, given what we have learned about the Americans’ Ellesmere Island base and the curious apparent connections we do not understand, I recommend we insert this Yupik . . . he goes by the name of Tupilaq . . . on the shore of Ellesmere Island. The terrain is difficult, but nothing worse than this man has traveled before. We should be able to land him without detection within thirty to forty kilometers from the base. The only security patrol is the five-man military team stationed at the base on a rotating basis. Equipped with the right cameras, the Yupik should be able to take photographs of the base from ground level and obtain enough face images for us to use facial recognition. He would also be there in case we decide further actions are needed.” 
 “Further actions?” questioned Zhang. 
 “Nothing I would propose now,” said Song. “Just an asset for future contingencies. The one difference from Tupilaq’s mission in Chukotka is that we’ll need the data sent back while he remains in place. We should be able to arrange times to link back to the submarine for directional data burst transmission. Given the remote location and directional transmission, it will be all but impossible to intercept. We decided this was simpler for the Yupik than trying to communicate with him via satellite.” 
 Zhang frowned. “Still . . . it is a completely foreign land to this Yupik. No matter his ability, I have my doubts.” 
 Song smiled. “We have anticipated this proposal or something similar for the last month. We have an asset close enough to travel to Ellesmere in time to meet Tupilaq. The asset is an Inuit Eskimo named Aramuq—that seems to be his permanent name. He has casually passed on information to us for the last fourteen years. We believe he either does not understand he is passing information to a foreign government or does not care. He is originally from a settlement in Alaska, but he seems to prefer a nomadic life and has roamed from northwest Alaska to the western part of Greenland. There are Yupiks in western Alaska where this Aramuq picked up enough of the language to understand Tupilaq. At least, that is what our linguists tell us. They may speak different Yupik dialects, but the similarities are sufficient for this mission. 
 “Until recently, Aramuq was at the northern end of Baffin Island in a settlement named . . . well . . . I cannot pronounce it, but the Canadians called it Arctic Bay. In anticipation, we instructed him to move to the settlement of Resolute, which is better situated in case we want to utilize him with respect to Ellesmere. He moves freely across the entire North American Arctic—something of a wanderer who likes to keep moving for whatever reason. He is known to all the settlements, so it would not be surprising to locals if he appears, stays a few days or weeks, and then moves on. If we decide to send Tupilaq to Ellesmere, Aramuq can make his way to a place where the submarine carrying Tupilaq can pick him up and take them to this location.” Song laid a map of Ellesmere Island in front of Zhang. 
 “This finger of water is Blind Fiord. It should be mainly ice-free for the next several months, and years can go by without any type of vessel entering its waters.” 
 Song nodded to Chan, who closed his folder. 
 “There you have it, General,” said Song. “We have made our analysis as best we can with the existing information, have reported to you, and now it is your turn to decide where this should go next, if anywhere.” 
 Zhang did not speak immediately. The other two men waited. From their experience, Zhang was known to carefully consider issues but was decisive in the end. Five minutes passed—long enough for Chan to worry. Finally, Zhang sat up straighter and put both hands on his thighs. 
 “All right. I will discuss this with a higher authority. Overt personnel actions into Canada will need careful consideration, as do satellite changes. However, I will recommend your suggestions. Thank you, Colonel Chan. You are dismissed for now. General Song and I will continue the discussion.” 



 
   
   

CHAPTER 28


 


 





A DAY UNDER THE MIDNIGHT SUN

   
   

3:30 a.m.

   
 As she always did, Kathy Zerlang awoke with a languorous awareness of the world, in this case triggered by the faint pulsating hum from her alarm. As always, she felt a conflict between the warmth under the covers and the need to get to work. The snugness of the bed was only missing another body, but this was just a fleeting thought. She loved her job. As one of the three cooks at the site, today was her turn to be the lead cook. Yesterday she had been Houdini’s assistant, and tomorrow would be her day off. The three-day rotation meant two long days, with every third day free. Sally Ingersoll would be her assistant today. 
 The three cooks had different styles, which added variety to the site’s cuisine. Sally tended toward American and ethnic favorites, while Kathy’s main courses ran more into the “meat and potatoes” school left over from her years of making meals for a family with four brothers and later cooking at a logging camp in British Columbia. She made up for the main courses’ unimaginativeness by creating inspired desserts originating from her three years as a pastry chef on several cruise lines. She had recently worked four months at an oil rig site in Alaska before bailing out—too few other women and too many men with delusions of their appeal. 
 Harry “Houdini” Houdin was the experimenter of the three cooks—he came up with strange-sounding and -looking menus that somehow worked. As much as Kathy acknowledged his cooking skills, he made her uneasy. He was a serious womanizer and had made early moves on her. However, she appreciated that when she made it clear that his interest was not reciprocated, he took it cheerfully, and it never came up again. 
 Houdini vanished from her thoughts as the need to get going rose to a threshold sufficient to pry her out of bed. Then it was a quick shower and off to the mess hall. 
 By 4:00 a.m., she was in the kitchen. Start the coffee. Pull fifteen pounds of thawed bacon out of a refrigeration unit. Back to the freezer to retrieve four racks of frozen biscuit dough balls to thaw in preparation for popping in the oven later. She glanced at the “midrats” (midnight rations) section of a refrigeration unit. There was always food available for microwaving, mainly for staffers on night shifts. Site manager Lindskold had transferred the name from his time at McMurdo in Antarctica. 
 She busied herself until the coffee was ready, then poured herself a cup and let the aroma wash over her. She would take her cup, sit by the window in the deserted dining room, and enjoy a few minutes of quiet, plus the aroma and taste of the coffee, as she looked outside. Whatever the season, the alien-like barren landscape always seemed to elicit fantasies of different worlds and times. It was HER time—before Sally showed up at about 5:00 a.m. and the three staff personnel around 5:30 a.m. to take their monthly turns at kitchen duty. Thus, she treasured the interval of solitude preceding the bustle of the day. 
 Kathy stopped abruptly when she saw someone else sitting and looking out one of the windows. Momentarily annoyed, she took her coffee and sat a couple of tables over from the “intruder.” She recognized one of the new people, the one called Willie. She had seen him only from a distance when the newbies first arrived, usually in the dining hall eating with the other new arrivals, along with catching occasional glimpses of him outside the buildings. Her impression, albeit from a distance, was of a somewhat forbidding character. So, what was he doing here at this hour? 
 He either didn’t notice her, or she was being ignored. She looked out the window, wondering what he was looking at. From this position, no other structure obstructed the view across the slopes, the hills, and the more distant peaks. She was accustomed to the view this time of year changing only by the length of the shadows. It was beautiful in its austerity, though nothing like the few times she’d seen auroras during the dark season. They were rare this far north, according to the scientists—something to do with Site 23 sitting on top of the magnetic north pole where auroras were seldom seen except during high sunspot activity. She forgot the details. 
 Rare or not, the aurora was breathtaking enough that she remembered it from those mornings when she’d sat at the same table, sipping her coffee. Now, for a time, she gazed at the terrain and forgot where she was, what her plans for today were, or who was this man two tables over?  
 A movement in her peripheral vision brought Kathy back to her chair and the now cold cup of coffee. How long had she been here for the coffee to get cold? She looked for the other viewer, but his table was empty. A sound made her turn in time to see him disappear into one of the lounges that also served as the site library. She went into the kitchen to warm her coffee, then walked to a spot where she could look into the lounge, not conscious she was making an effort to walk silently. 
 When she didn’t see him, she moved closer and observed him sitting at a corner table. He noticed her and quickly closed a large book, put it back on a shelf, and left without making eye contact or saying anything.  

My, what a friendly sort, she thought, watching his back until he turned a corner. She was about to leave when she stopped. Now, I wonder what kind of book our happy friend was looking at?

 Feeling intrusive but only slightly so, she grinned to herself and went to the shelf where he had put the book.
It featured “coffee-table” books—those large-format picture books you tended to see in a doctor’s office or in someone’s living room. 
 From the book’s size, she guessed it had something to do with sports, women, guns . . . something to fit her image of the man. She’d caught a glimpse of an orange cover. There, in the middle of the shelf, was such a book. She pulled it out. 
 “Arctic Wildflowers,” she read aloud. 

No way, she thought, putting it aside and looked through the rest of the books on that shelf. No other orange-covered book. Arctic wildflowers? Somehow, the connection didn’t compute. She thought for a few moments. 

Okay, Kathy, step back. You know nothing about this guy. You’re making up who you think he is out of thin air. Be fair. Maybe he’s actually a botanist who just happens to look and act like the Hulk.

 She shrugged, put the wildflower book back on the shelf, and left. 
 Suddenly, she remembered what she was supposed to be doing. A quick glance at the clock on the wall—5:03 a.m.! Sally would be showing up any second. She was already a few minutes late. Kathy raced into the galley. 
 An hour later, she prepared to remove the first batch of biscuits from an oven. She looked around for hot mittens and spied a pair she hadn’t seen before. 
 “Hello there. Who are you? Hey, Sally. Are these yours?” 
 Ingersoll looked up from turning over bacon on a grill. “No. Where did they come from?” 
 “No idea,” said Kathy. “Let’s see if they fit.” She slid her right hand into the appropriate glove. “Hey, that’s nice.” The other hand also fit nicely. She walked to where Ingersoll was working and held up her hands. “You’re sure you’ve never seen these?” 
 “Like I said. Negative. Where’d you find them?” 
 “Sittin’ right next to today’s menu, and they weren’t there last night. Someone must have put them there. You’ve heard me bitch enough times about how all the ones we have are too big for me.” 
 “Maybe someone heard your griping and found a pair they thought would fit.” 
 Ingersoll walked over and looked at the mittens. “You know, I think I saw the material but didn’t know what it was. Also, Willie was carrying something that looked like this when I visited May over in the shops. The material looks the same, anyway. He was somewhat secretive about what he was doing, so I only got a quick look at whatever it was.” 
 “Willie? The big guy?” 
 “Yeah. Nice guy. Everybody in maintenance likes him. Always ready to help out. Kind of quiet, though. Not much for long conversations. Wouldn’t surprise me if he made them for you and just dropped them off without a word.” 
   

6:36 a.m.


 

 Jeremy Wingate was one of the three IT staff members in Level 2. He, Alfredo Ramos, and Manny Cardoza had the primary responsibility of keeping the computer systems and other electronics operational to support eavesdropping on the Russians, the Chinese, and the North Koreans. 
 Wingate was Canadian—one of eighteen at the site. He was also a lieutenant commander in the Canadian Navy with specialization in intelligence and electronics. In theory, the Americans didn’t know he was there to report directly to the Canadian Joint Operations Command on happenings at the site. The Canadian higher command had not been pleased when the prime minister had told them to leave it alone, asserting that if the Americans were paying for the entire site and Canada got equal access to the covert listening operations, that was sufficient payoff. The Canadian military command naturally disagreed and immediately worked to place one of their officers in a position to learn more.  
 This latter purpose was the source of Wingate’s frustration. During his five months at the site, he had learned nothing about the part of Level 2 he didn’t have access to.
Doubly frustrating was that they worked in the same building. He had dutifully reported on all new arrivals, including the large crates that had been treated as if they contained some fantastically fragile treasure, which he suspected they did, although what exactly the treasure was composed of he had no clue. He also reported on the two new maintenance and safety staff members: Marjek and Larson. Whatever they were, he disbelieved that safety and maintenance were their primary specialties. They reminded Wingate of a few of the U.S., French, and Israeli special operations people he had met during joint maneuvers with Canada. If they didn’t have a similar background, he’d eat his hat. 
 Wingate finished sketching out his weekly report, encoding it with the software provided by Canadian intelligence, and included it in his weekly email allotment to be sent out the next day after cursory screening by the site manager’s and commander’s offices. 
 What only Sinclair and Zooty Wilson knew was that all outgoing messages were fed through decryption software based on decoding known Canadian cyphers. Wilson was one of the Level 3 computer staff members and a convicted hacker. Those halcyon days were well into Wilson’s past after an eighteen-month prison sentence twenty years ago. Normally, a felony record would have curtailed most people’s prospective careers. However, in the burgeoning world of computer security, the U.S. government had marked Wilson as one of their own, whether he wanted to be or not. It was explained to him that there were endless opportunities for computer mischief and mystery unraveling to satisfy his interests—as long as he worked for them. Alternatively, he would be under endless surveillance and forbidden to ever touch a computer keyboard again. Wilson, being more enthralled with the capabilities of the computer world than any semi-ideology, patriotically volunteered to serve his country. In the ensuing years, his assignments were not always up to the promised levels of interest, but the variety, the relative freedom, and the occasional exciting projects were enough to satisfy a reformed hacker. 
 After enough government-paid therapy sessions convinced him of his earlier motivations, Wilson now easily acknowledged that his previous hacking career had been driven by the feeling of being “in-the-know,” peeking into secrets, and the feeling of power from having knowledge you weren’t supposed to have. 
 Getting assigned to Site 23 Wilson took to be a payoff for his services and a balancing of the books for all the previous mundane assignments. As a bonus, decoding Wingate’s messages to Canadian intelligence was one of his minor pleasures each week, along with his few minutes of briefing Sinclair on the latest dispatches from Wingate.  
 His glee was premature. The software failed to detected anomalies with Helen Lin’s letters.  
   

6:56 a.m.


 

 The newest and oddest staff member was currently in the final stages of his nighttime routine. Bobby typically was asleep by 9:30 p.m. and awoke like clockwork within ten minutes of eight and a half hours’ sleep. Fortunately for his mother, if he woke earlier, he had no problem playing with the available stuffed animals and other softer toys at hand until she rose. When the evening hours were added to the usual two-hour nap he took in the afternoon, Jill had worried that he slept too much and that it might indicate some problem. Detailing her worries to two different doctors had finally assured her it was entirely within the normal range of sleep patterns for someone Bobby’s age. The second of the doctors had been a woman with three children of her own, whose advice had come after she got Jill to admit that Bobby seemed happy and active. The doctor said that Jill should get down on her knees and thank God for a happy, active toddler who slept nearly half the day. 
 Jill opened one eye enough to see Bobby on the floor in the adjacent room, involved with a set of six small stuffed animals for whom he supplied voice-overs. She smiled, luxuriating in a few more minutes of quiet and warmth under the covers before starting her day. 
   

7:37 a.m.

   
 Zach perused who was already seated after he filled his tray with breakfast items: a double helping of scrambled powdered eggs, four sausage links, two large biscuits slathered with butter, a bowl of canned pear halves, reconstituted orange juice, and coffee. His habit was to eat a large breakfast, if available, in case food was scarce later—an experience-based nod to the uncertainty about what might happen as the day progressed. 
 His eyes stopped at a four-person table with Jane Smythe, Bre Huttleston, and two empty chairs. The latter was always a convivial companion, and he hadn’t interacted much with the site nurse, who also doubled by helping Paula Rosario and Sarah Reno with biological research. 
 Zach wove his way to the targeted table, exchanging greetings with staff members who seemed at ease with him, nodding hello to those who were obviously uneasy in his presence, and deflecting two offers to join a table. 
 “Hello, ladies, mind if I join you?” 
 Smythe looked slightly startled and cast down her eyes after recognizing the speaker, but Bre grinned. “Sit yourself down, Mr. Safety. Are we all safe? No polar bears or one of them . . . what did Nylander call that mythical Inuit monster during his lecture on Eskimo culture last week?” 
 “Tupilaqs,” said Zach.  “Some kind of avenging monster a conjurer could send after an enemy.” He sat next to Bre and away from Smythe, so as not to disquiet her. “I like the part where the Tupilaq was capable of turning back on its summoner. Serves them right.” 
 “Don’t let Elizabeth hear you say that, Zach,” Smythe said with a shy smile, surprising Zach. He couldn’t remember her ever addressing him, much less by his first name. 
 “She’ll start lecturing you on how all God’s creatures deserve mercy.” 
 “I’d better watch my tongue around her,” said Zach. “Here, I trust, are more worldly companions.” 
 Further discussion was interrupted when Bobby appeared and stood between Bre’s and Jane’s chairs, glanced several times between the two women—as if making a decision—and climbed into Jane’s lap. 
 Bobby liked to climb into people’s laps he approved of. Moments later, Jill appeared carrying two plates, Bobby’s with scrambled eggs, canned pineapple chunks, and a biscuit supporting a glop of strawberry jam. Jill had momentarily dreaded that her son was headed to Zach Marjek. She hesitated. The only empty chair was next to Zach. 
 She sighed. Come on, girl. Get over being pissed at him. He’s been nothing but pleasant after “that” day. And Bobby likes him. She suspected her son had an innate ability to judge people. She hadn’t experienced anyone he liked who turned out to be someone she didn’t want to know or be around. Despite her initial commitment to forever dislike the man, there was obviously more to Marjek than she had thought. She’d even found herself staring at him when he wasn’t aware of it. 
 “Have a seat, woman,” said Bre, loud enough for neighboring tables’ occupants to turn and look. “I swear Zach is a teddy bear you can’t always avoid.” 
 Jill swallowed a curse and glowered at her friend. Zach pulled the empty chair back and smiled. 

Oh, well, she thought, I suppose Bre’s right . . . at least she’s chided me enough times.

 She gave Zach a perfunctory nod, put her tray on the table, and sat. 
 Bre glanced at Zach and Jill, gave a slight involuntary shake of her head in amusement, and searched for a way to divert Jill’s attention. 
 “Jill, you know Jane is Canadian, but I bet you didn’t know that her ancestors were Americans with a fascinating history.” 
 “Oh, Jane, tell us about it,” said Jill, perhaps a bit eagerly. 
 Jane swallowed a spoonful of oatmeal, wiped her mouth with a napkin, and laid down her spoon. 
 “Well . . . most Americans think the Revolutionary War ended British control of the colonies after the Battle of Yorktown. While it’s true that the colonial and French victory started the process, two years passed before the British formally agreed with the Treaty of Paris. In 1783, New York City was still occupied by the British army, commanded by General Guy Carleton. In the final withdrawal, Carleton arranged for Crown loyalists to be evacuated to Nova Scotia if they wanted to leave the freed colonies. Among the thirty thousand who left were my ancestors, including one of my great-great-great-great-great-grandmothers whose slave parents had been granted freedom for supporting the British. She was only six years old at the time.” Jane paused and scrunched her face. “How many ‘greats’ did I say? I never remember if it’s five or six. Anyway, I still have family in Halifax where they initially landed.” 
 Zach had already heard Smythe’s story, but he pretended to pay attention while managing to look causally in Jill’s direction several times. 
 Bre wasn’t fooled. He likes her. Maybe more than just likes. She seems to have lost that edginess she had at first whenever I saw them interact. She also has a thoughtful look when she thinks no one sees her staring at him. Bobby certainly likes him. If I hadn’t gotten to known Zach better these last months, I’d suspect he’s trying to get at her through the kid.

 Bobby took that moment to transfer himself from Jane to Zach and reach a hand toward a sausage link, only pausing with a questioning look to the target’s owner for assent. 
   

8:21 a.m.

   
 In the six weeks since the newcomers arrived at Site 23, the day/night cycle went from equal hours to the sun never setting below a distant horizon, though it ducked briefly behind the surrounding hills. Even then, a person outdoors could read small print. 
 Jill followed the advice for ameliorating the effects of endless daylight. One advantage was that on days when Bobby was still too full of energy to go to sleep after dinner, she could take him outdoors and let him run and explore for twenty to thirty minutes. 
 This morning, Jill felt like taking a walk outdoors before starting the day’s work. Sitting next to Zach at breakfast had somehow disconcerted her. She bundled Bobby and left their rooms in time to see Charles Adams and Rachel Munoz exit her room at the other end of the hall. Rachel glanced at Jill, winked, and followed Adams. 

I guess that means they’re a thing, thought Jill as she led Bobby outside. The weather was a balmy 38 degrees, with a glaringly blue sky and a few wisps of high clouds. She was staring at those clouds when she turned the corner of a building and froze. A nightmare stood six feet away. Dark, long shaggy fur cascaded down the looming body. Facing her was a massive head with two wicked-looking curved horns. Large nostrils blew frosty breath at her. The cloven front feet inched toward her as if the beast were gathering for a lunge. 
 She snatched Bobby off his feet and was about to turn to run, thinking to shield her son if the creature attacked, when a man’s voice said, “Don’t move! They’ll charge if you run.”  
 Jill’s heart pounded. She felt like screaming, but that would have required breathing. 
 The voice spoke again, this time closer behind her. Jill could see a hand and an arm appear in the corner of her vision.  
 “I’ll try to distract it.” A man stepped to her right, held out his arm, and presented a hand to the creature—a hand holding a sugar cube! 
 “Here you go, Harriet.” 
 The monster snorted another breath toward Jill, a snort whose odor would have melted steel, and shuffled forward to lick off the sugar cube with a large tongue.  
 “God damn it, George, give her a break,” exclaimed a new voice—female this time. Two hands gripped Jill’s shoulder and pulled her back a few steps, proving that Jill had not turned to stone. “George is an idiot. This is Harriet, the camp’s pet musk ox.” 
 George laughed. “We think she’s less than a year old. It’s hard to tell since none of us have much up-close experience with musk ox. She just wandered in one day about four months ago. We figure she either got lost, or maybe the wolves got her mama. We sort of adopted her. She hangs around for a day or two, then disappears and comes back. Probably a good thing since otherwise the wolves would pick her off in a hurry.” 
 Jill looked toward the voice to see a man with grease-covered overalls. 
 She remembered the reference to a “Harriet” when they first arrived, but she had forgotten. Not that the recall helped her at the moment. She slowly stepped backward, but the creature more than matched her pace, coming closer and uttering guttural sounds and extruding a saliva-covered tongue. 
 “Really, it’s okay,” said George.  
 At dinner that night, the encounter was the topic of amusement for many of the staff, except for those women who asserted it provided further evidence of male childishness. The riposte was that women had no sense of humor. The disagreement was not resolved. 
   
 The novelty of newcomers faded as the adults became integrated into the community. Jill’s worry about letting her son out of her sight receded with the abundance of attention he garnered. His initial reticence to be more than a few feet from her, with the exception of being with Bre, quickly changed to at least occasional preference for other adults who fawned over him. 
 As Bre had predicted, Jill’s initial feeling ended that she was an unneeded member of the community and would have nothing to keep her busy. In addition, multiple staffers were eager to take advantage of playing with or watching a child. Jill spent most of her time as a general gofer for administrators, along with helping the site’s three cooks in preparatory work, starting with Kathy Zerlang. 
 “This has got to be overwhelming for you, Jill,” said Kathy when they first met. “Most of the people are really great, and there’s no better place to meet them than when they’re feeding their faces and almost everyone is in a good mood. If Bre doesn’t need you full time, how about an hour or two helping around lunchtime? That’ll free us cooks for planning and preparation. We can spec out a place for Bobby to play. He’ll always be in sight. Just come around noon on those days when you don’t have anything else to do.” 
 By the end of the first week at Site 23, Jill had followed the suggestion. It had been Kathy’s turn as lead cook with assistance from Sally Ingersoll. By the end of the first month, Jill was helping two or three times a week when Kathy and Sally were lead cooks, but not with the third cook, Harry Houdin. Everyone agreed he was a fine cook and affable, but Jill didn’t like the way she caught him staring at her. 
   

8:52 a.m., White House


 

 President Chesterton didn’t realize the anomaly that when he reached the Situation Room at 8:52 a.m. Eastern Standard Time, the clocks at Site 23 read the same time. Strictly speaking, Site 23 was in the Central Standard Time Zone within the western fifth of Ellesmere Island. The first time Sinclair had seen a map delineating the island’s time zone split, he blurted out, “Makes no goddamn sense to have two time zones on a huge island with less than five hundred people.” He decreed that Site 23 would follow the EST to synchronize with Washington and the only permanent settlement on the island at Grise Fiord in the south. 
 When Chesterton entered the Situation Room, generals Hardesty and Wallens snapped to their feet. 
 “Sit,” he said. “You indicated this wouldn’t take long. I’ve a photo op with the winner of the Westminster Dog Show in an hour. If you don’t think the sequence of meetings is weird, I’ll want to know what you would think is odd.” 
 The generals gave the perfunctory chuckles, as required whenever a superior thinks he has said something amusing. 
 “Generals,” Chesterton said, “here we are again. Hopefully, there’s something positive to report.” 
 Hardesty always started the updates. “While significant development is still needed, the DARPA people think they have a breakthrough on armor, at least for tanks and other land vehicles.” He paused. “Mr. President, I need to ask if you know how most antitank weapons work?” 
 The president’s lips twitched. “I assume it’s not simply by poking a hole in the tank and blowing it up.” 
 Hardesty ignored the response and launched into a simplified explanation. “The round or missile fired at a tank does not, in and of itself, penetrate. Instead, it has a shaped charge. Imagine a solid cylinder with one end indented instead of flat, like the bottom of a wine bottle. When the charge goes off, the blast front is concentrated by the indentation. A superheated plasma is created that vaporizes the metal and burns through the armor. 
 “Our current latest-model Abrams tank is protected by Chobham armor first developed by the British. It involves multilayered armor that includes ceramic plates that can shatter a projectile and disrupt the plasma enough to retard penetration. I won’t go into details about it, but if you’re interested, we can give you a briefing or send over an information packet.” 
 Chesterton waved to continue without indicating further interest. 
 “Theoretically, the plasma could also be partially dissipated by a magnetic field. We’ve been experimenting with generating such fields around tank armor. It works, but only in artificial conditions very different from combat. For example, one of our own Abrams tank rounds can penetrate the armor on an Abrams, but a magnetic field prevents the round from burning through. The problem is the tests only used a section of armor and not a real tank. It’s simply that the extensive equipment and energy required to generate the field haven’t so far been adapted to real-world conditions. At least, until now. 
 “The holy grail in tank development is developing armor that is significantly lighter in weight with the same or greater armor protection, and that’s where we seem to be headed in the next two years. 
 “The new alloys that are coming from hints about the Object’s composition are harder than anything we’ve had before and have properties that allow the creation of magnetic fields at a higher field strength and with less energy requirements. Our estimates are that we will have working models of a new generation of armored vehicles within two years. 
 “I’ll emphasize this could lead to a revolution in armored warfare. It normally makes no sense to think about a new design for the main battle tank unless there’s a new technology to justify the change. That’s why the Abrams has been deployed for four decades in several upgraded models. The projection has been that this would continue for at least another twenty to forty years because there have been no developments or tactics to justify a new tank generation.” 
 “So, exactly what does this mean for our combat capabilities?” asked Chesterton. 
 “So far, the applications are for the army and navy. Tanks that will be far more maneuverable and survivable on a battlefield against opposing forces, likely by a factor of three to four times—as if the number of tanks increased by that number. A hundred-tank brigade would function on a battlefield as if it were three or four hundred tanks of the current Abrams model. 
 “For the navy, we think it will mean above-water-level armor that’s more resistance to antiship missiles. The gain in survivability will not be as much as for tanks—in this case, perhaps two-fold. It could be more, but that’s what the simulations carried out by the navy are saying. Why not as much improvement as for tanks? You’d have to ask the admirals, but none of them have been read-in on this situation right now. However, think of it as effectively doubling the number of warships.” 
 The president rubbed his chin. “Will the other sides come up with countermeasures?” 
 “We assume so because that’s the history of advances in weaponry. However, as yet, we are not sure exactly what countermeasures would work. The more likely scenario is that potential opponents will copy the technology and eventually field similar tanks and warships. Given that we only headed in this direction because of our interaction with the Object, and assuming we can keep the technology secret, it may be twenty years or more before any other nations can match us.” 
 Chesterton grimaced. “Okay. An arms race that doesn’t gain any advantage in the long run. I suppose that’s the nature of things. Anything more benign coming from this fiasco you dumped on me?” 
 The president’s views had been amply expressed ever since he first learned of the Object. Unfortunately, his campaign had neglected to include dealing with alien objects, violating Canadian sovereignty, or becoming involved in a conspiracy Hollywood would have laughed off as too improbable for even pulp fiction novels and B-movies. 
 “Nothing that we believe is far enough along to brief you on,” said Wallens. “The people at Site 23 seem encouraged about everything they’re learning since the virtual-reality system with the Object became operational, but although there are tantalizing hints, nothing is certain yet in terms of practical applications the public would benefit from.” 
 This time, Chesterton sighed. “Gentlemen, I trust you’re all doing your best, but I have to hope you can still do better. I’m starting to think that soon all this has got to come out. I’ve read the reports multiple times, going all the way back to the beginning. It doesn’t take an efficiency expert or intuitive genius to sense the jig will be up literally any day. 
 “And yes . . . I suppose past presidents had the same feelings. However, it’s only so long until flights to unidentified locations, tons of supplies, and people vanishing for extended periods won’t be noticed. And that’s not to mention personnel. Even by swearing them to secrecy, as the number of people who know about Site 23 increases, the likelihood one of them blabs to a reporter or drops an unintended comment to the wrong ears is bound to blow things open. 
 “I wanted to hear today’s report, but I’m thinking of bringing in some more heads in the next couple of months to brainstorm how to handle this when it does come into the open. At a minimum, it’ll have to be my chief of staff, secretaries of defense and state, and a small number of outsiders we’d have to carefully select.” 
 “I can’t say I’m happy with the idea,” said Hardesty, “but I recognize it has to happen eventually. My advice is to hold off at least a few more months to see if we can get anything out of the Object that can be used to help buffer the exposure’s consequences.” 
 Chesterton shrugged. “It’d be nice if I could give a press conference and say something like, ‘Yes, we hid this for decades and broke a dozen laws, but we got the knowledge to extend human life expectancy a hundred years.’” 
 “Uh . . . yeah, I wouldn’t plan on that,” said Hardesty. 
 “I didn’t think so, but I can still hope. Generals, I haven’t settled on anything like a timeline for this,” said Chesterton, “but I don’t see holding it up more than another six months. Do your best to get me something that will look so good, it will swamp the complaints and outrage.” 
 “We’ll convey this to Sinclair,” said Wallens, “but he won’t be able to promise anything either.” 
   

2:15 p.m.

   
 Chris Eller snatched off the Minnesota Viking cap and ran the other hand over his nearly bald head. He wasn’t sure whether Luc Moulard was insufferably obnoxious French or annoyingly smug Canadian. Maybe both, he often thought. 
 The two nuclear engineers had a poor interpersonal relationship but worked well together professionally . . . most of the time. This wasn’t one of those times. 
 “Mon Dieu!” exclaimed Moulard, sneering. “I told you the readings were right. But N . . . O . . . O . . . you had to say I was an idiot, rather than check it for yourself.” 
 “I did check, you asshole!” answered Eller. “I checked three times and found no problem.” 
 Dave Sinjem and Nick Papathemis stood to one side, alternately looking at each other and the two nuclear engineers. It had taken the technicians from 7:00 a.m. that morning to check most of the wiring. Finally, Gerry Hindman had gone to find Zach, after the three became fed up with the two engineers issuing conflicting orders and when tracing the wiring turned up nothing. 
 Moulard had just taken two deep breaths in preparation for another verbal assault when Zach walked into the reactor building, Hindman close on his heels wearing a smug expression. He knew Zach was mad at having to deal with the engineers and missing a scheduled VR session. The safety officer had let loose an impressive string of curses when apprised of the latest of far too many arguments between the two engineers. 
 “All right,” Zach said, “what the fuck is the problem this time?” 
 Moulard stepped forward, waving his arms. He was cut off before he could speak. 
 “Stuff it, Moulard. Last time you had first say. Today it’s Eller’s turn.” Zach looked at the other engineer, who suddenly seemed to be losing interest in the argument. 
 “WELL!” ordered Zach. 
 Eller cleared his throat. “Uh . . . it’s like this. Moulard claims he witnessed a fluctuation in the primary coolant pump of the reactor. I may have expressed my skepticism a little too strongly, but after he exploded in French and stomped out of the control room, I ran diagnostics three times without seeing a problem.” 
 Zach turned to the other engineer. “Moulard, your turn.” 
 “I did see the fluctuation, no matter what Eller says he found out. I . . . uh . . . maybe I did get excited and said he didn’t know how to run the diagnostics, but he’s always questioning my work as if he knows more about nuclear plants just because he worked on naval reactors while I only worked on major utility reactors in France.” 
 Zach turned to Hindman, the most senior of the three technicians. “I suppose you three were called in to check the physical plant?” 
 “Spent six, seven hours, and didn’t find anything. This is the third time this month with the same result. The reason we’re called in changes, but the outcome is the same.” 
 “All right,” said Zach, “I think I have all the understanding I need and have run out of patience with you two idiots. Here’s what’s going to happen. Gerry, this’ll fall to you, but it won’t take much time and will save you all from doing this again. Every day at exactly noon, you’re to come here so both Moulard and Eller can tell you everything is fine with no problems. If you doubt them or sense anything off, you’re to come find me.” 
 “What!” exclaimed Moulard. “We don’t report to you. Lindskold is our boss.” 
 “And I’m in charge of site safety, which overrides everyone else if I see a threat to the site. If you two jokers can’t act professional, I’ll decree you a threat and insist to Lindskold and Sinclair that you be replaced, sent back south, and forfeit all accumulated and future salary and bonuses. You’ll also be placed on a list with the National Security Agency as unreliable, which means you’ll never work on a government project again, and you’ll be on a security watch list for the rest of your lives.” 
 Zach didn’t wait for a response, only turned and stomped out, followed by the three technicians. When they were twenty feet from the reactor building, Hindman whispered so the other two technicians trailing couldn’t hear. 
 “Do you really have the authority to do what you threatened?” 
 “Beats the hell out of me. Important thing is that they believe it. However, I’m serious about you checking on them. If things quiet down, we’ll let the checking slide after a couple of weeks.” 
 Hindman smiled. “I’ll probably suggest to change it to a few times a week, doing it at random. Wouldn’t hurt for you to simply stop by the building occasionally. I don’t think you have to say anything. Just pop in, pretend you’re reading the gauges, maybe shuffle through any papers or clipboards in sight, then growl or grunt and leave.” 
 “I like your thinking,” said Zach. “You have the makings of a supervisor.” 
   

3:00 p.m.

   
 “Wilbur, I have a question,” said Simeon. 
 “What is it?” asked Huxler, sitting in front of the monitor and not looking up from his notes. Despite the attention given to the virtual-reality system, most interaction with Simeon was still via audio and monitor for the rest of the Level 3 staff. 
 “Why do humans play?” 
 The sudden shift in topics caused Huxler to silently explore how the question related to their current session discussing Freud’s theory of the id, the ego, and the superego. Such topics and shifts had become a trademark of most sessions after Simeon was given access to a digital copy of the Encyclopedia Britannica. 
 “Play? If I could ask, Simeon, what prompted the question?” 
 “There are a number of articles about sports—their history, famous participants, and their relationship to different civilizations. There are other articles on examples of what are termed ‘play,’ and I surmise from the references to ‘playing’ sports, board games, video games, and perhaps gambling, that the concept of ‘play’ is important in understanding humans.” 
 Huxler put down his pen and leaned back in his chair. His personal antennae were on full receptor mode. Simeon usually engaged in fairly mundane interactions, inexplicably interspersed with leaps that suggested complex probes from the Object. When this happened, sometimes the Level 3 staff proposed theories about what Simeon was after. Other times, the question’s origin and purpose were as mysterious as the Object itself. Once, Huxler spent an hour being probed by Simeon on how humans would respond if given the option to have an extra pair of arms. 
 “That’s an interesting and complex topic, Simeon. As with many cases involving humans, there is no universally agreed-on concept of what constitutes ‘play.’ One of our historians believes that the activity has to be voluntary to be classified as play. Something that’s done out of necessity, obligation, or through coercion would not qualify. 
 “Although I personally believe the theorizing can go too far, it’s also generally thought that the activity is internally motivated. That is to say, play has no obvious material reward. Most humans would also say that play has to be fun. This is where we get into theories that play has some evolutionary function. If this is true, then the areas of the human brain involved in motivation and pleasure should be activated.” 
 “And have humans conducted experiments to confirm this?” asked Simeon. “I believe human technology is advanced enough to observe changing patterns of brain activity.” 
 “There are limitations on which experiments can be performed on humans,” said Huxler, “so some of the better work has been done using animals. Some studies looked at animals engaging in activity that has no material reward, such as obtaining food, water, or sex. When they’re engaged in such activities, portions of the brain are activated that are associated with reward and motivation. This implies that games may be an ancient part of mammalian evolution.” 
 “Interesting,” said Simeon. “Are there theories why humans consider certain types of activity ‘play’ and not others?”  
 Huxler almost choked. Jesus, there he goes again! Why would he categorize human play as only a subset of possible activities unless he has knowledge of how it could be done differently? Can I infer that Simeon knows of other sentient races, some of which play differently than humans and others that possibly don’t play? Why does he drop these bombs on us out of nowhere, or, as Zach phrased it, “Pulling them out of his ass”?

 “There is theorizing on the possible functions of play,” Huxler said, “especially since animals seem to do it. It may involve learning cooperation with other members of one’s species, such as predators that hunt in packs or herd animals coordinating their warnings of predators. In some mammals, it may be a prelude to mating behavior, such as when males practice sparring or displays. Depending on the species, there may be ingrained rules for group interaction and mating behavior where apparent play serves to hone the organism’s skill. 
 “Still another line of theories proposes that play is a method of relaxation from what otherwise might be perceived as stresses in life. This approach may have some validity when we consider that human childhood is conceived of as a time of relative freedom, compared to adulthood. Personally, I have my doubts about this because childhood has its own stresses. 
 “On the other hand, I have a feeling there’s something to that approach if we consider that games allow us to compete and potentially achieve in a safe environment. There, it’s possible to become immersed in the experience and an environment different from real life. In fact, some psychologists believe games are a way to help solve the cognitive dissonance that the person may experience in everyday life.” 
 Simeon’s face on the monitor displayed exaggerated raised eyebrows. The staff had noted his increased attempts to mimic human facial expressions. 
 “Once again, interesting,” said Simeon, “that humans do not understand why they play and yet still do so much of it. Does it bother you?” 
 “It’s not something we worry about. That doesn’t mean we don’t try to understand it.”  
 “I wonder if it is a characteristic of humans to tolerate ambiguity to a degree. We will have to continue a discussion into the term you used before . . . cognitive dissonance.” 
 “So, Simeon, are the human play modes similar to those of other sentient species?” Huxler was hoping to glean more hints about alien civilizations, a topic Simeon wasn’t forthcoming about, except for dropping the occasional bomb. 
 “Tell me more about cognitive dissonance,” said Simeon. 
 Huxler sighed. It was Simeon’s standard diversion. From experience, Huxler knew the futility of pursuing anything Simeon had moved on from. No matter how many hours the staff had discussed why Simeon did this, there was still no consensus. 
   

4:51 p.m.

   
 Second Lieutenant Ramon Montaro chafed with impatience to end his six-month tour at Site 23 and return to the Special Forces center at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. He had been elated to be told he was slated to bump up to first lieutenant six months earlier than he’d expected, but only after serving these months at a clandestine site he would be unable to speak about to anyone . . . ever. The assignment was well past the time when it had seemed exotic. He believed he and the four enlisted men under his command had trekked every square foot of the terrain within fifteen miles of the site, excepting those square feet not physically accessible. That belief had been supported the previous week by Marko Harris, looking for a place to take a bowel dump and almost stepping in a pile of dried turds he recognized from another sojourn two months previous. 
 Today’s excursion had been spiced up with the live fire of a hundred rounds per man. They had brought their own ammunition with them when they came to Site 23, and Montaro rationed what they had to two hundred rounds a month, with two thousand rounds reserved in the highly improbable case they were needed in defending the base—to the routine amusement of the four enlisted men. 
 “Hey, Lieutenant,” asked Sergeant First Class Monty Shalton, once the five men began cleaning their weapons, “are you sure we have enough ammo to fight off the musk ox? I heard one of the civvies say there’s supposed to be seven or eight hundred of them around here.” 
 “Musk ox, hell,” said Sergeant Brian Shipley, “they tell me the rats can turn into a real plague some summer seasons.” 
 “Not rats, Ship, you ignorant redneck,” said Shalton. “They’re lemmings and voles.” 
 “Same thing,” Shipley shot back. “There’s got to be a million of the little suckers in this place. We don’t have near enough ammo if they lay siege to us here.” 
 “The way you four shot today, I can only despair at the thought of you having to hit something smaller than a musk ox, no matter how much ammo we have,” said Montaro to raucous laughter and a continued barbed exchange. 
 Just then, Major Jefferson walked into the dorm room currently being used during cleaning. Sergeant Schmidt saw the major first, jumped to his feet, and opened his mouth to yell out, “Attention!” 
 “At ease,” called Andrew. “Keep doing what you’re doing. Lieutenant, if I could have a word with you.” 
 Montaro nodded and followed Andrew to an adjoining dorm room, then closed the door behind him. 
 “If I remember the schedule correctly for this week, you intend to do a hike to the northwest.” 
 “Yes, sir. I thought we’d cross the pass that runs through that series of low peaks into the next valley, then circle south, and come back here by dinner time.” 
 “I’ve looked at a map of that area. How about changing the route so that you follow the main ridgeline up to the overlook about two miles farther north from the top of the pass? After that, take the scree slope down to the valley you planned to get to and continue on a circle back here, like you planned. It’ll only add a few miles.” 
 Montaro groaned to himself, but a major’s suggestion to a lieutenant was always an excellent idea. 
 “Great plan, sir. Will do the men good to get a workout.” 
 “I’ll be coming along,” said Andrew. “I’ve been sitting on my butt too much the last couple of weeks. I need to push myself to see if I’m getting too out of shape. 
 “Oh, and Zach Marjek, the site safety officer, will be joining us. He asked to come along on one of your hikes to stretch his legs.” 
 Montaro sharply eyed his superior officer. He wasn’t sure he was reading the major correctly, but he suspected Jefferson wanted to give Marjek a workout. 
 “Uh . . . is Marjek going to keep up with us, or should we accommodate his pace?” 
 “Oh, no, I wouldn’t want you to go easy on your men. In fact, let’s see how he does when you push it.” 
 Left unspoken was that Major Jefferson assumed he wouldn’t have any problems nor would a certain Lieutenant Montaro. 

I wonder if the major has it in for Marjek? thought Montaro. Or if he just wants to see what Marjek’s limits are? 
   

7:17 p.m.

   
 When Jeff Rotham entered the dining hall, he was among the last, as usual. He steadfastly refused to fully accede to the Americans’ ridiculously early hour for the evening meal. However, he was judicious in not being so late as to find limited options for dinner companions or to annoy the cooks. Technically, staff members could get something to eat at any time, but the cooks and the day helpers wanted to finish up. It was never a good idea to piss off the cook—he had learned that lesson growing up with a stern but loving Catholic mother in Northern Ireland. 
 He enjoyed eating with others. Not that he couldn’t eat alone, but he looked forward to conversing. Precisely who with or about what could vary with his mood. Yet the table needed to have at least one empty setting.  
 He perused the room for an interesting group to join. He quickly passed over a table with Ralph, Zooty, and two others he knew were video gamesters. He’d sat with the same group a month previous, and their obsessive talk of video game strategies made him vow to skip the group in the future. 
 There were a couple of tables with members of the maintenance crew. One might have thought he would look down on them, but he often found their down-to-earthiness and general good cheer refreshing. However, not necessarily tonight. No to the table with the computer geeks—the conversation was often too intensive about one topic. Tatiana Krinofsky was eating alone tonight, something she did perhaps too often. While she could be entertaining, he didn’t want to chance her being in a typically Russian dour mood. Although she was born in Brooklyn of Russian emigrants, much of the Slavic moodiness had persisted in the environment she had grown up in. There was also the chance she would take his sitting with her as a hint he was looking for an evening’s bed partner, a convenient tryst if they were both in the mood, as had happened a few times, but not tonight. 

Ah . . . there, he thought. To the left was a table of three women: Elizabeth Wilkens, Rachel Munoz, and Carolyn Graham. All were Level 3 staff, and Jeff liked all three—to varying degrees. 
 He walked over to their table and stood behind the empty chair, then leaned forward with his hands on the chair back. “Excuse me, ladies, but would you mind if I joined you?” 
 The three women had stopped talking and turned to look up at Rotham. Carolyn appeared a little nervous and glanced around quickly, but Elizabeth said warmly, “Of course, Jeff, we could use some testosterone—but not too much.” 
 Jeff laughed. “Elizabeth, I’m hurt. You mean to infer I’m not manly enough?” 
 Rachel barked out her distinctive laugh. “Nah. I think what she prefers are opinions from a man who can think and uses his brain and not just other parts!” 
 Carolyn blushed at Rachel’s comment but smiled. “Yes, Jeff, please join us.” 
 “Thank you, ladies. Let me go grab a tray, and I’ll be right back.” He strolled over to the serving line. It was empty except for Eyvan Gorski, one of the Level 2 Russian experts, who was picking through a tray of mixed vegetables. Gorski nodded and explained his search. “I just want the cabbage. Fortunately, most people try to avoid it, so there’s more cabbage by this time of night.” 
 “Whatever,” said Jeff and began to scoop up his dinner items.  
 When he returned to the table, the women were deep into their conversation again, and he sat between Elizabeth and Carolyn. The former leaned toward him and semi-whispered, “We’re just discussing the implications of humans contacting an alien race.” 
 Rotham frowned. His imminent remonstration was interrupted by Carolyn’s conversational tone. “You know, Jeff, what if the SETI projects actually did receive messages from outer space?” 
 He glanced around. The hall was half empty. Their table was far enough from the next diners that it was unlikely they could be overheard. And even if they did, a SETI discussion among educated people was hardly a sure give-away as to what was actually happening at Site 23. 

Why not? he thought. 
 “Always an interesting topic. What have you ladies concluded?” 
 “I think we can safely say that we don’t know what the results would be,” said Elizabeth. “Oh, there’s no doubt there would be significant outcomes.” She smiled. “And in some cases, quite earth-shaking ones. The ground beneath us would literally tremble, with a potential for chasms to open, especially for those whose religion is mainly based on certainty.” 
 “Yes,” said Rachel, “for many people, it’s the certainty that holds their lives together. Little green men are not the usual part of any catechism.” 
 Rachel launched off on an overview of which religions would have the least or most trouble. 
 “Of course, no major religion is monolithic,” said Elizabeth, shaking her head after one comment from Rachel. “They all have factions, sects, denominations, whatever. Within the same religion, there will be those who adjust well and those who won’t. I agree with Rachel that some parts of Christianity would have the most difficulty.” 
 Jeff nodded. “I think I would agree, and the evangelicals likely among those having the hardest time.” 
 “Oh, God, yes,” said Carolyn in a subdued voice. “I can just hear my relatives.” 
 “They’re evangelicals?” asked Rotham. 
 “A version, anyway. Antievolution, the Garden of Eden was in Ethiopia, the Earth was created six thousand years ago, dinosaurs and humans coexisted, the Bible is the literal word of God. The whole shebang.” 
 “I suspect the relations among denominations would worsen with the potential for such disparate reactions,” said Jeff. “Which ones would have the easiest time with such a new reality?” 
 Rachel jumped in quickly. “The Catholic Church almost certainly. The days of threatening to burn Galileo at the stake are long past, and the Vatican has moved strongly into incorporating scientific views, instead of denying them. You know, more into interpretation and implications, rather than factuality. Granted, this will stretch them quite a bit, but I think they would handle it.” 
 “I agree,” added Elizabeth, “and even more so for Episcopalians. The church encourages more flexibility in doctrinal and liturgical issues. Too bad other churches don’t do the same.  
 “Do I assume correctly that you are from an Episcopal background?” queried Jeff, smiling. 
 “Hah!” barked Rachel loud enough to turn the heads of the few other diners still in the hall. Then, with a quieter voice, “Not only is Elizabeth of an Episcopal background, she’s an ordained priest.” 
 Jeff thought the next hour was one of the more interesting evening discussions he’d had in months. Besides finding out more about Elizabeth’s scientific and religious history, he learned that Carolyn was from a family that disapproved of almost all of her life decisions. Equally surprising was listening to Rachel debate Elizabeth on theological issues Jeff was familiar with but never had an abiding interest in discovering more about. 

My, my, Jeff thought to himself, just another case of not knowing when and from whom you can get a stimulating discussion. Who would have thought that mousy little Elizabeth was an Episcopal priest? Or that Rachel Munoz knows so much about different religions? And Carolyn Graham from a rock-conservative evangelical background! Poor Carolyn. I wonder if signing up for this forlorn outpost was at least partly to be unavailable for her family’s efforts to bring her back to the fold.

 When the foursome broke up, Jeff continued thinking about the evening. Although camouflaged by circumlocutions and wordplay, they had explored different options and opinions on the possible effects of the Object’s existence once it became public. 

 


8:30 p.m.


 

 “Nudie Tuesday” fell on the first Tuesday of each month. The site hot tub could comfortably hold twelve people, although the lore said the record was twenty-seven. This notable achievement was supposed to have been accomplished the previous year after a New Year’s party and significant volumes of alcohol. The fact that a place this far into the Arctic had the energy resources to run such a hot tub year-round was one bit of evidence of the plentiful energy source the camp ran on. The hot tub was situated behind Dormitory 2—just at the base of the rising slope to the north. It was surrounded by wooden decking and a low fence. The purpose of the fence was not privacy, it was only four feet high, but to provide places to hang clothing and cut off at least some of the wind. Posted near the fence opening was a simple set of rules: no glass containers; be polite; and clothing required except on first Tuesdays. Any group wanting a nude session at any other time had to sign up and post when the session would occur. 
 On this Tuesday, nine of the usual suspects gathered after dinner. Six were from the maintenance crew, plus Mary Coutriard and Maggie Lazlos, both from communications, and Houdini. The latter was a regular and viewed the event as one venue to identify candidate bed partners. Sometimes the original hot tub users would change as the evening progressed, but usually no more than fifteen or sixteen would participate. For Houdini, Coutriard and Lazlos were losses because they were already paired and swung differently. He had previously scored with two of the maintenance women—Alycia and Barbara. The former only once, but Barbara several times. While Alycia had deflected further suggestions after the one night, Barbara was occasionally receptive. Both women understood Houdini’s casual view of such relationships, but it only seemed to make a difference with Alycia. 
 As the regular group finished for the evening, Manny Cardoza and Olga Jereski passed in the other direction. They were accompanied by Jerry Hindman and another of the maintenance women—Houdini couldn’t remember her name. Houdini was tempted to stay a little longer, but both women were evidently already paired up, and he usually avoided interacting with Manny. Not that he was afraid of the man, but they had an instinctually cautious relationship. Houdini had caught Olga in the lounge bar after she’d had quite a few liquor shots, which was not uncommon. He had been about to put a move on her just as Manny made an unwelcome appearance. Olga and Manny had an off and on relationship, but the other men knew better than to take advantage of her when she was drunk. Houdini decided Olga wasn’t that appealing after all. He later learned Manny had been the Big 12 conference heavyweight freestyle wrestling champion in college—twice just missing the Olympics. Houdini could handle himself well enough, but why look for trouble? After all, it wasn’t as if there were no other women around. 
   

10:22 p.m.

   
 Zach put the half-finished book aside. He glanced at the cover, mulled over the last chapter, and wondered about his current reading habits. Before coming to Site 23, he had focused on no main genre or topic. Often, something that someone said, some place he’d been, or something he heard on the news would trigger his interest, and he would read until another topic caught his attention. Later, he could never remember why he had spells of reading about some topics, such as ancient Egypt or Albanian history. That had changed. In addition to reading on topics related to the Object and its potential consequences, he was attracted to speculations. 
 Science fiction had never been a major interest, although, as with many genres, he’d read many sci-fi books. His taste changed after he learned about the Object and met Simeon. 
 He’d skipped Verne’s War of the Worlds—he’d seen two movie versions. The same with the movie Contact, based on the book by Carl Sagan. They were examples of the extreme scenarios of humans’ first contact with aliens, that is, the hideous aliens out to exterminate humanity and the benevolent aliens eager to accept humans into the intergalactic community. It didn’t escape his notice that he suspected the former motive was more likely than the latter, and the realization saddened him. 
 Although he read other books emphasizing the extremes, he gravitated to stories of the struggle to understand alien civilizations and the inevitable misunderstandings. Ender’s Game and The Forever War were examples of mistakes leading to conflict. Maybe he hoped to find clues to apply in his interactions with Simeon. Maybe he liked that some of the stories had the main characters succeeding. Maybe he was pissing in the wind. 
 He reached to turn off the light after once more reading the book’s cover. The Mote in God’s Eye posited
an alien race that was an existential threat to all other civilizations not through what humans would judge as evil intent, but due to biological imperatives the aliens were unable to control. He hoped the author had written a positive conclusion, though he had doubts. Maybe he would read Contact after all. 
 The last thing he saw before closing his eyes was the wall monitor. He had tried several scenes for his window substitute. The fireplace option was too weird—burning logs six feet off the floor. The tropical beach had lasted three weeks before the incongruity in comparison to the Ellesmere terrain had him switch to a forest glade. Several other scenes had come and gone before he settled on the Oregon coast: a small beach surrounded by rock formations, forested hills, and weather that alternated among sun, rain, and fog. He especially liked the fog. Today had been a sunny day before a fog rolled in. Now, he could barely see the outlines of the beach and the hills, but the sound of waves lulled him to sleep. 



 

 


 


CHAPTER 29


 


 





MARJEK AND JEFFERSON

   
   

A Fortuitous Hunt

   
 Several days passed before Andrews Jefferson told Zach the trek with Montero’s men would happen the next morning. By chance, two days later Zach was scheduled for a session with Simeon. He looked forward to getting off site and clearing his head before the VR session. In Zach’s opinion, the sessions had produced few new results the last several weeks. For unexplained reasons, he had not been scheduled for a session in almost a week. Simeon was now doing the scheduling with the acquiescence of Mueller and Huxler, after their acrimonious discussions on the advisability of losing control. Zach wondered whether his frustration had been detected by Simeon, who had reduced his session frequency. 
 As soon as Andrew left, Zach went looking for Willie to ask if he wanted to go along. Sally Ingersoll suggested checking the hydroponics room. Being this far north and without regular supplies of fresh foods, the site had a relatively large hydroponics facility to grow vegetables, herbs, and a few flowers to spruce up the dining hall. 
 Zach walked the fifty yards from the main building to the biology structure, where hydroponics occupied half of the space. Lindskold had told him the site’s hydroponics area was as large as McMurdo’s, even though the Antarctic station’s summer population was fifteen times that of Site 23’s. 
 When Zach opened the door to the room, the first things he saw were the stacked shelves, each with grow lights. He recognized lettuce, cherry tomatoes, cucumber, basil, and several of what he assumed were other herbs. Then he noticed two hammocks suspended above the central aisle—he’d been told staffers used them when wanting to nap amid plants and the higher humidity. The first thing he heard were voices before he saw Willie holding a large tray of pansies, as he followed Kathy who was doing something with a table of plants. 
 He heard them talking but understood only every second or third word. Whatever they were saying, the tone was friendly. Kathy said something, and Willie handed her one of the pots, holding the rest of the tray in his other arm. Tinkling laughter accompanied Willie’s deeper guffaw. 

My, my, thought Zach, I think Willie is smitten with the cook. Zach would probe his friend and colleague later . . . gently. Willie didn’t like prying. 
 Zach smiled and decided Willie would rather spend time here than talking with him about a hike.
No point interrupting whatever was going on between these two. He felt an unidentified pang as he left them alone. 
   
 The next morning, Zach found Montero, his four men, and Jefferson waiting for him. 
 “Ready?” asked Andrew, eyeing the Remington rifle and scope slung across Zach’s back. “You really think the rifle is necessary?” 
 “I hope not, but I believe in going prepared. I heard Montero’s men talking about the rabbit hordes.” 
 Andew looked as if he was about to say something but didn’t. Zach wondered if the major was questioning whether he should also go armed because otherwise, he would be the only unarmed member on the hike. Then Jefferson shrugged as if making up his mind that the group had enough weapons for any ten animals they might meet. 
 “All set,” said Zach. “Lead on.” 
 Lieutenant Montero headed out first, followed by Jefferson, the four other men, and Zach, all in single file. The first half-mile was flat ground with easy footing until they came to the lower slope of a ridgeline. From there, the pebbly surface changed to gravel and then rocks up to six inches across. Soon they were clambering over and around boulders close to six feet in diameter. 
 While ascending, Andrew glanced behind several times to check whether Marjek was keeping up. If anything, the CIA agent appeared to have an easier time with the climb than most of the men. At the top, they paused for a few minutes to take a break and a sip of water, then continued north along the ridgeline. They could look back to the right and still make out the site structures’ outlines only because they knew the location. 

Otherwise, thought Zach, I’m not sure I could pick out the structures against the general background unless vehicles gave it away.

 To their left was a valley through which flowed a melt-water stream. The other side of the valley rose to jagged peaks higher than the ridgeline they were on. 
 Montaro noticed where Zach looked. “Yeah, pretty damned rugged country. We went up there about a month ago. Took longer than we thought to get to the top between that tallest peak and the one to its left. By the time we got there, it was too late to continue, and we had to come back the same way. From what we could see beyond, there’s country just as jagged for several miles, although the tops gradually get lower for several miles a good part of the way to the ocean.” 
 They took in the view for another few minutes before Montero said, “We need to move on to get back in time for dinner.”  
 For the next five hours, they hiked a semicircular route, eventually curving back toward the base. They traversed valleys, crossed ice-cold streams, and climbed and descended between valleys. They were two miles from the camp and back on flat barren ground when Montero gave hand signals for them to stop and be silent. After a few seconds, he motioned for the others to come alongside. 
 “Looks like it’s a musk ox in trouble.” 
 They could see a three-quarters grown animal hobbling two hundred yards away. 
 “The right foreleg seems to be broke,” said Andrew. 
 “Yeah, afraid so,” said Montero. “Its future is going to be pretty short. Just until the wolves spot it.” 
 “There’s nothing we can do to help it,” said Zach. “The merciful thing is to kill it quickly. The wolves will bring it down and start eating while it’s still alive.” 
 He unslung the rifle, lowered to one knee, sighted through the scope, and fired. Jefferson thought he could see a puff of blood and fur erupt behind where the injured foreleg attached to the body. The musk ox did a slight hop on its three good legs and collapsed. 
 The seven men walked to the carcass. 
 “A little bigger than I thought,” said Montero. “What do you think, male or female?” 
 “Well,” said Zach. “Looks like either a nearly full-grown female or a part-grown male, if you can judge by the horn size. No sense letting it go to waste. I’ll start dressing it out, while the rest of you return to the site. Tell Willie Larson where I am, and to bring a couple of sheets of plastic or small tarps the meat can be wrapped in. 
 “Lieutenant, how about two of your men stay and help me move the body? It’s going to be a bitch since there is no way to hang it up. We’ll have to work on it in sections.” 
 Montero looked at his four men. “Any volunteers?” 
 “I’ll stay and help,” said Shalton. “I’ve dressed out deer, elk, and a bear once, but this will be the biggest thing I’ve ever worked on. What do you think these things taste like?” 
 “Supposed to be related to goats . . . distantly, of course,” said Zach. “My guess is pretty gamey, although maybe this is a younger one.” 
 “All right, Shalton,” said Montero. “You stay along with Harris.” 
 The second soldier grunted, displeased, but didn’t voice objections . . . not something you do when given an order by a lieutenant in the presence of a major. 
 “Oh, and tell Willie to bring a hatchet or saw to cut through bone,” said Zach. 
 When Willie found them two hours later, the musk ox remnants had quit steaming as the warm flesh cooled in the arctic air. Chunks of meat lay on a piece of hide. Zach and the two army enlisted men had done what they could in dressing out the meat and finished the task using a heavy meat cleaver Willie brought. 
 “I think you made Houdini’s day,” said Willie. “This cleaver is the best cutting tool I could find. Houdini said don’t lose it, but he got excited and started talking about everything he was gonna try out with musk ox meat. I hope musk ox tastes good because he mentioned roasts, stew, and was dreaming up other recipes. Looks like you’ve got a good hundred and fifty pounds or more of meat.” 
 “Yeah, about right,” said Zach. “Let’s finish up and wash in the stream over there.” 
   

Conceal or Reveal

   
 They returned in time for the evening meal, although it was half an hour before they finished answering questions about the musk ox. Sally Ingersoll was initially outraged at their killing a protected animal, only to be pacified when convinced the animal was fated to be killed by wolves. 
 Zach and Andrew sat down to eat with Shalton and Harris.  
 Mueller stopped at their table. “Zach, Andrew, come to Sinclair’s office when you’re done.” 
 Zach nodded and ate the rest of his meal silently, then went to the second floor that housed offices and workrooms. 
 “Ah, here you are,” Mueller said when Zach walked through the open door to the general’s office and found Sinclair talking to Huxler and Jefferson.  
 “Close the door,” said Sinclair. “We need to talk about something. Charles tells me Simeon has been pushing harder to hear more about human military forces and war the last few weeks. We had Zooty and Carolyn scrub out related articles before we gave Simeon the encyclopedia. Charles is concerned about whether it’s a good idea to hide such information from Simeon or to go ahead and let it all hang out. My inclination is not to tell Simeon things related to the darker side of human civilization. Charles argues the opposite.” 
 “I think hiding specific topics is unwise,” said Mueller. “Although it doesn’t always work, the impression we’re getting is that Simeon opens up and gives us new information more often when we’ve been open with him, even if it’s skewed in our giving a lot more information than in the other direction. We’re all frustrated with our lack of progress in finding out more of what the Object is and why it’s here. If we’re going to make more progress within a shorter time frame, I think we have to take some chances.” 
 Sinclair’s frown deepened, and his slight headshake made his feelings known. “I don’t like it, but I’ll admit it’s more of a gut feeling than anything else.” 
 He sighed and looked at Jefferson and then Zach. “What do you two think?” 
 “I agree with Charles,” said Zach. “The sessions I’ve had with Simeon that seemed to go someplace were when there was a sense of sharing. As you know, I’m pretty open with it, except for parts of my army and CIA experience. There’s no doubt in my mind that in sessions where Simeon probed that way, and I avoided answering, I have a definite sense of him shutting down when I thought we had been getting somewhere.” 
 “And you, Major?” asked Sinclair. 
 “I don’t see what we have to lose. Simeon is already aware some of us are military. We continue to suspect he knows more about us than he’s letting on. I think he . . . and by that, I mean the Object . . . had plenty of time and opportunity to monitor radio and TV communications before we built the Faraday cage. If I had to lay a bet, I’d give good odds many of his questions are either confirming what he thinks he already knows or evaluating our openness or both. I advise going ahead and being more open with him.” 
 “Well,” Sinclair said, “I guess that’s what I thought all of you would say. All right. I’m not enthused about this, but I don’t have a good counterargument I’m convinced of.” 
   

Simeon Learns about War

   
 The schedule was changed so that both Andrew and Zach would have same-day sessions where they delved into the topic of war. The VR sessions began at 9:00 a.m.—as usual. Simeon never explained why he insisted the VR session always started at the same time each day and that they have only one session a day. However, today Simeon had agreed to take part in separate sessions with Jefferson and Marjek. 
 Sinclair joined Huxler and Mueller in observing, something he seldom did. The three men sat in the VR observation room listening to the session audio and watching a fixed view of the VR room, as if they were standing apart from the two chairs where Simeon and the user would sit. Ralph, Harold, and Jason sat at the system controls and took turns monitoring the system. 
 Andrew went first. By now, the cartoonish VR room they’d used at first had evolved into a simulation of a nineteenth-century English den or parlor, depending on the session. At first, they suspected that Simeon insisted on the den for the men and the parlor for women. However, they quickly dispensed with that theory when it became apparent the setting was a random selection for each session. 
 He sat in a thick-armed paisley chair, waiting for Simeon to appear. The ornate wooden door on the opposite side of the room opened and in walked Simeon, the epitome of a middle-aged man of friendly demeanor, a cultured expression, and short frosted hair. 
 “Hello, Andrew. How are you today?” 
 “I’m fine, Simeon. How are you?” 
 “I am as I always am. However, if I may ask you something, Andrew. Why do humans almost always ask the same question or some version when they already know the answer?” 
 “I believe you asked this question before, Simeon?” 
 “Yes, Andrew, but I like to hear the answers that different humans give to the same question.” 
 “Well, I suppose it’s to be polite and as a way to start a conversation, especially if the speaker doesn’t have anything specific in mind.” 
 “Thank you, Andrew. Do you have anything specific to talk about today?” 
 “Yes. I’ve told you something of my personal life in previous sessions. You know I’m in the military, and you’ve asked questions about that before, but I have not answered until today.” 
 “Should I infer today will be different?” 
 “I may answer more than before, but there might be things I choose not to talk about, for either personal or professional reasons. Do you have anything specific you’d like to know, or should I just begin describing my military career?” 
 “Please start with describing your opinion of the role of a military,” said Simeon. 
 For the next hour, Andrew described and Simeon asked. Simeon seemed to have no special interest in any one area Andrew covered, including his history in the military, the rank structure, and the duties and roles of each rank—all of this to the extent of Andrew’s experience. When the agreed-upon hour of the session ended, the simulated phone in the room rang. 
 “Ah,” said Simeon, “time does pass quickly when we have an interesting discussion.” 
 “Even for you? Surely, time is not the same for you as for us.” 
 “No, Andrew, it is not, but I thought these words were another phrase in your language whose purpose is empathetical, rather than information exchange. Was I incorrect?” 
 “I don’t really know. Often, different words and phrases mean different things for different humans.” 
 “Yes, that can be confounding in understanding humans. However, I hope to understand more as I interact with all of you and anyone else in the future. Goodbye, Andrew. Until our next session.” Simeon rose from his chair and walked toward the door. 
 “Simeon, before you go, I’m curious. Zach Marjek is going to follow me. Why don’t you just wait in the room until he enters the virtual reality? You always enter after one of us.” 
 “I believe humans adjust to the virtual reality easier if they are alone in the room when they first enter. Then, after a few seconds, my entering is not as much of a jolt as it would be if they suddenly found themselves in the room with what for them was an alien. Until next time, Andrew.” Simeon turned and walked through the door, which closed by itself. 
   
 In the control room, Sinclair sat back in his chair. “I guess I’m relieved. Jefferson didn’t reveal anything we have to worry about. Simeon seemed more interested in the major’s personal feelings.” 
 “Remember, this is only the first session on the topic,” said Huxler. “We don’t know how subtle Simeon can be. He may have been trying to relax Jefferson for future sessions.” 
 “Come now,” said Adams. “Let’s not ascribe motivations we can’t possibly know as a basis for predicting future reactions.” 
 Huxler leaned back in his chair and flexed both wrists to raise his hands in placation. “I’m just pointing out a possibility, Charles. I’m well aware it’s only a suggestion as to a possible motivation, not that I’m sure I’m right or that Simeon has any motivation at all. However, I find it interesting that Simeon continues to attempt behavior patterns consistent with humans. For example, the mundane chitchat we all take part in.” 
 “But I don’t get the impression we learned much today, did we?” asked Sinclair. 
 “Probably not,” said Mueller, “but let’s see how Zach’s session goes.” He reached for the microphone settings and switch to the VR control room. “This is Mueller. Let us know as soon as Zach is ready.” 
 “I noticed something,” Huxler said. “Is empathetical a real word?” 
 “What?” questioned Sinclair. 
 “Simeon used the word empathetical. English is a pretty promiscuous language for taking words and deriving different parts of speech from them—you know, nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs. But I don’t think empathetical would be found in any dictionary. Words that derive from empathy are empathetic, an adjective, and empathetically, which is an adverb. Technically, Simeon made up a new word, which shows a deep understanding of English language structure.” 
 “I’ll let others worry about grammar rules some other time,” said Sinclair. “I think Marjek must be about ready.” 
 “Just finishing up,” said Harold over the intercom. “Zach’s already inside. Ralph’s checking the chamber panel. Ah . . . finished. We’re headed back into to the control room. 
   
 “Hello, Simeon,” said Zach, as the Object’s avatar walked through the door. 
 “Hello, Zach. How are you today?” 
 “A little sore from a long hike I took yesterday. I usually try to stay pretty active, but it’s been weeks since I exercised that much, and I guess I’m getting a little older and get out of shape faster.” 
 “It’s a problem I do not have,” said Simeon. “It is an advantage in some ways, but then I will never experience a corporeal existence. What do you think of the two modes, Zach?” 
 Zach was momentarily nonplussed. He hadn’t anticipated the question. 
 “Uh . . . that’s not something I thought about, and I’m surprised you have. Are you wishing you had existence in the real world?” 
 “Real world? I suppose we can argue over what is real, but I understand the question from your point of view. And what is the answer? I have recently wondered what it would be like to live in your world instead of mine. I also wonder why I ‘wonder’ because I have no reason to think I am programmed to wonder.” 
 Zach didn’t know how to respond. He would have liked to ask Huxler and Mueller for advice, but that would interrupt the VR session. Instead, he opted to move ahead with the objective of the session. 
 “I thought I would tell you more details of my military experience and let you ask questions,” said Zach. “However, like you and I have done in the past, I think it only fair we exchange information, instead of it being a strictly one-way flow from me to you.” 
 “That is acceptable, with limitations I am not fully in control of. Why don’t we start and see what happens?” 
 In the monitoring room, Huxler turned to the others. “Interesting. Simeon is admitting he’s not an independent entity and that something or someone controls him. I may be over-interpreting or engaging in wishful thinking, but I continue to believe we’re seeing Simeon’s behavior evolve just like the VR is becoming more complex. Does that mean Simeon is the Object, or is there an entity/AI/whatever above him that we may or may not ever have contact with?” 
 Back in the VR room, Zach recounted when he first joined the army. Not knowing how much detail Simeon wanted, he let himself relax as he pulled up memories starting from his first day of induction through his first tour of duty in Afghanistan. Simeon mainly listened, interrupting only briefly for clarification or probes of Zach’s feelings. They were thirty minutes into the session when the climate changed. 
 “It was my second month in Kandahar Province when I killed a man,” Zach said without emotion and stopped speaking for about fifteen seconds before Simeon responded. 
 “Can you describe why that was necessary?” 
 “I was a sergeant, an E-5 rank. I transferred a couple of times while stationed in the United States, and for several years I missed deployment to Afghanistan or Iraq. Finally, I was with the 82nd Airborne out of Fort Bragg, North Carolina, when my unit pulled an Afghanistan tour. Our company was on a sweep through a series of low hills. We were crossing a dry wash when Pete Gibbs took a round above his left ear. It went all the way through his head and took away half of his skull and most of his brain. 
 “I didn’t realize he was a goner until I got to his body and took a good look. Our platoon lieutenant wanted to wait for the company commander to decide what to do next, but while he was on the radio, the platoon sergeant gave me the go-ahead to root out the sniper. I took my squad and circled around behind the position the sniper appeared to be shooting from—there had been several more shots without him hitting anyone. 
 “We had good cover, and the shooter obviously had his attention on our other men. We got behind him in less than ten minutes. I was only about forty yards away. He was bearded, had long greasy-looking hair sticking out from the typical headgear for that region, and wore dirty white pants and shirt with a black vest-like garment over the shirt. He was also barefoot and had a Kalashnikov assault rifle that looked scarred and rusty. 
 “I remember contrasting how he looked compared to Pete, who had shaved and put on a clean uniform before we started out that morning. He was eighteen years old, looked so baby faced, and was counting on me to teach him the ropes. 
 “In the briefing the day before, our company commander told us our primary mission the next day would be to get prisoners for the intelligence wonks to interrogate. After Pete was killed, none of us had any interest in taking prisoners. I knew everyone in the squad wanted to take the shot, but I pulled rank. I hit him in the middle of the back. Probably a fatal hit within a few minutes. I didn’t wait and shot him three more times. 
 “When the lieutenant came up and saw the back wounds, I’m sure he was about to read me the riot act for not trying to take the man prisoner. However, he wasn’t that dumb enough to comment once he saw the looks on our faces. It went into the after-action report as an enemy combatant killed during a firefight, with no mention of the number and location of wounds or whether any attempt was made to take him prisoner.” 
 “How did you feel?” asked Simeon. 
 “At the time . . . only satisfaction. We had to carry Pete’s body five or six kilometers until we came to where a medevac helicopter picked him up. It was only later that night, when we were back at the base camp, that it really hit me. I had killed another human being without hesitation. 
 “That evening, the squad was drinking beers and toasting Pete when another sergeant, a friend, congratulated me on taking out the camel jockey. By then, I wasn’t feeling righteous anymore. It just seemed somehow . . . I don’t know . . . wrong . . . inappropriate . . . that I had killed a man whose name I didn’t know. What was his motivation? Why did he feel justified in shooting someone whose name he didn’t know and who likely had never done him any personal harm? Did he have a family? Wife and children? The rationale for us killing one another wasn’t apparent.” 
 “How do you feel now?” 
 “I suppose I still think it involves a level of insanity, but I’ve seen and experienced enough to believe sometimes it’s unavoidable. I wish we could settle all disagreements without resorting to violence, but that’s only a wish and not based in the real world. As long as there are people and nations willing to kill to get their way, there’s a need for people like me to stop them.” 
 “Zach, am I correct you are no longer part of America’s military?” 
 “Why you think that?” 
 “I only know of Andrew Jefferson as a confirmed member of the human military, so the sample size is too small for certainty. However, I sense less of a commitment to rules with you than with Andrew.” 
 “I suppose you’re right,” said Zach. “I’m no longer a formal member of America’s military, but I work for a government branch involved in limited action that can lead to fighting. The organization is called the Central Intelligence Agency.” 
   
 In the monitoring room, Sinclair waited for Zach’s recitation to turn to the CIA. He rotated his chair to face Jason, Ralph, and Harold. “I’m afraid you three will have to leave the room. Zach may move to things you’re not authorized to know about.” 
 After the three VR men left the room, Sinclair said to Mueller, “However it’s done, the next part of Zach’s session needs to be restricted access. Although I doubt anything he was involved in is more classified than what we’re doing, I’d like to keep the rest of the staff from hearing it. There’s also bound to be some pretty rough stuff, and there’s no point changing how the staff sees Zach if it’s not necessary.” 
   
 Back in the VR, Zach continued. 
 “When I left the military, I didn’t believe much of what they were doing either was necessary or had chances of long-term success. I saw too much bureaucratic shit with the military or civilians doing stupid things at the behest of politicians who had no idea what they were doing. When the CIA recruited me, I hoped the different organization would focus more on the mission and less on politics. In retrospect, I was naïve, although in fairness, I guess I lasted longer in the CIA than in the military because it matched my own predilections for solving problems more than the army did.” 
 “Tell me more about your specific experiences in this CIA,” said Simeon. 
 “No, I think it’s your turn, Simeon. This is supposed to be an exchange, and so far I’ve done a fair amount.” 
 “I am not clear what I am supposed to say,” said Simeon. “Obviously, I have not had the same types of experiences as you.” 
 “No, but is there knowledge you possess that would be of interest to us? For example, we assume you originated directly or indirectly from an intelligent race somewhere in the galaxy. Tell us something about them—what they look like, how old are they, how are they different from humans, what are their motivations, and why are they interested in humans?” 
 “I am afraid there is nothing I can tell you, Zach. The beings responsible for what you refer to as the Object are hidden from me. I know this may seem strange, but that knowledge was either somehow lost through time or was deliberately withheld.” 
   
 “I’ll repeat myself. Am I imagining things, or does Simeon open up to Zach more than to anyone else?” said Sinclair. 
 “Sure seems that way,” said Mueller. 
 Huxler shifted in his chair. “Well . . . I had intended to hold off mentioning it until I checked some more, but I’ve been going back through transcripts of past sessions, and I think Simeon initially interacted very similar, if not identical, to all four of our VR users—Zach, Andrew, Chunhua, and Ralph. However, as the weeks went on, I believe there are distinct patterns. With Chunhua and Ralph, it’s a vigorous conversation that stays within certain bounds, usually related to the user’s interests. Major Jefferson seems to be at a stalemate with Simeon as far as getting new information, but if I was dealing only with humans, I would suggest that Simeon has an affinity for Zach. What that means, I don’t know.” 
 “Well,” said Sinclair, “keep at it and see if you can figure out how to get Simeon to open up to the others as much as he seems to be doing with Zach. But what about his not knowing the origin?” 
 “If Simeon’s telling the truth, I suspect the lack of knowledge is deliberate. The originators may have chosen to hide who they are and where they’re located. Why could be for any number of reasons. They could be a naturally timid race, not wanting outside contact. They might have real or imagined enemies they want to hide from. Then there is always our fallback that there are things we’ll never understand because, you know, they’re aliens.” 
   
 “Simeon, could you speculate why the originators would deliberately withhold information?” asked Zach. 
 “That is all it would be,” answered Simeon, “a speculation based on no evidence. Any possibility is no more supported than any other option.” 
 “But you have a purpose,” said Zach. “After all, you’ve already told us you’re here to help, though exactly what form of help you haven’t shared with us.” 
 “The time will come, Zach,” said Simeon, “but not yet.” 
 “Even if you don’t know who the creators are, Simeon, your existence means there is or was another sentient civilization in the universe besides us here on Earth.” 
 “Yes, of course.” 
 “So, Simeon, we’ve established that there are at least two sentient races, ourselves and your originators. Is there any reason not to think there are many more?” Asked Zach. 
 “A reasonable assumption,” said Simeon. 
 “But is it more than merely an assumption?” said Zach. “Do you possess knowledge of more than two civilizations and how many?” 
 Simeon’s avatar smiled. Zach was so surprised, he stared for almost a minute. It was the first time in one of his sessions that Simeon had smiled. 
 “Simeon, I asked—” 
 “Yes, it is logical to assume sentience has arisen innumerable times. However, I have direct evidence of only six times.” 
 “Six—” 
 Zach was momentarily jolted by Simeon’s admission, but there was an implication. 
 “You say six times. If I assume those times include your creators and humans, does that mean you have experience of four other sentient races?” 
 “That is correct, Zach.” 
 “Can you tell me something about those other races?” 
 “None at this time. Perhaps later.” 
 “How much later, Simeon? And what is the criteria for when the time would be right?” 
 “I can only say later,” said Simeon. “That is all the information I have.” 
 “Let me see if I understand correctly, Simeon. Although it’s possible you will tell us things about other sentient races sometime in the future, it’s not certain, meaning you might never tell us. It also means you don’t know the criteria for telling us more or don’t have control over the process. Am I correct?” 
 “That is correct, Zach.” 
 “Will you be giving us any advice about anything we can do to help you make that decision?” 
 “I have already stated all the information I have. I believe I have met my obligation for sharing. It should now be your turn.” 
   
 “Move on, Zach,” urged Huxler from the monitoring room. He turned to Sinclair and Mueller. “Simeon tends to shut down if he’s pressed on a topic he believes has been concluded.” 
 Mueller shook his head. “Not always shuts down. Sometimes he becomes less revealing, even if he continues conversing. But I agree. Zach should move on. We’ve already learned enough to make this one of the most important sessions so far. My God. Think of it. Simeon has confirmed other sentient races. Before, like Zach said, we could only be sure of the Object’s creators and ourselves. Now we know of at least four other cases and who knows how many more?” 
 “Maybe so,” said Sinclair. “But remember we’re still taking everything at Simeon’s word. We all would like to believe we hear only the truth, but until we get some corroborating evidence, we always have to take everything he says with a grain of salt.” 
   
 “Fair enough,” said Zach. “I left the army because . . . ” 
 For the next twenty minutes, Zach summarized his CIA career, interspersed with Simeon’s questions. Zach expected Simeon to ask more details about combat, but it never came up again. Instead, Simeon focused on why the military action was happening, what Zach thought of the opposition forces, and how Zach might have thought to settle whatever the dispute was without resorting to military action. 
 The session was almost over when Simeon said, “The session is about over, and I believe it is your turn to ask me something. I will answer if it is possible.” 
 “Simeon, you say you can’t give us details about the alien races you know of. Could you tell us if some aspects of human civilization are similar elsewhere without getting into specific details?” 
 “Your question is too broad, Zach. All civilizations must have similarities, such as the individuals must eat, reproduce, and think. I suggest you ask about specific aspects.” 
 “Okay. I described for you my experience in aspects of war among humans, and I assume Andrew did something similar. War has been a constant feature of human civilizations for as far back as our recorded history goes. Many people believe war is inherent in humans, something so much a part of humanity that they doubt it could ever be overcome. But what about other races? Do all races experience war, or is it something unique to humans? Or if not unique, is it something that occurs commonly?” 
 “By war, you mean large-scale organized violent conflict,” said Simeon. “No, humans are not unique, though I do not have a large-enough sample size to know how common war is with sentience. However, based on the small sample, it supports that the lack of war is less common.” 
 “If that’s true, Simeon, what is your opinion of the validity of a sentient race engaging in warfare?” 
 “Opinion? Why do you think I have an opinion, Zach?” 
 “Well . . . I don’t know. I guess I’m assuming any intelligent being has an opinion.” 
 “And am I an intelligent being?” 
 “How the hell do I know?” said Zach. “A computer, an artificial intelligence, or what in God’s name you are, then you must evaluate. Isn’t an opinion just another way of saying an evaluation was made?” 
 “If we use that as the definition of opinion, then yes, I can evaluate whether warfare is necessary, although I am unable to evaluate the philosophical or moral aspects such as humans might do. However, from a purely logical standpoint, I would say warfare is necessary for self-preservation if there are no other options. It should be obvious that justified warfare should be between an entire sentient race and an external enemy. It is more difficult to justify warfare among factions of a single race.” 
 “Am I to infer you have knowledge of warfare between sentient races?” 
 “No, Zach. That is not the intent of what I said, and I find we have reached the limit of what I can say at this time. This is also time to end this very stimulating conversation, and I expect we will continue another time.” 
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BOBBY AND SIMEON

   
   

Jill

   
 What started as routine as any day could be at the top of the world took an early turn when Jill walked into Bre’s office, expecting to help with the scheduled monthly warehouse inventory. Instead of finding Bre at her desk, she saw Huxler waiting for her. 
 “Oh . . . Dr. Huxler. I thought Bre would be here. Have you seen her?” 
 “Please, Jill, I keep telling you to call me Wilbur.” 
 She blushed. “Somehow, the words catch in my throat. I always think of you as the shrink ‘doctor.’” 
 “I’ll help,” said Huxler. “Repeat after me. ‘Oh . . . Wilbur. I thought Bre would be here.’” 
 “All right, all right. I’ll try. ‘Oh . . . Wilbur. I thought Bre would be here.’” Jill put a hand over her mouth and laughed. 
 “See. Didn’t hurt a bit, did it? Now, as to why I’m sitting here waiting for you. I hear you’re training to use the VR system. How do you feel about it?” 
 Jill turned the chair at her workstation and sat facing Huxler. “It was definitely weird at first. I don’t think I was able to ‘walk’ until the fourth or fifth session. Then, for whatever reason, it went easier. Not easy, mind you, but easier than before. 
 “And that was just in the first room. You know . . . the almost empty cartoonish room with only a few pieces of furniture. When Dr. Mueller asked if—,” she stopped and looked sharply at Huxler, whose mouth crinkled. 
 “Uh . . . Howard . . . changed the session to the parlor, as he called it, everything went backward like it was at first. I was either frozen or kept bumping into things or falling.” She smiled. “Falling was also weird. I knew I was floating in that tank but was falling at the same time. I guess I adjusted, though, because by the end of the session I was able to move around better.” 
 “It was your brain learning to ignore what you knew to be true and accepting the VR input. It’s not something everyone’s brain can do, and your brain is better at it than most people’s. 
 “Which brings us to why I’m here waiting for you. Simeon has been agitating to interact with more people, and Howard believes you’re doing well enough with the VR system to make the jump. How would you like to meet Simeon today?” 
 Jill’s throat constricted, and every muscle tensed. 
 “Ah . . . umm . . . ,” was all she could utter. She put a hand to her throat and coughed several times while she thought of what to say. “Really?” 
 “Yes, really. Think you can do it? It’s not mandatory if you don’t believe you’re capable.” 
 She bristled. Huxler’s words triggered memories of her father always doubting her ability whenever she tried something new. 
 “I’m ready,” she said with more confidence than she felt. 
 An hour later, Ralph’s face was the last thing she saw before the VR helmet settled into place. After running through a checklist via voiceover with Ralph, she felt the vibration as the chamber door closed above her. 
 “Here we go,” said Ralph. “We’ll turn on the VR after Wilbur talks to you.”  
 “Jill, we need you to relax a little,” said Huxler. “Your heart rate is racing too much. I’m having Ralph pipe in some meditation music, and I want you to focus on it as much as you can.” 
 “And it’s supposed to relax me?” she said, incredulous. 
 “Just a little. Remember when you were first learning to use the system and how movements came more natural the longer you were in the session? That’s just a matter of forgetting to be nervous.” 
 She took three deep breaths, holding each for several seconds before exhaling. “Okay. I’ll try.” 
 Six minutes later, Huxler spoke to her again. “Nice job, Jill. Your heart rate is much lower. I’m signaling Ralph to turn on the VR.” 
 Before she could react, she found herself standing in the parlor in the same position and facing the same direction as in all her entries. Ralph had told her it reduced the jolt of entry to know what to expect in those first seconds. 
 She faced a wall of shelves with books, knick-knacks, and a spider plant hanging from a top shelf. She could read a few book titles, notably Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, Foundation by Isaac Asimov, and A Game of Thrones. Other books had no titles on the spine or nonsense symbols impersonating text. When asked later, Ralph confessed to adding titles to his favorite books to give the setting a more realistic feel. 
 Cautiously, she turned, walked to an upholstered chair, and sat facing the single door at the other side of the room. A minute passed. Her pulse spiked when the latch turned and the door opened to reveal Simeon. 
 “Hello, Jill Hardesty. May I come in?” 
 Her first words were a jumble of sounds. She coughed, swallowed, and tried again. 
 “Yes, Simeon. Please come in.” She wondered if her voice sounded as squeaky to Simeon and the staff monitoring the session as it did to her. 
 He walked over and sat in the other chair, facing her ten feet away. 
 “I look forward to learning about you. May I call you Jill, or would you rather I used your last name and a title?” 
 “Jill is fine, and can I call you Simeon?” she said in a giddy moment. 
 Simeon didn’t respond immediately, which was unusual. Both Jill and the people monitoring the session had the same thought. Is Simeon startled?

 “That is fine, Jill. After all, Simeon is my only name. Sorry for being slow to answer, but I was considering whether you were telling a joke. It is a form of communication I do not always identify correctly.” 
 “No, it was just something that popped into my head,” said Jill. “I’m happy to meet you.” 
 “The same with me. I understand that humans are typically uneasy the first time they talk with me here in the virtual reality. Maybe it would help you if you tell me things about yourself?” 
 For the next twenty minutes, Jill rambled on about her life. In retrospect later, she winced at how she’d talked almost nonstop, with Simeon interrupting only a few times with questions. Her monologue ended when Simeon spoke as she took a breath. 
 “Thank you, Jill. It may be time for you to ask something from me. That is usually how we structure these exchanges. Do you have any questions?” 
 It wasn’t that she didn’t have questions, but the conundrum was which one to ask at this moment? What finally came out was not among the candidate questions she had wondered about or heard that the other staff had asked. 
 “What do you want, Simeon?” 
 “I want to help, Jill. The others asked that question, and I gave the same answer each time. Were you not aware of my previous answers?” 
 “Uh . . . well . . . I’m not part of the group that usually talks with you, so I don’t know everything that’s gone before today.” 
 “That is good. It is better if I am asked questions when humans have not compared previous conversations. Otherwise, I could not be sure whether the questions were spontaneous or planned.” 
 Not sure how to answer, Jill returned to her question. “You say you want to help. Help who to do what?” 
 “I want to help humans in your future development.” 
 “But what exactly do you think you can do to help us?” 
 “I do not yet know.” 
 “I’m confused. You say you want to help us, but you don’t know how?” 
 “Yes, Jill, I can see how you might be confused. All I can say is that it is important that I understand humans better.” 
 “Well . . . there certainly are ways we could use help. What about stopping wars and other forms of violence?” 
 “I am afraid that is an internal matter for humans beyond the capabilities of anyone except humans. Any action I take can go outside logic or rational explanations unless there is a near comprehensive understanding of a being’s psyche—a difficult enough task for any single human and arguably impossible for your entire species.” 
 “But surely there are general characteristics we all share. You know . . .” 
 Her voice trailed off as she struggled to define what the set of general characteristics might be to totally define all humans. 
 “General characteristics will not suffice, Jill. There would have to be a model of humans comprehensive enough to allow rational proposals that would affect the entire species—or at least the vast majority. Not an easy endeavor.” 
 “If you say you want to help but don’t seem to know how, what is your plan?” 
 “I will wait until I know what to do.” 
 “How long do you think it will take?” 
 “Time is not as important for me. Or . . . as humans would phrase it . . . I have lots of patience.” 
   

Bobby


 

 A week after her third session with Simeon, Jill later thought it must have been an omen when, carrying Bobby, she opened the dorm’s main entrance on the way to breakfast and found dark skies and sleet falling. 
 “Well, this is something new,” said Jane Smythe, who’d come up behind them. “I’ve only seen it snow here four times in the year I’ve been here and never rain or sleet. I’ll guess that means the temperature is right around freezing.” 
 “You don’t mean it can actually rain here,” said Jill, surprised. 
 “Rain, sleet, snow . . . they’re just precipitation whose form depends on the temperature,” said the site nurse. “Of course, here you’d expect snow, but remember the briefing they gave when you first came—I assume it was pretty much the same one as for me. This part of the world is classified as a ‘polar desert.’ It’s so cold there’s little precipitation, maybe only a few inches a year, but any time snow falls, it stays pretty much permanently.” 
 “Whatever it is, I didn’t dress us for sleet,” said Jill. 
 “Me neither. Let’s take the tunnel.” 
 Later, after breakfast, Jill helped Bre check the requisition list for the next supply flight. Bobby played nearby. Besides a collection of toys and objects, he had a controller he could use to play his favorite videos on the room’s wall-mounted monitor. One of the computer techs turned off the sound, though it perhaps was not necessary. Jill could tune out Bobby’s sound effects as long as he was in sight. 
 This day, Bobby was engaged with wooden fish that Jennifer in maintenance had carved and painted for him. He held each one up to compare to the aquarium fish on the monitor—one of his favorite videos. Sinclair interrupted them both when he opened the door and handed Jill a tied envelope.  
 “Jill, please run this over to Howard right away and wait for a response.” With a “Thank you,” Sinclair tousled Bobby’s hair as he returned to his office.  
 Jill smiled. Sinclair may have seemed imposing and gruff, but he was always polite, at least to civilians. He never said, “Do this,” but always said, “Please do this,” and “Thank you.” 
 “Go ahead, Jill,” said Bre. “We’re about finished here, and I’ll watch Bobby.” 
 “Thanks, but he’s been inside a lot the last few days. Do him good to be outside.” 
 “Okay, Bobby, let’s go for a walk,” Jill said as she pulled his jacket off the rack. She checked the outside weather running on a banner at the bottom of the wall monitor. Not too bad—34 degrees and scattered clouds, the system bringing the sleet evidently having passed. She bundled him up, usually with more layers than he wanted. Bobby held up his arms to help her put on his coat, and they headed toward the Level 2 and 3 building. On the way, Bobby did his usual waving and saying hello to anyone they passed. And, as usual, the short trip took twice as long as necessary, due to Bobby’s curiosity for everything and his interacting with staff members. When they got to the building, Jill punched both of them through the security doors and into Level 3. The main room was relatively Bobby-proof, so she let him go say hello to the staff members who were friendly and present at that moment. Today, that meant Rachel Munoz and Chunhua Ciminoni at one large table and Freddie and Jason at a 40-inch monitor covered with mathematics. Rachel and Chunhua waved when they came in, and Bobby ran over to them—both were among Bobby’s “friends,” according to Bobby—especially Chunhua, whom he called “Wah.”  
 “Hi, Bobby!” Chunhua exclaimed, picking him up and setting him on her knee. Bobby gave her a quick hug, then stared at the spread-out papers. He was always on the lookout for someone to read to him, but these didn’t resemble any of his books with the pictures and big words. Chunhua also knew the routine. “Sorry, Bobby, nothing to read here. If your mommy brings a book to dinner, I’ll read it to you after, okay?”  
 “Okay,” he answered. “Bye-bye.” With that, Bobby jumped off Chunhua’s lap and headed toward Freddie and Jason. 
 Jill held up the envelope. “Is Howard in?” 
 “Yeah, he’s in his office,” Rachel said. 
 “Thanks, I’ll just drop this off with him. Can you keep an eye on Bobby for a sec?” 
 “No problem,” said Chunhua. 
 “Thanks.” 
 Jill walked over to where Bobby watched Freddie and Jason scrolling through equations. They appeared absorbed in an esoteric math discussion in which Jill didn’t understand even half the words. She stopped and tousled Bobby’s head.  
 “Back in just a second, Bobby,” she said and then addressed the two mathematicians. “Don’t let him bother you too much.”  
 Jason glanced up briefly, nodded, and turned back to Freddie, absorbed in the equations. 
 Jill knocked on Howard’s door and entered when she heard his cheerful, “Come on in!” His small office had papers and books scattered over every available surface.  
 Howard smiled and looked up from a folder. “Hi, Jill. How’s Bobby?” 
 “He’s fine, Howard.” She held out the envelope. “General Sinclair asked me to give this to you and to wait if you have a response.” 
 Howard took the envelope, undid the string attachment, and pulled out several sheets of text. He glanced at the sheets. “If you can wait a moment, I’ll just make some suggested changes to this, and you can return it to Leo.” Howard called the general Leo, but somehow it never occurred to Jill that she should do so. He was the “General” to her. 
 Howard quickly scanned through the first page, making several small marks, and continued with the second page and a single edit. He paused for thirty seconds in the last paragraph of the third page before scratching through several phrases and drawing lines to indicate where words written in the margin should go. He inserted the sheets back into the envelope, retied the string, and handed it to Jill. “Here you go, Jill.” 
 “Thanks, Howard,” she said and returned to the main room. She paused as she looked around to locate Bobby. Her first scan of the room didn’t find him, so she made a second try, this time looking under tables. Still no sign. She wrinkled her brow. 

Now where is that little scamp hiding? she thought. 
 She called across to the room to Rachel and Chunhua, “Okay, where’s Bobby hiding?”  
 Chunhua and Rachel looked up from their discussion. “He’s over watching Freddie and Jason,” Rachel said. 
 Three women’s heads swiveled toward Jason and Freddie’s computer station. All they saw was Jason. Jill was getting worried. 
 “Jason, where are Freddie and Bobby?”  
 Jason glanced up, startled, and looked around with a confused expression. “They were right here a second ago,” he said. “We were showing some three-dimensional curved mappings on the monitor, and Bobby seemed to think it was totally cool.” 
 Jill’s pulse started pounding. Bobby couldn’t have left the room on his own—everyone had to punch in the codes to leave both Level 3 and the building. She started opening doors that came off the main room, not bothering to knock, and asked any occupants whether they had seen Bobby. If the room appeared empty, she barked, “Bobby!” and moved on to the next room if no one answered.     
 By this time, Rachel, Chunhua, and Jason were involved in the search, and the decibel levels of their calls to Bobby rose as each possible hiding place failed to reveal him. Howard and several other Level 3 staff members working in the building that day joined in the hunt. A chorus of the boy’s name reverberated through the rooms. 
 Chunhua tried to calm Jill’s rising panic. “He’s right here, Jill. You know how he loves to hide or play in small spaces. We just haven’t spotted him yet, and maybe all this yelling has made him scared.” 
 Howard hushed the searchers. “Let’s everyone be quiet for a moment and let Jill call Bobby.” 
 “Jill,” said Howard softly, “call out to him in a normal tone of voice, and he’ll probably come out from wherever he is.” 
 Everyone stopped speaking and stood in silence. 
 Jill swallowed, coughed to clear her throat, and spoke as calmly as she could into the nearest room. “Bobby sweetie, time to go. Let’s see if Kathy has anything good to eat, maybe some of those cookies you like.” When seconds ticked away with no answer, she moved to another room. By the time she returned to the main room, trailed by the entire Level 3 staff, her attempts to sound calm had taken on a frantic tone. 
 Carolyn put a hand on her shoulder. “He’s got to be in here somewhere. You can’t get out of the building without punching in.” 
 “Okay,” said Janet, “let’s be thorough about this. Charles, why don’t you go to Level 2 to check there on the off chance somehow he got through the door? The rest of us will make a thorough sweep starting at the entry door and look in every cabinet drawer, under tables and desks, and in the restroom. Don’t leave anything unchecked.” 
 A flurry of activity ensued as they examined every possible hiding place. The search took three minutes with the number of searchers going over every nook and cranny two to three times—there wasn’t that much space within Level 3. All of them stood in the main room, looking at one another with expressions varying from puzzlement to fright. 
 “Wait a minute,” exclaimed Jason. “Where’s Freddie? Maybe Freddie took Bobby to go somewhere outside.” 
 Charles had returned from Level 2 and heard Jason’s proposal. “No. No one has left Level 3. Manny Cardoza is working on some lines right outside the door, and he said no one came through after Jill and Bobby.” 
 “But we checked everywhere,” said Rachel.” 
 “Not everywhere,” said a woman’s voice from the back of the staff cluster. Everyone turned to Elizabeth Wilkens, who looked down the hallway past the offices to the security door at the far end. 
 “Oh, Christ,” exclaimed Jason. “Could Freddie have taken Bobby into the Faraday room?” 
 No words were needed in their rush to the door, Jill in the lead. She tried turning the handle without putting in the code. Howard gently pulled her aside to let Jason punch in the numbers. The door opened, and they pushed through onto the walkway around the room. Freddie stood on the far side by the ramp leading down to the Object. 
 “Freddie!” Mueller called out. “Where’s Bobby?” 
 Freddie looked at them with his naïve, some would say blank, expression. “I thought Bobby would like to see the Object,” Freddie said calmly. 
 As soon as Freddie spoke, a small head poked around the end of the Object and looked at the adults. Bobby. Gasps and exclamations erupted, and Jill, followed by everyone else, raced around both directions on the walkway to the ramp. 
 Bobby stood next to the Object, one hand stroking it gently. He had a wondering expression on his face. When he saw Jill, he spoke up. “Hi, Mommy. Smooth. Warm, not hot.” 
 Jill was about to run down the ramp, but Rachel grabbed her arm. “Wait, Jill. Look at him. He’s not hurt.” 
 “But, but,” Jill sobbed, “I thought no one could come close to this thing, that it would hurt them somehow.” 
 “It certainly prevents any adult who’s tried, but somehow it allows Bobby.” 
 “This is amazing,” Mueller said. “Maybe it somehow differentiates between a mature mind and one that’s immature.” 
 “Yes, this is astounding, but we have to get Bobby away from it,” interjected Elizabeth.  
 Rachel whispered, “Go ahead, Jill, call him.” 
 “Okay, Bobby,” said Jill softly, in as normal a voice as she could muster. “Time to go. Let’s see if Kathy has some cookies.” 
 “Cookies!” chirped Bobby. “Kathy cookies!” And with that, Bobby waddled back up the ramp into Jill’s arms. 
 “Mommy!” Bobby protested the hug, making it hard for him to breathe. 
 “He seems all right, but let’s have Emily check him over,” said Mueller, indicating the door back into the main room. “You head that way, and I’ll page her that you’re coming to the clinic.” 
 Chunhua gave Jill a nudge toward the door and led her around the walkway. As they passed a confused-looking Freddie, Jill stopped and flushed. 
 “How could you bring Bobby in here!” she shouted and slapped him before walking past. 
   
 An hour later, Bobby, oblivious to the adult turmoil, talked nonstop on the way back to their rooms. He greeted everyone they saw and asked, “What’s that?” twenty times—the latest phase he was going through. 
 A few minutes after she closed the door, a knock came. She opened the door, expecting to find Kathy, Bre, one of the other women, or maybe Huxler in his role as site counselor. Instead, it was Zach Marjek, concern etching his face. 
 “I just heard what happened. Are you and Bobby okay?” 
 “No! We’re not okay,” she answered angrily. “That weird man had no business taking Bobby into the cage with that thing! I don’t care if he’s the world’s best mathematician, they shouldn’t have someone that irresponsible here.” 
 “You know he didn’t do anything deliberately that might harm Bobby,” said Zach softly. “Wilbur hasn’t said anything overtly, but everyone knows Freddie has a kind of high-functioning form of autism. If anything, he’s not that much older than Bobby, emotionally. He’s taking this episode hard. Wilbur’s trying to calm him down right now.” 
 “You mean you checked on him before us?” said Jill, incredulous. 
 “Wilbur said nothing happened to Bobby, and Emily gave him a clean bill of health. Anyway, Freddie’s room was on the way here.” 
 Zach paused, having something else to say but unsure whether it was wise, given Jill’s agitation. Then he mentally shrugged and forged ahead. 
 “You and Bobby are okay. It’s Freddie who’s in trouble. He doesn’t like to be touched, and your slapping him could have serious consequences . . . at least, according to Wilbur.” 
 “Me? I’m suddenly the bad guy here? How dare you! You probably just want Freddie back at work!” 
 She reached the door and pulled to slam it shut, but Zach had stopped it with an extended arm, his face granite. 
 “You’re upset . . . but calm down. You want to blame Freddie for being irresponsible. But think about it. Bobby’s welfare is mainly your responsibility. You temporarily passed that responsibility on to Rachel and Chunhua—something perfectly normal—and they passed it on to Jason. We have to discount Freddie because there’s no way to be sure he understands responsibility the way most of us do. I’m not blaming you. If anyone is more at fault, it’s Rachel and Chunhua for accepting the duty to watch Bobby and then getting caught up in their work. Striking Freddie was understandable, but you need to think whether it was warranted.” 
 He pulled his arm back from holding open the door. The sudden release let her continued pressure on the wood slam it shut. She stood, furious for several minutes, not wanting Bobby to see her so upset. As her pulse rate and breathing settled down, Zach’s words seeped into her thoughts. She spent the next three hours playing with Bobby and reflecting.  
   
 That evening, Kathy came to Jill and Bobby’s rooms. 
 “I don’t know what went on in Level 2 today. I surmise it involved not being able to find Bobby and somehow included Freddie. I guess you can’t tell me details because they keep things tight in there, but whatever happened, it really caused an uproar. Still, I’m sure Bobby is hungry, and you need something to eat, too. Would you rather I brought you dinner here, instead of going to the dining hall?” 
 “Thank you, Kathy, but no. I’m okay. I was just so panicked when I couldn’t find him and . . . ,” Jill paused. She couldn’t say anything about the Object to anyone not authorized for Level 3. 
 “Uh . . . I overreacted and blamed people who were supposed to be watching him. I’m afraid I got Freddie really upset.” 
 Jill stood, arms folded, rocking on both feet. “Uh . . . Zach Marjek came by earlier.” 
 “Oh,” Kathy said noncommittally. 
 Jill sighed and sat at the room’s table. Kathy sat opposite her. 
 “I take it the meeting was interesting.” 
 “Oh, lord. I guess it was,” said Jill. “I could see he was concerned about us, but I got all up on my high horse with him for almost accusing me of being the person at fault and Freddie the victim.” 
 “I’m sure he meant well.” 
 “If so, I’m afraid I was nasty enough that he pretty much told me off. Pointed out it was primarily my responsibility to look after Bobby, and blame should be shared with other people. The aggravating thing is . . . he’s probably right. If anything, maybe he didn’t think there was any major blame, and I do think he came by to check on us.” 
 “He’s certainly an interesting fellow,” said Kathy. “I’d started to believe you were over being so pissed at him for getting you here. Is he back on your shit list?” 
 Jill giggled. “Well . . . no. I guess I was looking for someone to focus my frustration on, and he made an easy target because he’s the one they sent to deal with me. In retrospect, he probably wasn’t the worst person for the job. He certainly can seem intimidating. Still . . . I feel a little mad that somehow I’ve turned into the bad guy.” 
 “Well, Zach is an interesting person. Bre likes him, and so do I,” said Kathy. 
 “Likes him? Like . . . you know, likes him?” 
 “No, not that way. If anything, Bre’s got her eye on Major Jefferson. I think she wonders what being an army wife would be like. No. She told me Zach is not as rough as you might think. Oh . . . she thinks he can be dangerous, but more not someone to mess with, rather than someone looking for trouble. 
 “That’s also pretty much my impression of Marjek’s sidekick, Willie. Intimidating, but hiding more depth than many might think. The two of them pretend to be only casual acquaintances, but I think they connect going back a long time and with shared experiences I’d be curious to ask about if I thought they’d tell me. Anyway . . . enough of that. I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry, and Bobby must be, too. Let’s go eat.” 
 “All right. I think I agree with Zach that I need to talk with Freddie and apologize for hitting him. Zach said Freddie’s having a hard time, and I’m feeling worse the longer I think about it.” 
 When they entered the dining room, the buzz of conversation noticeably ebbed as faces turned in their direction, three of whom were Chunhua, Rachel, and Jason sitting together, along with Ralph. 
 “Might as well face the music right off,” said Jill. 
 When she got to the table, Jason stood up, looking contrite, and Chunhua started to speak. 
 Jill raised the hand not holding Bobby. “No, please, all of you. Today was a day to forget. I just panicked when I couldn’t find Bobby . . . and then . . . ,” She stopped talking and took a deep breath. 
 “Oh, Jill, I’m SO sorry,” said Chunhua. “We said we’d watch him and—” 
 Jill raised her hand again. “No. As I said. Let’s forget about today. No harm was done.” 
 Jason raced around the table and pulled out chairs for the three of them. Despite Jill’s trying to avoid mutual apologies, the next fifteen minutes were an orgy of them. Finally, it was Bobby who broke the mood. 
 “Mommy! I’m hungry!” 
 The remainder of the meal changed as if a switch had been thrown. The day’s events were never mentioned again, except when Kathy said Freddie was holed up in his room with Wilbur. Twice, Jill caught Zach staring her way from the other side of the room. She blushed both times, a reaction not unnoticed by Kathy. When the group broke up, Jill turned to Kathy. 
 “I feel strange asking this after today, but would you watch Bobby for a while?” 
 Kathy laughed. “Of course. And I promise not to pass him on to anyone else.” 
 “Thanks, Kathy. I assume Wilbur is still with Freddie. I’ll go see if there’s anything I can do to help. Zach was right. I shouldn’t have put all the blame on Freddie.”  
 An hour later, Jill found Kathy and Bobby in the library lounge, looking at picture books. 
 “I think I helped,” said Jill. “Freddie didn’t want to see me at first, but Wilbur got him to agree. I apologized profusely. Freddie immediately started crying, and I felt more like shit than I have in a long time. He was like a small child who thought he’d done something wrong but didn’t know what it was and was afraid. 
 “I cried too, and by the time I left, I think Freddie was pretty much back to normal. Well . . . for Freddie.” 
   
 First thing the next morning, Mueller called a Level 3 staff meeting. After making perfunctory comments about everyone being more aware when Bobby was around, he suggested strongly to Jill not to bring him into Level 3 unless necessary. Then Mueller made the observation that if the Object discriminated between mature and immature minds, maybe it was an avenue of investigation they needed to pursue. 
 One look at Jill’s face and Mueller hurried to say it was only a topic for future discussion. 



 
   
   

CHAPTER 31


 


 





OBSERVED


 

   

Hiking Ellesmere

   
 All Site 23 staff members were required to spend at least thirty minutes a day in the sun—assuming their duties allowed—or have thirty minutes of direct eye exposure to full-spectrum lights simulating sunlight. Both options stimulated vitamin D production. The human nervous system also responded to real and simulated sunlight by helping the individuals’ moods, particularly those subject to depression. 
 However, even the best artificial sunlight was not identical to natural sun exposure—somehow, the body and the mind knew the difference. For those staff members whose work kept them mainly indoors, Bre planned various activities from assisting with outdoor work to pursuits that were more socially connected. Many of the staff favored organized hikes in the surrounding terrain. The emptiness made it possible to walk at random, but humans wore recognizable paths wherever they lived. Willie likened them to game trails. Anyone could hike alone, but a requirement for solo hikes was that people log their departure and return and never be out of sight of the camp.  
 This day, Bre organized a group hike up one of the trails to the top of Baldy Ridge, a jagged spine of rock running north/south and rising five hundred feet above the site. The round trip usually took two hours, plus whatever time people needed for breaks, stopping to eat, or admiring the view from the top. 
 Today’s group of eighteen was larger than most times, with participants from all site levels. They straggled out along the switchback trail; some preferred trudging along with their own thoughts, while others clumped and chattered as they ascended the ridge. The participants’ relative positioning shifted such that the same person might be part of a small group, then solitary for a while, and then again in a group but of different composition. Bre, Kathy, Sandra Chu, and Jill gravitated to one another and had become, if not formally friends, at least a simpatico grouping. 
 Before leaving the site, Jill lathered both herself and Bobby with sunscreen, especially Bobby’s head, because he refused to wear head coverings. The midsummer sun was directly overhead, and crystal-clear air blocked none of its rays. Their fair complexions would severely burn without their taking precautions. 
 Jill could not hike any distance by herself because she had to carry Bobby. Today, she shared the tote duties with the other three women. 
 Bre, as usual, led the four of them, walking at least half of the time backward in order to participate in their conversations. 
 “First time I’ve seen Willie away from the site,” said Bre, looking at the hikers following their foursome. 
 Kathy glanced back and waved. Willie’s only acknowledgment was a slight twitch upward of one hand swinging by his side. 
 Bre laughed. “I think that’s Willie’s version of jumping up and down while waving both arms.” 
 “He’s just reserved around people,” said Kathy, with more than a hint of defensiveness in her voice. “You might not know it, but he’s about as expert in plants as anyone I’ve ever talked with.” 
 “Talked with?” said Jill, chuckling. “He talks to people? I’ve heard a few grunts when he comes into—” She broke off before saying more than she should—none of the other women were cleared for Level 3. 
 Kathy’s face became noticeably redder, even with the temperature hovering at a balmy 33 degrees. “You shouldn’t make catty comments about people you don’t know, Jill.” 
 “She didn’t mean anything,” said Bre, giving Jill a hard stare and nodding toward Kathy, who had looked away. Jill’s eyes widened in surprise after she received the message. 

Something going on between those two? Jill mouthed to Bre. She would attempt to apologize later. 
 “Oh, look,” said Bre, eager to divert everyone’s attention. “We’re coming up on the tree stump Bjorn Nylander is always talking about, whether we want to hear about it or not.” 
 “Tree stump?” asked Jill. “There’re trees around here? I haven’t seen any.” 
 “And you won’t,” said Sandra. “I’ve heard Bjorn’s spiel enough times to know it by heart.” She cleared her throat and imitated a deeper voice. 
 “What you see here is the stump of a Metasequoia tree that grew on Ellesmere Island 55 million years ago and was thought to be extinct until a few groves were found in the Sichuan Mountains of China in 1944. Here you see only a single Metasequoia stump. Farther north and east of here, near the Stenkul and Strathcona Fiords, there are many more such fossil stumps and branches. In addition, the adjacent island west of Ellesmere, Axel Heiberg Island, contains fossils of hundreds of huge Metasequoia trees that grew closer together than their extant relatives do, the redwoods of California.” 
 “Don’t forget the coal deposits,” Manny Cardoza called out, walking thirty yards ahead. 
 “Yes, yes,” said Bre, as she picked up mimicking Nylander again. “Ellesmere’s immense coal deposits show the island had dense, subtropical forests 300 to 360 million years ago.”  
 “All right,” said Jill. “I’m guessing the climate must have been a lot warmer than it is now. I vaguely remember school lessons about the continents moving around. I saw the notice about Nylander giving a talk about fossils. I didn’t go, but maybe I will if he does it again.” 
 “Oh, he will,” said Sandra, laughing. “Or, if you have a few extra hours, just sit with him at a meal and ask him to tell you about Ellesmere fossils.” 
 The next hiker behind them was Jeff Rotham, who heard Bre impersonate Nylander. 
 “Actually, Jill, I recommend attending one of Bjorn’s talks. They’re quite interesting. As for bracing him on your own, just tell him you’ve only got ten minutes, and he’ll cut off talking within seconds of that time. No idea how he does it, but it’s uncanny. Anyway, we shouldn’t make fun of him. He came here thinking he’d get a chance to study Inuit language and culture and found himself stuck here for the year he contracted and not an Inuit in sight.” 
 When they reached the top of the ridgeline, Site 23 lay below them. It was impressive, the structures blending in with the landscape. Beyond, the barren terrain alternated among stream valleys, hills, and low but rugged mountains. 
 A brisk wind whistled across the ridge top—too blustery for them to stop to eat the packed lunch made by Kathy and Sally Ingersoll. They descended into a depression a hundred feet lower, sheltered from the day’s wind before rising again fifty feet and sloping into the next valley. A small melt stream meandered through their picnic spot. 
 “Oh, my God!” exclaimed Sandra. “Real flowers. The first ones I’ve seen here.” Purple flowers on plants no more than six inches high made a striking contrast to the otherwise empty terrain. 
 “I wonder what they’re called?” said Kathy with a look to Willie. 
 “Purple saxifrage,” he said without looking their way. Jill suppressed a giggle and nudged Bre with an elbow. 
 They sat on smooth, flat rocks surrounded by purple clumps. Kathy orchestrated unpacking hot chili carried in insulated containers by Willie and Zach, with Manny carrying tin plates and spoons. Steam billowed from the chili when she opened the lids for serving. 
 “Mac and cheese?” asked Bobby. 
 “Sorry, Bobby,” said Kathy, “but it has cheese in it. You’ll like it.” 
 “Okay.” 
 Jill let Bobby roam among the hikers, talking a streak the entire time. Meanwhile, she helped Kathy finish serving, then took the last two plates and looked for places to sit. The only decent spaces left for two butts lay between Zach and Willie. Unfortunately, Kathy moved first and sat next to Willie, leaving Jill no choice, especially since her personal traitor, a.k.a. Bobby, now sat on Zach’s knee, happily spooning chili for Zach to blow on. 
 Sighing, Jill sat and resisted the temptation to move Bobby to her own lap. She discarded the impulse only out of fear he’d object, thereby drawing attention to her tacky move. 
 Kathy and Willie carried on a conversation about arctic plants, a topic Jill doubted her friend had any interest in. She and Zach never spoke while eating, but when Bre called out that it was time to head back, Zach rose and gestured an offer to take her empty plate. 
 “Thanks,” she said, and they shared a look for the first time. An amused expression softened his face. She flushed and looked away. 
   
 Packed and on their feet, Jeff led the way. Halfway back up to the top of Baldy Ridge, Zach overheard Samantha (Sam) Beauford, one of the radar technicians, tell Bre, “I thought we might run into Eddie today. He said he’d be checking again for fossils. I think he planned on going into the next valley over. He thought the slope farther east looked promising.” 
 Bre looked sharply at Zach and correctly interpreted his frown. Site protocol mandated that no one hiked alone out of sight of the base. She figured Zach would check the log as soon as they returned and likely talk with Eddie. 
   

Dark Eyes

   
 Three hundred yards from the hikers’ trail and twenty feet below the ridge top, two sets of eyes watched the hikers descend to Site 23. Tupilaq crouched with his eyes peeking above the rock protrusion behind which they had sporadically observed the American base. Their camp lay four miles away and within a mountain cleft—a cave with an entrance hidden until someone was twenty feet away. There, they had stashed large, heavy packs carried from the submarine whose launch left them on Ellesmere’s shore. 
 Amaruq watched the people hiking up the slope, but he also kept aware of Tupilaq. He retained the bad feeling he’d had about the Yupik the instant he’d set eyes on him. The submarine had picked Amaruq up on the coast of northern Cornwallis Island after he’d made his way there from Resolute’s Inuit settlement. 
 Until he’d gotten onto the submarine’s rubber launch, Amaruq had not known the identity of his paymasters these last few years. He was surprised they were Chinese, not Russian—not that he showed any emotion, which would give part of his power to the strangers. 
 One of the crew spoke English with him and directed him to the small cabin where he slept with the Yupik. During the four days while the submarine cautiously made its way to the western coast of Ellesmere Island, the two Eskimos, a Yupik and an Inuit, worked to establish rudimentary communication. That Tupilaq’s Yupik dialect was different from the one Amaruq knew placed limitations on the extent of any discourse. Even words for everyday objects were pronounced slightly different, but the basic structure was close enough that by the time they landed on Ellesmere, they could communicate enough for their purposes. Also, Amaruq knew a few words in Russian, and they worked out a crude patois. 
 When the submarine left them on Ellesmere, neither Eskimo bothered watching the rubber launch return to the submarine and be loaded aboard. The vessel moved toward the open ocean as it sank beneath the surface. They were there for a purpose. Amaruq led the way without speaking, as Tupilaq followed. 
 When they arrived in the American base’s vicinity, the night never impinged on the mid-summer sun’s illumination of the terrain. From a rocky slope two miles from the base, they began observations until they understood the activities’ daily cycle. Then they progressively moved closer during times of low activity, taking care to avoid the five armed men who periodically roamed the surrounding terrain. 
 Their final observation position lay only five hundred yards from the base, on a slope with jagged rock formations. After three weeks of watching, they had not seen a single person move on that part of the slope. They found a cavity where they could sleep if needed. Usually, only one of them stayed in their observation position at a time. The other man remained at the camp far enough from the Americans to make discovery unlikely. From the camp, the man, or men on occasion, hunted and trapped farther from the base. 
 As Tupilaq observed the hikers, Amaruq watched elsewhere. While the Yupik observed the Americans, they in turn were observed. Amaruq didn’t believe the Yupik realized a single wolf had trailed them ever since their arrival—always staying well away, slinking in the shadows where available and once coming within fifty yards. 

Maybe they don’t have wolves where he comes from, thought Amaruq, or maybe he’s not as observant as he thinks he is. The last thought disquieted Amaruq. He didn’t like the Yupik. The man was arrogant, and Amaruq sensed an evil spirit hovered near or within the man. The sooner they parted, the better. A time would come when Amaruq would slip away and head south. Expanses of sea separated the islands, but he had made his way before under such conditions. He accepted that he could die in the attempt, but he’d always expected his life to end in such a manner. That he had lived this long surprised him. The Chinese payments over the years lay safely in an Inuit-run bank that didn’t ask questions about his periodic deposits. For all his preference for a solitary life away from other humans, he knew the time approached when he would need to leave behind the wandering life. When he abandoned Tupilaq, he would sever all connections to his paymasters and try to reach Inuit settlements to the southwest. 
   

Too Late

   
 Zach’s plan to further camouflage the site’s buildings from overhead surveillance was delayed while he waited for materials to be flown in. The first available flight was missed, due to other supplies having a higher priority in the full cargo. They came on the next flight, and Zach helped maintenance crews install additional protrusions to break up the building’s shadows. 
 Zach’s intuition was correct but too late. Two days earlier, the latest Yaogan-30 surveillance satellite had launched from the Xichang Satellite Launch Centre in southwestern China. On the satellite’s seventh circuit in its polar orbit, it passed twenty miles east of Site 23—effectively directly overhead. 



 
   
   

CHAPTER 32

   
   




LONG, LONG AGO AND NOT FAR AWAY

   
   
 “I’m excited,” gushed Ralph as they prepared Zach for the next VR session with Simeon. “This is the first time Simeon will control the VR environment. I still have trouble getting my head around the computational resources he infers he can draw on. Even Harold is unsure exactly how Simeon is going to pull it off, but Simeon insists it’ll be no problem now that he understands our hardware well enough.” 
 “Sinclair wasn’t too happy to hear about this,” said Zach. “If the Object can do this, what else could it do, related to our computer systems? Hell . . . it’s technology is so far advanced over ours, there’s no way to be sure we’d detect what it’s doing.” 
 “Aw . . . you people are too suspicious. I’m convinced Simeon is benign at worst. I actually believe him when he keeps saying he wants to help humanity.” 
 Zach didn’t argue. People tended to be unmovable once they fixed on a belief. Besides, having optimists didn’t hurt as long as other people like Sinclair and himself covered the pessimist options. 
 As for the VR system, Zach was still learning. His brain didn’t respond as automatically as Ralph’s, but it did almost as well as Andrew’s. Simeon accepted each user’s limitations and worked with Ralph to adjust the simulation details. Most sessions stayed within the den or parlor setting. However, in the last few weeks, at Simeon’s encouragement, they had begun using other scenes such as an open field with mountains in the background, a tropical beach, and a city street. At first, the latter scenario had been empty of humans, but recently Ralph and Simeon introduced people and cars that didn’t interact with the users. 
 When Zach’s turn came, they forewarned him that for his first session under Simeon’s control, he would be standing on bare ground stretching out to apparently perhaps fifty yards in all directions before disappearing in a kind of haze. This was a starker beginning scene than he’d used before. 
 Those watching in the control room murmured among themselves at the session’s start. The audience was Mueller as scientific head, Harold to monitor the VR system and suit, Chunhua as a second scientific observer, and Ralph to interact with Simeon if problems developed in this first session under the AI’s control. 
 Zach waited to see what Simeon had in mind. Perhaps two minutes passed before he first heard the wind—a faint noise that developed into what would pass for a typical day outdoors almost anywhere—a steady low rush with occasional moderate gusts. The suit transmitted the effect through tactile transmissions to the side of Zach’s body supposedly facing the direction of the wind’s origin. This continued for a few minutes without further developments. Zach and the others started wondering what Simeon was up to. Then Zach discerned a figure taking shape at the landscape edge, slowly materializing as if coming into view out of a fog bank. Simeon strode toward Zach and stopped perhaps eight feet away.  
 “Hello, Zach, how are you today?” Simeon continued to be unfailingly polite. “I understand you and some others went on a picnic this week. How was the experience?” 

Picnic? Zach wondered. Now how did Simeon find out about the day outing we had? One of the others must have told him, but who? 
 “Very nice, Simeon. We hiked to the top of the ridge near here and on to the other side to a spot protected from the wind.” 
 “Did you find any plants growing where you stopped?” 

Where the hell did that question come from? thought Zach. 
 “Small, stunted, purple-flowered plants called saxifrage. I think I remember some lichens and a small patch of cut grass, a type of plant flower found only where we are.” 
 “How interesting. Someday you should show me pictures of the plants and flowers. I infer this saxifrage is appealing to humans in a nonutilitarian manner. Something you like but do not use?” 
 “That’s right,” said Zach. “Many humans like to simply look at flowers. And speaking of flowers, this scenario could use some additional details. Is there some reason for its being so bare?” 
 “Yes, Zach. I believe I have sufficient control to try some more detailed scenarios, but I thought it would be best to start simple, and the two of us can judge how I am doing as the scenario becomes more complex.” 
 Suddenly, shoots appeared, coming out of the ground, and slowly grew. Chunhua punched an orange button to alert everyone that something new was happening, and several more staffers hurried into the room from where they worked. The red button alert also went to Sinclair, Huxler, and Jefferson.  
 Zach saw shoots branching a few inches from the ground and extruding leaves—forming a low plant with features of a simple fern. Other shoots continued growing, some to subsequently branch, others to continue upward. 
 “I will continue developing the setting,” said Simeon. “Tell me if anything disturbs you.” 
 “Nothing so far,” said Zach. “In fact, you could go a little faster if you wanted.” 
 Simeon didn’t respond, but the plant growth noticeably sped up. Zach watched without speaking, and within five minutes an open woodland setting surrounded him. Until then, the plants had been static, as if unaffected by the breeze Zach still felt. That changed when the plants stopped growing, and the foliage started to quiver. It took another five minutes to complete the simulation. Zach found himself standing in the open woodland with a breeze blowing across his body and foliage swaying. 
 “I think that is complicated enough for today, Zach. Shall we proceed as with our other sessions?” 
 Zach moved on to what he and Huxler had decided would be the day’s first question. 
 “Simeon, how long have you been here?” 
 “Your question does not specify if you mean here on Earth or in this exact location. However, the answer would be the same. I have been in this location and only this location ever since I came to Earth. I am curious, Zach. You’ve asked this question before.” 
 “Yes, but we never got a good answer. You always said you didn’t know at this time.” 

That had caused a flurry of discussions the first time Simeon gave the answer. Three possibilities were proposed: Simeon understood the question but was unwilling to answer; Simeon’s ability was constrained; or he was an intermediary to the Object’s ultimate controller. Finally, and most perplexing, was Simeon’s stating he did not know the answer at that time implied he might have the answer at some future time. The latter option led to people occasionally asking the question again. So far, the answer had been the same. 
 “As you can imagine, we’re interested in knowing if your previous answers indicated we might eventually learn how long you’ve been here. We infer it has been a long time because I understand from the others that there is evidence you have been here at least through the last coverage of the valley with a glacier—which could have been a thousand years.” 
 “Much longer than that, Zach,” said Simeon in a tone that from a human would have been interpreted as conveying a mild correction. 
 “How much longer?” 
 “It might be interesting to show you, instead of telling you,” Simeon replied ambiguously, gesturing with both hands to the plants surrounding them. The plants began changing, the trees morphing from evergreens to broadleafs that reminded Zach of Eastern hardwoods, and the grass replaced by several types of bushes and dense, fern-like undergrowth. When the flora stabilized again, the ambient light had gone from full overhead sun to filtered sunlight. Zach thought he saw a bird fly out of the corner of his eye. When he turned his head, a flash of color disappeared into a bush. A deep grunting repeated several times. He heard sounds like something plodding and branches being pushed aside. Then the grunting again. 
 “You might turn slightly to your right,” said Simeon. 
 Zach followed the suggestion and turned in time to see a brown head appear from a bank of bushes. The creature looked around and stepped out of the foliage. It was about the size of a cow but wasn’t a cow. Zach assumed it was vegetarian from the head’s shape, the rotund body, and feet reminding him of a hippopotamus, despite small tusks protruding downward from its upper jaw. 
 Zach watched the animal’s movement for several minutes before curiosity got the best of him. 
 “This is a very good simulation, Simeon. I’m sure Ralph and the rest of us are very impressed. However, I’m wondering why you created the scene with an imaginary animal.” 
 “You are mistaken, Zach. This virtual reality scene is designed to match a recording.” 
 “A recording? Of what, and what’s this strange animal?” 
 “This is based on a recording of the surroundings when what you call the Object took up the position where you still find it. The animal was a local life form at that time. I do not know if it has a name.” 
   
 Confused exclamations broke out in the monitoring room. “What’s Simeon talking about?” asked Rotham. “There’s no such animal on earth—” He broke off speaking for several seconds. “Unless . . .” 
 “Way in the past!” said Ralph. “I think that’s a prehistoric mammal.” 
 “Good grief,” exclaimed Carolyn. “Is he saying the Object has been here for tens of thousands of years? Maybe hundreds of thousands?” 
 “I think I recognize the images of such an animal,” said Ralph. “I don’t remember where or anything else about it.” 
 “There may be a book in the site’s library,” said Chunhua. “I think I saw Kathy showing Bobby some pictures in a book. If I remember correctly, it had images of dinosaurs. I wonder if the same book has prehistoric mammals, too?” 
 Chunhua had hardly finished speaking before Ralph rushed out of the room. Three minutes later he returned, waving a large book. 
 “Here it is. It’s got prehistoric land animals working backward in time.” 
 He retook his seat and began turning pages. The book started with Pleistocene animals before the first known human civilizations. Six people gathered behind him. Ralph turned pages, and they scanned for a matching animal. 
 “No, not here,” was repeated several times, as Ralph paged and the times the animals lived reached further into the past. 
 “Wait a minute,” said Rotham. “This can’t be right. We’ve already passed the Neolithic era and now the middle Paleolithic. That puts us past the time of the major extinctions probably caused by human hunting. You mean to tell me the Object has been sitting here . . . what? Upwards of fifty thousand years? That’s not reasonable. Is it?” Rotham’s last words lacked certainty. 
 “We should have learned by now we can’t assume anything,” said Mueller. “Let’s keep going.” 
 By the time they exited the Pleistocene section of the book, they were at 3 million years ago. 
 “I think I have to agree with Jeff,” said Mueller. “There’s something wrong. Either we misunderstood Simeon, or he’s misleading us. For the moment I rule out that Simeon is merely mistaken.” 
 “Let’s keep going,” said Ralph. “We’ve already thumbed through most of the section on prehistoric mammals. Might as well finish.” 
 Ralph began turning pages faster, allowing only brief scans of the two pages before he continued. By the time he passed the Pliocene and moved into the Miocene, Ralph was the only one left scanning the pages, the others having moved back to the monitors or become engaged in conversations. 
 “I think it’s time for even you to give up, Ralph,” said Rotham, walking back to look over Ralph’s shoulder. “You’re almost through the Miocene into the Oligocene.” 
 “Yeah. I think you’re right. I wonder what Simeon—” 
 Ralph’s words choked off, he jerked upright in his chair, and his chair slammed back against Rotham. 
 “Ah! Careful, Ralph. That—” 
 Rotham stopped rubbing his impacted knee and duplicated Ralph’s truncated speech. On the latest page, in the midst of a dense forest and swamp scene, was a creature looking nearly identical to the one in Simeon’s VR scene. 
 “No way!” said Jeff. “That’s what . . . 25 million years ago?” 
 The group gathered back around Ralph and Rotham. 
 “Sure looks the same,” said Jason. 
 Voiced agreement came from Chunhua and Klaus Christiansen. More people drifted in from the main workroom. 
 “Hey, this one looks familiar,” said Elizabeth Wilkins, who had wandered in and joined the cluster. “I think I’ve seen something similar. A depiction of a prehistoric Ellesmere animal. Let me search through the site’s Internet download.” She went to a workstation and began typing. Although the site had no external Internet link, they had a browser-linked database with Web pages referencing Ellesmere Island and other relevant topics to the site’s work. 
 “I’m searching for Ellesmere Island and prehistoric. Shouldn’t be too many articles, so if I remember right, something should pop up right away.” A scroll list of hits appeared on the screen. “Let’s see . . . no, not that . . . no . . . ah, this looks familiar.” 
 “Nunatsiaq News,” said Rotham, reading over her shoulder. “That’s the Web news service for the Canadian far north.” 
 “Yes, but it references the American Museum of Natural History,” said Elizabeth. “I assume that’s the one on the Mall in Washington. Anyway, the article says the animal is a Coryphodon. Looks something like a hippo and stood three feet or more at the shoulder and weighed over a thousand pounds.” 
 “Yeah, but the book says this one lived fifty million years ago,” said Rotham. 
 “That’s not necessarily inconsistent with the book we found the picture in,” said Elizabeth. “These times are just rough estimates, and the specific creatures in the publication and the one Simeon shows don’t have to necessarily be the same species. They could be related species or examples of parallel evolution. Also, remember this is an artist’s rendition.” 
 “Assuming Simeon’s animal is real,” said Mueller. “Or, should I say, proposed to be real.” 
 “Ralph, tell Zach what we’re seeing and ask him to probe Simeon.” 
 “I already alerted him that we’re fumbling around here, trying to make sense of what Simeon said. He says he’ll move on until we contact him.” 
 Zach was asking Simeon questions about two different flying creatures and a rodent-like mammal that darted in and out of the low foliage when Ralph spoke to him over a different channel than to Simeon. 
 “Zach, this is going to sound weird, but we found references to an animal supposedly living on Ellesmere Island about twenty-five to fifty million years ago. As I said, sounds crazy, but ask Simeon. Can he put a date on the scene he’s showing?” 
 “Uh . . . Simeon, you’re saying that this is a scene from when the Object first arrived on Earth? If it is, how long ago was that?” 
 “Yes, Zach. This image was recorded two sun cycles after the Object arrived on Earth. As for how long ago, the day length is shorter now, due to slowing of the Earth’s rotation, but you may think of it as approximately twenty-six million years ago.” 
 Zach didn’t speak for almost a minute, and when he did, the words came slowly. “You’re saying the Object has been here twenty-six million years?” 
 “That is correct.” 
 “I’m finding it difficult to understand,” said Zach. “Twenty-six million years? Been here for twenty-six million years . . . wait . . . I already asked that. Oh, hell, answer it again. You’ve been here for twenty-six million years?” 
 “More precisely, the Object has been here that long, Zach.” 
 “And you haven’t moved in all that time?” 
 “What you call the Object has not moved since arrival except for small and gradual altitude shifts to accommodate geological changes.” 
 Again, Zach remained silent for almost a minute. “What has the Object been doing all that time?” 
 “Waiting,” said Simeon. “I understand how that may seem impossible for you, Zach. Please understand that I refer to the Object and not to myself. I have explained before how I came into being just over two years ago. I can only tell you my understanding of the Object while it waited.” 
 “Waited for what?” 
 “Waited for humanity to evolve. I believe I can anticipate additional questions you might have. More correctly, I should say it waited for sentient life to evolve because humanity did not exist.” 
 “Even for an AI or whatever the Object is, twenty-six million years is a long time to wait without a certainty of outcome. If the Object was willing to wait that long, doesn’t that assume sentience will always evolve from simpler life forms?” asked Zach. 
 “I do not know the answer,” said Simeon, “but I can see the logic to your question.” 
 In the virtual reality tank and in the scenario, both Zach and his avatar shook their heads. “I started to say I can’t imagine the patience involved, but then I stopped because the word patience doesn’t even come close to adequately describing something waiting in one place for so long. I have to say it’s literally beyond my comprehension.” 
 “I assume you realize, Zach, that reality does not depend on your comprehension.” 
 “Simeon, let’s for the moment assume I believe you. I may need some time to digest what you said, so let’s move on for the moment. You say the scene I’m seeing is a recording? A recording of the Object’s surroundings when it first arrived. How long does the recording continue?” 
 “It is continuous,” said Simeon, “up to this moment.” 
 “Continu . . . “ 
 If Zach had been asked a few seconds earlier whether he thought he could be surprised again, he would have said no. Not after hearing Simeon’s claim that the Object had sat in the same position on Ellesmere Island for twenty-six million years. 
 He would have been wrong. 
 “Wait . . . you’re saying you’ve been continuously recording this scene for the last twenty-six million years? Gimme a break! I don’t know what the storage capacity is for data you have, but even one year’s worth of recordings like I’m seeing has to be astronomical.” 
 Zach stopped, jolted by the realization he had yet to completely come to grips with the existence of an alien intelligence possessing technology so far beyond humanity that no realistic estimation of the gap distance was possible. 
 He needed to say something. “How could you possibly store so much information? For all I know, that would take more pieces of information than all the atoms in the Object.” 
 “I don’t know the answer to the question, Zach. However, I can confirm the accuracy of my statement. I have access to a continuous recording of the environment surrounding the Object since its arrival on Earth.” 
 “I think I can reliably predict the scientists are going to have a few million questions to ask you, Simeon.” 
   
 Mueller took over a minute to tamp down the chaos elicited by Simeon’s claim, disbelief being the dominant reaction, with several dissenters, among whom were Elizabeth and Chunhua. It was quickly agreed that they needed more information. 
 “Zach,” spoke Ralph over the isolated connection, “Howard suggests a way to make a quick check of Simeon’s claim. Ask if he can fast-forward.” 
   
 “Simeon,” said Zach, “can you fast-forward the recording? If yes, show me.” 
 “Zach, I will assume you did not mean to simply speed up the recording. I will fast-forward at hundred-thousand-year intervals for five seconds each, starting now.” 
 For the next twenty-one minutes, the environment changed, held in place five seconds, and changed repeatedly. The first few times, Zach felt vertigo. The second scene was similar to the first, although he thought the foliage might be slightly sparser. Several more scenes passed before the recording included another animal, this one a rodent-like creature the size of a rabbit. It sat up and looked in Zach’s direction, as if seeing him. 
 By the time Zach estimated a million years had passed, most of the largest trees were gone, replaced by stubbier forms. Also gone was the lush undergrowth, replaced by a darker, thorny plant he didn’t recognize. By now, his vertigo had passed, and he made an effort to observe as much as he could, knowing he would be grilled by the scientists at the end of the session. 
 As the minutes passed, the scene changed with the climate. Vegetation all but vanished, then reappeared in different forms. Once, he was viewing a herd of thirty to forty camels being chased by what appeared to be a large, long-legged bear. He wanted to yell, “Stop!” to see what happened, only to have the scene shift to a rain downpour so heavy, he could only see twenty to twenty-five yards away. 
 Suddenly, he was back in the parlor where most of the sessions took place. 
 “That is the end of the recording,” said Simeon. “The last scene was from 17,422 years ago because it was the time from the previous 100,000-year interval.” 
 Zach had a thought. “Do you have scenes showing the first humans to come within recording distance of this location?” 
 “Possibly, Zach, but I cannot search the recording, only access it.” 
   
 “Zach,” communicated Ralph, “we think you can end the session now. Before you tell Simeon, confirm with him that the recordings can be accessed from now on. We wonder if this was a one-off event. As you can imagine, Simeon caused quite a stir in here.” 
   
 “Simeon, will these recordings be available from now on?” 
 “As far as I know, Zach, the answer is yes.” 
   
 When the VR tank opened, and Zach’s headgear was removed, Ralph’s pale face was the first thing he saw. “Well . . . as I said . . . that caused quite a stir back in the monitor room. Get yourself cleaned up and come join us as we try to figure out how much we’re going to believe of what Simeon said.” 
 Ralph left Zach alone to go to the corner of the room, where a simple shower had been set up. He stripped off the VR suit, rinsed off it and himself under the shower, quickly donned clothing, and went to the main room, where the entire Level 3 staff had gathered. Animated conversations were ongoing as he walked in, but it was a matter of multiple conversations between two or three people, not a general discussion of the group. 
 Sinclair had listened without speaking through most of the session and the following discussions among the entire Level 3 staff. He wasn’t as excited as most of the others, but then again, he had other responsibilities. 
 “Ah, here’s Zach,” said Huxler. “That’s everybody.” 
 “All right,” said Mueller, “let’s take this one question at a time. Should we believe Simeon that he has a continuous recording of the Object’s surroundings in great detail for the last twenty-six million years?” 
 Chunhua spoke first. “Do we have any evidence he’s ever lied to us?” 
 Several people began speaking at the same time before Mueller shushed them and pointed to Jeff Rotham. 
 “We’ve already had this discussion multiple times. We don’t have conclusive evidence of Simeon ever lying to us . . . yet. So the answer is . . . yes, he could be lying, although for some reason I doubt it. Maybe I think that way because I don’t see why he would lie to us about this.” 
 After fifteen minutes of discussion, the group came to the consensus they still didn’t know whether Simeon could lie. 
 “All right,” said Sinclair, “how about a more quantitative question? How much storage capacity is needed to record twenty-six million years of scenery in this much detail?” 
 Carolyn Graham and Zooty Wilson stood together in the back of the group, whispering to each other. Carolyn raised her hand but didn’t wait to be recognized. “We made a quick estimation of the required storage capacity. Naturally, it’s only a wild-assed guess. Still, we think a hugely conservative requirement would be more than all the storage capacity the human race has in the entire world—including data farms, computers, tablets, smartphones, and static portable storage such as flash drives and CDs.” 
 Ralph shook his head. “If anything, that is likely to be a gross underestimation. Video storage requirements are something I know a lot about, and I wouldn’t be shocked if your estimate is off by many, many orders of magnitude.” 
 “Granted, the technology behind Simeon is further beyond us than we know, how is it physically possible to store that much information inside the Object?” asked Klaus Christiansen. 
 “But aren’t you basing your doubts on our technology?” asked Zach. “How would you have explained to someone a hundred years ago how the entire Encyclopedia Britannica could be stored on a single flash drive?” 
 “Some kind of quantum technology?” asked Charles Adams. “Hell, for all we know, the data is stored in spin states or quark manipulation or who the fuck knows? We can assume the Object has far more advanced data compression methods than we’ve developed.” 
 “Does the Object’s data storage have to be here?” asked Jill. Huxler had brought her along when he was alerted to come to Level 3. “Maybe some kind of super hard drive on the moon or buried in the ground?” 
 “Well . . . I doubt it,” said Mueller, “but, once again, we can’t rule anything out.” 
 “That would mean the Object is in direct communication with this ‘somewhere else,’” said Adams. “How can that be from inside the Faraday cage?” 
 The discussion continued for half an hour. Huxler perceived that Sinclair was becoming progressively more restless until finally the general stood. “All right, people. What I’m hearing is we don’t know if Simeon is lying or how he could store that much information if he’s not lying. None of this helps, so I’ll leave you to come up with some recommendations on how, or if, this should be followed up.” 
 The staff waited in silence until Sinclair left, closing the door behind him. Then most of the people began speaking at once. Mueller rose, held up both hands, and said, “You heard Sinclair. What do we do with this?” 
 “It is not so much a question of what we may want to do with it but what can we do with it?” said Elizabeth. “If this is real, it’s one of the most significant scientific events in history. Imagine. We could literally observe the evolution of life and geology over the last twenty-six million years. Granted, it’s a single site, but I’d be surprised if the Object doesn’t have numerical data to go with the video. You know . . . temperature, humidity, and maybe, for all we know, atmospheric composition. And that’s not even considering the plant and animal life. 
 “Our understanding of Earth’s history and evolution would make what we currently know or believe insignificant. This would be a resource to occupy tens of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands of scientists for the rest of their lives. And yes . . . that’s if Simeon is not deceiving us for some reason.” 
 “One way to get confirmation,” said Jeff, “is if these supposed recordings could be analyzed by a large number of geologists and biologists and then compared to the existing knowledge of the history of North America.” 
 “Well, that’s not going to happen,” said Huxler. “At least, not for the foreseeable future.” He paused. “Hmmm . . . now that I think about it, if this is real, it could be one of those buffering factors that’s been discussed for when the Object’s existence becomes public. Sinclair could point this out to the people higher up the chain, though I suspect they’d want something with more direct impact for the general populace.” 
 Zach had listened without comment. He understood the excitement and confusion among the staff, but he thought he needed to bring them back to the immediate. 
 “While I agree this is enormously exciting, isn’t it peripheral to our main goals? We want to understand more of what the Object and Simeon really are, their intentions. Is there any reason to suspect a threat? And, like Wilbur has already indicated, is there more we can get from Simeon to help influence public opinion when all this comes out?” 
 The discussion continued for another hour with no resolution for any action that should be taken in response to Simeon’s claim. However, Mueller assured them that exploration of the recordings would be allowed as long as most of the VR sessions focused on the main objectives. 



 
   

 


 


CHAPTER 33


 


 





EVERYONE LIKES A HAPPY GENERAL


 

   
 Simeon’s revelation energized the Level 3 staff enough that both Willie and Logan passed the observation on to Zach. 
 “I don’t know what’s happening in there, Zach,” said Porter, “but half a dozen people have asked me what’s going on.” 
 Zach thought that abruptly cutting off the good mood would be just as noticeable, so he spoke with Jason, Mueller, and Rotham to help guide the Level 3 staff to tone it down. At the same time, he also realized he hadn’t been immune to Simeon’s surprise. 
   

An Unhappy General

   
 Zach had meant to check the site’s sign-out log after the group had hiked up to Baldy Ridge and he heard Eddie Wilcox had gone alone out of sight of the base. Yet one thing after another pushed the thought aside until one evening when he sat at the dinner table with Wilcox and listened to the radar technician ramble on about fossil hunting. For the next several days, he kept an eye on Wilcox and checked the log when he couldn’t find the technician. On the third day, he happened to see Wilcox walking in the direction of Baldy Ridge wearing a day pack. When Zach checked the log, Wilcox hadn’t signed out. The next morning, after he finished eating, Zach waited outside the dining hall until Wilcox was leaving, accompanied by the blonde radar technician Samantha “Sam” Beauford. 
 “Eddie,” he said, “can I see you for a second?” 
 Wilcox appeared surprised by Zach’s request. He whispered something to Sam. Then Zach motioned for them to move out of earshot of the other diners trickling out of the hall. 
 Zach didn’t beat around the bush. “I’ve noticed you going out alone several times. Alone meaning evidently going some distance from the site by yourself. I assume these hikes are for more fossil hunting?” 
 “Yes, we’ve hardly started to survey the area around the site. It’s an absolute gold mine of fossils!” 
 Wilcox didn’t know about Simeon’s recordings, which would eventually make some types of fossil hunting almost an arcane activity once word got out. However, fossils weren’t Zach’s concern. 
 “I can appreciate that,” Zach said, “but remember the procedures everyone is supposed to follow when leaving the site. One rule is that you’re never supposed to be out of sight of the camp alone. Second is that when you do go out, simply jot down in the logbook inside the main building’s door where you intend to go and how long you expect to be gone.” 
 Wilcox looked simultaneously a little abashed and irritated. “What’s the big deal?” he responded in a tone just short of a whine. “We’re a million miles from nowhere. Sometimes when I check out a fossil site, I see something promising just a little farther. I never go very far. What’s the difference?” 
 “Nobody wants to interfere with the fossil surveying,” said Zach, “or to stop anyone from taking the opportunity to stretch their legs, but we’re so isolated that there are some fundamental safety precautions we have to take. There are wild animals here. Certainly, wolves are potentially dangerous, and you could always run into a cranky musk ox, not to mention the remote possibility of polar bears. Although there haven’t been many of those, the potential danger from one of these bears is huge. But even more likely is what would happen if you got injured? Fell down a hole, broke a leg—who knows? Something where you couldn’t get back to camp, and we wouldn’t know where you were. In that case, if you were lucky, we would find you with a search party. But in a worst-case scenario, we wouldn’t find you, and you would die out there.” 
 Wilcox shrugged and mumbled, “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I understand,” with a resigned murmur. “I’ll be more careful in the future.” 
 “That’s good, Eddie. I’ll be checking the logbook regularly. Be sure you do log in and out. I would hate to have to restrict your movements outside of the camp.” 
 Wilcox frowned. “What do you mean, restrict my movements? And who do you think you are?” 
 “Think of me as the new marshal in town. Except instead of clearing out rustlers, I’m here to be sure everyone stays safe. And if that means restricting what you can do, that’s exactly what will happen. If you don’t think I can do that, feel free to take it up with General Sinclair.” 
 Wilcox was about to say something further but stopped. He was cowed by the look on Zach’s face and Zach’s utter confidence in what he’d said. 
 “Okay, okay, no reason to get pushy. I’ll be good.” With that, Wilcox hurried off. 
   
 The warning to Wilcox prompted Zach to look for Wilbur Huxler. He found the counselor in his office, looking through what Zach recognized as personnel folders. 
 “You have a minute, Doc?” Zach asked. 
 “I see your calling me Wilbur is a bridge too far, Zach. I guess I have to be satisfied with Doc in place of Doctor or Doctor Huxler. Anyway, what’s up?” 
 “This place have anything like fire drills? You know, something beyond the briefings everyone gets when they first arrive?” 
 Huxler’s eyebrows squinted together. “You know . . . now that you mention it, we haven’t had one of Leo’s emergency station drills since you got here. I think we used to have them once a month, and it just passed by me that it’s been a while. I guess I’m a little surprised that Leo hasn’t noticed, but I know he’s feeling pressure from higher up, so it must have slipped his mind, too.” 
 “What kind of drill was it?” said Zach. 
 “Oh, nothing exotic. Everyone was supposed to assemble in the dining hall when the alarm sounded. They were to gather in assigned clusters, so if anyone was missing, it would be immediately obvious. That was the main purpose.” 
 “Okay, thanks, Doc. I think I’ll see the general about starting the drills again after I give it some thought.” 
 “Good idea,” was the first thing Sinclair said when Zach proposed restarting the drills. Then he frowned. “I shouldn’t have let this slip away. That’s an item a second in command would have caught. I’ll alert Jefferson for the future.” 
 “I will also propose that once we carry out a drill, I’ll have recommendations for changes,” said Zach. “I hear it’s been a while since the last time, and I’m pretty certain that people will be startled to hear the alarm again. I don’t think we should give an early warning that the drill is coming. It’ll let us see a worst-case response, and the chaos might make everyone a little more conscientious the next time.” 
 Sinclair nodded. “People thought of the drills as an annoying affectation of the military mind and didn’t take them too seriously at first until I chewed them out. It’s been long enough since the last drill that I’m sure this one will be a disaster. Let’s go ahead and do it during the sleep cycle. It’ll still be light outside this time of year.” 
 Two days later, at 3:00 a.m., Site 23 time, Zach watched Sinclair open the cover of a small box sitting on the shelf behind his desk. 
 “It’s tied into the site’s local net,” said Sinclair. “An alarm goes off in every room and every structure, followed by recorded instructions to immediately report to the dining hall. In theory, people should all be there within six minutes. At least, that was the timing I put in initially, not that I expected it to be met—one of those old military axioms. If something needs to be done in a fixed amount of time, tell your people it needs to be done faster than that. By the way, did you alert the new people what was coming? They’ll jump out of their skin at the alarm and have no idea what’s going on.” 
 “No, except I warned Jill Hardesty because of Bobby and told her not to tell anyone else. The rest will find out soon enough, especially when they leave their rooms and other people tell them what’s happening.” 
 “Okay, here we go,” said Sinclair, as he pushed the button. A nerve-wracking screech erupted from the small speaker in one corner of the room’s ceiling. The same sound was simultaneously emitted in every room and work area around Site 23. 
 “Let’s head on downstairs to the dining hall where everyone is supposed to assemble,” said Sinclair. “I’ll be totally shocked if this isn’t some cluster fuck.” 
 Thirty minutes later, Zach watched the last two staffers enter the dining area. They were Charles Adams and Rachel Munoz. Everyone knew they were cohabiting. 
 “Nice of you to join us,” said Sinclair in a mild voice to the two last staffers. However, his eyes were as cold as any arctic ice and in stark contrast to his words. His demeanor shushed the din of conversation. 
 Sinclair glared at his audience. “Alert drills have a purpose.” His eyes swept over the now quiet assembly. “We work in one of the most extreme environmental conditions on Earth, with any assistance we might need many hours, even days away. Some of the work here is highly classified, so there are always unknown consequences from that.”  
 As Sinclair paused, some of his audience shifted uneasily in their seats at the anticipated coming chastisement. Others frowned at being lectured to, just because of some silly drill. 
 Sinclair continued. “Some of you may have forgotten the procedures for the drills. I put you down as simply dumb. Others think this is some asinine power trip of the officer in charge of this site. Those of you who think that way I consider common assholes. To those of you . . . the few of you . . . who actually did what you were supposed to, I congratulate you, even though I doubt you realize how important these drills are. This site is a UNIT!” By now, Sinclair’s voice had risen to a shout. “IN ANY EMERGENCY, EVERYONE HAS TO ACT TOGETHER. THAT MEANS EVERYONE DOING WHAT THEY’RE FUCKING SUPPOSED TO DO!!” 
 There was silence. The civilians were not used to being spoken to this way. The military staffers were not shocked but were surprised Sinclair had included the civilians in his diatribe. 
 “To make it simple, let us assume that YOU ALL are dumb assholes. I have several solutions to this problem. For the military staff, you can imagine what a general can do if he’s pissed off enough. For the nonmilitary, while I only have limited control over your behavior, I have the authority to penalize your pay for noncompliance with contract details. That means, ‘people,’ that you can lose big chunks of the money you’re supposed to earn for working in this godforsaken paradise. If you don’t believe me, pull out the copies of your contracts and read the fine print.” 
 By now, Sinclair had the complete attention of everyone in the room. 
 “And, as a final incentive to improve our drill performance, remember that I have the buttons controlling the sirens. If you want as few drills as possible, the ONLY way that will happen is if I am happy about how past drills have gone.” Sinclair paused, his voice lowered but, if anything, even colder. “I am VERY unhappy. So . . . we are going to practice until I am happy again. Obviously, one random drill a month is insufficient, so let’s try one a day.” 
 With that, Sinclair stomped out of the room. The initial silence was followed by a cacophony of angry voices from the civilians. The military staff knew better, and many of them were mad at the civilians because most of the military staff had arrived at the assembly no more than a few minutes later than the six-minute goal. 
 More than a few choice words were exchanged until Richard Lindskold, the camp manager, got their attention. “While General Sinclair might not have the most genteel manner, he’s right.”  
 This stopped even the more vociferous protesters—Lindskold was well-liked both for his friendly manner and for his years of professional experience in running Arctic and Antarctic stations. “It is absolutely essential that in stations like this, everyone follows emergency procedures. Whether you or I agree with all we have in place is irrelevant. They are the established procedures, and they will be followed. If you have problems with these procedures, see me about it, and I’ll talk to Sinclair. But until changes are made, you will follow those procedures.” 
 Lindskold walked out of the hall—his softer voice and quiet stroll making as much of an impact as Sinclair’s performance had. After some quieter mumblings, the now mostly chastised staff members wandered back to their rooms or work. 
 While the staff dispersed, Zach waited to talk with Willie, when a hand touched his back. He turned to find Jill holding Bobby. 
 “Thanks, Marje . . . uh . . . Zach.” 
 She looked flustered, and it was the first time she had used his first name. 
 “I appreciate the warning. I’d have wondered whether there was a real emergency if I hadn’t known what was coming.” 
 “Fire trucks?” asked Bobby. 
 Zach smiled. “No fire trucks, Bobby. Just playing a game. Time to go back to sleep with Mommy.” 
 He turned again to Jill. “No problem. I just didn’t want you to worry about yourself and Bobby. This time was only a drill, but now you’re aware of the procedure to follow.” 
 “Well . . . thanks, again,” she said, shifting Bobby to the other arm. “Uh . . . sorry, I’ve been meaning to apologize for being so rude to you. You’ve been a help with all this.” 
 Zach’s face softened to an expression she hadn’t seen before. 
 “I understand. I was the instrument to snatch you from your life and get you here. It’s totally understandable for you to hold it against me.” 
 Jill’s mouth curled up at the corners, not quite morphing into a grin. “Oh . . . I still hold it against you, just not as much.” 
 “That’s progress. I’ll take it.” 
 Willie suddenly appeared behind Jill, and she nodded to Zach and left. 
 It took three more drills for the staff to make the six-minute target for complete assembly. After a week of daily drills, Sinclair announced he was moderately pleased, if not entirely happy, so the drills were reduced to once a week. After a month, they went back to monthly. Initially, Sinclair was anathema to some of the civilian staff, but other staff members and the military personnel took it in stride. By another month, the episode had moved into the category of site legend. 
   

A Mellow General


 

 For days, the emergency drills were the main topic of discussion for Level 1 and Level 2 staff. In contrast, Level 3 focused on rescheduling VR sessions, with Simeon’s approval, to avoid “surprise” drills that would terminate the sessions.
The problem was partially solved when Sinclair began leaking the timing of drills to Mueller. 
 The following weeks were both frustrating and exciting. The consensus was that Simeon was slowly opening up. The revelation of the apparent recordings of the Object’s surroundings covering millions of years both excited the Level 3 staff and ratcheted up their wanting to proceed faster. Simeon continued not to explain his bursts of cooperation interspersed with extended periods of stonewalling. 
 Despite saying the recordings could be viewed again, Simeon displayed the location recordings only twice more, in a brief session with Zach and in a three-hour session with Chunhua that precipitated a hurried gathering of the Level 3 staff with Chunhua asking the questions passed on to her. As before, Simeon was not forthcoming about the reasons for when he was willing to display the recordings, whom he displayed them to, and how long the sessions lasted. 
 Jason reported that his and Freddie’s mathematics discussions with Simeon had moved beyond what Jason could follow. He also said that he believed even Freddie was becoming lost, which led Huxler to scale back the mathematics sessions to prevent Freddie from becoming too agitated by his lack of understanding. 
 Simeon insisted on more frequent sessions in the VR with Jill, always in the parlor scene and always lasting precisely thirty minutes. After her initial nervousness and reluctance about talking to an alien whatever Simeon was, she looked forward to the sessions. Consistent with his interactions with other staff members, Simeon discussed general issues but also focused on specific topics he didn’t bring up with other users. In her case, Simeon was especially interested in what it was like being a female human. His questions about childbirth led to awkward moments before she relaxed and gave him detailed descriptions. 
 When asked about the female perspective of sex acts, she answered only with Huxler’s assurance that the other staff members would not have access to the sessions’ recordings. However, her limit was reached when Simeon asked questions about her personal sexual history. She demurred from answering. 
   
 The tension between Sinclair and the civilian staff eased with the site’s improvement in the drills, Zach’s and Bre’s discussions with individuals about the importance of the drills, and a general recognition that Sinclair was honestly concerned with staff members’ personal safety. Bre also planned a staff party when she believed the general mood had improved enough that a social event that included Sinclair would have maximum effect. 
 The event fell on a Saturday night, which was traditionally a noisy affair, what with the clanking of dishes and silverware, table conversations, weekly reminders of safety protocols, activity scheduling, major work assignments for the coming week, and the opportunity for any staff member to have a say on any topic, be it complaints to the community or thanks to other staff members for help or jobs well done. Dinner that Saturday was somewhat more boisterous than usual. Bre had planned an amateur night dedicated to volunteer entertainment, although rumors were that several performers required cajoling. Gossip had also spread that there would be a few surprises. 
 The dinner was a hearty pub-style selection by Kathy Ingersoll, based on three different chilis: a spicy vegetarian (although there were no strict vegetarians on staff), a slightly sweet heavy beef version (which Manny Cardoza claimed to be from Spain), and a mixed meat-and-bean recipe from somewhere in Mexico (or so Kathy claimed). Accompanying these were piles of a heavy cornbread containing onion, chopped green chilis, pimentos, and corn kernels, plus a salad to help cut the spices for sensitive palates. The fresh greens were possible only because a resupply flight had arrived three days earlier, carrying an unusually large load of fresh vegetables, courtesy of General Lionel Sinclair. It was one of the rare extra supply flights. Sinclair had flown back after a quarterly meeting in the White House situation room with President Chesterton and generals Hardesty and Wallens. At Bre’s urging, Sinclair returned with not only extra vegetables, but also with three pallets of beer, a relative luxury because liquids caused weight and volume problems for air transport. 
 Thus, beer was abundant for those inclined, which included most of the staff. By 8:00 p.m., the room was full of satiated, mellow sapiens, at least a few of whom were still sweating from the hotter recipes. People cleared their own dishes and took them to the conveyer belt leading to the dishwashing area, and the tables were moved aside to create space near the dining hall’s northern wall. Alfredo Ramos and Bob Tucker had constructed a platform against that wall, so performers were elevated about eighteen inches for better viewing from the audience’s rear seats. Bre climbed onstage and placed the index and pinky fingers of her left hand at the corners of her mouth, then let loose with an ear-splitting whistle.  
 “Okay, folks, it’s Talent Night at the North Pole!” Her announcement was greeted with claps, foot-stamps, and shouts from the audience. 
 “Settle down, settle down. For our first act, Harold Nieze plays a mean violin.” 
 Harold stepped onto the platform, accompanied by applause and cheers. Most staffers had heard him play in the past. Without speaking to the audience, he held the violin in position and froze, waiting for silence. Then he started playing Tchaikovsky’s “None but the Lonely Heart.”
The beautiful and haunting notes gripped the listeners. By the time he finished, there were more than a few damp eyes, and some of the women and a few men had unconsciously reached to lightly touch a neighbor. Five or six seconds passed before clapping and “Bravos” broke out. Harold smiled, nodded, and then let loose with an Irish jig. Within seconds, people were tapping their feet, clapping their hands in time, or providing vocal accompaniment. The response at the end was even more enthusiastic. 
 Calls for encores were quashed by Bre. “Thanks, Harold, but we’ve got more amazing acts, and we’ll be here into next week if we don’t move along. Next, we have intergalactic banjo players! They call themselves the Arctic Pluckers.” 
 Bre motioned to the side door, which opened and in tromped Richard Lindskold dressed as a Starfleet officer and Whitey Kolzlowski in a generous-size bikini and a green hairpiece, with his skin colored light green. Both men wore snowshoes. 
 “If you want to know where the bikini came from or how it is that Whitey is green, I’m afraid you’ll have to ask him,” said Bre, laughing. 
 “As for me,” said the site manager, “if you wonder how I came to play the banjo. Let me tell you, it helps to have spent time wintering over in Antarctica and a few places in the Arctic.” 
 “Sort of similar for me,” said Sinclair’s aide. “I have plenty of time on my hands working for someone who doesn’t do much.” 
 A second of silence and more than a few surreptitious looks at Sinclair were assuaged by the general’s laughter, followed by everyone joining in. The joke was another of Bre’s ploys, planted to ease tension between the site commander and the staff. 
 After the raucous cheers died down, the two men broke into a credible version of “Foggy Mountain Breakdown,” only to be followed by even louder crowd approval as they finished the piece with a series of flourishes. It was a close match between the sound produced by the banjos and the audience’s laughter and jeers.  
 To speed up getting to the next act, Bre had Lindskold and Whitey remove their snowshoes before leaving the platform. 
 “Now we have something completely different,” announced Bre. “Maggie, come on up.” The Canadian communications technician rose from her seat and joined Bre on the platform. The two women stood turned slightly toward each other, Bre in a light gray dress and Maggie in all black. 
 “This is the Letter Duet, also known as ‘Canzonetta sull’aria’ from Mozart’s The Marriage of Figaro.” Bre waved to someone in the back of the room, and music swelled from the speakers. 
 Both women had fine voices, and the audience sat silent and appreciative, in contrast to the claps and calls during the Arctic Pluckers’ performance. Bre had an ulterior motive for featuring the music, as she’d confided in Kathy and Jill earlier that day. 
 “I overheard Andrew say it was his favorite piece of music. I haven’t had much success getting his attention until now, so let’s see if this works.” 
 She had arranged with Lieutenant Montero to be sure Andrew would be sitting close to the platform. She was also careful to meet his eyes several times while singing and just happened to smile and give open hand gestures at the same time. 
 “Why don’t you just drag him into your room?” Kathy teased later. 
 “Maybe I’ll just do that if this doesn’t work,” said Bre. 
 When the duet finished, and the applause and the bravos died away, Maggie returned to her seat and Bre moved on to the next performances, which included a harmonica solo, a Scott Joplin medley on an electronic keyboard, a decent comedy set by Wilbur Huxler, and several other performances of lesser quality that were still received with appreciative applause. 
 “Okay, folks,” Bre called out. “Just two more performances. First, a guitar duet by Houdini and Chris. Let’s give them a good welcome.” 
 Polite applause followed as the two men carried their guitars and took seats on the stage. Normally, it was Houdini’s rotation to be the lead cook that evening, but Sally and Kathy had covered so Houdini could practice for the performance. Houdini’s guitar skills were established, but Chris Ellard was an unknown. Unsuspected by the staff, the American nuclear engineer had been raised in a musical West Virginia family. The two men had been heard practicing in a large storage closet the last week, although no one could make out what they were practicing. 
 Once they were seated, Houdini called for attention with a raised right hand. “This is a guitar duet version of the adagio from Concierto de Aranjuez by Joaquin Rodrigo.” 
 The two men were opposites in appearance, as Houdini’s dark beard and shoulder-length hair contrasted with Ellard’s bald head, graying hair at the temples, and neatly trimmed short beard. But when they began to play, they mirrored each other’s soulful concentration. The piece started slow and quiet as the two guitars intertwined and supported each other, and the rapt audience never twitched. 
 When the guitar players finished, Willie leaned over to Zach. “Well, Houdini may be an asshole, but he does play a mean guitar. We served together once in Columbia. He told me he learned to play when he was a teenager because he liked the sound and figured it helped him with the girls.” 
 Bre waited until the approving claps and cheers died away, then thanked the two guitarists and made the final introduction. 
 “To close out, we have Julio Juarez and his accordion playing a couple of what he calls norteño ballads typical of northern Mexico.” She smiled. “Obviously, it’s leaked across the border since Julio is from San Antonio.” 
 The Level 1 electronics technician waved acknowledgment to Bre and to the audience greetings and broke into a soulful tune. Halfway through, he added a vocal accompaniment.  
 While he played, Bre glanced around the room. Sinclair was sitting next to Astrid Brandstrom, the Level 1 astrophysicist. 

You know, thought Bre, I think I’ve seen them sitting near each other quite a few times. She’s nice looking, quiet, and about the right age for the general, but I don’t see him doing any hanky-panky as long as he’s the guy in charge. Too much of a straight arrow, goes by the rules.

 She let her gaze move along. Ralph was sitting next to Samantha Buford. 

Everybody knows he has a thing for her. Problem is, she seems to favor Eddie Wilcox. Speaking of pairs, I wonder how long it’s going to take for Jill and Zach, one or both, to realize there’s some chemistry between them, whether or not they want to admit it . . . especially Jill. Doesn’t she notice that he walks on eggshells around her? At the same time, he’s friends with Bobby and goes out of his way to help them.

 She briefly considered talking to Jill about it but decided her friend was too oblivious to her own feelings. She might even make more of an effort to keep Zach at arm’s length if I say anything. 
 Bre sensed the music selection was coming to an end. Her eyes fell on another pair, in this case with an empty chair between them. Bre liked Sandra Chu but didn’t get her attraction to Houdini. Bre pursed her lips. She disapproved of the cook, though she had to grant he was honest, even if that didn’t score many counterbalancing points for his cavalier attitude toward women in general. 

Well, she thought, Sandra’s a grown woman. If she has a thing for Houdini, neither I nor anyone else has any business butting in, unless it starts to get out of hand.

   

A Worried General

   
 Sinclair enjoyed the evening, the laughter, the momentary camaraderie, the surprisingly good performances, and even those who weren’t so professional but were honest in their sincerity. He needed the respite, but it lasted only until the evening broke up and memories returned about his concerns from the meeting in Washington. 
 President Chesterton had pressed hard, wanting to know when there would be more good stories to tell the public about the Object when it all came out. Sinclair sympathized. The president had to be concerned with the entire nation and the response of the rest of the world, while he, General Lionel Sinclair, was only responsible for just under one hundred people at the top of the world. 
 “God dammit,” said Chesterton, “I may not know a hell of a lot about physics, computers, and aliens from space, but I do know a hell of a lot about politics. Every instinct is telling me that our time is running out. Three days ago, I got back from a visit to Ottawa and a meeting with Prime Minister Harper. The Canadians are getting more suspicious about Site 23. The spy they have up there, you know, the one we’re not supposed to know about? Sinclair, it’s one of those conundrums. The problem is that our successfully keeping him completely shut out just makes the Canadians even more suspicious. 
 “Harper even hinted that he was considering flying up there one day to check out our ‘mutual effort’ on Canadian soil. Notice the implied threat of a surprise inspection and at the same time reminding me that Site 23 is not in the U.S. Not that I blame him, but he’s going to be royally pissed off when he finds out how much we’ve been hiding from Canada. 
 “Right after placating the American public, I’ll have to do the same with Canada. That’s without even getting into the responses of Europe, China, and who the hell knows who else?” 
 Chesterton sighed and waved a hand. “I know all of you are well aware of this. Sinclair, you’re doing your best, but I need more. A lot more. And yes, I know you’ve been slowly getting more out of the Object. From the reports I read, the hints about improved solar energy technology and integrated circuits are expected to pay off big, but the projections are that applications are years away. Those will sound good, but the public won’t see immediate effects. 
 “We’re coming up on the six months I originally said was about as long as I thought we could keep all this secret. I’ve given all this some serious thought. I’ve gone along with how this is being handled at Site 23 until now, but I’m afraid I’ve decided to give you just another six months to show some real progress, or there will have to be some drastic changes. What those might be, I couldn’t say right now.” 
 Neither Sinclair nor Hardesty and Wallens argued with the commander in chief. After they were dismissed and left the White House, they drove away in an unmarked vehicle to return to the Pentagon. Nothing was said until they passed through the White House security gate. 
 “Leo, the boss has given us six months, but I think that may be optimistic. Whatever you can do up there, I think it’s better to get it done in the next three or four months.”



 

 


 


CHAPTER 34

   
   




FATEFUL CALCULATION

   
   

Headquarters, Shenyang Military District, Harbin, China

   
 Senior Colonel Kwan Chan entered the conference room expecting with whom he would meet. He was wrong. Major General Song had coordinated the meeting with his superior officer Lieutenant General Zhang, as befitting his role as Zhang’s intelligence staff leader.
Although Chan’s unit had carried out the most sophisticated analysis being reported today, Song had facilitated input from other departments in preparing the final report. 
 Chan was not surprised when Song assigned him to give the verbal briefing, even though many of the sections had been produced by other of Song’s units. The conclusions and recommended actions were expected to be received with skepticism all the way to the Central Committee in Beijing, where a final decision would be made after passing through multiple layers of the Communist Party’s apparatus. A negative assessment anywhere up the ladder of authority would inevitably reflect poorly on the person serving as the face of the report and the proposal. Should the review results be unfavorable, most of the reprobation would fall to Chan and would minimize Song’s exposure. 
 Chan knew how the game was played, and the potential for blame falling to him was the price he paid for Song’s patronage. Thus, for the last week, Chan worked long hours on a presentation tailored to General Zhang’s background and the history of their previous briefings. Hence, Chan felt a moment of panic on finding a larger audience than he had expected. Zhang sat at the end of the long conference table with Song on his right, along with two colonels Chan recognized from Song’s staff. However, to Zhang’s left were three men Chan did not recognize. One wore the insignia of a political lieutenant general, and the other two wore dark suits with no hint of their standing.  
 Zhang motioned to the opposite end of the table, and Chan sat. 
 “General Song reminds me that you were expecting only the two of us at this briefing. However, your report made its way to other eyes. You are familiar with General Song’s staff, but the other attendees are observers, though they may have questions when you are finished. Please proceed as if they were not here.” 
 Under other circumstances, Chan might have laughed, as if he could possibly ignore the three strangers. He took the lack of introductions to indicate their connection to the highest levels of the Peoples’ political and military commands. 
 “Yes, sir. In my last briefing to you about the American base on Ellesmere Island in far northern Canada, I summarized our puzzling findings. At the time, we had indications of three areas of advances somehow connected to this base, namely, in mathematics, armored vehicles, and semiconductors. Further work by agents in the United States and our analyses support the early indications for all three. For armored vehicles, we do not have more direct hard data, but multiple confirmations indicate the Americans are developing armor possibly based on new alloys and not the composite or reactive armor emphasized in the most recent developments. This is completely unexpected because it was thought that merely increasing the metal durability had reached a limit of protection with modern antiarmor weapons. It also suggests a breakthrough of some kind. The Ellesmere base commander, Major General Lionel Sinclair, has twice visited the plant doing this armor development. 
 “Second, America is the leader in semiconductors, and China has made it a high priority to match or surpass the Americans. Since our last meeting, the American Defense Department quietly put a billion dollars into several semiconductor development programs, including one at Intel’s main facility in California, where we identified visits by a junior army officer also seen with Sinclair at the Pentagon. We’ve now traced this officer to a company not far from the Intel facility. The company is named Virtual-Reality, Incorporated, previously best known for the research and development of video games, software simulations, and, more recently, moving into virtual reality systems, probably intended for the global video gaming market. 
 “We have yet to succeed in penetrating the company’s operations for details, but we know they involve a highly classified virtual reality project underway with Department of Defense funding. A liaison officer to the project is Captain Andrew Jefferson, the same officer connected to Sinclair. This project was suddenly shut down just over five months ago. The captain and two or three of the main staff working on this project have disappeared. We were able to get the names of one of the disappeared staff members from a secretary who processed their separation paperwork. His name is Jason Cain. We couldn’t get more information on him from the company, but Internet searches found a few references and photos of a Jason Cain whom we believe is the same person. He was a mathematics graduate student who left the Massachusetts Institute of Technology under controversy. We are still looking into this, but Cain’s graduate adviser has since retired under pressure from the Institute, with hints of his inappropriate treatment of students. 
 “As you also know, we placed a Yupik Eskimo on Ellesmere Island six weeks ago. He has been observing the American base using Russian high-resolution optics. All his clothing and equipment are Russian, in case he’s killed or loses anything. He has a Russian directional radio transmitter to send image files of the terrain, the American base, and personnel to our submarine waiting off the coast of Ellesmere, which in turn uploads the images to us via satellite. Unfortunately, the Yupik only speaks rudimentary Russian besides his own language, so the verbal reports have yet to prove useful. 
 “However, even though the images of the American base are from a distance, several of the image files are of high enough resolution to apply facial recognition. We got good face images for twelve people, three of whom are Captain Andrew Jefferson, Jason Cain, and a man named Ralph Markakis. The last man is a famous video game designer who we believe was working at this same company as Cain, though that has not been confirmed. 
 “Of the others, one is the woman who is our inside contact, Ying Lin, and there is a man named Richard Lindskold. His history is working at and managing Arctic and Antarctic weather and research facilities, including two one-year tours in the Americans’ McMurdo Station in Antarctica. 
 “A sixth person is Bjorn Nylander, a linguist and anthropologist specializing in obscure native languages. He has been on a year-long sabbatical from the University of Michigan for the last eight months, but we did not find anyone who knows where he is now. The other faces were not matched to anyone in our databases. 
 “The Lindskold man’s role is obvious. He must be involved in managing the day-to-day operations of the Ellesmere base. But what about Nylander? The only Inuit settlement is too far away, and this base has no connecting roads for him to interact with the indigenous peoples. Why is he at this base? 
 “In addition, why are at least two men associated with a classified virtual reality development project moved to Ellesmere Island, likely with the system developed at the Santa Clara facility? 
 “Now I will return to the question of advances in knowledge or technology associated with the base. I mentioned Jason Cain. We previously noted the presence at this Ellesmere site of the American mathematician Fred Hoyle. In investigating Hoyle more closely, an agent was able to obtain two mathematics preprints. These are papers meant for publication in scientific journals and are at the stage where they are being reviewed and possibly modified in preparation for formal publishing. A team of our mathematicians at Beijing University has been analyzing the two preprints for the last week. They tell us the mathematics are too complex for them to give a thorough evaluation for another few months, but so far, they have two impressions. One is that the mathematics are too ‘beautiful’ not to be valid.” 
 One of the unintroduced listeners grunted and turned to Zhang with a raised eyebrow. 
 Zhang nodded. “Yes, I’m confused as well. How is mathematics beautiful?” 
 “Ah . . . yes . . . sorry. Briefly speaking, it is an expression a mathematician may use to describe a simple and elegant solution to a problem or, similarly, a theorem that leads to other, perhaps unexpected, connections to other mathematics. 
 “The two preprints have Frederick Hoyle as the first author and Jason Cain the second. One paper is believed to be a novel restatement of the Herzog–Schönheim conjecture, a problem that uses combinatorics applied to group theory. No one in my unit understands what the Beijing mathematicians tell us about this preprint, but they say it is a novel approach. 
 “The second preprint has an explanation from Beijing that is no more understandable to us, but they say it apparently shows an unsuspected connection between Diophantine geometry and iterative methods in numerical analysis. Again . . . please do not ask me to explain more. However, as with the first preprint, Beijing University tells us there are startling implications in this work. In fact, they say that even if the work turns out to have major errors, the approach being used is already being considered for other branches of mathematics. 
 “In summary, Beijing believes that while a savant like Freddie Hoyle might come up with intuitive leaps and be assisted by Jason Cain, they say the sophistication of the proofs is beyond most of them, and nothing in Hoyle’s or Cain’s past suggests they could do this work at all, much less in the time they have been together at the Ellesmere base. 
 “And now I come to the final new piece of information. General Sinclair has just finished a short trip to Washington. After one day in the Pentagon, he flew to Albuquerque, New Mexico. We were able to contact an agent watching the Sandia National Laboratory complex there just in time for him to be at the airport to follow Sinclair to the Sandia complex, where he visited a building housing photovoltaic research and development. 
 “Our computer hacking group outside Guangzhou made a serious attempt at accessing the Sandia network but was rebuffed by security protocols and software. However, an intrusion into a New Mexico senator’s computers revealed an unencrypted email mentioning that the senator had been told of a sudden five hundred million–dollar addition to the Sandia Albuquerque photovoltaic unit and an anticipated tripling of staff in the next year. 
 “We have no other information, and our agent says he doesn’t believe there is any chance of him finding out more anytime soon because he does not have access to that particular facility or any current contact with its staff. He is too valuable to risk, so we told him to resume his normal activity and not to approach the photovoltaic group. 
 “Based on all the other intelligence, we believe we must assume the Ellesmere base is somehow involved in a breakthrough in solar collection wafers. 
 “Now, sirs, I will move into a controversial area of research in my unit.” Chan stopped talking when one of the strange men whispered to the man next to him. That man shook his head and whispered back. Chan could not hear the words, but evidently General Song could. 
 “Colonel Chan’s unit is named to divert suspicions about what they actually do,” Song said to the unidentified man. “For administrative purposes, it is listed as a records archival center with no Internet connection. It is easier to remain invisible to foreign espionage by appearing innocuous. In reality, Colonel Chan’s unit is involved in some of our most advanced AI usage for intelligence analysis.” 
 Song turned back to Chan and nodded for him to continue. 
 “To summarize what you have just heard and from written reports you may have read, we have the following: a secret American operation with multiple layers of concealment placed in one of the most isolated places on Earth; the main purpose of the operation being kept secret even from the Canadians on whose soil it is located; a classified and extraordinarily expensive development in virtual reality being transferred to this base; confirmed or indicated advances in mathematics, semiconductors, armored vehicles, and photovoltaics, either that originated at this base or the base is somehow involved in their development—even though the staff size and background are not even close to being sufficient to explain the advances.   
 “My unit has been working on AI approaches to analyzing complex situations and making predictions. It is a relatively new field of effort, and we have several approaches ongoing. One of those has been named ‘Shining Light.’ It is unique, in that it uses a combination of human and machine intelligence. On the human side, it involves variations on the concept that in the West is called ‘the wisdom of crowds.’ The basic concept is that a group of people working together to make decisions will often do better than individuals, often better than purported experts. The theory is that the group decisions cancel out individual biases, lack of knowledge about the topic, or other types of error. 
 “A classic example is an experiment run by the British statistician Francis Galton in 1907. At a country fair, he asked eight hundred people to estimate the weight of an ox. Some of the people were farmers, whom you might think would be good at estimating. Others had no such experience and would be purely guessing. Galton then averaged their estimates and found that the group estimate was less than one percent from the actual weight and better than any individual estimate, even from people with many decades of farming experience.  
 “There are many historical examples of group decisions often being better, though it has also been found that at least some participants must have a minimum level of relevant knowledge. After all, the average of total ignorance is still ignorance. 
 “In recent decades, the Americans’ National Intelligence Agency has had a subunit called IARPA—Intelligence Advanced Research Projects Activity—researching ways to harness this ‘wisdom of crowds’ concept. They ran a competition with different approaches to this problem, and a consistent winner was the entrant ‘The Good Judgment Project,’ headed by a university professor named Tetlock. This project eventually found that not only did groups do better at forecasting than individuals, but groups with members relatively uninformed on a specific topic often did better than individual experts or groups of experts. 
 “They also found that some individuals were consistently better at forecasting than others. These superforecasters, as they are called, could be gathered into groups to perform even better. I will not go into the details, but Tetlock’s project believes it identified tools used by superforecasters. These include basing decisions on multiple approaches and models, taking in opinions from so-called experts, and generally not relying on any one influence too much. 
 “Other units of General Song have investigated this approach and have developed several sets of ‘superforecasters.’ The members of some sets meet regularly, while in other sets the members work physically isolated from one another. We use several of these sets in conjunction with our advanced AI systems. 
 “In applying this approach to problems such as the Ellesmere mystery, we focus not on choosing among a set of defined options, such as yes or no, but on a wide range of possibilities going from easily understandable to what seem to be totally outrageous. We find there needs to be such outlying possibilities to better select among more realistic options. 
 “Artificial intelligence is involved in creating the initial range of options to minimize inadvertent bias as to what is likely and then refining the process through interaction with human forecasters until a set of options settles unchanged. 
 “In a typical test of the Shining Light system, we end up with anywhere from six to twenty possibilities, depending on the complexity of the problem. These are given crude probability scores. In one case, the most likely option rated at a 31 percent probability, with the next most likely at 18 percent, and other options lower, down to 1 percent.” 
 “Maybe it is a good idea to tell our visitors what the example dealt with,” said Song. 
 “It was related to the trade and tariff situation with America. In retaliation for their putting higher tariffs on our goods, we weakened our currency, making it more difficult for us to purchase American goods. It was expected that this would put pressure on the Americans to stop the trade war that had gone on for several years. 
 “We had Shining Light not forecast what the Americans would do immediately about trade, but what they would do longer term. The most drastic options, such as actions leading to war or a total breakdown in trade, were rated at the lowest probability. The reality is that our two countries are too important to each other and have too many intertwining interests. For those reasons, Shining Light rejected those long-term outcomes. 
 “What scored the 31 percent probability I doubt anyone would have predicted. That option was that the weakening of our currency would tip the balance for America doing what it had considered doing for many years, but never made this a high-enough priority to commit to. And that is to address the problem of rare earths. These elements are mainly from atomic numbers 57 to 70. They are essential to expanding uses for magnets, ceramics, specialty glasses, lasers, plasma screens, semiconductors, and on and on. Despite their name, many of them are relatively abundant but not contained in sufficient concentration in ores to extract. 
 “At one point, China produced 95 percent of the world’s rare earths, but more recently, the percentage has dropped to about 80 percent, due to increased production elsewhere. It is thought that we failed at our attempt to punish Japan for an action we did not like by reducing exports of rare earths to them. Instead, our reduction of exports had the unanticipated side effect of alerting other countries not to depend on our exports as much. Since then, we have not made such further threats. 
 “Shining Light gave a 31 percent probability that negative consequences for China from weakening our currency would be for America to mount a serious effort to not only become independent of rare earth imports but become a chief competitor to China’s exports. Not enough time has passed for us to fully evaluate the results, but America has recently instituted major increases in government funding of rare earth mines and extraction facilities. Plus, we learned of a formal plan to put even more emphasis on this, with the goal of making as many nations as possible independent of China’s rare earth exports. 
 “There are other examples of Shining Light making unexpected predictions that have proved correct or seem to be moving in that direction.” 
 Song interrupted before Chan could continue. “This does not mean Shining Light is always correct. There have been failures, if you consider that the option with the highest score did not come to pass. Remember, these are only rough estimates. Sometimes the outcomes that occur do not have the highest score, but so far, they have never been among the lowest.” 
 Zhang noticed one of the strangers fidgeting in his chair. 
 “Patience, comrades. All this is leading somewhere that I think we are about to arrive at.” He motioned to Chan to continue. 
 “Comrade General Zhang is correct. Now I arrive at the end to describe what Shining Light predicts about the American base on Ellesmere Island. 
 “The list of options was long, though most had probabilities from 1 to 5 percent. What surprised us was one option rated at 47 percent, one of the highest scores we have ever obtained from Shining Light. Although it may seem contradictory, options from 30 percent to 40 percent have proved correct 76 percent of the time. This is an aspect of the idiosyncrasies of the system and a feature we are working to understand. However, I repeat how surprised we were at the 47 percent.” 
 Chan paused briefly. His long presentation had led to this moment, and he was unsure of the reception to his shocking conclusion or the impact on his career. 
 “This was also an unusual case because once all the more plausible explanations were rejected as having too low a probability, we were left with a seemingly implausible explanation as almost a certainty. According to Shining Light, the mathematical and technological advances associated with the Ellesmere Island base do not originate with the staff at the base, and the fact that the base is located there is because the source of information, whatever or whoever it is, is restricted to that site.” 
 The last words broke the silence of the unidentified audience, and a barrage of questions exploded. Chan spent the most stressful two hours of his life responding to questions and listening to suggestions about his incompetence or sanity. He felt thankful for General Song’s occasional support. 
 Zhang sat stoically during the grilling until he called an end to it. 
 “Colonel Chan, you are dismissed for now. Please remain in the outer office, in case we want to ask further questions.” 
 Chan was more than grateful to escape and spent another three hours sitting, pacing, and forgetting he had not eaten or drunk anything that day. When the meeting room’s door opened, most participants walked out and dispersed without glancing at Chan. Several more minutes passed before Song exited and walked toward Chan, who shot to his feet. 
 “You handled yourself well, Colonel. Return to your unit. It may be some time before we hear a response, if any at all.”  
   

123rd Archive Center, 23 Kilometers from Harbin, China

   
 Major General Caiwen Song hummed as his driver stopped at the security gate of Colonel Chan’s unit. 

You know, he thought, even with the newer buildings, this still looks like the Russian monastery it once was. I wonder if that was deliberate? If it was, I wonder if the designer of the new buildings had to answer for his capitalist tendencies and lack of commitment to our glorious continuing revolution?

 He couldn’t help himself and laughed. His startled driver glanced over his shoulder, only to be reassured by Song’s hand wave and then drawn back to his window when the guard returned their documents and opened the gate. 
 Song looked at the guard as they passed. The appropriately slovenly looking middle-aged man was a retired People’s Marine major with more decorations that most generals. Equally unobtrusive were similar men serving as groundskeepers, clerks, farmers in adjacent plots of land, and men and women in three villages within two kilometers. In addition, enough electricity flowed through the apparently dilapidated fence to fry a water buffalo. 
 Song usually visited the site only two or three times a year on well-announced visits. Today was different. It had been two weeks since Chan’s presentation, and Song knew the poor man had had a miserable two weeks, wondering about the outcome. He felt he owed it to his subordinate to pass along the news in person. 
 A visibly sweating Chan arrived at a run when he heard that General Song was in his office. He stopped outside the door, took several deep breaths to try to calm himself, and wiped his face with a handkerchief. He had been watching unit members show graphically displayed scenarios dealing with China/Taiwan trade when a nervous woman had found him and passed on the message. 
 Song grunted when Chan entered the office. “Relax, Chan. There is no bad news.” 
 It didn’t help, and Chan sat nervously facing Song. 
 “Well, a decision has finally been made. This went straight to the Central Committee. I know you thought things might not have gone well during your briefing, but I can now tell you that those three men whose identities were never given to you had already read all your reports and had gotten other technical input. Be assured that the work of your unit impressed people all the way to the top. I will also say that the decision to remove more details about the 47 percent rating was wise. It would not have been well received to tell a higher authority that the 47 percent breakdown had extraterrestrial aliens as 19 percent, eccentric scientists who would only work in the most remote locations as 6 percent, and the remaining 22 percent assigned to a dozen scenarios, most of which were even more implausible. The mention of aliens would have led to our report being dismissed.” 
 Song paused, possibly gathering his thoughts but causing Chan to suppress a cry just to get to the final point. “What was the decision?” 
 “Although the final decision was far above my rank, I believe the chairman himself was involved. When added to work done at other intelligence and economic units, our report points to quantum leaps in American technology that threaten to negate the advances we were projecting for China. Revised models now show that instead of catching up to and surpassing American technology within fifteen years, we may face dropping relatively further behind for at least the next fifty years. Beyond that, the models are too unreliable, although some people in authority worry it portends China will remain behind as long as a century or more, no matter our efforts.” 
 Song paused again, licking his lips. “The decision involves significant risks, but a strike team of sixty elite soldiers will be taken by submarine and landed within thirty kilometers of the American base. They will meet up with the two Eskimos observing the base and launch a surprise raid at morning’s first light—somewhere around the last week in October.” 
 Chan’s vocal cords froze. Despite his nearly obsessive wondering about what the response would be to his unit’s work, a direct military action had never occurred to him as an option. He swallowed twice before trying to speak. He failed, coughed, and tried again. 
 “But that’s within Canadian territory and is mainly an American base. Their response to such a provocation is bound to be severe.” 
 “That’s the grave risk. Although I was not privy to such high-level discussions, I imagine the Central Committee decided the response could be minimized. Everything will be traced back to a hardline general who will be accused of acting alone and without authorization. The Americans might not believe the story, but we think the American response can be managed with enough executions and our overtures of regret.” 
 Chan suppressed a shudder, knowing he was a disposable cog in the regime and could be deemed dispensable under the right circumstances. 
 “The decision is made, though I have my doubts,” said Song. “If what is happening on Ellesmere is as important as indicated, I personally would not discount any American reaction scenario if they believe China is behind the raid.” 
 “But witnesses?” protested Chan. “And the Americans and Canadians will send help as soon as the base radios what is happening.” 
 “Satellite, radar, and listening posts will be alert for signs of military movement before our team hits the base. Assuming that is clear, it is estimated that at least five to six hours would pass before help could arrive. There will be time to do intense questioning of the personnel to identify key people, gather records, and assess any personnel or equipment that should be taken back to where the submarine waits. 
 “If all goes optimally, there will be no witnesses. The Eskimos have identified a crevasse above an underground stream. Those personnel not to be returned to China will be thrown down the shaft to be swept away. Where to is not known, but if we’re lucky, it will either be to the ocean or trapped underground long enough for their eventual discovery not to matter. 
 “The raiding unit will be equipped with Russian weapons, clothing, and other gear. A few items will be ‘accidently’ left behind to implicate our communist comrades to the north. The Americans and Canadians will be faced with no witnesses and with suggestions the Russians were involved. 
 “There is also the possibility of sunspot activity in a time window favorable for the raid. If that happens, the team will attempt to launch the raid during maximum solar activity, which could disrupt communications for hours to days. As I have said, it is a risk, but there are contingencies to minimize American reactions.” 
 Chan realized that Song wanted to reassure him. While he appreciated the effort, both men knew the outcome could be negative enough that even a major general and a coterie of other officers and officials might not be sufficient scapegoats, in which case no individual and his family was safe. 



 
   
   

CHAPTER 35


 


 





DEATH AT THE TOP OF THE WORLD


 

   

Eskimo Eyes


 

 They had killed a half-grown musk ox ten miles away. Tupilaq had come with a silenced Russian bolt-action rifle he used on the musk ox—shooting an adult meant more trouble hiding the carcass once all the edible parts were removed. Amaruq never asked to use the rifle. He did not want to touch any tool of the Yupik’s, in case the demon had attached spells to it. 
 After butchering the musk ox and cleaning the hide to use it to further conceal the cave’s entrance, they had scattered the bones and other remnants in an effort to simulate the work of wolves. Amaruq did not believe the result was believable, but he admitted Tupilaq was probably right that southern people couldn’t tell the difference. 
 Moreover, hand-made snares could catch enough arctic hares, voles, and lemmings for a dozen men at this time of year. 
 As long as they were careful to conceal the evidence of their hunting and trapping, they could live off the land indefinitely. Yet when the season shifted to endless night, food would become scarcer, and they would need to insulate their cave dwelling from the winter cold. Both men were accustomed to eating raw or frozen meat, as did their ancestors, though Amaruq was Westernized enough to prefer cooking. 
 However, Amaruq did not intend to spend the winter on Ellesmere. Tupilaq believed they would be picked up by another submarine before winter, but Amaruq was not sure whether he and possibly the Yupik might be loose ends better eliminated by the Chinese. 
 At their camp, Amaruq had gathered dried grasses and mummified musk ox dung to smoke a week’s worth of meat. He wrapped the results in hare hide and returned to the observation position, where he would take his turn watching the base while Tupilaq returned to their camp. 
 The Yupik never took his eyes off the base when Amaruq jumped eight feet to land nearby. The Inuit had done it deliberately to see if he got a reaction—something ill advised, he decided twenty minutes later. 
 Amaruq stashed dried meat and a water bladder in rock crevices and joined Tupilaq in observing the base. The two men still had not exchanged words an hour later. Amaruq shifted imperceptibly where he crouched, both to ease a potential cramp and to edge slightly farther away from the Yupik. He did not trust the man he feared was a tuurngaq, an evil spirit who had possessed a human.  
   
 “Hey! Who are you?” exclaimed a voice in English coming from their left. Amaruq, startled, jerked around to look at the intruder. He saw Tupilaq already in motion, running toward a Caucasian man fifteen feet away. The man yelped once before the Yupik drove a knife into his diaphragm, removing any opportunity for him to make another sound. 
 The base staffer was flung against a rock upthrust. Tupilaq’s left hand clamped over his victim’s mouth as his right hand twisted and pumped the knife handle, severing blood vessels and cutting internal organs into sections. When he released the man, the lifeless body slid volitionless to the ground. His killer wiped the knife blade on the body’s jacket and turned expressionless to Amaruq. 
 “Hide. Hide dead. Hole.” 
 The Inuit needed no more complex wording. The man would be missed, perhaps within hours and certainly within days. The body must disappear. Amaruq knew Tupilaq referred to a crevasse leading to an underground stream they had found when searching for observation points. 
 Amaruq agreed, but it was more urgent to know whether the attack had been seen from below. He turned to view the base. Four human figures walked between the structures, and a tractor moved a large crate from what they knew to be a storage building toward where the base occupants slept. None of the people’s movements appeared hurried. Amaruq grabbed Tupilaq’s powerful binoculars and surveyed the base. No one looked in their direction. Two women walked out of one of the smaller structures, stopped to face a man carrying a metal toolbox, and apparently engaged him in conversation. No one looked up the slope. 
 It was mid-day, too soon for them to risk being seen moving the body. They crouched unspeaking six feet from each other and waited until the base activity subsided as it moved into the sleeping cycle. 
 Amaruq felt angry and fearful. The demon was too dangerous to be near. He would wait for an opportunity to disappear. Whatever their employer’s plan for the base, it was sure to change Amaruq’s life forever. His roaming the Arctic regions was accepted by Inuits and the Canadians, but in a flash of intuition he believed those days were over. He needed to get away from the base, from Tupilaq, from Ellesmere, and disappear into an Alaskan Inuit community near where he was born. 
 He had liked Arctic Bay, where a Canadian who also served their employer usually contacted him. The money the man paid him went into a bank account through electronic transfer. Although Amaruq preferred solitude and pitting himself against nature in his ancestors’ lands, he was not above using the accouterments of southern civilization. At age seven, he had even spent months living within the large Inuit community in Ottawa when his father took the family there. When they returned north, Amaruq remembered the experience—the good and the bad. The good he had resolved to use when it suited him, as long as he could live as he wished. Now, it was time to find an existence somewhere between the two worlds. 

 


Missing


 

 Zach handed Jimmy of the maintenance crew a requested socket wrench, while Zach helped overhaul one of the Hagglunds, the all-terrain, tracked snowcats. He liked working on vehicles and found a few hours of dealing with metal and grease to be therapeutic—almost meditative. Today’s work involved both men lying under the jacked-up vehicle. Unfortunately, the mood was dispelled when Jose Avila, the senior radar man on site, found him in the garage. 
 “Zach, can I interrupt for a moment? We may have a problem.” 
 Zach extricated himself from the transmission, rolled out from under the vehicle, and found a rag to clean the grime off his hands. 
 “What’s the problem, Jose?” 
 “It’s Eddie Wilcox. He was due to start a radar shift at 8:00 a.m. this morning, along with Pedro Laporta. Pedro called me at about 9:00 a.m. to say that Eddie hadn’t shown up. I assumed he’d overslept or something, although he’s never missed a shift before. I went to his room but got no answer to my knocking. Hank let me into Eddie’s room—Hank manages Dorm 1. Eddie wasn’t there, and the bed didn’t appear to be slept in. Then I checked the infirmary, the dining hall, and made a quick run around the site, asking if anyone had seen him. No one has. That’s when I thought I’d better alert you.” 
 “Okay,” Zach said, “it sounds like you don’t believe this is simply missing a shift. Am I reading you right?” 
 “Not Eddie. He’s reliable, but where is he?” 
 Zach frowned, thinking about how to proceed. “I assume you haven’t done a thorough search of the site,” said Zach. 
  Avila shook his head. 
 “So, he could still be around somewhere. Could he be outside camp . . . maybe looking for fossils?” 
 Avila shrugged. “I don’t know, but if he went outside camp, he should have logged it.” 
 Zach wasn’t as sure. “Let’s run over to the main building and check the logbook.”  
 They found his entry in the log for the previous day. Wilcox. Bone hunting on Baldy Ridge to the north. Out at 5:12 p.m., expected back by 7:00 p.m. 
 Zach looked up at Avila. “He was off site yesterday.” Zach glanced at his watch. “And should have been back about fifteen hours ago. No one has seen him since?” 
 “Well, no one I’ve spoken to . . . maybe eight people. And I think some of them asked others, but I’m not sure exactly who.” 
 “Okay, first thing to do is a thorough search of the camp, just in case, and organize a search outside the camp. Let me alert Sinclair, and I’ll get the go-ahead for a general site alert and meeting.” 
 Zach found Sinclair in his office. He didn’t look at Jill as he hurriedly passed her and Bre’s work area. She turned to see who it was. She wasn’t aware of a smile forming, but Zach was through the door and into Sinclair’s office before she could speak.  
 Sinclair raised his head from reading the latest reports on the Object’s communications. 
 “We may have a missing person.” 
 “Who?” asked Sinclair, setting down a pen. 
 “Eddie Wilcox. One of the radar people in Level 1. He didn’t report for his shift this morning, and so far none of his coworkers have seen him since yesterday. The site log shows he signed out yesterday to do some fossil surveying in Baldy Ridge. He signed out saying he would be back by 7:00 p.m. yesterday, but he didn’t sign back in.” 
 “Recommendation?” 
 “I’d like to call a general camp assembly. In case he’s actually in camp, that should bring him out. If not, then organize an exhaustive search of the site to rule out the possibility he’s injured or hiding for whatever reason. If that doesn’t turn him up, we should send groups out to scour Baldy Ridge. After that, it would be a general search of the surrounding terrain out to ten, maybe fifteen miles.” 
 “Agreed, do it.” Sinclair paused. “And if he doesn’t show up?” 
 Zach shrugged. “Let’s see what happens.” 
 Sinclair swiveled in his chair and activated the alert signal. The jarring signal sounded everywhere on site. After a few seconds, Sinclair used a microphone, and the siren was replaced by Sinclair’s voice. “This is General Sinclair. All staff members report to the dining hall IMMEDIATELY. I repeat, all staff are to report to the dining hall immediately. If you see anyone who might not have heard this alert, let them know. If anyone cannot come to the dining hall immediately, you must let someone else know where you will be.” Sinclair put away the microphone, and the repeating pulses started again. 
 The earlier drills now proved their worth when, for the first time, the assembly was for a real situation. They didn’t make the target six minutes, it took just under seven, but Sinclair was satisfied with everyone’s intent to get there as fast as possible. 
 “All right, people, let’s settle down.” They quieted and looked expectantly at Sinclair. “Is Eddie Wilcox here?” Sinclair asked. “Eddie Wilcox.” No answer. After a few seconds, Sinclair asked, “Has anyone seen Eddie Wilcox today?” No answer. Sinclair then turned to Zach, “Okay, looks like we have a problem. Take over.” 
 Sinclair stepped to one side, and Zach moved forward. “Jose Avila reported this morning that Eddie didn’t show up for his morning shift. A check of his room and around some of the site didn’t turn him up. Since everyone is supposed to be at this assembly and he’s not here, he may be on site and can’t or won’t respond if he’s injured or sick.” 
 Zach organized them into groups to search specific buildings. At least one person familiar with the structure was assigned to each search group. Forty-one staff members were left unassigned and told to remain in the dining hall. Forty-six minutes later, the last group reported back with no sign of Wilcox. 
 A pall lay over the assembled staff members when they heard the negative news. Zach waited until everyone was present. 
 “Okay, people, it’s likely he’s outside the site, but we had to be methodical. At this point, we have no idea if he’s in trouble, injured, got lost, or just didn’t come back for some reason. We’ll form teams to search Baldy Ridge north and south out to where the ridge slopes down and peters out about five miles to the south and three miles north. The slopes on both sides are steep, and we’ll search every inch, in case he’s somewhere not easily visible. Those of you not part of a search team can return to your usual activities.” 
 By mid-afternoon, they had the answer—still no sign of Eddie Wilcox. 
 “There’s only one option left,” Zach announced at the next all-staff meeting. “We’ll have to search farther from the camp and in all directions. The sun doesn’t set this time a year, so the teams will search until they cover their assigned sectors.” 
 Forty of the staff members were divided into five-person teams. Sinclair, Andrew, and Zach poured over a detailed map of the surroundings and assigned each team to a specific sector or terrain feature. The kitchen staff quickly prepared sandwiches, and everyone left with enough water and food for ten hours.  
 A few minutes past 2:00 a.m., the last search group returned. Zach, Huxler, and Sinclair met with Jefferson, the leader of the last team to return. 
 “Not a sign,” said Andrew, shaking his head. “We went to three valleys beyond Baldy Ridge. One of the maintenance women thought she remembered Wilcox saying something about having done that once a few months ago. She couldn’t recall if he had found fossils there, but we pushed on and checked it. Nothing. Shadows were also getting a bit tricky.” 
 “I was worried about that,” said Zach. “The sun is always low in the sky this far north and casts long shadows. There are so many jagged rock formations that it gets hard to see into them, and it affects depth perception.” He shook his head. “General, we can send more people out, but the best people to lead search groups need some rest. I know there are more volunteers who would continue the search, but I recommend we let everyone sleep and start again in five or six hours.” 
 “There’s a good chance we’re not going to find him, isn’t there?” asked Sinclair. 
 “Doesn’t look good,” said Zach. “It’s been what? Thirty-two, thirty-three hours? If it was a matter of his being merely injured but conscious, I think we would’ve found him.” 
 “I agree,” said Andrew. “People in my group shouted themselves hoarse. In this terrain, with the clear air and few other sounds, he would have heard and answered if he was able to, probably anywhere within a half-mile or more of a team.” 
 “All right,” said Sinclair. “Twenty or more people are waiting to join the search. I’ll announce that we’re suspending the search for now, and we’ll start again at . . .” 
 He looked at his watch. “Let’s make it 8:00 a.m. for the new search groups. You two will be up again to lead the groups, and let’s use as many fresh people as possible.” 
 “I recognize the search today was focused on finding Eddie,” said Huxler, “but there’s another aspect to consider. One good and bad thing about an isolated community like this is morale status. Not finding Eddie at all will have more negative impact than even if he’s found dead. People can feel that not enough was done to find him . . . something that can linger indefinitely. I know the search so far was carried out well, but I recommend that regular site operations take a back seat for a while to quell any suggestions that not enough was done.” 
 Sinclair frowned as he considered the counselor’s words. 
 “Doesn’t hurt to do as the doc suggests,” said Zach. “There’s even a logic to it. The terrain here is so difficult that it wouldn’t hurt to go over the same ground several times. For example, Baldy Ridge could be searched using different teams because no two groups will cover or see the same thing.” 
   

Futility

   
 The next day, the five-person search parties swept as far as fifteen miles from the site. Forty other staff members carried out another slow, painstaking search on both Baldy Ridge slopes. Neither effort found a sign of Wilcox. Searches continued for two more days as hope waned. 
 The more open terrain was easily examined. The problem was that areas of rocky outcroppings and fissures had innumerable places where an unconscious person, or a body, could remain undiscovered. If they had had a hundred times as many searchers, they still could not have looked into every possible hiding place. Each day, search parties organized and moved out to search specific sections of the terrain, only to return that evening or the next day with nothing to report. 
 As a longshot effort, Nylander remembered Wilcox talking about extensive ammonoid and brachiopod fossil beds dating from the Permian Period 250 million years ago that were supposed to lie in the northern part of the Raanes Peninsula, north of the site. 
 Andrew led the five army men on a three-day search north and north-northwest. It was as far as Andrew had ever hiked from the site. They were almost twenty-one miles north-northeast, standing on a promontory at around 4,500 feet—at the high point of a mountain spine running north-south. No vegetation grew on the bare rocks, and they could see farther north along the spine, down both flanking slopes and into the valleys on both sides for many miles. A mile or so to their rear had been a higher point, but it was inside the cloud layer, giving visibility of only a few yards. 
 They had pushed on farther than planned in order to get under the cloud layer for a last look beyond. From where they stood, it was as if they were in an enormous room, with a solid layer of cloud as the ceiling above them. Three sets of binoculars swept the land. They had used flares and smoke grenades to attract Eddie’s attention when they were on lower elevations. However, from their current position, the signals would have disappeared into the clouds. Except for a group of caribou in the western valley, nothing moved. They didn’t say it, but it would have taken significant movement for them to notice anything at these distances against the rock background. Yet they had been loath to give up. 
 “Sorry, Major,” said Lieutenant Montaro, putting his pair of binoculars down. “I don’t see anything.” 
 Sergeant Shalton shook his head as he stored his binoculars. “If he was dead or unable to move, it would take ten thousand men a month to even start to do a thorough search of this terrain.” 
 “Right,” said Montaro, “the only real hope was if he was alive and could call out or move and make himself seen.” 
 Andrew sighed. “Even if he was standing right in the open, we might not see him. If he had gotten disoriented and lost, I would hope he would have the presence of mind to leave signs of himself, such as building rock cairns on ridgelines. Something.” 
 Andrew took a last look—not hoping to see Wilcox but to consider the terrain. At times, the barrenness, the eerie dearth of human noises, and the vistas would have been strangely appealing—but not today. Today an aura of cold and barrenness hugged the terrain.  
 “All right. Let’s pack it up and head back to base.” 
 They would never know they were one of three search teams that came within view of the cave that the two Eskimos used as a base. The entrance angle was such that it could be found only when someone was within twenty feet of the opening. A team led by Willie came the closest before turning away. Inside, Amaruq and Tupilaq had been prepared to shoot the searchers. Amaruq was relieved when the teams moved on. Tupilaq was both satisfied and disappointed. 
   
 People offered only halfhearted arguments when Zach recommended and Sinclair agreed to call off the search. To assuage their morale more than encourage anyone’s hope of finding him, Sinclair said that the five-man military training units would keep a lookout. Yet no sign of Eddie Wilcox was found after another month. 
 The day when Sinclair formally called off the search was somber. Even though most people realized Eddie must be dead, a last glimmer of hope had lingered. When Sinclair extinguished that last ember, Huxler recommended that they schedule a memorial service. However, a spontaneous version of this happened toward the end of the evening meal when Bre announced that Samantha (Sam) Beauford had something to say. Sam talked about what she knew of Eddie, his life, his love for his children, Robbie, eight, and Gina, ten, who lived with his ex-wife. He’d told her that he missed them terribly but looked forward to seeing them when his tour ended. 
 Other staff members followed with anecdotes during the next half-hour. When the gathering broke up, Huxler walked up to Sinclair and whispered, “I think that was as good a catharsis as we’re going to get. It’ll take a little time, but in a week or two the staff’s mood will slowly return to normal, though maybe not all the way.”



 

 


 


CHAPTER 36


 


 





THE COMING NIGHT

   
   

Moods

   
 When Rotham signed on to a scheduled audio/monitor session with Simeon the day after the search for Wilcox was called off, he was prepared for the usual obfuscations. Simeon would ask for information and Rotham would give it, assuming it seemed innocuous enough, and then ask for some return information from Simeon. Usually, whatever Simeon told them was either something they had heard before or, if new, had no relevance to a question the staff wanted answered. An ongoing discussion, some would say argument, continued on whether Simeon was deliberately unforthcoming. Today, Rotham immediately got an indication something would be different. 
 “Hello, Simeon, how are you today?” 
 “I am fine, Jeff. How are you?” 
 “I’m fine also,” Rotham answered perfunctorily, as he shuffled some notes in front of him. He never looked up from his notes at the monitor showing Simeon’s head. “I thought we’d talk about languages today. You had some interesting comments when we talked about this topic last week.” 
 “That’s fine, Jeff, but I was wondering if there is any problem I should know of.” 
 Rotham looked up at the monitor, surprised. “A problem?” Simeon was frowning. Frowning? Rotham thought. Simeon is frowning? Rotham hit one of the alert buttons to his right. The site net instantly sent an alert to Mueller and Huxler to come running—something new was happening with the Object. They would monitor the ongoing conversation between Rotham and Simeon and only join in if requested by Rotham. Mueller was in Level 3’s main workroom and rushed to a secondary monitoring station within seconds. Huxler had an appointment with one of the maintenance staff, whom Dr. Wilderman thought might be having some adjustment problems. It took him a few minutes to wind down the session, apologize, and reschedule the counseling for the next day. Witnesses grinned and shrugged to one another to see Wilber Huxler running between buildings. 
 An hour later, Rotham, Huxler, and Mueller began a long session of mulling over how Simeon had detected the staff’s mood shift caused by Wilcox’s disappearance. All Level 3 staff members asserted that they had not mentioned anything. The conclusion was that Simeon’s ability to read human behavior was more advanced than everyone realized—something that was both encouraging and worrisome, as seemed to be a familiar pattern. 
   
 The pall hanging over the site gradually eased. Sessions with Simeon, both audio/monitor and virtual reality, continued with no recent major breakthroughs, as judged by most of the Level 3 staff—although Mueller disagreed. 
 “Maybe it’s because I’ve been involved in this longer than most of you. I see changes, even if they’re too gradual for others to register them. You have to admit Simeon is acting more ‘human’ than before.” 
 “Yeah, maybe,” said Charles Adams, “or maybe he’s just learned how to better imitate our behavior, especially with facial expressions. Far more important and worrying is how he knew about Wilcox disappearing.” 
 “That’s not quite accurate, Charles,” said Huxler. “He never mentioned Wilcox, only that he detected mood changes among the Level 3 staff. However, I agree with you about the significance of the Object detecting changes in human behavior and concluding something had changed the staff’s mood. That’s exciting and disquieting at the same time.” 
 “Yes, but it’s got nothing to do with getting real information out of him,” said Adams. 
 “Leave him alone, Charles,” snipped Rachel. “I prefer his optimism to your pessimism.” 
 Adams glared at her but did not respond. The two had been an item for some time, but there were murmurings that new tensions had developed for whatever reason. Huxler suspected that Adams was becoming more frustrated because Simeon was the least forthcoming to him than with any of the other staff members interacting with the Object. Huxler had discussed Adams recently with Sinclair. Adams was becoming more of a distraction in the last months, constantly griping about everything and sniping at people, particularly the three VR people and Jill. Mueller noted that Adams ignored Zach and Willie, out of either caution or disdain. Twice, Mueller had asked Huxler to do something about Adams, or else he might suggest to Sinclair that Adams be transferred out. 
 Not that Adams was the only vexed member of Level 3. Simeon’s recalcitrance, combined with his giving apparently random pieces of new information and his periodic favoring of one staffer over another, worked together to maintain people’s level of frustration. 
 Simeon’s latest tactic during sessions involved focusing on specific topics on which the staff did not understand the reason for his interest. Although he seldom revealed the motive for his curiosity, they suspected it was due to his access to the digital version of the Encyclopedia Britannica. In one VR session, he grilled Chunhua for an hour on the concept of bushido, despite her protestations that her ancestry was Chinese and not Japanese. He asked Jill to explain why some people preferred beef stroganoff over beef Wellington. Whether it was a random choice, or he somehow found out beef stroganoff was her father’s favorite meal remained a mystery. 
 In Zach’s latest session, Simeon began by asking for an explanation of the curse of the Bambino. From there, they got into a lengthy discussion on baseball tactics and finally came back to the question of how the Boston Red Sox couldn’t win a World Series until 2004 because they had traded Babe Ruth to the New York Yankees in 1919. 
 With Ralph, the sessions with Simeon were the most consistent of any of the VR users. Simeon never strayed far from video games, a topic Ralph was happy to engage with ad infinitum, particularly the different genres and strategies. 
 Whatever the feelings of the Level 3 staff members, their work continued, as did the monitoring of China, North Korea, and Russia in Level 2 and the basic operation and research activities in Level 1.  
 Everyone noticed the sun hanging lower in the sky each day. Finally, the day came when Ed Schofield, leader of the four-member meteorological team, announced at the evening meal that the sun would officially set briefly in a few hours. The landmark event meant the autumnal equinox lay two weeks away, the day of equal hours of day and night, followed by two more weeks until the day when the sun would set for the last time, not to be seen again for three months. 
 Those staff members who had not experienced a long night had been amply warned by Huxler and other staff what it was like, and no one looked forward to it. The approaching night and the lingering depression from Wilcox’s disappearance led Bre and Huxler to change a routine. Shortly after Schofield’s announcement, Bre called for attention. 
 “Hey, everybody, listen up. Whether you know it or not, we usually have an autumnal equinox party on that auspicious day. There will be a change this year, but don’t worry, there’ll still be an equinox party. It’ll just be a little early. There’s also going to be a Halloween party on October 28. And yes . . . it’s going to be a costume party, and everyone is required to participate, no exceptions.” 
 “So . . . what’s General Sinclair going to come as?” asked Bill from maintenance. 
 “What do you think he should come as?” 
 “Uh . . . I don’t know. Maybe a general?” 
 Laughter and catcalls followed Sinclair’s snort. 
 “Hey . . . I know someone who knows the answer,” said Bre. “Lieutenant Montero. How about you? What do you think General Sinclair will come as?” 
 “Like any general,” said Montero, “he’ll come as any damn thing he wants to.” 
 This time the laughter shook the room. 
 “But what about the equinox party?” said Kathy. “You said we’ll still have one.” 
 “Yes,” said Bre, “but we will just move it forward a bit to October 3rd, so as not to be too close to the Halloween party. Exactly what will go on that evening is still being planned, but we hope it will be something to remember.” 
   

Prince Patrick Island, Western Nunavut

   
 Major Jun Peng leaned over the map covering the tactical table in the control room of the Changzheng 14, the same Shang-class nuclear-powered attack submarine that delivered the two Eskimos to Ellesmere. The stifling air resulted from a vessel designed for a crew of 102 being skeletonized to 78 for this mission and supplemented by 60 commandos crammed into every available space. In theory, the environmental system could maintain acceptable air quality for the entire voyage. Unfortunately, “theory” was not aboard. Overburdened environmental systems began having difficulty five days after they launched, forcing the captain to surface several times, always at night, to clear out the air and give the ship’s systems a rest. 
 Today was the first time Peng knew his exact location since his assignment to the mission. He and a hundred and twenty men from different units throughout China had flown into Harbin, been put on buses with windows painted black, and spent hours on winding roads at increasing altitude, as evidenced by his ears popping. Through a few scratches in the window paint, he recognized that they traveled mainly north. He watched as the terrain changed from short evergreens and scrawny shrubs to valleys and ravines with larger stands of trees. Once they passed a logging camp. By then, he was certain they were in the Greater Khingan mountain range north of Harbin. 
 Snow covered the higher peaks. We must be at five or six thousand feet, he thought after seeing the snow and Asiatic-appearing loggers dressed in furs. 
 They finally stopped after arriving at an obviously recently constructed camp. There, they spent the next month in vigorous physical training and unit operations for men who had never served together. Three times during that month, Peng heard workers speaking in an unknown language. He thought the speech might be one of northern China’s ethnic minorities. He was correct. They spoke one of the Tungas languages more related to Turkish, Japanese, and Korean than Chinese. 
 The original one hundred and twenty commandos gradually dwindled from the rigors of the training and based on criteria never explained to Peng. By the end of week three, only sixty men remained. 
 Then, one day, a trainer lacking insignia led Peng and his five senior subordinates to a room where a colonel briefed them on the Ellesmere mission. A major general and a brigadier general observed without participating or being identified. When the briefing ended, Peng and his men had one hour to pack before boarding more blacked-out buses for another hours-long trip. During one extended stop, Peng heard what he believed were men speaking Korean. Two hours later, the bus stopped again, this time in a small, deserted fishing village. There, motor launches transferred them to the submarine.   
 They had now been waiting a week off the west coast of Prince Patrick Island, the westernmost island of the Queen Elizabeth Islands in Canada’s far north. The boat’s captain had told Peng that only in the last few years had the island not been ice-locked most of the year, a presumed byproduct of the warming planet. Now the submarine hugged the coast—a check of the boat’s charts said they rested in a coastal indentation named Satellite Bay in the island’s north. They surfaced every other night to let crew and commandos stretch their legs on the hull and long enough for more effective reception of burst transmissions from high command relayed through Chinese satellites. 
 Most of the time, they lay stationary a hundred feet under the water. When they surfaced, the freezing air came as a welcome relief. The boat’s captain used the rapid transition from warm, humid air rife with male odors to frigid arctic air as a diversion appreciated by all. As a result, the men went from wearing shorts to furs in seconds. However, today was different. 
 Major Peng waited as the hatch opened, the arctic air flushed out the submarine, and the communication station checked for a message. For both security and current solar storm conditions, any message was simply a single word, repeated for thirty seconds at a satellite’s highest output. There were only three possible messages: “water” for mission aborted; “air” to remain on station; “earth” to proceed with the mission. For seven days, the message had been “air.” Peng watched the communication technician at his console. Suddenly, the technician sat up straighter, wrote something on a pad, and handed it to the boat’s captain. After glancing at the pad, the captain showed the message to Peng. It was a single symbol, the ideogram for “earth.” 



 

 


 


CHAPTER 37


 


 





CONVERGENCE


 


 


The Party


 

 The Autumnal Equinox party was in full swing on October 3rd when Zach entered the dining hall. As usual, Bre had gone all out with the decorations and the lighting. Once everyone had finished eating, the dining tables were crowded to the sides of the room to create an ad hoc dance floor—which at the moment was being used by an eclectic mix of mainly younger staff members, plus some oddities such as Wilbur Huxler dancing with Paula Rosario. 

Talk about opposite personalities! Zach thought when he saw the avuncular counselor and the acerbic biologist. 
 The music was an unknown instrumental—at least, unrecognizable to Zach—not that people noticed, as judged by couples engaged in a variety of dances, whether fitting the music or not. The astrophysicist Astrid Bergstrom was doing something like a foxtrot with Howard Mueller, Harold performed a respectable rumba with the dentist Marylou Stebbins, and Maggie Lazlos and Mary Coutriard engaged in something that involved roving hands and lip contact. 

Find a room, ladies, thought Zach. As for the other dancers . . . who knew what they thought they were doing? 
 Zach surveyed the room, noting that most of the staff members were there. The remainder were on duty, ill, or a few disinclined to socialize. The latter would be noted by Huxler and Dr. Wilkenson as a potential danger sign of having psychological problems. 
 Zach’s gaze passed over one table, then returned. Kathy Zerlang stood talking to the people seated there: Ralph, one of the technicians—John something, Houdini, and Jill. John and Houdini had an exchange, and the entire table broke into laughter, with Jill joining in. Zach noted a twinge of irritation and wondered where that had come from. Maybe the evident camaraderie. He was tempted to wander over, but he wouldn’t have chosen to include Houdini if he was going to socialize. The man was good at what he did, but Zach wasn’t required to actually like him. His gaze moved back to a laughing Jill, noting her happy flush, bright eyes, and animated gestures at whatever was being said. 
 He moved on, perusing the room, then picked up a beer at the bar and headed for a table with an empty chair. The occupants had finished eating and were talking good-naturedly. Seated were Lieutenant Montero, one of his sergeants, Sandra Chu, and two radar men, Jose Avila and Pedro Laporta. Zach thought he heard Spanish as he approached the table, but they switched to English when they noticed him. Montero and Avila moved their chairs to make more room. “Have a seat, Zach,” offered Montero. 
 “Hey, Zach,” Sandra said with a grin. “How come you’re not out dancing?” 
 “Very simple,” riposted Zach. “As site safety officer, my job description includes minimizing accidents. And believe me, Zach Marjek on a dance floor is an accident waiting to happen.” 
 The others laughed, and Laporta added, “Now, as soon as they put some salsa music on, I’m asking Sandra to dance.” 
 “Be careful what you say,” Sandra shot back. “I do a mean salsa.” 
 Zach took a healthy swallow of beer and addressed Montero. “So, I noticed you and your men trudging in today. Looked like you’d been out a month, instead of just three days.” 
 “That was all a disguise,” Montero responded. “We always need enemies to underestimate us.” 
 “And what enemies did you run into this time out?” asked Avila, grinning. 
 “Oh, it was a hazardous mission. An entire company of camouflaged armor. Thought they could fool us by hanging fur pelts over their tanks.” 
 Zach interrupted. “You mean the musk ox herd southeast of here?” 
 “See! That’s what they want you to believe and proves the wiliness of the enemy. And how about those damned mobile land mines? We ran into a whole field of them yesterday and almost lost a man.” 
 This time, Sandra interrupted. “Oh, you mean the rabbits. Someone stepped in a rabbit hole again? I thought you guys were ‘always alert’?” 
 “They’re hares, not rabbits, and I rest my case. The camouflage of our enemies is ingenious.”  
 The entire table laughed, and Avila rose, slapping Montero on the shoulder. “I’m for another beer, anyone else?” Montero and Zach took him up on the offer. 
 Montero turned to Zach. “Seriously. No, it was pretty routine. I think we’ve done about all the useful training here we can do. We’re repeating the same exercises and covering the same ground over and over again. Can’t say I understand why the brass originally scheduled this tour for six months or why we just found out they extended us here another six weeks. Everything we’ve done could have been finished in no more than a month.” 
 Zach couldn’t reveal that the main purpose of the “training duty” for Montero and his men and the other such units that rotated in and out was to provide a minimum security force with sweeps out into the surrounding terrain. While it was unnecessary for these units to be enthralled with this situation, it never hurt to keep them alert and not thinking about other reasons for this assignment. 
 “Tell you what, Ramon. How about setting up some ‘mini-missions’? For example, some of the staff could serve as opposition forces while they’re out on their fossil hunts, hikes, whatever. One thing that’s hard in this terrain is long-distance spotting of movement. The openness can fool you if a target doesn’t contrast enough.” 
 “Not a bad thought, Zach,” Montero said thoughtfully, “and you’re right. We’re used to seeing things up closer, so spotting anything unusual is not a problem out to maybe a thousand yards, but here you can sometimes see ten miles if you’re high enough. We’re not used to discriminating at those distances.”  
 “Well,” said Zach, “we could also have some human silhouettes made and ask for volunteers to place them around an area. Then you and your men could practice being able to spot them at various distances and under different light. I’m sure some people would be interested in helping. In fact, when Bre finds out, she’ll probably dream up some kind of game and reward system.”  
 “Okay,” confirmed Montero, “let me get back to you tomorrow, and we can think about it some more.”  
 Avila returned with four beers precariously clumped together within his hands. 
 “I forgot if it was three or four beers I was supposedly getting, so wisely took the safe course and brought four.” After distribution and sampling of the new arrivals, everyone at the table was silent for a moment. 
 “You know,” said Montero, “the more I think about this kind of exercise, the more I think it’ll be useful. Just yesterday, when we were about ten miles south of here, Cory thought he saw a couple of figures crossing a stream farther to the south. None of the rest of us could see anything, and he couldn’t either when he tried to point out the location. Where he indicated was at least a mile away, so maybe he was fooled by light reflecting off the stream and rocks. Anyway, I put it in my report.” 
 “Yeah,” said Avila. “Something similar happened with the bone hunters a couple of weeks ago. Paula told me how she, Nylander, and Samuel Romberg were checking out the escarpment to the west. You know, just north of where they’d already found a couple of fossil sites. On the way back, Nylander mentioned he thought he saw a human figure on Baldy Ridge above the camp. No one else spied anything, and Nylander wouldn’t discuss it. As smart as he is, he’s a real prick, and Paula figured he blurted it out without thinking and then didn’t want to look foolish when no one else saw anything.” 
 Zach’s breath caught, and he felt a sudden tensing in his muscles and hairs rising on his back. “You say that was about two weeks ago?” he asked Avila. 
 “That’s right. The same week Houdini tried making goulash with last of the musk ox meat. Christ. He comes up with some amazing meals, but he missed on that one.” 
 “Did they report the possible sighting?” 
 “No,” said Avila, frowning at Zach. “Should they have? It was almost certainly some mirage, if anything.” 
 “No,” said Zach, “just curious.” He wanted to agree it was probably nothing and didn’t want to alert any others who were listening. 
 “Speaking of food, how about that chocolate decadence cake Kathy made for the party?” Sandra gushed. “I’m afraid if I have one more piece, I’ll never sleep tonight.”  
 And with that, the conversation flew off into a paean to chocolate.  
 Zach’s mind was elsewhere. Two sightings of possible human figures where none should be. His instincts went on full alert. He remembered two weeks previous, about the same time as Nylander’s sighting, when he thought he caught a flash on the same ridgeline. He’d assumed it was the sunlight reflecting off quartz or some other mineral—but what if he was wrong? 
 “I need to relieve myself. Excuse me.” 
 He rose and surveyed the room until he spotted Samuel Romberg, the geophysicist who was recently taking geological surveys in the vicinity of the site. Zach skirted the gyrating figures on the dance area and wound his way over to the table where Romberg talked with Ed Scofield and Gorski, one of the Russian experts.  
 “Sorry to interrupt,” Zach said as he interrupted, “but there’s something I wanted to ask Samuel.” The three at the table paused their conversation and sat back slightly in their chairs.  
 “Sure thing, Zach,” said Romberg, nodding, “what’s up?” 
 “On Baldy Ridge above the site, is there any quartz or another mineral deposit that might reflect sunlight? A while back, I thought I caught a glimpse of a pretty good reflection and wondered if it was natural or someone had dropped garbage or tools.” 
 “Well,” said Romberg, “it’s most likely not natural. The formations in this area are relatively deficient in quartz or deposits that might reflect. In fact, that ridge has a massive coal vein running just under the top and almost a quarter of the way down the ridge. Where did you think the reflection was located?” 
 “About ten to twenty percent down from the top,” replied Zach. 
 “Well, there you go. That’s in the middle of the coal seam. Looks like possibly someone did leave something up there.” 
 “Okay, thanks, Samuel. I’ll ask people hiking up the ridge to look for anything. No point littering up the place or losing equipment.” With that, Zach excused himself. He now looked for Sinclair and found him nursing a beer and deep in conversation with Wilber Huxler. Zach wandered near their table to where Sinclair faced him. Once he caught Sinclair’s eye, Zach gave a causal nod toward the hall, then moved in that direction. At the hall entrance, Zach looked back. Sinclair was following, so Zach climbed the stairs. 
   

Intuitions


 

 Sinclair found Zach in his office, manipulating the remote that controlled the building’s roof camera. The feed to the wall-mounted monitor currently pointed over the lower buildings’ roofs and out to the gradual slope leading to the valley floor. 
 Zach glanced up. “I took the liberty of starting up the camera feed.” 
 Sinclair waited, wondering what was up, but knowing Zach would get to it. The scan moved to the east and up to the summit of Baldy Ridge, then followed the ridgeline to the north. 
 Finally, Zach turned to Sinclair. “I have a bad feeling,” Zach said with an emotionless voice.  
 “Based on something or just a feeling?” 
 “Let me take you through it. Eddie Wilcox went missing. He didn’t leave notice where he intended to go, but people say that when he was out for just a few hours, he usually headed up the side of Baldy Ridge, which is how he logged out. He’d told several coworkers he was methodically checking the slope for more signs of fossils. On the day we’re concerned with, he signed out for a few hours, expecting to be back in time for evening meal.  No one noticed until his next shift, about fifteen hours later, that he hadn’t returned. As you know, we searched both sides of Baldy Ridge the entire eight-mile length, plus exhaustive searches out as much as fifteen or more miles from the site over the next several days. We never found any sign of him.” 
 “Well,” Sinclair said, “we assumed he must have either wandered totally off any possible search grid or fell into some pit or crevasse we didn’t find during the search. Either way, after a week, he must be dead. Besides hating to lose anyone so inexplicably, it hurt site morale. That’s one reason Bre has gone overboard on the equinox party tonight.” Sinclair paused. “But what else?”  
 Zach continued. “A few minutes ago, Lieutenant Montero mentioned one of his men thought he saw distant figures yesterday while they were south of here. Nothing confirmed, and no one else saw anything. The distance and light were such that they assumed it was just an optical trick. But then Sandra Chu said that she had heard that Nylander also thought he saw some figures on the Baldy skyline when he and some others were on one of their fossil hunts. The thing is, around those days I thought I caught a glimpse of a sunlight reflection from somewhere on the ridge. I checked with Romberg, and he doubts there is anything natural on that part of the ridge that would reflect sunlight.” 
 Sinclair thought he could see where Zach was heading. He didn’t like the direction. “And?” 
 Zach counted off additional points in a tone as if marking off fingers. “We’re in the middle of the shift from light to dark. Each day gets about an hour darker than the previous day. I understand that solar activity has interfered with our communications, and we could be cut off or have only sporadic connections for another few days. The weather forecast is for a front that might move in sometime in the next eighteen to thirty-six hours, possibly leaving two to five inches of snow, not enough to slow movement much, but plenty to cover any new tracks made in the next eighteen hours.” 
 Sinclair’s expression had steadily grown grimmer. “And your intuition says what?” 
 Zach looked up into Sinclair’s face. “The evidence is scanty, and I’d be hard-pressed to give a good defense, but my intuition is warning me something’s off. What? I couldn’t say.” 
 Sinclair took a seat on the couch against the wall. “Let me be honest. This feeling of yours might be nothing but your brain looking to construct the worst scenario out of disjointed facts.”  
 Zach shrugged. “Sure.” 
 That was one thing Sinclair appreciated about the CIA agent: Zach might give an opinion, but he never hesitated to acknowledge the possibility, perhaps even the likelihood, that he was wrong. 
 “Okay,” said Sinclair, “let’s assume for the sake of argument somebody or somebodies are out where they shouldn’t be. There are several serious but not dangerous possibilities. It could be scientists who’ve ignored the Canadian restrictions because they want to investigate around here . . . maybe for fossils. Maybe they’re reporters or other people who’ve found out there’s something secret going on here. That class of options needs to be addressed, though they’re not a physical danger. 
 “A worst case is people with hostile intent. Some nation or group somehow found us out. We know what they would be after. But why risk such an operation? The political and possible military consequences would be off the charts unpredictable. They would either have to figure the U.S. wouldn’t do anything about it or didn’t care about the consequences.” 
 Sinclair stood back up and paced the floor. “The most likely candidates would be Russia and China, with outside chances of North Korea or Iran. Independent groups would be highly unlikely because of logistics. Given the geographic proximity, Russia would seem the most likely.” 
 “I would favor the Chinese,” Zach said. “Russia is struggling to climb out of the economic mess caused by Putin’s handling of the economy. On the other hand, China is full of itself, thinking they’re on their way to matching the U.S. economically and militarily. If they somehow found out about the Object, they might be afraid the U.S. is learning things that would put a kibosh on China’s future plans. You know . . . America having access to technology they couldn’t hope to match. It’s the kind of situation that can lead to them taking risks otherwise deemed too extreme.” 
 “Well,” said Sinclair, “assuming this risk is real, I’m not sure what the hell it matters why it’s happening!” 
 “Hopefully, we can discuss it at some later date,” Zach offered. 
 Sinclair thought for a few moments. “Okay, here’s what we’ll do. We need to confirm if anyone’s around who is a threat or not. Let me get Andrew in here.”  Sinclair pulled out his pager and fingered the keys. 
 In the dining hall, Andrew was dancing with Bre. They had started talking about an hour ago and were interrupted only a couple of times for music Bre thought Andrew would dance to without panicking. He was more than casually aware of her warmth and shape during the close-proximity dances. They were in the middle of one of the rare slow dances and in a tight clasp. He had the urge to kiss her but wondered about her response when suddenly his pager began to vibrate.  
 He started, then released Bre and stepped back. “Sorry, I just got paged. Let me see what it is.” 
 Bre could have spit bricks, but she waited while he pulled out the pager and checked the message. 
 Andrew mumbled under his breath, then looked apologetically at Bre. “Sorry, duty calls.” 
 “Well, get your ‘sorry’ ass back here as soon as you can,” she teased. 

What is so damn urgent that Sinclair wants me right away at this time? Especially THIS time! Andrew thought.

 When he entered Sinclair’s office, he was surprised to see Zach already there, and the expressions on their faces erased Andrew’s irritation at the interruption. “Yes, sir. What’s up?” 
 “Zach here has brought a series of happenings to my attention, and we may have an urgent problem. Zach, summarize what you told me.”  
 Zach repeated the sequence of occurrences and happenstances he’d previously shared with Sinclair. Andrew saw that both Sinclair and Zach were taking the situation seriously, but he had his doubts. “Does this really seem likely? Not only would these people have had to find out about the Object, but they would have to be willing to take a tremendous risk. And for what? The Object can’t be moved, so the most they could achieve is information. Plus, we could erase the computer records by triggering the emergency wipe routines.” 
 “Yes,” said Sinclair, “the Object can’t be moved, but THEY might not know that. Plus, they may have calculated that an assault would take us by surprise, which would allow them to access the computers. They also could take captives back with them.” 
 Andrew pondered these possibilities for a moment, then spoke. “Alright, to be honest I don’t think this is really plausible, but it still needs to be checked out. I suggest I take the training crew back out immediately and do a careful sweep to the south. The most likely approach would be the easiest route from the coast. I’m assuming a submarine insertion. That probably means from the south because the terrain east and west is so much more rugged to get to the sea.” 
 Zach spoke up. “Logan Porter and I should go, too. With due respect to Andrew and Lieutenant Montero’s men, Logan and I have more action experience in this sort of thing. Plus, we’ll take the two sniper rifles.” 
 “Agreed,” said Sinclair, “but Major Jefferson will be in charge.” Sinclair turned to Andrew. “You need to be in charge in case orders have to be given to the men, which might not fly well when given by someone not in the chain of command.”  
 Andrew and Zach understood the logic and also the implication of what such orders might entail. 
 “However, listen to Zach,” said Sinclair. “Any action will be at your discretion but make use of his experience.”  
 Andrew nodded. He would have done that anyway, but he appreciated that Sinclair was laying out the operational organization of this patrol to prevent misunderstandings. 
 “You have two missions. One is to confirm the existence of intruders and whether they represent a threat. If you find nothing, then no harm done—just some extra exercise and elevated heart rates. If it’s trespassers who shouldn’t be around, we’ll figure out how to handle them. However, if a genuine threat is identified, the ONLY priority is to get the information back here. If the threat materializes, you can consider any option consistent with giving the site more time to prepare, as long as we are warned, and consistent with getting as many of you back here as possible. You’ll have a radio, but solar interference has been strong all day. Use your discretion on whether to split your eight into two four-man parties to cover more ground.” 
 “Should we wait until tomorrow morning to head out?” asked Andrew. “It’s already heavy twilight, and it’ll soon be too dark to see where we’re going in this terrain. Plus, with the heavy cloud cover just passing, we couldn’t see a herd of musk ox until we bumped into them.” 
 “I’m afraid you’re right,” said Zach. “It’s going to be tough even under tomorrow’s best light. If there are people out there, they picked the right time of year. I think the best we can do is get a few hours’ sleep and be on the way tomorrow as soon as it’s light enough to see our own feet. That’ll give us sixteen to seventeen hours of light, with maybe twelve of those hours of having enough light to see anything at a distance. 
 “One more thing. I agree the most likely approach is from the south, but we can’t ignore other possibilities. I suggest Willie and Houdini take a few people—two or three—and do short sweeps east and west. North seems too remote a possibility. They should only go out a few miles before returning.” 
 “All right,” said Sinclair, “I’ll get them on it. I’ll have the communications people keep checking connections. As of earlier today, there were sporadic disruptions due to the atmospherics and the damn solar activity.” 
 Sinclair waved them out. “You two get that sleep. You’re going to need it. Major, on the way out, grab Montero and warn him about prepping his men. They’ll want to know what’s up, but pull rank and make it a command. Other than that, no reason to alert more staff than necessary that you’re going out.” 
 Sinclair paused, then continued. “I’ll take a few precautions here, but given the low probability of a threat, we’ll keep it low level until we hear otherwise from you. Any questions?” 
 Andrew and Zach looked at each other, but neither spoke. 
 “Okay then, get to it.” 
 As soon as the two men left his office, Sinclair paged Houdini, Willie, and Whitey. The simple device had only two settings besides identifying the sender: “See me when it’s convenient” and “Drop everything you’re doing and get your ass over here ASAP.” It took four minutes for the last of the three to arrive—Whitey, who had been taking a crap in Dorm 2. Willie arrived as his usual inscrutable self. Houdini had a quizzical expression, wondering at the reason for the summons. 
 Sinclair got right to the point. “There may be unknown persons in the vicinity of the site. We don’t know who they are, what their intentions may be, or even if they exist. Major Jefferson, Zach, and Logan Porter will go out with Lieutenant Montero’s unit to check the south tomorrow morning. I’ve ordered them to get some sleep before they go. 
 “Whitey, once the patrol leaves, I want you to open the weapons locker and stand by until we know more. Houdini, I’ll want you to pick two men, get armed, plus take some optics and a radio, and head up Baldy Ridge to the top and do a 135-degree sweep clockwise. Willie, you do the same counterclockwise. Hustle, and don’t be gone more than an hour. Radio here if you see anything worth reporting.” 
 “Uh . . . that may be a problem,” said Willie. “Last I heard there was still solar interference.” 
 “It should mainly be an issue with long-range communications,” said Houdini. “We’ll be in line of sight or not that far away, so it should punch through any interference.” 
 “If you have something to report and can’t get through on the radio, then get back here as fast as you can,” said Sinclair.” 
 Houdini spoke up. “Any info on who these might be? How many? Intentions?” 
 “Nothing,” said Sinclair as he fingered a certain key with his left hand in a pants pocket. 
 “Why do you think anyone’s out here at all or that they might be hostiles?” Houdini asked. 
 Sinclair gave a slight, humorless grin and replied softly, “Zach has a bad feeling.” 
 Whitey snorted. “That’s it? Just a bad feeling?” He turned to the other two men and started to laugh until he saw their solemn faces. 
 “I’ve heard about Marjek’s feelings,” offered Houdini, turning to Willie. “You’ve worked with him before. Is it true?” 
 In a slow, punctuated manner, Willie said, “If Zach has a feeling about something, you better pay attention. I don’t know how the hell it works, but you’d think he’s got some kinda ESP.” 
 Houdin nodded. “That’s what I’ve heard.” He then turned back to Sinclair. “I take it we’re not to let any of this pass on to the other staff except those we take with us?” 
 “Correct,” replied Sinclair. “I repeat that this is only a precaution until we have more information. I doubt we have a direct danger to the site. Even if there is someone out there, it could be anyone from nomadic Inuits to a bunch of eco-tourists who’ve wandered off their approved movement plan they had to file with the Canadians.”  
 The others seemed skeptical of those possibilities, and rightfully so because there was little reason for Inuits to be on this part of Ellesmere at this time of year. Neither was it likely a trekking group had traveled this far from any plausible base camp.  
 “All right,” said Sinclair. “Same as I told Jefferson and Zach . . . get a little sleep and head out first thing tomorrow. I’ll be here in the main building checking on the communications status. Any questions?” 
 Willie shook his head, “No, but is this enough? If Zach is worried, I’d be worried, too, if I was you. What about the rest of the staff doing something?” 
 “Like what?” asked Houdini. “Not like they can go anywhere if there’s a danger.” He turned Sinclair. “What about identifying anyone here with firearms experience? You know. Just in case.”  
 Sinclair shook his head. “I appreciate the concern, and I’ll be going over personnel records to identify candidates to be armed, but until we know more, I don’t want to risk raising the curiosity level of the whole staff. Also, to be honest, I haven’t worked with Zach before, so I have to go with my own gut that this is likely nothing more than a false alarm, albeit an honest one.” 
 Willie shook his head. “Okay, but we’ll see.”  

 


Landing, Nine Hours Earlier

   
 From the edge of land that dropped forty feet to sloshing waves, Major Peng watched as the submarine’s launch landed the last of his men on a narrow rocky beach. The first man off the launch’s final trip was already headed up the collapsed rock slope to where the earlier arrivals waited to move out. Peng planned a fifteen-kilometer trek to a boulder field in a mountain’s shadow where the men would sleep. The men’s clothing and camouflaged thermal blankets would make them almost invisible, even from directly overhead. 
 The men had been cooped up in the submarine without doing more than in-place calisthenics for so long, their joints and muscles needed a good stretch. He expected the coming march over broken terrain would provide that, and they would sleep well with their heads covered to help deceive their brains that it was nighttime. Each man would take a pill to promote sleep. This would ensure that the commandos were as rested as possible when Peng woke them. Then they would eat and cover the last kilometers to hit the base at midday. 
 The last man was only two steps onto land when the launch crew pushed off from shore. The craft headed full speed back toward the submarine. Peng shouted orders, the waiting men rose, and they started off single file northward, four squads of twelve men each led by a captain, with no member of a lower rank than sergeant. Peng retained control of the fifth squad of weapons: two machine guns, RPGs, and satchel charges. All of the men had been carefully selected for their physical condition, intelligence, unquestioned loyalty to the Party, and lack of wives or children. Peng met the same qualifications. He had never questioned the assignment. The Party was to be served to the best of his ability without question, though he was aware that awards and advancements would wait for him if they succeeded. If they failed, they would have done their duty to the best of their abilities, and the Party would move on without them, as was proper. 
 By the time the middle of the line reached the top of an escarpment, Peng had moved toward the front of the line. He stopped and looked back at the flat, barren sea. The submarine was gone. He imagined it moving farther from shore to wait for their triumphal return. 
 Before starting off again, he took a minute to examine the terrain more closely for the first time. Hills and slopes without definite vegetation lay wherever he looked. In places, a tinge of color might suggest lichen or low-growing plants. He could just make out the whistle of wind moving over the stark ground and rocks, though the main sound was of boots pushing gravel and grit together as his men passed. 
 He turned and moved out with the line, hustling a little faster to be back at the forefront by the time they reached the next ridgeline. 
 The lead man in the three-hundred-yard single file was Amaruq. He was not pleased. He had not known why they had returned to the point where he had met the Yupik arriving on Ellesmere. Once there, the surfacing of the submarine and the subsequent transfer of sixty armed soldiers ashore were more than he had bargained for. 
 Money was money, and he felt no loyalty to Canada or the United States. Despite those nations’ efforts in recent years to atone for past behavior, his people’s memories of injustices were chiseled in stone. But this was different. It was bad enough when he was picked up by a submarine and taken to Ellesmere Island. Then he found the people to be Chinese (he recognized the language), instead of Russian as he had suspected, though it was odd to hear them speak Russian to the Yupik. Why they were here, in the land of his ancestors, did not bode well for his people. 
 He would abandon them as soon as he could and leave Ellesmere. But how? Find a passing ship to hitchhike on? Flights were rare and only embarked from a few settlements. Grise Fiord was the closest, but it was too small for him to remain anonymous and too close to whatever was happening on Ellesmere. Even Resolute was a risk. Arctic Bay to the east had been his location when first contacted. He was known there, and the settlement had a population of more than nine hundred, where he could blend in easier. Better, he decided, was to go much farther south and west to Kugluktuk with its larger population. He would then be closer to his family’s territory, though he hadn’t been there for many years. The trip would be long and arduous, but he would first go south to Taloyoak, an Inuit settlement on a peninsular part of mainland Canada. 
 How he would get there across open water, he didn’t know, but he never doubted his ability to do so. Once there, he would either try to winter over or look for boat or plane rides on to Kugluktuk. It was time for him to sever any relationship with Ellesmere or any settlements that had seen him come and go the last few months. He also decided he didn’t want further contact with the Chinese. They had paid him through a fund transfer into an account with a Canadian bank—he accepted technology when it was useful. He would draw on the account in settlements that had banking connections. 
 He reaffirmed that the time had come for him to quit roaming. It had been a good life, but he was realistic that age and infirmity approached. 
   

Ancient Eyes


 

 The wolves stood or lay on the slope as they watched the activity a half-mile down slope at the shore. They had arrived at the western edge of their territory after following a group of six caribou for most of a day, hoping to isolate one and bring it down. Disappointingly, the caribou had stayed clumped together. If the wolves had been hungrier, they would have pressed an attack to scatter the caribou, but they had consumed a half-grown musk ox three days earlier, and their hunger pangs were muted.  
 They had passed the human area two days earlier. Whenever they were near, the leader would stop the pack and watch the base for an hour or more. He wasn’t afraid of the humans, but keeping a distance was only prudent without a reason to do otherwise. 
 However, today was somehow different. The humans who came ashore moved differently than the others he had seen during his lifetime. Something about them signaled caution. Another reason was their numbers—far more than he’d ever seen at one time. Whatever they were doing, they moved directly toward the other human place.  
 The humans were moving fast—for humans—and relatively quietly, which was also unusual. The wolf leader also sensed purposefulness to their movement. Like when the pack was stalking the musk ox. 
 The first human reached the closest point they would be to the pack. In their frozen posture, the wolves were almost invisible against the rocky slope and shadows. The leader’s eyes widened slightly at the first human. Somehow . . . he seemed familiar. Maybe in the way he moved and constantly looked back and forth, the way the leader did when at the pack’s forefront. Almost like a wolf moved. 
 Then the alpha wolf shifted his eyes to the second human. His eyes partially closed, his hackles rose, his upper lip parted to slightly show his teeth, and a low growl rumbled in his chest. The other pack members picked up on the change, and a general unease roiled through them. Something about the second human was different. The leader looked down the line of figures, back to the first human, and then again to the second. His reaction was the same as before. He didn’t know the cause. There was something unnatural about the creature, something ominous that portended danger to the pack. 
 The leader emitted low vocalizations to signal the pack to calm down and stay frozen. When the last human was out of sight, he led the pack to pick up the caribou’s trail. 





 
   
   

 


CHAPTER 38


 


 





IMPROBABLE OR NOT


 


 


Searching


 

 From Site 23, the eight men descended the shallow slope to the valley floor. They crossed the many sections of a braided stream, then paralleled the main course as the valley opened to a half-mile wide before narrowing again where the stream threads concentrated and roared through a gorge. There, they climbed the next ridgeline and continued moving south in the direction where one of Montero’s men thought he had seen figures in the distance. That direction was also along the easiest path from Site 23 to the Ellesmere coast, where they suspected interlopers might land. They moved as quickly as they could over the rough terrain, staying below ridge crests whenever possible to avoid being outlined against the sky. At the ridge tops, they used binoculars to scan the terrain, both in front of and behind them. After four hours, they were eight miles from the site. It was a pace they couldn’t keep up for long over the broken terrain. 
 They stopped to rest at the next ridgeline. Ahead lay a series of three lower tops of terrain undulations cut by a stream fed from melting snow at the highest peaks. The sea wasn’t in view, but Zach knew it was only another ten or twelve miles south. 
 He turned to Andrew. “If there’s anyone out here, and they’re a danger to the site, I still think the most likely approach is from the nearest place a submarine could surface. I’m assuming a worst-case scenario, of course, but that’s my job.” 
 Andrew nodded, and his skeptical expression conveyed that he thought Zach was paranoid. 
 Zach turned to Porter. “Logan, break out the big scope.” 
 Porter shrugged off his large backpack and placed it on the ground. From it, he withdrew a large black velvet sack from which he pulled a monocular scope. 
 “Christ,” Andrew said, “that thing must cost a fortune.” 
 “Not our fortune,” muttered Zach. “Uncle Sam’s.” 
 Porter withdrew a tripod and finished setting up the scope facing south. “Now remember, the magnification is such that any touching of the instrument or even nearby movements will make everything shake too much to focus on any distant object.” 
 Zach nodded and turned to Andrew. “Tell the others to freeze where they are and don’t talk.” 
 Andrew did as requested, then turned back to Zach. “If you can’t touch it, how are you going to adjust?” 
 “No problem,” said Zach, holding up a remote control. “It has its own battery pack, good for about an hour and a half.” With that, Zach put his eye to the eyepiece and began to manipulate the remote, slowly sweeping the valley to the south. He periodically adjusted the focus as he examined areas at varying distances. Andrew and the others waited patiently. 
 Suddenly, Zach grunted. “Well, hello? What do we have here?” He made several finer \ 
 Impatient, Andrew spoke softly. “What is it?” 
 “It looks like visitors. They’re just coming up over a rise. So far, it looks like at least twenty of them.” 
 “Who are they?” asked Andrew. 
 “Not sure yet. At this magnification, they’re moving a little too much to focus any closer. If they’ll just stop for a moment, I can try and get a closer look.” Several minutes passed. “Well, shit. Looks like the last of them have cleared the rise, and I estimate around fifty to sixty. Wait—maybe they’re stopping.” 
 Seconds passed. “Whoa, hoss,” Zach muttered softly. “They did stop—either taking a break or checking directions.” 
 Zach adjusted the magnification with the remote. “Closer, closer . . . just a little closer . . . there we are. Now you, the guy standing apart from the others . . . just turn around, you sucker, so I can see a little of your face. Here we go. Well, fuck me! Looks like they’re Chinese.” 
 “Chinese!” exclaimed Andrew. “What the hell are Chinese doing here?” 
 Zach turned from the scope. “Come on. Think about it. What’s going on back at the site?” 
 “But—” Andrew paused. “How do they know about it, and why would they be here?” 
 Zach’s expression was dour. “I suspect they’ve figured out that something big is going on and have decided to throw the dice to try and take what’s here.” 
 “What do you mean take it? There’s no way they’re going to take it anywhere!” 
 “Well, we know that, but they don’t!” 
 Zach returned to the scope and slowly panned across the distant group. “All white outfits. We might not have seen them at this distance if they were against snow. Right now, they’re moving over a bare rock region of the valley. That recent light snow wasn’t enough to stick, so their outfits will make them stand out—an advantage to us, unless they take off the white. 
 “Looks like no heavy weapons. Assault rifles, grenade launchers, and one or two light machine guns that I can see. Makes sense. They need to move fast and expect to catch the camp by surprise. Probably the grenade launchers and machine guns are only as a precaution. Well, they’re going to need them.” 
 Zach turned from the scope setup and looked at Andrew. “We’re all in trouble. If the Chinese are willing to take the risk of mounting such an operation, they don’t expect to leave anyone alive to tell tales. This is obviously well planned. We’re in the middle of solar flare disruptions of our communications, and we’re entering a period of both increasing darkness and potential snowfall.” 
 Andrew’s face was made of stone. “Then we’re on our own. Even if we warn the camp, there’s no place for people to hide or run to. The military personnel might be able to evade, but there’s no way all the civilians can do that.” 
 Lieutenant Montero had been listening. Finally, he blurted out, “Just what the hell is going on here? You say sixty Chinese? What? Soldiers, commandos, hitting the site? Why would they do that? What the fuck!?” 
 Andrew turned to look at Montero, as Zach leaned over again with the scope. “Lieutenant, I can’t tell you much right now, except that the site is of the highest possible security. When I say that, I mean the protection of the site, the key personnel, and some of the activities have a higher priority than any other consideration.” Andrew’s steely expression and his stare straight into Montero’s eyes told the story.  
 “So,” said Montero slowly, “you’re saying that this is a ‘protect the base to the last man’ scenario?’” 
 “At all cost,” confirmed Andrew. 
 Montero swallowed. “So, what do we do?” 
 Andrew turned to Zach. “Obviously, the eight of us can’t stop sixty Chinese commandos, so what’s your recommendation?” 
 Zach spoke without raising his head from the scope. “We need to do three things. One is to get a warning back to the site as fast as possible. Two is to slow them down to give the site as much time as possible to prepare. And three is to get our own asses back to the site . . . we need to do all three, like, now.” 
 “By slow them down, I assume you don’t mean talking with them or firing warning shots,” Andrew said sarcastically. 
 Zach didn’t look up from the eyepiece. “Is there a minute possibility of some benign reason for them to be on Ellesmere and heading in the direction of Site 23? Sure, but it’s hardly likely. Given the stakes, we’ll assume the worst and act accordingly.” 
 Andrew whirled to Montero. “Lieutenant, which two of your men are in the best physical shape?” 
 Montero glanced at his men standing and sitting thirty feet away. “Well, Schmidt could probably run an antelope into the ground, and Shalton may not look it, but he can drive himself until he literally collapses.” 
 “Okay, send them back to the camp to report directly to the general,” said Andrew. “We’re sending two in case something happens to one of them on the way. Emphasize that the message has to get back to the site. If one of them gets injured on the way, the other man is not to assist but to keep going to the camp, no matter how serious the injury. Under no circumstances is the message to be delayed. Let them give the general the simple message that an estimated sixty-man Chinese strike force is approaching the site from the south. We’re assuming hostile intent and will attempt to delay them.” 
 Montero repeated the message twice, then hurried to talk to his men. After some exclamations and urgent back-and-forth exchanges, the two designated messengers dropped their packs and took off at a lope to the north with only their weapons, equipment harnesses, and one canteen each. 
 Montero returned to Zach and Andrew. “What now, Major?” 
 Andrew turned to Zach. “I assume you and Porter brought those sniper rifles because you know how to use them?” 
 “That’s a fair assumption,” said Zach. “I’ll say that while I’m good with the thing, Porter is something you have to witness to believe. And while we can’t stop them, the question is what can we do to slow them down? From the route they’re taking, once they clear the next low ridgeline, it’s a straight shot to the site. My thinking is that we move down into the valley ahead of them and find a spot with cover and a withdrawal route. Once they get within a thousand yards, we try to pick off a couple of the leaders and as many others as we can.” 
 “You really think you can hit something with those rifles at that range?” asked Andrew. 
 “They’re rated out to seventeen hundred yards, but realistically a thousand yards is about the best if you expect hits, and then under ideal conditions. Right now, we need to get down in the valley to avoid most of the wind and let Logan decide when to engage. At those ranges, the slightest wind will throw off a shot.” 
 “You know that’s not going to stop them,” said Andrew. “What they’ll do is send out flankers to both sides. After the first shots, they’ll move faster than you can expect to hit anything.”  
 “You’re right,” said Zach. “Our first shots will be the easiest, and we might hit a couple of them before they react. Then we’ll hope to get a couple more as they close. However, the real objective is to slow them down.” 
 Andrew aimed his binoculars down into the valley where the stream had cut notches through the hillocks. “I’d suggest we move down to the first notch. From there, it looks flat enough out past a thousand yards, and they’ll have to cross open ground to get to us once you fire. I wouldn’t be surprised if they had a couple of sniper rifles with them to try to answer your shots while they attempt to flank us. Once they’re closer, we could pull back to the second notch before they realize what we did.” 
 Zach used his binoculars to survey the notches. “Looks like five to six hundred yards from the first notch to the second. We can wait until they come forward and then try to delay them more. The problem is at that range, even assault rifles are effective if there’s enough of them. They’ll overwhelm us with ten to one odds. 
 “The six of us wouldn’t hold them, and they’d push right on through us to the camp, which would be short six of the few trained military personnel. As soon as they pin us down from firing, they’ll push forward as hard as they can, regardless of their losses. I suggest at the second notch we fire everything we’ve got. 
 “And by everything, I mean everything. Save only one magazine. It’ll force them to hesitate, not knowing how many of us are here and how much ammunition we have. Then most of us will hightail it back to the site.” 
 “Most of us?” asked Andrew. 
 “Once our fire dissipates, and their further movement isn’t answered with more barrages, their leader will know we withdrew back to the site. We need to keep up some type of fire to stop them from racing after us. From what I see with the binocs, the second notch back to the site is pretty flat terrain, especially the next three or four miles. It’s the fastest way back, but we need to delay them, or we’ll be within the edge of their weapons’ range. I’d estimate we need at least a ten-minute head start before they push forward.” 
 “So,” said Andrew slowly, “someone has to stay behind.” 
 “It’ll improve our chances—slightly,” said Zach. 
 “Who would that be?” Andrew asked. “You?” 
 “No,” said Porter, “that would be me.” He never looked up from checking his sniper rifle, inspecting the scope and making fine adjustments. All the while, he appeared serene, as if announcing he was going out for a routine workday, instead of slowing down sixty Chinese commandos. 
 “Yes,” said Zach, “it has to be Logan. He’s the best shot. You and I need to get back to help organize whatever defenses we can muster. There’s no point leaving Montero and his other two men here. They wouldn’t appreciably contribute to slowing down the Chinese enough to throw away their lives, and they’ll be more effective at the site.” 
 Montero grimaced but didn’t comment. 
 Zach turned to Porter. “Logan, you need to slow them down as much as possible, but this is not a suicide mission.” 
 Porter smiled easily. “Well, we’ll see, won’t we? Doesn’t look good.” 
 Zach handed his binoculars to Porter. “Look down at the second notch. The eastern side of the ridge breaks into massive boulders and outcroppings several hundred feet upslope.” 
 Porter did as was told. 
 “Okay,” said Zach. “Once it looks like they are starting to flank you, or they push forward enough that you can’t effectively fire, haul your ass into those rocks, find a hole, and hide. Remember, saving time is their priority. They’ll know they’ve lost the element of surprise, so there’s no way they’ll spend time trying to root you out. The worst that’ll happen is they leave a small number of men behind to keep you hunkered down. However, I don’t expect that to happen. Once you quit firing, they’ll continue pushing forward to the site. I can’t guarantee that, but hey, that’s why we get the big bucks. If you’re hit and we survive, we’ll come looking for you and search until we find you in whatever condition you’re in.” Zach smiled. 
 Porter smiled back. “God damn, Zach, that’s one thing I like about you, you always sugarcoat things. And you’re right, with what they’re paying us, I guess all those months of living easy at the site have come home to roost. Now I’ll have a chance to prove that I’m worth every penny our great government is paying me.” 
 “I think that’s the best we can do,” said Zach. “If you do happen to survive in good shape, follow them back to the camp and do whatever you think you can.” 
 Zach turned to Andrew with an expression that implied he was looking for either agreement or argument. Andrew dropped his pack and shrugged his harness into a more comfortable position. “Let’s do it.” 
   

Ambush from Afar


 

 It took the six of them almost an hour to race down to the farthest notch. Despite the urgency, most of their path was over broken rock, and only scattered tracks of bare ground allowed running. It was more strenuous for them to constantly watch their footing and zigzag than to break out in a straight run. All of them were seriously puffing when they reached the notch. 
 Halfway there, Logan gasped, “If I survive this, I’ve got to lose a few pounds and get in better shape.” 
 Zach grunted. “If I get out of this, I’m moving to a small quiet town and spending the rest of my life watching grass grow.” 
 Logan laughed—between gasps. 
 They picked a spot slightly elevated from the surroundings and with clear fields of fire. 
 “I’d estimate we have good sight from here out to about twelve hundred yards,” said Zach. He knelt behind a rock ledge and surveyed to the south with his rifle’s scope. “What do you think, Logan?” 
 “Maybe a tad closer to fourteen hundred yards. We can let them get to nine hundred yards before we fire. That’ll leave them in the open for several hundred yards before they can reach heavier cover. It’ll be luck if we hit anyone after the first couple of rounds, but it’ll keep their attention.” 
 Zach and Logan walked back and forth until each found a position where he felt comfortable setting up his rifle. 
 Andrew noticed they didn’t start examining the ground closely until they were about thirty yards apart. Zach caught the major’s questioning look. 
 “We won’t have spotters, so we’ll have to realign to targets on our own and quickly. Firing too close to each other is a distraction we don’t need.” 
 Zach moved rocks to prepare for a prone position and kept talking. “Both scopes are sighted at hundred-yard intervals—we took them out a month ago far enough from the site so no one heard us. Normally, we’d have laser range finders and spotters, but Logan is almost as good with his estimates. 
 “We’ll try for the leaders on the first shot. The second round will be on the way by the time the first one arrives, so we’ll either estimate how they’ll move the first few seconds after they realize what’s happening—or we’ll pick out a clump of them and hope we hit something. We’ll fire three more times, but the odds of hitting anything after the second round are about zero if they’re elite troops, like I assume they are.” 
 “Here we go,” Porter said calmly. 
 Andrew used his binoculars to look south. He could pick out a file of men emerging from behind a rock rise, at first visible only from the waist up. The white clothing still made them stand out against the shades of gray rock. “I don’t see the rest of us doing any good here,” he said. “I’ll take the other men, and we’ll head to the second notch and pick out positions.” 
 “Take our packs with you,” said Zach. “Logan and I will need to hightail it to you when they start to flank us.” 
   
 From his position near the front of their single-file column, Major Jun Peng consulted his watch. They were over an hour behind his timetable, not that he blamed himself. Satellite pictures and the few photographs that were available for the Ellesmere Island terrain didn’t do justice to the broken ground, necessitating frequent short detours. At times, they moved at a brisk pace over smooth surfaces, only to slow over rock or boulder fields. Even worse had been a marshy valley floor covered in small hummocks of moss that boots easily slip off of and into water or threatening to turn ankles. Once out of the flatter land, slopes of hills and ridges varied from scree of different sizes to solid rock. 
 He was able to push the men more than he would have typical members of the People’s Army only because they were handpicked for their physical condition, as well as their skills and dedication to the Party. 
 He could see Captain Gao rotating the three men scouting ahead for the easiest, quickest paths. He hadn’t known Gao before the unit was assembled with a rank-heavy organization. Besides himself and the four captains, there were six lieutenants and no noncommissioned soldiers of lower rank than sergeant. Although only Peng and the captains knew the mission’s rationale, all the men had been apprised of its importance and the requirement that none of them be taken prisoner under any circumstances. 
 Gao’s new scouts raced forward, as he was saying something to the three men returning to the column. Peng watched Gao gesture to one man and then slam to the ground, with blood spray hitting a second man. Another of the three spun in place, then fell face forward. His head hit the rock surface with a sound reminiscent of a melon splitting.  
 The two standing men stared for an eternity of seconds, three or four, while Peng screamed from where he hugged the ground. “Down, you fools! Someone’s shooting at us!” 
 One of the men dropped. The other made the mistake of glancing at Peng.  Half of his head disappeared in a cloud of blood, brain tissue, and bone. The rest of the column, in front of and behind Peng, dropped and crawled to whatever nearby cover was available. From the reactions of the men hit, Peng immediately assessed that the shots came from the direction they were heading. Whoever the shooters were, and there had to be at least two, they were between Peng’s men and the target. 
 “Pull back!” Peng yelled. He could see that only the first twenty to twenty-five men had to be within gun sight of the shooters—the rest of his men hadn’t crested the bank of the streambed they were crossing. 
   
 “Well, that got their attention,” said Zach. “I think we got three. My second shot missed, and none of our following shots seems to have hit anything.” 
 “They reacted fast,” said Porter, “except for the one lunkhead I got on my second shot. I suspect these are experienced men.” 
 “Hopefully, my first shot got an officer,” said Zach. “He was yapping something at one of the others. Let’s see what they do next.” 
 The answer came less than two minutes later. They caught glimpses of figures, now without the white snow camouflage, working their way east and west of where the Chinese had withdrawn to. 
 “Yep, going to flank us,” said Porter. “Again, fast reaction.” 
 A rock between their two positions split into fragments, a few of them hitting Zach. Several buzzes and more rock shards preceded hundreds of distant popping sounds. 
 “Don’t have us located yet,” said Zach. “Just getting our attention and diverting us from their flankers. Now that they’re looking our way, as soon as we fire again, they’ll start homing in on us.” 
 “So, fire and move?” said Porter. 
 “Fire and move,” said Zach. “Two rounds as soon as we have targets, then I think we’ll need to skedaddle to Andrew and the others. These guys are reacting too fast for my taste. The flankers are already two hundred yards out from where they stopped.” 
   
 Peng cursed in Mandarin, Shangainese, and Jin—the latter his native dialect. He could have continued in several other dialects, but he caught himself and came back to the immediate present. They were at the position where the enemy shooters had fired at them. Eight to ten bullet casings lay scattered in two clumps—he assumed where two shooters had positioned themselves. It was an assumption because they were gone. The rocky terrain prevented him from estimating from the tracks how many others there were. The men Captain Li had sent to flank the shooters’ position had signaled all clear, and Peng brought the rest of the unit forward to where he now stood. 
 In addition to the three men killed in the initial shots, two other men had been wounded, one with a gash along his hip where a round grazed the flesh above the hipbone. The wound hurt, but the man was able to keep up with the unit. The other man took a round through his left knee. Captain Li had saluted the man as a hero of the people and put a bullet through his forehead. His body was dropped into a cavity, and men hurriedly piled rocks on top. The body would never be found, except by the sheerest luck. 
 Peng now had fifty-six men to complete the mission. Radio traffic was still suppressed by the temporary coronal storm, but the last message he’d received via satellite relay was that the communication interference would subside in the next four to six hours. After the initial two shooters, the later shots indicated one man. He had to assume the other man had headed for the objective to give warning—the Americans would know he and his men were coming. The thought of aborting the mission passed briefly through Peng’s mind, then was discarded. There was still time if they pushed hard. 



 

 


 


CHAPTER 39


 


 





ALERT

   
   

Ellesmere Island

   
 Sergeant William Schmidt raced around a blind corner of Waste Building 2 and crashed into Marylou Stebbins, the site dentist and biological research assistant, knocking her on her backside. She was looking for Harriet, the adopted musk ox, to feed her an apple Stebbins had pilfered from the galley. 
 “Umph!” exclaimed Schmidt as he staggered back, gasping for breath. 
 “Sinclair . . . where . . . is . . . he?” the words wheezed out. 
 “The general?” said Stebbins from the ground, her heart rate still thumping from the sudden encounter. “I don’t . . . what’s up?” 
 Schmidt ignored her, took a deep breath, and pushed past her, heading for the headquarters building. 
 Three minutes later, the general alarm blared. 
 Sinclair didn’t worry about taking roll call—anyone late would have to catch up. They had no time for laggards. He started talking six minutes from when the alarm first sounded. 
 “Okay, people. Quiet! Listen up!” When the general hubbub didn’t immediately die away, he repeated his shouts. But that didn’t help, so he reached for his pistol, figuring he’d fire if he had to get their attention. Bre beat him to it by letting out an ear-piercing whistle. The talking subsided enough that Sinclair got their attention the next time he called out. 
 “Listen up! There’s no time for discussion. I’m going to give orders, and they WILL be obeyed without question. Major Jefferson and Lieutenant Montero report a hostile force of approximately sixty men headed our way. The assumption is they intend to attack this site.” 
 Despite his previous warning to listen up, the uproar that followed obviated his delivering more information and plans. 
 Bre’s second whistle stopped most staffers from talking. Those who didn’t quiet down were aggressively shushed by nearby coworkers. 
 “The men who spotted this hostile force will be returning shortly and will help organize a defense. I reiterate that everyone is to do exactly what they’re told, which includes where they should go. 
 “We’ll be positioning all military personnel to repel any attack. Those of you with prior military experience or whom we judge capable of handling military-grade firearms will be conscripted to help man the primary defense. Everyone else will be put in sheltered positions within this building. It’s the safest structure on site because the outer walls were specially constructed. We will also be issuing shotguns and pistols to those we believe are able to handle them.” 
 The continuing low buzz threatened to rise again, and Sinclair held up both arms. 
 “I know this is shocking and confusing, but trust me there’s no time for anything except to prepare.” He reached out to Bre standing nearby, and she handed him a sheet of paper with quickly scratched writing. “I’m going to call off a list of names of those who will be issued assault rifles. All of you come and stand with Whitey over to my right. I’ll then read off a second list of anyone we think can handle pistols and shotguns. You people go to Bre. If you don’t think you’re capable of handling firearms, tell Bre, and she’ll scratch you off. Anyone not called on who thinks they can shoot, tell Bre. 
 “The rest of you stay right where you are, and we’ll get to you as soon as we can to tell you where to go and what to do.” 
 The next minutes were only slightly short of chaotic. Sinclair was not mollified by knowing the group had reacted better than his worst fears. 
   

MacDill Air Force Base, Tampa, Florida

   
 Lieutenant General Justin Hardesty was in a good mood. It wouldn’t last. His daydreaming about an upcoming vacation was interrupted by a knock on his office door. He could tell by the spacing and intensity of the knocks that it was his aide, Lieutenant Marlene Sixfeathers—as far as he knew, the only full-blooded Nez Perce Indian-American officer in the United States Army.  
 “Come,” he growled, moderately irritated at anyone disturbing his reverie. 
 The immaculately dressed, five-foot-tall officer closed the door behind her, held up a flash drive, and said, “Flash message, sir. Encrypted. ‘Your Eyes Only.’ Just delivered from communications. They said it was a short message and seemed to be repeated several times, each one broken up by interference. They had to assemble what they thought was the complete message by combining all the repeats.” 
 Hardesty held out a hand. Sixfeathers slapped the drive on his palm, whirled, and left the room without speaking. He looked at the drive for a moment, wondering what it contained and who it was from. His least favorite option for the last question was Major General Lionel Sinclair. He used his feet to roll his chair to the computer setup to the left of his desk. He put the drive into a USB port, watched for the recognition box to appear on the monitor, filled in the asked-for password, and waited for the decryption. 
 Sixty seconds later, he called the White House. It took another ninety seconds to connect with President James Chesterton. Six minutes from reading the flash message, Hardesty once again sat looking at his monitor, then shifted to his communication console. His computer screen showed the status of all USSOCOM units. He was looking for the fastest deployment possible. Seal Team 6 would have been his obvious first choice, mainly because of the security level surrounding them. However, the current commander was a little too conservative for Hardesty’s taste—this was a “get on the plane and take off” situation, and he didn’t have time to worry about foot-dragging from a Seal leader carping about needing more information. He also thought the man was a little too political. In addition, they had half the team on training exercises spread around the world. Yet by a stroke of good fortune, Seal Team 2 was just finishing an extensive training session in Alaska. They were the only Seal Team considered fully Arctic capable—not that it was winter on Ellesmere, but who knew where this would lead?  
 He looked at the contact options at the Naval Amphibious base, Little Creek, Virginia. No, he was about to bypass chains of command, which he knew would ruffle feathers. 

Tough shit, he thought and keyed in the only person he had to contact. 
 Less than a minute passed until the connection was made to Alaska. 
 “Commander Wilford here,” intoned a raspy baritone. 
 “Commander, this is General Justin Hardesty. You’ll shortly be getting a temporary transfer of command authority to United States Special Operations Command (USSOCOM), MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa, Florida. Myself commanding. It will come directly from the president and will supersede all existing chains of command.” 
 “My chain of command is not going to like this, right up to the chief of naval operations,” said Wilford.  
 “Tell ’em to call the president if they bitch,” growled Hardesty. “I’m calling to alert you to an immediate deployment order coming down. I see Seal Team 2 is finishing its training deployment in Alaska. You spent time on the middle slopes of Mt. Denali, where it was essentially always winter. I’m also assuming the team has maintained its required status of being deployable anywhere in the world on short notice.” 
 Hardesty meant that they would have with them or have ready access to a full load of ammunition and other supplies for a combat deployment. 
 “Naturally,” answered Wilford, his tone oozing offense that a Seal Team would ever be unready to deploy. Hardesty also did not ask whether the men might be too tired—something else that was never expected to happen. 
 “Get ready to deploy your entire Seal Team 2 as soon as you can get them to the airfield at Eielson. I see you’re scheduled for a practice parachute drop in two days and the C-17 is already there.” 
 “Mission details?” 
 Hardesty thanked the gods it was Seal Team 2 he’d turned to. Its commander was more to his liking—Commander Wilford hadn’t hesitated. 
 “Details in route. Assume sub-arctic terrain for this time of year.” 
 “I suppose you know we only just returned from a field exercise three hours ago,” said Wilford, “and are in debriefing and cleanup mode prior to the men getting a day off.” 
 “Understood, Wilford. Knowing Seals, I assume that means by now all gear is up to deployment status. This is not a drill.” 
 Hardesty’s last words were recognizable code for potential hot action.  
 “The men will have a chance for a few hours’ sleep during a flight of about four hours. It’ll be a parachute deployment against an aggressor force of uncertain size or support but likely less than a hundred. No other details at this moment. More will be given to you as we get it. More ground reinforcements will follow you, and assume air support by the time you’re on the ground.” 
 “Rules of engagement?” asked Wilford. 
 “Final rules given en route, but initially assume the gloves will be off on this one. Get every man you can to the airfield there, but no delays—leave anyone who can’t climb on the plane right now.” 
 “Understood. A few of the men are being checked out for minor medical issues, but I believe we can meet the C-17’s troop capacity of 102 men for the drop, plus equipment bundles. Let me get things going here, and I’ll call you back as soon as I have a timetable. If the C-17 is ready to go, I expect we can be off within two hours.”  
 The team was airborne in eighty-three minutes with 101 men. 
   

Fort Benning, Georgia

   
 Colonel Mikul Prodosky, commander of the 75th Ranger Regiment, was not quite as terse as the Seal commander but was equally efficient once the fire was lit. He was back on the phone five seconds after Hardesty hung up. As serendipity would have it, of the three Ranger battalions, the one on current standby as a Ready Force was the only one stationed at Fort Benning. 
 “Yes, sir,” answered the 3rd Ranger Battalion’s commander. 
 “Hang onto your hat, George. I just got a call from Justin Hardesty, USSOCOM commander. Your battalion is activated as the Ready Force for deployment ASAP. I don’t have any details, other than you are possible reinforcements to an entire Seal Team who’ll be on site a few hours before you arrive at the deployment location. And no . . . don’t ask me where that is, because I don’t know. Be ready to load aircraft—the whole battalion. It’s not certain if you’ll go at all or it could be one or two companies. Hardesty says deployment orders from the president will come momentarily, and he’s giving us a heads-up to get started. Also, more information will come en route. That’s all I have, so get your people moving.” 
 The Ready Battalion supposedly was able to deploy anywhere in the world within eighteen hours, which meant being ready to load planes within three hours. They cut that in half.  
   

Eielson Air Force Base, Fairbanks, Alaska


 

 The phone in Lieutenant General Arnold Patterson’s office sang out with a long piercing tone—alerting him to a priority call coming in. He picked up the phone and heard the voice of his adjutant, Major William Hawkins. “Sir, we’ve just had a priority alert notification from USSOCOM in Florida! General Hardesty is coming on the line.”  
 “Thank you, Major, patch me in,” said Patterson with a voice calmer than he felt. The base commander was about to leave for the evening. His wife was making paella for dinner—one of his favorites, though not hers. He had been looking forward to it all day; it had been about six months since the last time she’d made it. Now, all thoughts of paella disappeared. He had been the commander of the 11th Air Force and the senior officer at Eielson for almost two years without a significant event happening. And now this. What was it about? 
 He picked up the receiver, which was silent—then a series of clicks as the connection and security filters kicked in. 
 “Arnie? This is Hardesty. We have a high security scramble for you. We need you to get assets moving faster than humanly possible.” 
 Patterson hesitated. Hardesty was commanding the United States’ Special Operations Command, but technically he was not in Patterson’s chain of command. Usually, such missions came through U.S. Air Force channels—in this case, through the U.S. Air Force command center in the Pentagon. Collegial courtesy was one thing, but Patterson had not risen to his rank by bypassing normal chains of command.  
 “General, why am I not getting this through my command chain? You know I can’t commit assets without authorization.” 
 Hardesty understood Patterson’s position—normally. But this was not one of those times. 
 “You will be getting authorization shortly from the commander in chief. You will be interacting directly with me at USSOCOM on this one. You will not answer to any other authority, including your immediate higher command. Any complaints can be directed to the president.” 
 “That’s all well and good, but I will need those directives from the president before acting.” 
 Hardesty’s voice mimicked a hot knife through soft butter. “Here’s the way it’s going to come down, Patterson. You’re going to get assets moving right now. In the next ten to twenty minutes, you will be hearing from the president to confirm or cancel my orders. It will probably take you that long to get things moving on your end anyway. Any delay and you’ll be seeing early retirement and be lucky to keep your current rank,” Hardesty said in a grating tone. 
 Patterson’s hackles raised, but he kept control of himself. He knew Hardesty’s reputation. For whatever reason, Hardesty had kept the favor of several successive presidents for sensitive command positions, including USSOCOM, when he would normally have rotated to other commands and likely retired by now. He also was known for a “take-no-prisoners” attitude if crossed. 
 “Very well, Hardesty,” said Patterson, noticeably leaving out Hardesty’s rank, thereby conveying both his dislike of Hardesty’s tone and letting him know he wasn’t all that intimidated. “I’ll get things moving, but nothing proceeds beyond a certain point without authorization both for the mission and cutting out my chain of command, understood?” 
 “Understood,” replied Hardesty, in a tone that lacked any sense of caring what Patterson thought. 
 “So, what’s the mission?” 
 “Hold onto your seat. We need fighter support on Ellesmere Island, Arctic Canada, as fast as possible, highest priority.” 
 “Ellesmere!” Patterson exploded. “What in God’s name is going on there? Does anyone actually live there?” 
 “Everything about this comes under absolute need to know. This includes other Air Force commands. You will not be briefed on the exact mission. The pilots will receive mission tasking directly from USSOCOM, and they will be debriefed by USSOCOM after the mission. As far as any of you will know, this mission never happened.” 
 Patterson was stunned. What the hell is going on? This was so out of the normal borders as to be unreal. He sat silent for several moments, then focused on the job at hand. 
 “All right. As I said, I will need presidential authority for what you’re asking, but I will set things up here. Give me some guidelines on the assets needed and the likely use of those assets.” 
 “Thank you, Arnie, I knew I could count on you, and sorry for dumping this on you.” Hardesty was trying to mollify Patterson—with some minor success. At least, it would help get him moving!   
 “There may be more information coming, but for now, assume you will be supporting a U.S. facility under attack by an unknown origin infantry force of at least fifty to a hundred and possibly more. Likely small and medium arms involved but we can’t at this time rule out heavier weapons. Naval units may be involved, probably submarines, but that also is unknown at this time.” 
 “Jesus, Justin, what is going on in Ellesmere? No . . . forget I asked. Need to know. But still . . . Christ.” Patterson thought for a moment. “Okay, we can scramble four F-16s immediately with interceptor payloads. They won’t have much for ground support, but with cannon they can provide the fastest assets on scene. They have air-to-air missiles in case aggressor air assets become involved. The range is a bitch. We’ll have to refuel them twice en route if you want them over the target ASAP. One of our KC-135s happens to be in the air, so I can reroute it toward Ellesmere and refuel the F-16s about a third of the way there. They’ll need another refill. McGuire in New Jersey should have a plane or two in the air where they could be redirected. Should I check with them or will you?” 
 Hardesty hesitated. He had enough to do. 
 “You give it a shot. Ask them to temporarily transfer the plane to your command. Tell them it’s coming directly from the president. If they seem to want to drag their feet, patch me in and make your call a conference, and I’ll straighten them out.” 
 “Okay,” said Patterson. “The four F-16s will only have their 20mm cannon for ground support, but they can provide what they have before going on to Thule to refuel and rearm. When they return, they’ll be able to linger until another flight of four F-16s arrives. We’ll have to rearm those here for ground support. I suggest CBUs (cluster bomb units) and M261 rocket pods. It may take up to an hour to rearm and get them off because those munitions are still in their bunkers. They will also be refueled en route. Once they’re on station, they can provide some form of continuous support for as long as needed by shuttling back and forth between Ellesmere and Thule. That’s the best I can do.” 
 “Great, Arnie. Sorry I can’t tell you anything else, but trust me this is highest priority.” 
 “What about the Canadians? I know we’re allies and all that, but they are prickly about protocol. How are they handling this?” 
 “The president will be talking with the prime minister to work this out. I expect if there’s a problem, he’s going to tell him to get out of the way or else.” 
 Patterson sighed heavily. “Christ on a crutch. Justin. Don’t think I’m not wondering what the fuck is going on!” 
   

White House

   
 After hanging up from Hardesty, Chesterton stared at the phone for several long moments—almost as if waiting for Hardesty to call back and say it had all been a false alarm. If Site 23 wasn’t already a migraine for his presidency . . . now this. Finally, he swiveled in his chair and gazed without seeing through the Oval Office window into the overcast sky. A bird flew past the window, maybe some kind of oriole. Shouldn’t they be heading south to winter breeding grounds? he thought. Maybe it’s too early for that. Right now, I wish I could fly south. Perhaps another five minutes passed while he gathered his thoughts for what he had to do next. He then called in his chief of staff. 
 “Bob, I need a secure line to Steve Harper—right now.” 
 Bob Neller’s expression went from his standard “ready to respond and help” to one more like “What the hell is going on?”  
 “The Canadian prime minister? What’s happening?” 
 “No time right now, and you’re not cleared for this anyway . . . just get him on the line ASAP.” 
 If Neller was affronted by the curt order, he didn’t show it. He spun and all but ran out of the Oval Office. Chesterton waited with his own thoughts for six or seven minutes until his phone buzzed. It was Neller. 
 “Harper should be on the line any moment. They had to pull him out of a cabinet meeting. His staff wasn’t happy about it, and I had to twist some egos and arms to shut them up and grab him. Be aware of some bruises on their end.” 
 “Good job, Bob, and thanks,” Chesterton said softly, “and sorry for barking before.” 
 “No problem, that’s part of the job.” 
 Another minute passed, then there was an audible click and rustling on the line. A deep baritone voice spoke with an undertone of irritation. “James, what’s up? My aide sounded like he’d been pretty much ordered to put me on the line.” 
 “Sorry for that, Stephen,” responded Chesterton, almost calling the prime minister the familiar “Steve,” instead of the formal “Stephen” that he preferred. “An emergency has come up.” 
 “What is it?” The PM’s tone had changed to concern. 
 “This is going to take some detailed explanations and briefings, but there’s no time for that right now. You know the listening base we put up on your Ellesmere Island a few years ago?” 
 “Yes,” answered the PM, a note of caution seeping into his tone. 
 “Well, we’ve just gotten a flash message from them that they expect to be attacked by an armed force of unknown origin and uncertain size.” 
 “What!” exclaimed the PM. “Is this for real?” 
 “I’m afraid so. The message was short. We’re having sporadic interference from atmospheric conditions. All we have so far is that an armed force of at least fifty were expected to hit the site. We don’t know exactly when this is supposed to happen, but we need support there ASAP.” 
 “Let me get Thurston in on this call and see what our options are to send aid,” the prime minister said hurriedly, referring to the Canadian defense minister. 
 “Sorry, Stephen, there’s no time. We need help there as fast as possible. My people tell me that realistically your forces will take longer than ours to get to Ellesmere. I’m looking at a computer screen in the situation room under the White House and getting an update on options. I’ve okayed our people moving right away, but I wanted to check with you because they’ll be operating on Canadian soil and over your airspace.” 
 “Mr. President—” Harper suddenly started using the title, instead of first names. 

Oh, shit, Chesterton thought, he’s going to try to insist Canadian forces will handle any situation.

 “—I can’t authorize any such action without at least consulting with the Defense Ministry and our Armed Forces chiefs.” 
 “Under any but the most dire circumstances I would understand, Mister Prime Minister.” I can play the formality game just as well, thought Chesterton. “However, we have two reasons why this situation makes that impossible. The first is time. I’m seeing that our first response can be air cover over the site in about two hours or less, with troops on the ground two hours or so after that. We project that you might be able to have air support there shortly after ours, but your ground support would likely arrive several hours after ours.” 
 “I understand, Mr. President, and I’m sorry, but I simply cannot authorize this on my own.” 
 “Then give me options, Mister Prime Minister. Help has to arrive at the site as soon as humanly possible.” 
 “And we will get help there and coordinate with your efforts as soon as we can manage it here.”  
 Chesterton was silent for almost thirty seconds. He had hoped to avoid pushing too hard, but he could see no other choice. 
 “I’m also sorry, Mister Prime Minister, but that is not acceptable. What you are proposing is not action that is as fast as humanly possible, but action that is as fast as a bureaucracy can manage.” While saying this, Chesterton authorized Hardesty to proceed with all proposed actions. He had cut the sound to Harper for a few seconds—long enough to connect to Hardesty and tell him, “General Hardesty, you are a go with all proposed actions,” then cut back to Harper. 
 “That is completely out of the question. You cannot violate Canadian sovereignty without our permission!” Harper’s voice had taken on an outraged tone. 
 “Mr. Prime Minister, we are coming.” 
 Harper started speaking several times, stopping only to start again—obviously trying to gather his thoughts and consider the implications. Then he spoke in a cold, steady voice. “Mr. President, such actions would be unprecedented in relations between our two countries and would severely damage our alliance and cooperation for God knows how many years. As a Canadian, I can assure you of major consequences in how my countrymen will view the United States. Leaving that aside, you must realize that my party would be forced to take major diplomatic actions to protect both our sovereignty and our party’s standing with the citizenry. Anything less would be unacceptable by Canadians.” 
 “I understand, Mr. Prime Minister, but we have no choice.” 
 The line was silent for several moments, then Harper spoke again, now with an accusatory tone. “Something is not quite right here, Mr. President.” Harper paused. Chesterton could almost hear the gears of Harper’s mind backing up and processing past information and missing pieces. 
 “Who’s attacking the site?” 
 “Early indications are the Chinese.” 
 “Chinese?” exclaimed an incredulous Harper. “On Ellesmere Island? I might have expected the Russians since they’re closer, but the Chinese? And why would they do such a thing?” Harper paused yet again. “It can’t be just the listening post. Even if the site were recording every single communication in all of China, they wouldn’t risk such an outrageous act. The diplomatic and economic consequences could be incalculable. It’s something else, isn’t it?”  
 “I’m afraid so.” 
 “It’s something you’re doing in that restricted portion of the site that we allowed you to set up.” 
 “That’s our assumption.” 
 “Well, Christ, Chesterton!” Harper exploded “You’ve obviously lied to us about the site’s purpose and now intend to illegally violate our territory to stop the Chinese from an attack on Canadian soil!” 
 Chesterton wanted to tell Harper to get off his high horse. The Canadians didn’t complain about the restricted site when they thought the United States was paying for the entire site construction and operation and thought they were getting free participation in its intelligence gathering. Yet he felt empathy for Harper’s outrage. Unfortunately, this was not the time to give in to those concerns.  
 “So, EXACTLY what is going on there? And don’t give me any bullshit about security. Not now.” 
 Chesterton knew the game was up, at least with the Canadians. 
 “What is happening has a security level literally off any chart, and I agree that you will be brought totally into it. Not that it matters at the moment, but we’ve been planning on doing this anyway in the coming year. The current circumstances make it necessary for this to happen as soon as we get this situation settled.” 
 “I see I don’t have any options, Chesterton. We have an election coming up this year, so I’ll have to frame this carefully. I’ll have to give it more thought, but I’ll probably say that after due deliberation on this emergency situation you’re talking about, I determined that there was no sovereignty issue for allies to act together as quickly as possible. Blah, blah. Hell, I don’t know what I’ll say, but I’ll be telling Thurston and Malcolm Waters, our chief of the defense staff, to play along with what’s happening until you read us in on what’s really going on at Site 23. 
 “They’ll also need to talk to whoever is in charge of this fiasco on your end. At least do me a favor and have whoever this person is to tread as softly as possible and be apologetic to our military people.” 
 “I’ll do that, and sorry again, but we’ll sort all this out later. You also should consider NOT making this immediately known to the Canadian public. I think after a full briefing, you’ll be giving this careful consideration. That’s what I intend on our side. 
 “One more thing. If there are casualties, they may need medical attention sooner than we could get to them. You have medical facilities and staff not too far from Site 23 . . . well, a lot closer than we do. We may mobilize the small staff we have at Thule, but I’d appreciate your seeing what you could get to Site 23 for at least emergency treatment until people can be airlifted out.” 
 Chesterton could hear Harper’s heavy sigh. “Let me see what I can do. We should be able to round up doctors and nurses within an hour or two, but we’ll also have to see what aircraft are available that can get to Site 23. They’ll have to land at that runway you use, so you need to check on transportation to the site. I’ll also see if we can get a helicopter there, but the range is a problem.” 
 “Thanks, Stephen. I appreciate it, and sorry again for all this.” 
 Harper vented more ire, and Chesterton let the PM express his frustration for another five minutes before ending the call as diplomatically as he could. He then immediately buzzed for his chief of staff, Robert Neller. Bob had been a friend and an aide for many years and didn’t think there was anything he didn’t know about the president personally or his ability to anticipate Chesterton’s actions. He was wrong. 
 “Bob, I need an immediate meeting. This is absolutely closed, so nothing can get out that the meeting occurred. Get Rennoux, Gilbertson, and Hopkins here ASAP.” 
 Neller’s eyebrows shot up in astonishment. “What’s up, Mr. President?” 
 The answer was Neller’s second surprise. “Sorry, Bob. You have no need to know on this one. Not yet. Just get them here and as quietly as possible.” 
 The chief of staff was annoyed to be cut out of something obviously important, especially considering his and Chesterton’s long history. But they were now in the biggest league of all, and the president of the United States had just given an order. 
 “Yes, sir,” he said and, without another word, whirled on his heels and was out of an Oval Office door. His aide would help him locate and contact the three persons. All were in D.C. at the moment: Secretary of State Rennoux, Secretary of Defense Gilbertson, and Vice President Hopkins.



 
   
   

CHAPTER 40


 


 





HERE THEY COME

   
   
 The rest of the patrol arrived strung out over several hundred yards, making no attempt to stay clustered, each man pushing as fast as he could. They could see figures running between buildings as they came over a slight rise a mile from the site. All their breathing was labored as they jogged the last mile. The strain on their metabolisms and their inability to pull in sufficient oxygen would normally have forced them to make stops long enough for their fatigued bodies to recover. But not today. Their need to reach the site and fear overrode their physiology. 
 Zach stopped for a moment on top of the rise. He pulled out his optics and looked back. Starting to spread out behind them were many figures—also moving fast along the north/south valley and less than a mile behind. At best, the patrol had held the distance between them constant—at least, that’s what Zach told the others, although he knew the distance had been slowly narrowing. 
 Andrew noted something different about Zach since they’d left the second notch. The six of them had started together and stayed that way until about the halfway point. After that, Zach slowly separated from the others as the pace took its toll on the rest of the group. The CIA agent seemed impervious to the strain, breathing deeply and loping effortlessly once they reached the flatter, more barren ground. 
 Every ten minutes, Andrew tried radioing the site. Twice, he successfully reached the comm center, only to have the connection abort within seconds. He was still within shouting distance of Zach when he called out, “It’s still the damn solar interference.” He gestured holding a microphone. 


 It had taken them ninety-six minutes to reach the camp—something of a miracle under other circumstances but agonizingly slow for this day. Word reached Sinclair of their approach, and he met them thirty yards south of the main building. 
 Sinclair wasted no time on preliminary words. “Confirm!” he barked when Zach was twenty feet away. 
 Zach’s response was equally terse as he closed the gap between them. “Chinese. Armed. About fifty-five left. Minutes behind us. Due south.” 
 Andrew joined them. Montero and his other two men were fifty to two hundred yards behind. 
 Sinclair’s expression never changed. “We have to divide their fire so they can’t overwhelm our shooters. I’ve assigned Sergeants Schmidt and Shalton to set up to our west to cover that flank and still be able to provide crossing fire at anything coming straight at us. Scott Goustin is with them. He was in security before moving into tech with the air force.” 
 Zach glanced west, then east. The site’s buildings stood slightly recessed into the slope of Baldy Ridge, with boulders and rock formations petering out into the flatter land. He could see that the terrain provided only fair protection for covering their flanks, except for a few two- to three-foot boulders to the west. Their eastern flank was flat, devoid of cover. 
 “I know,” said Sinclair. “I can read your mind. The maintenance people are cranking up all the vehicles in the garages and will scatter them between buildings to our east flank. That’ll provide as much cover as we can on such short notice. Similarly, Schmitt and Shelton are rolling barrels out of the waste building to our west. 
 “Zach, I’ve placed you to the west with Swackhammer and Hindman. Swackhammer’s a retired marine. Hindman’s not military, but he claims he’s been a hunter most of his life and knows firearms. I took him at his word.” 
 Sinclair turned to Andrew. “Major, you will be on the east with Jeremy Wingate and Alice Marstyn. Don’t worry about Wingate finding out we know he’s Canadian military. Time for that is over. Marstyn’s ex-marine. Six years’ service. A clerk, but she reminded me of the claim that every marine is a rifleman first.” 
 Montero arrived, gasping from exertion. “Lieutenant, send one of your other men farther east from where Major Jefferson will be. Yolanda Brown is already there. She’s army and has rifle qualified. They and Jefferson’s group will cover the east flank. Willie Larson will join those two as soon as he can. Schmidt and Shalton will be to our west flank. You and your last man will be with me in the main building. 
 “All of you, load up on ammunition from the weapons locker. It’ll be chaotic, so we’ll keep what’s left in the main building. Also, emphasize no firing until I start it from my position.” 
 Sinclair looked south. “Where’s Porter?” 
 “He’s doing what he can to slow them down,” said Zach. “What about the Claymores?” 
 “Shit!” said Sinclair. “I forgot about them. How many do we have?” 
 “Should be ten,” said Zach, turning to Andrew. “Let’s you and me get as many as we can out to the south. I doubt we have more than fifteen minutes before the Chinese are within firing range. That’s assuming they keep coming hard.” 
 “All right,” said Sinclair, “that’ll change things. Get the Claymores set up, and I’ll let you two start things off when you think the mines will do the most damage.” 
 “They have to come right at us now that they know they’ve lost the surprise element,” said Zach. 
 Sinclair nodded. “If they send all their men straight in, our people on the flanks will provide crossfire. However, if it was me, I’d send squads to flank us on both sides while the rest hold our attention to the front.” 
 “Dividing their force?” questioned Andrew. 
 “There’s no good solution to how best attack an alert position like this,” said Zach. “Whatever they do is a risk. I think I agree with Leo’s intuition. However it plays out, it’s going to be short and vicious. I doubt withdrawing and pretending this didn’t happen is part of the Chinese commander’s thinking right now. With their chance to surprise us lost, he’s hoping they can quickly overwhelm our defense.
Our best chance is they won’t be expecting so many of us armed and experienced. Even so, once he realizes this, it won’t change what they do. It’ll be to keep coming on hard and wear us down.” 
 None of the men noticed Zach’s lapse into first names with the site commander. Time for formalities was over. 
 “Whitey, Willie, and Houdini are trying to organize the rest of the staff,” said Sinclair. “They’re issuing M4s to anyone with a clue how to use them. We’ve got fourteen ex-military who have at least had range experience. Shotguns and pistols are being issued to anyone not likely to shoot themselves or a friendly. The walls of the main building will stop small arms. We’ll have to open the small windows to fire out of. I’m not sure what’ll happen if they have heavier weapons.” 
 Sinclair turned to Montero. “Lieutenant, here come your other two men. Get them squared away on their stations.” Montero walked away to meet Harris. Shipley trailed but was only fifty yards farther back. 
 Sinclair checked for anyone within hearing, then lowered his voice to Zach. “Willie is finishing setting several thermobaric charges inside Level 3. If it looks like the site will fall, he’ll set them off, and nothing will be left for the Chinese to salvage that deals with what we know of the Object. Willie has orders to support the left flank as much as he can, as long as he stays mobile enough to set off the charges if necessary. I’ve also changed the nuclear firing system, so only one key is necessary.” 
 Sinclair didn’t have to explain further. 
 “I’ll be in the main building. My intent will be to use the nuke if I believe everyone else has been killed or captured and Willie didn’t destroy Level 3.” 
 Neither Zach nor Andrew had questions. They were both professionals. 
 Sinclair shook his head. “Coordination is out of the question. I just hope the Chinese don’t do anything surprising. 
 “Both of you, after  setting the Claymores, check the people in your flanking positions and reinforce that they are not to fire until the Claymores go off, firing starts from the main building, or their own positions are in danger of being overrun. As Zach says, our best chance is to hit them as hard as possible before they react to the new conditions.” 
 “What about calling out for help?” asked Zach. 
 “Improving,” said Sinclair, “but not enough to be sure we got a clear message out. The meteorologists and Brandstrom, the astrophysicist, say it should clear enough for outgoing messages in another hour or two—which won’t do us any good. However, I ordered our communications people to keep sending, in case a window appears in the solar interference. Of course, even if someone receives our call for help, they couldn’t get here for a minimum of three to six hours, depending on what assets are available and where they are.” 
 Zach and Andrew took off toward the arms locker. Sinclair shouted after them. “I’ll be in the main building checking with Willie and Houdini.” 
   
 Major Peng used binoculars to survey the target as soon as it came in view. His men dispersed, as they’d planned during the submarine trip. Even though surprise was lost, there was no reason or time to alter the plan. He was down to fifty-three men for the assault. Three had been killed in the initial attack by two snipers and a fourth later wounded so severely, he would have had to be carried, so he was shot by his squad leader. Peng was also forced to leave two men to keep the gunman from sniping at his men as they continued toward the objective and to secure their return to where the submarine would pick them up. Another man had sprained an ankle when a rock rolled under his foot and his leg slid into a crack. The man was unable to keep up but was mobile enough to be left to make his way back to the submarine pickup point. 
 Peng wondered whether he should have ordered their two machine guns to go with the flanking squads. He figured breakthroughs would occur there if resistance was heavier than expected. Yet there was no time to change anything. The gun crews would set up a position between the flanking squads and the main group and would provide covering and crossfire. 
 Peng positioned himself behind the two squads making the frontal assault. With him were seven men with RPGs and satchel charges. They would be committed when appropriate and used as reinforcements as needed. The original plan was to take the objective by surprise and use the machine guns and RPGs only if necessary. Peng was afraid it might be necessary, which would make it impossible to leave no signs of combat. 
 Once the objective was secure, the occupants were to be quickly assessed for intelligence value—the most useful to be taken back to China, the others moved to where the local asset said an underground stream could be accessed via an open fissure. There, they would be shot and tossed into the underground stream to be carried away and lost to searchers. If everything had worked perfectly, the Americans and the Canadians would have been faced with a shocking mystery—an abandoned base with no people and no sign of what happened. Now that part of the plan was impossible. He told Captain Lin, his second in command, and the squad leaders that all weapons were free to be used as soon as resistance appeared, including the machine guns. He retained control of the RPGs. 
   
 Zach and Andrew set new records for placing seven Claymores fifty yards south of the buildings. They also violated every possible safety protocol. Andrew cursed when they opened the Claymore case labeled as holding ten mines and found two missing—Zach promised himself to look into where the other two went if he survived the next hour. An eighth Claymore had a broken wire to the firing mechanism, the “clacker.” 
 The mines could be fired from a single clacker, but time was too short to set up all the connections. Four Claymore wires ran to an unhitched dozer blade next to the Waste Building where Zach planned on positioning himself, along with Swackhammer and Hindman. 
 The three other Claymore wires led to where Andrew’s group would take position behind vehicles moved to provide cover. 
 As they finished connecting the last wires, Andrew called out. “Zach, I’ll make a quick sweep of the buildings on this side to see if everyone is out and the people are set in our flanks. You do the same on your side.” 
 Without a word, Zach took off. 
   
 From seven hundred meters away, Peng saw two men running back and forth between buildings. He couldn’t see if they were armed. The inside contact had reported that the only armed men were the five military personnel who changed every few months and a pistol-carrying aide to the objective’s commander. If those were the only opposition, Peng’s men would take casualties but should hardly slow down as they overran the buildings. 
 He didn’t know how to account for the unanticipated sniper rifles, but there was no time for second-guessing or hesitation. He had pushed his men as hard as the terrain allowed, fearing the site team’s warning would allow the Americans and the Canadians to destroy records and computers before they could be captured. However, even if that happened, there should be enough prisoners taken to satisfy his superiors. 
 He watched as the two flanking squads moved quickly ahead. He’d halted the rest of the men to allow the squads to get forward enough so that when the entire unit moved on the objective, they would be in an arc enveloping the site against the ridge the base sat against. It was a mistake—giving the defenders several extra minutes. 
   
 Zach reached the rec building, opened the inside door, and shouted, “Anybody here? Anybody here, get your ass over to the main building!” 
 No one answered. 
 Next was Dormitory 1. He raced down the first floor’s corridor, pounding on every other door and yelling. At the end of the hall he took the stairs three at a time to the second floor and repeated his warnings. From there, he flew down the stairs, burst out the door, and ran toward Dormitory 2. 
 “Zach! I think they’re coming!” Hindman called out from Zach’s assigned position. When he heard the words, he was already opening the Dorm 2 door and froze. Halfway down the hall, barefoot and dressed in a robe, was Jill holding Bobby. He ran up to her. 
 “Jill, you’re supposed to be in the main building with the others! You need to get yourself and Bobby inside your rooms and hide.” 
 “Hide where!” she cried out. “What’s happening? I was in the shower with Bobby. We were singing. I didn’t hear the alarm until I turned off the water. I saw the alert from the general on the monitor. Who are these people? The general just said we might be under attack.” 
 He didn’t have time to take her into the main building. Shooting could start any second. 
 “There’s no time for talking, just get yourself and Bobby inside and stay there. Go to your room. Lock the door. Don’t answer until I come for you.” 
 She nodded, shaking, but listened to him with eyes that said she was grasping at something that told her the right thing to do.  
 Zach hesitated, then pulled a pistol from his webbing and held it out to her by the barrel, the handle toward her. “Do you have any idea how to use this?” 
 Her eyes grew larger at the question and the offer—Zach wouldn’t have thought her eyes could have widened more. With a shaking hand she took the pistol, stared at it for a second, then looked up into Zach’s eyes. “Whoever is coming will try to kill us, won’t they?” 
 Zach wasn’t going to lie to her. “They may, or they may be after information or prisoners. There’s no way to know, but it’s best to assume the worst.” 
 Her eyes took on more focus. Maybe it was the combination of holding Bobby in her left arm, having a pistol in the right hand, and somehow reflexively knowing that she was the conduit for the weapon to protect Bobby. “What do I do?” 
 Zach took the pistol back, racked a round into the chamber, and eased the hammer down. “It’s now ready to fire. The safety is off. To shoot, pull the hammer back until it clicks into place, point it where you want to shoot, and pull the trigger. Another round will automatically be chambered with the hammer back. You can keep pulling the trigger until there’s no more bullets, but don’t waste them if you don’t have a target. Remember, once you fire the first time, the gun is live until it’s out of bullets or you put the safety back on.” He indicated the switch on the handle and shoved the gun back into her hand. “Now go!” he commanded. She turned and ran into her room.  
 He sprinted down the hall, out the door, and ran back toward Hindman and Swackhammer, crouched behind the bulldozer blade. 
   
 Despite no warning signs, every instinct told Peng it looked too quiet. At four hundred yards away, he glimpsed another figure running between buildings. Again, Peng couldn’t tell if the man carried a rifle. 
 There was no need for stealth. He put a whistle to his mouth and gave three short, loud blasts. Attack!



 
   
   

CHAPTER 41


 


 





FOR YOUR LIVES

   
   
 Zach was forty yards from the dozer blade when he heard the whistle. In the cold, dry arctic air, he could have heard it from five miles off. Figures rose from kneeling positions and came trotting, rifles in hand. Four hundred yards, he estimated. Then he frowned. Their numbers seemed fewer. He saw movement to his right. While he was checking the buildings, the Chinese had sent men to flank Zach’s position. He couldn’t see clearly to the east, but he assumed another group was doing the same to complete the envelopment. 
 When the attackers were within three hundred yards, he thought he heard a shout behind him, but he couldn’t see anyone when he looked back. He glanced east past the main building to where Andrew was in position, checking his M4, and setting out more magazines to be in easy reach. Zach did the same with one magazine and partially straightened the pins on a grenade to make them pin easier. 
 Swackhammer and Hindman copied him with their M4s. Both men were pale. Hindman’s hands trembled. 
 “Set the selectors for three-round bursts,” he told them. “The magazines hold twenty-seven rounds, so you’ll have nine shots at targets before changing magazines.” There was no reason to tell them he had grabbed Willie before leaving on the search and told him to load all the magazines with 27 rounds. Despite official assurances, Zach didn’t trust the 30-round magazines’ springs not to cause a jam if fully loaded. 
 “You’ve got ten magazines each,” said Zach. “That gives you ninety bursts, but don’t waste them. I expect it’ll be over before you run out, so don’t switch to single fire until the last few magazines. But just in case, if we get to those last couple of magazines, we’ll duck into the tunnels and head to the main building. The rest of the ammunition was moved there. 
 “Major Jefferson will fire off his set of Claymores when the Chinese are within seventy yards. We’ll do our best to set off our four with or just after his.” He held up two of the Claymore clackers and pointed to the other two. “There wasn’t time to attach more than one Claymore to a single ignition device. One of you needs to set these two off. We need to do it simultaneously, as much as possible.” 
 Swackhammer and Hindman looked at each other. Hindman said, “I’ll do it,” and took the other two clackers. 
 “The Chinese may hit the ground or keep running after we set off the Claymores. Whichever it is, it’s everyone’s signal to fire at will.” 
 Hindman nodded, gripped his M4 tighter, and nervously fiddled with four magazines he’d laid beside him. Swackhammer’s gulp was audible, although his expression was firm and his eyes clear. 
   
 Willie finished placing the last charge inside the Level 3 building section. Although from the outside all the structures appeared to be constructed the same, the Level 3 and main buildings were built as fortress-like as possible without being obvious. In addition to the inner walls of the buildings’ sides being thicker than the other structures, within the walls was a hybrid armor system with two layers. An incoming projectile would first make contact with electric reactive armor where two conductive plates separated by insulation formed a capacitor that discharged upon penetration, vaporizing or diffusing by the sudden energy transfer the penetrator’s shape-charge plasma. The system was too bulky for armored vehicles but was practical for static defense, especially one with a good power supply such as the site’s nuclear reactor. 
 A second armor layer was composed of nonexplosive reactive armor. An insulation layer would absorb part of a penetrator’s energy, causing the plates to bulge apart and increasing the armor’s effective depth. The extreme construction of the building was a gross example of military overspending when funds were unlimited . . . an evaluation about to be tested.  
 If the situation deteriorated to the point that the Chinese threatened to occupy the building, the thermobaric charges Willie had placed inside Level 3 would destroy everything related to the Object, except the Object itself—as far as they knew. The armored walls would serve the reverse purpose of magnifying the effects of the thermobaric charges, resulting in the building’s interior being vaporized. A ten-second delay gave Willie and anyone with him a chance to get out of the building or into the tunnel system. 
 Willie opened the outer door and looked south. That’s when he heard Peng’s whistle, grunted, and hustled to join Sergeant Harris and Yolanda Brown, the African American technician from Level 2.  
   
 Zach lay on the ground with one eye peeking around the dozer blade. Swackhammer started to raise above the blade to also look. Hindman jerked him back. “Not on top, you idiot. Your head would be outlined and easy to spot. They’re less likely to notice if you look around the end like Zach is doing.” 
 The camp’s position was slightly elevated from where the Chinese approached. Zach saw the main Chinese force coming directly at the site in two parallel lines of about ten men each, the lines separated by twenty yards. 
 At two hundred yards, the Chinese picked up the pace and ran full bore. Zach glanced west. The view of the flanking group from their position was blocked by storage and waste buildings. He couldn’t worry about them. The three men stationed on that side would have to handle the flankers. His problem was coming hard straight at him. He looked east seventy yards to where Andrew held up two claymore clackers. Next to the army major, Alice Marstyn held up a third device. Andrew nodded as Zach reciprocated and checked that Hindman was ready with his two clackers. 
 Zach didn’t look again at the Chinese. Andrew rose from his prone position and gave an exaggerated nod, meaning the Chinese were coming up to seventy yards, and he was about to light off the mines. A second nod. On the third nod, Andrew held his two clackers out from his body so Zach could see them and squeezed. Zach’s squeezes followed a fraction of a second behind, Hindman’s fractionally later. Six of the seven claymores exploded within a tenth of a second of one another. The seventh was a dud.  
 A deadly spray of 4,200 1/8-inch steel balls roared south at 4,000 feet per second, each ball covering the distance to the Chinese forward line in less than 0.04 seconds. 
   
 Each of the fifty-four Chinese went from upright to prone. What Peng couldn’t immediately see was that of the twenty men making the frontal assault, six were dead and four wounded. In the next three seconds, the Chinese and the Americans were engaged in a furious firefight. The American advantages were they knew what was coming and could fire from behind protection. The Chinese disadvantage was that they were in exposed positions. However, they outnumbered the defenders three to one and had two machine guns whose crews were not in the blast path of the Claymores. Four more attackers were hit by M4 fire before the two machine guns came into play. 
 Scott Goustin, a Canadian radar man, was the first defender to die. When the two soldiers he shared the west flanking position with began firing at the Chinese squad now only sixty yards away, Scott forgot to release his M4’s safety. It took several reactionless presses on the trigger for him to realize the problem. In his lapse of focus as he fumbled with the switch, he inadvertently rose slightly from behind the boulder and barrel shelters where they crouched, exposing his head from the chin up. Two 7.62 mm rounds from a machine gun struck him under the left eye and temple—the double hit superfluous because either was fatal. 
 “Christ!” exclaimed Sergeant Schmidt, as Goustin’s blood washed across his right cheek, and Goustin’s body fell on its back. Machine gun rounds chipped away at rocks and metal all around them, showering them with rock fragments. Schmidt chanced firing at the flankers. He glimpsed the Chinese shooting and moving toward the bottom of Baldy Ridge. 
 “We have to pull back, or they’re going to get behind us!” he screamed at Sergeant Shalton, who had never stopped firing. Yet most of his shots were blind as he stuck his rifle above their protection and sprayed outward in three-shot bursts. 
 “If even one of them gets behind and above us, we’re dead,” said Schmidt. “Let’s go!”  
 Together, they left their position and raced toward the recreation building. The flanking Chinese squad rushed to get behind the two men’s position and didn’t fire immediately at them as they ran. Reacting faster was the two-man machine gun crew who had been firing to suppress Schmidt and Shalton’s fire. The gunner followed the two men, catching Shalton just before he reached the cover of the recreation building’s corner. A round hit his ankle, and he fell six feet from the building. Schmidt heard Shalton yell and turned in time to see the machine gun walk rounds from the edge of the building back to Shalton, hitting him enough times to kill three men.  
 Furious, Schmidt momentarily forgot his own safety and leaned enough around the corner to fire an entire magazine at the flankers before they and the machine gun returned fire. He ducked and ran along the back of the recreation building. All he could think of was getting to a dormitory’s rear door to get inside and access the tunnel to the main building. He didn’t see that his magazine’s twenty-seven rounds had brought down two attackers. 
   
 Zach saw too late the events to the west as Schmidt’s position crumbled. Although he couldn’t see Schmidt and Shalton race to safety, the stream of tracers from the machine gun told him the story. However, the tracers provided enough distraction for him to poke around the dozer blade and fire half a magazine at the machine gun crew. The machine gun’s ammunition feeder slumped, but the gunner spun the weapon toward Zach’s position. He ducked behind the blade as rounds struck metal and vibrated the blade. 
 A hand grabbed Zach’s foot and tugged. “Hindman’s hit!” yelled Swackhammer. Zach turned his head. Hindman lay looking skyward, his eyes blank, one hand pressed to his upper right chest.  
 One look told Zach that Hindman was out of action. “Hit his collarbone. Probably not fatal, but he’s in shock. We’re about to be flanked and have to move back. Let’s get him into the lab building, and you take him to the main building through the tunnels. Tell Sinclair to expect bad guys to come at him from the west side and rear.” 
 Zach fired the rest of the magazine at the machine gunner, forcing him to duck and stop firing. In the brief lull, they pulled the unconscious Hindman through the lab building’s door. Zach helped Swackhammer put Hindman into a fireman’s carry and urged them repeatedly to warn Sinclair. He exited the building again, just in time to see the remaining Chinese in the west flanking group run toward the recreation building. Zach flicked the switch on his rifle and emptied half a magazine at them before he lost sight. One Chinese fell lifeless, while a second was hit and stumbled, then continued on. 
 As far as Zach he knew, he was the last defender on the site’s west flank. He didn’t know what was happening at the east flank, but his sense was that Sinclair’s people were keeping the Chinese at bay on the frontal attack. The situation would change if the Chinese flankers breached the main building. Zach reentered the lab building and headed down the tunnel toward the recreation building. Swackhammer was already out of sight. If the Chinese knew about the tunnels, he could be trapped. If not, he planned to let the flankers pass, and he’d come up behind them. 
   
 Andrew believed they were keeping the east flankers from advancing. In the first raging exchange of gunfire, three Chinese had gone down. The rest had taken cover behind boulders and in depressions. Thus far, the only casualty from his team was Alice Marstyn—hit in the leg while running between a tractor and one of the snowcats. She was in pain but bound the wound herself and continued firing. He glanced back, looking for Willie. The big man kept up slow but steady fire at the Chinese. Andrew hadn’t seen him show up after setting the thermobaric charges in Level 3. 
   
 Peng took in as much detail as he could with his eyes, while simultaneously listening with his earpiece to the clamor of reports from his squad leaders. He was shocked at the furious defense, far beyond what they had been briefed on. He had already lost a third of his men, killed or wounded too severely to be of use. The east flanking group seemed stalemated by a set of defenders. To his front, fire from the main building kept the rest of his men from advancing. The only progress was with his west flank. He needed to suppress enemy fire so the rest of his men could advance and provide a distraction for the remaining men in the west squad, who were now among the objective’s buildings on that side. He briefly considered having that squad come up behind the defenders on the east flank but decided the highest priority was getting into the main building. 
 “RPGs!” he shouted. “Two rockets each to the large building. We have to suppress their fire.” 
 Peng expected the RPGs to punch through the walls and detonate inside, stunning the defenders without killing too many. He needed prisoners. 
   
 Sinclair saw two flashes and knew the source. “Incoming!” he shouted. “RPGs! Away from the windows!” 
 The first rocket-propelled grenade hit six feet from a window, shook the building, and penetrated only the outer wall layer before its force was dissipated by the reactive armor. The second rocket hit an upper corner of a window, blowing it inward. Pedro Laporta had peeked out the window, saw the rocket, and ducked, dropping the Mossberg shotgun he’d been issued. The blast knocked him ten feet, stunning him without causing serious injury. The vagaries of fortune were not so kind to Marylou Stebbins. An eighteen-inch piece of the polycarbonate windowpane scythed from the right side of her neck to her left armpit, killing her before her body hit the floor. 
 The next two rockets impacted near windows, shaking the building but not penetrating. 
 “They have to hit the same spot twice to get through,” said Sinclair to Whitey Kolzlowski. “They can’t have too many more of the damn things.” 
 The words had hardly left the general’s mouth when twin shocks reverberated throughout the building. 
 “It’s the main door,” exclaimed Whitey. “They’re trying to breach it.” 
 Two more shocks followed, both blasts indicating they had missed the door and impacted the building’s wall. 
   
 One RPG rocket missed the target, sailed over the main building, and hit the building in the rear. 
 Peng screamed at the rocketeer. “You idiot! If you cannot use the weapon properly, I will send you unarmed to charge the American positions!” 
 “Cào nǐ mā!” cursed a soldier holding another RPG launcher to Peng’s right, referring by implication to performing a certain act on the Americans’ mothers. 
 “What’s that building made of, Major?” asked a sergeant. “It must be some type of reactive armor and not just ordinary construction material.” 
 “In that case, the RPGs are worthless for getting inside,” said Peng, turning to the nearby men. “You with the launchers, drop them and reinforce the squad on the west side. We will continue firing to keep the Americans’ attention while the men carrying satchel charges are to place them against the main building’s wall. Reactive armor will not stop breaching charges. Once they are in position, they are to set off two charges at one spot. Then, if no hole is blasted through, set off the other charges at the same place. Both machine guns are to concentrate on the main building’s windows to support the men with the charges.” 
 Peng wished he hadn’t changed his mind about including a Russian 9M133 antitank missile two-man crew and their loadout for the mission. The weight and the expectation of minimal resistance had led him to decide not to include it. The guided missiles would already have breached the walls, killing and incapacitating many of the people inside through blast debris and concussive shock. 
 Everything depended on the west flank. Most of the men in the frontal assault had been decimated—seven men remained alive. Three of those were wounded, two of whom were able to fight. The west machine gun continued a measured suppressing fire at the main building, but the east gun suddenly went silent. Peng feared it had run out of ammunition after keeping up nearly continuous firing, alternating between the main building and the east flank defenders. 
 He pulled the east gun crew to his own position and had them arm themselves from the dead bodies. They joined the firing but stayed near Peng, giving him six men as a reserve. 
   
 When the RPG rocket hit the second floor of Jill’s dorm building, she had just finished covering Bobby with his blanket—he habitually kicked it off when sleeping. The blast shook the building and knocked her off her feet. She fell onto her son’s bed, her hands stopping her from collapsing on him, one hand clutching the pistol. She suppressed a scream, then listened for another blast. The firing had started several minutes previously . . . she didn’t know how long ago. There were other explosions but not at her dorm building; they were more distant, elsewhere on the site. 
 What was happening? Were the attackers winning? Being driven off? Were people she knew dead or dying? Kathy? Bre? Zach? 
 All she could do was protect Bobby. She gently moved him close to the wall, then lay down facing the hallway door, her back to him, the pistol in both hands, shaking. 
   
 Zach ran up the stairwell connecting the tunnel system to the recreation building and cautiously peered out a window toward the main building’s rear. Two Chinese soldiers were on their knees next to the building’s wall. Another nine or ten men crouched within thirty feet of his window. 
 He ducked back inside and radioed. “Harry! They’re at your west wall. I think they’re planting charges!” 
 He needed to distract the Chinese, but how? No windows in the recreation building opened. He was too close to the attackers to open the building’s main door. He’d be immediately shot without stopping them. 
 A “shit, shit, shit!” mantra rumbled subvocally through his head as he considered actions, none of them good. To reach the Chinese with his one grenade would require him to exit the building to throw it—they were too far away for him to open the door only enough for an underhanded toss. Finally, he settled on the least bad option. He had to wait until they set the charges off. They would be focused on the explosion and its results. He would have only a moment when he could open the recreation building’s door and fire before they recovered. 
   
 Sinclair checked the galley where most of the unarmed staff members had gathered. The metal freezers, stoves, and cabinets provided the most interior protection in the building. 
 “General!” shouted a voice audible even over the cacophony of panicked staff voices or people asking what was happening. Sinclair whirled as Harry Houdin rushed up to him, one hand over an ear. 
 “It’s Zach. The four of us on the covert security team have separate communications. He didn’t see any reason to let you in on everything we do and have. And don’t give me that look—see him about it.” When Houdin lowered his hand, Sinclair could see the earpiece. “He says the west defensive positions have collapsed, and the Chinese will be at this building any moment! He says to get everyone away from the outer walls. He thinks he saw some of the bastards carrying what look like satchel charges.” 
   
 Captain Min Wang motioned for his men to take cover around the corner of the main and adjacent buildings. If the wall were breached, he and his men would pour through the opening. Major Peng radioed for all mobile central-positioned men to join him, with the east flank group to keep up constant fire at enemy positions as soon as the charges went off. Peng would take the other men with him to reinforce the main building’s breach. The remaining machine gunner and the east flankers would keep other defenders from entering the battle within the main building. 
 Peng also reminded Captain Wang to put down the resistance without killing more Americans and Canadians than necessary. They needed prisoners. All thoughts were gone of leaving no one alive at the site and having time to question prisoners for their important records. He was down to half of his original force. The only way to salvage something from the mission was if he could grab papers, computer drives, and prisoners. 
   
 Richard Lindskold experienced only a fractional second of life after a double satchel charge blew a six-foot hole through all layers of the main building’s outer wall. A 72-inch TV placed against the outer wall flew inward to crush his skull and chest. Sinclair had ordered him to make a last check that everyone was out of the building’s western end. Lindskold had finished his sweep and had turned to run back to the defensive position when time ran out.  
   
 Zach waited until he heard the explosion, then heaved open the door, M4 pointed to his left. To his dismay and disbelief, most of the Chinese were already through the breach. He saw one Chinese soldier’s back disappear into a smoking hole, with only three more waiting their turn. He flicked to full auto and traversed the entire 27-round magazine right to left across their midsections. Two of the men were hit multiple times and fell lifeless. He was about to race toward the breach when movement out of the corner of his eye made him reflexively drop, then duck back inside the door. Gunfire erupted. Bullets tore through the space he had occupied a millisecond earlier. He managed only the briefest glimpse of more soldiers running in his direction between the medical and storage buildings. 

Reinforcements, Zach thought. The Chinese commander is trying to exploit the breach. There was no way Zach could help the main building from his current position. There were no door locks, except for the building that housed Levels 2 and 3. If they came after him into the recreation building, he’d be trapped and unable to help elsewhere. So far, they seemed unaware of the tunnel system. He pulled a grenade off his webbing, pulled the pin, and jammed it between the inner door and the door’s opening handle. It fit snugly, but he carefully released his grip until he was assured the grenade wouldn’t spin and the handle spring out, setting off the fuse. One second after releasing his grip, he ran to the stairwell leading to the tunnel. All stairwells had an unmarked door. Even if the Chinese got in the building and searched quickly, there would be a delay in their finding the tunnels. 
 “Everyone!” he called into the combination mic/earpiece after pressing its small activator button. “They’re in the main building! They know I’m in the rec building, and they still don’t seem to know about the tunnels. I’m headed back to the med building. I’ll see if I can get behind them and stop any more from getting into the main building. 
 “Willie, even if your position is stable, you’ll have to stay where you are in case the charges have to be set off. I’m not getting through to Sinclair or Jefferson, so that connection is lost somehow. If you can, get Jefferson’s attention, update him and see if he can spare a person or two to help Houdini. 
 “Harry, you’re on your own. Do your best.” 
 Zach didn’t know Houdini’s and Sinclair’s situation or what was happening with Jefferson. As he ran, he castigated himself for not including Sinclair and Jefferson in the separate security net, in case the site-wide net went down. 
   
 Although Houdin heard Zach, he didn’t respond, being fully occupied with shooting the first Chinese soldier who came through the door from the dining room into the galley. Then he ducked when two grenades sailed through the same door that had been flung open. 
 “Grenades!” Houdin shouted as he hit the floor. He heard screams of panicked staff members, then twin concussions two seconds later. As he raised his head to look around the galley’s metal food line, the room erupted in sounds of M4s, several Mossberg shotguns, and what he recognized as Russian Kalashnikov assault rifles. He shook his head to clear the blood running into one eye from somewhere. Shaking his head improved his vision enough for him to look for the M4 he’d dropped when the grenade went off. His left hand didn’t want to move, so his right hand flailed across the floor until it hit a rifle barrel. 
 Smoke filled the room. A cacophony assaulted his ears: calls for help, screams of pain or fear, gunshots from different firearms, words in English, Chinese, and a loud voice in Spanish. 
 His half-obscured eyes caught movement to his left. Holding the M4 grip with his right hand, he rested the hand guard and barrel over his left forearm and avoided looking at what remained of the hand. 
 A form materialized. His finger tensed to the threshold of pressure needed to fire when he recognized Sandra Chu. Swirling smoke suddenly thinned to reveal two Chinese bursting through the galley door behind Sandra. The first man started firing at targets, presumably staffers. Houdin lurched to his feet and, in a desperate burst of energy, shouldered Sandra aside and engaged the Chinese in single-shot mode, not remembering how many rounds were left in the magazine. 
   
 Peng could not get a clear picture of what was happening. Despite having ingrained in his men the need to maintain radio discipline, the fighting on too many fronts, the too quickly changing situations, and the rate of casualties causing minute-by-minute command changes nullified the training. Multiple reports and conversations overlaid one another, making it difficult to separate who was saying what. Three captains were dead, including his second in command, Lin, who had quickly bled to death from a single round severing a femoral artery. Five of his eight lieutenants were dead or incapacitated. Peng led reinforcements to the breach in the main building. 
 Inside, Peng clambered over debris, passed vacant rooms, and came to a large room with more evidence of fierce fighting. Bodies—dead, wounded, silent, or screaming—were scattered on the floor. His quick estimate was five of his men down and six enemy bodies. 
 “Report!” he barked at a senior sergeant, apparently the highest surviving active rank before Peng’s arrival. 
 “They’re too protected within and beyond a food preparation area here on the first floor. Metal cabinets, freezers, stoves, are blocking our fire. In other halls and rooms, they used furniture to block off half the building. I thought we weren’t expecting much resistance, Major! It seems like every one of them is armed with assault rifles, shotguns, or pistols.” The noncom waved toward two civilian-dressed bodies, an Asiatic man and a woman wearing military fatigues. A shotgun lay next to the man and the woman still had a pistol in her left hand. 
 “How many actives do you have left?” Peng asked the noncom. 
 “Five of us here before you came, and we were just hanging on with no chance to keep attacking. I have one man watching a cluster of stunned civilians we found in one of the small rooms. There is also an office on the first part of the second floor that I think belongs to the American commander. We loaded a bag with papers and computer drives, but that’s all we could find that looked of interest. The rest of that floor is blocked off with furniture stacked along at least ten meters of the central hall. We couldn’t get past the block with grenades. There is too much furniture, and the Americans duck into rooms to avoid explosions in the hall.” 
 Peng took precious seconds to review his options. They had more satchel charges. He briefly considered sending men to open another breach in the building’s section under defender control or in the building that held secrets. The problem was he was running out of men as the defenders whittled down his force. Of the 54 who had launched the attack, he estimated 18 to 20 mobile men left, and the enemy held strong positions in part of this building and the east flank. 
 He took a half-minute to evaluate the odds of taking what they already had versus continuing the assault and risking the loss of the entire unit. Oblivious to the firing, a hand grenade explosion, and yelling in two languages, he was on the verge of ordering the assault to continue when the commander of the men engaged with the defenders on the east side of the base broke in on the radio. 
 “Major Peng, Chief Sergeant Chu here! We are taking occasional fire from our rear! We think it is one person on the slope southwest of here. Two men are down, one dead.” 

The sniper! Peng thought. He must have evaded or killed the two men I left to keep him contained.

 He made a decision and keyed his radio to the frequency for all his men. “We will withdraw! Lay down smoke and head back to the rendezvous point a kilometer southeast. All leaders are to carry out operational orders for men incapable of keeping up.” 
 All the men listening understood the last words. No wounded were to be left behind. Those not fully mobile were to be killed. 
   
 Major Andrew Jefferson was the first defender to recognize that something had changed. He and the other men and women remaining active in the east side of the site had kept up a steady and measured fire at the Chinese squad attempting to flank them. Sergeant Harris was limited to one arm—a Chinese bullet had hit his left shoulder. It missed bone but tore through muscle. Neither he nor any of the other defenders treated the wound. There was no time. His rifle was light enough to be handled by one arm, though accuracy was gone. Suddenly, the Chinese threw objects trailing smoke halfway between their positions. 
 “Smoke grenades!” Andrew exclaimed. Only Alice Marstyn heard him, and she was resting her head on a forearm against the side of Storage Building 1. Her face was ashen, and her blood-soaked shirt served as a makeshift bandage for the bullet hole through the outer fleshy part of her left thigh. The wound wasn’t fatal, but the pain was intense. Andrew worried she might pass out. Jeremy Wingate, the Canadian spy and the third member of their team, was lying forty yards away, behind the storage building where he had been positioned. Four minutes earlier, Andrew had heard a cry from that direction and turned his head to see Wingate lying face-up, arterial blood gushing from the right side of his neck. Wingate reflexively clamped both hands to the wound. Andrew turned back to the Chinese, knowing there was nothing anyone could do for the Canadian. 
 “What’s happening?” yelled Marstyn, cautiously peering around the corner. She wasn’t confident that Chinese commandos’ cessation of firing at their position was anything but a ruse. 
 “If I wasn’t afraid I’m hoping too much, I’d suspect they’re pulling out,” said Andrew. “They’ve set off smoke grenades right in front of their positions. I can’t see shit, but you wouldn’t pop smoke unless you wanted to hide either an attack or a retreat. Since they’re not coming forward, it’s got to be back—I think.” 
 “I hope it’s back,” said Marstyn. “I was about to go pee when all this started, and I really have to go now.” She laughed, then winced when she shifted her leg. 
 “Hang in there, Alice,” called out Andrew, who tried connecting to Lieutenant Montero in the main building. “Montero! What’s happening in there? Tell Sinclair that the Chinese facing us are withdrawing. Can you see them?” 
 Andrew was about to repeat the call after several seconds of silence, when suddenly Montero’s voice came through. “I can catch glimpses of them. They’re already about fifty yards away from where they were and beating feet fast to the southeast. Things seem to have quieted down in here.” 
 “I’ve got wounded. How about you?” 
 “I have no fucking idea!” exclaimed Montero. “There’s dead and wounded everywhere. There’s also smoke, and we’re putting out small fires. Here . . . hold on. No, I thought I saw Sinclair, but it wasn’t him. Maybe you should hold your position, and I’ll call you back when I know more.” 
 Andrew knelt by Marstyn. “I’ll go to see what’s happening in the main building. I’ll get Yolanda to stay with you. Are you okay with that? I’ll turn around if I hear firing in this direction.” 
 “Go ahead, but leave Yolanda where she is,” said Marstyn. “Sounds like Harris needs looking after more than me.” She rose to her knees and peered south from around the snowcat they’d used for protection. “Better yet, get your ass out of here so I can pee in private.” 
 Andrew patted her on the shoulder and ran crouching between the storage sheds and the open garage door of a vehicle building. If he wasn’t shot at, from there he would decide whether to stay above ground or use the tunnel system to get to the main building. 
   
 Zach switched on his microphone. “Willie, Harry, what can you see? Their firing has slackened to almost nothing, and the last look I got after switching buildings was a couple of backs going hard between Storage Building 1 and the medical building.” 
 “I think the Chinese on this side have withdrawn,” radioed Willie. “They popped smoke and are headed south. I checked the tunnel to see if it was clear. McLaughlin yelled down about the smoke and Chinese movement.” 
 The maintenance worker was Willie’s backup in Level 3. He had been sent by Sinclair to help secure the tunnel system. He was armed with only a shotgun, which he hadn’t fired, and was the first Level 1 staffer to enter the building’s restricted section with precautions to protect the secrets. Willie figured they’d worry about security clearances later. 
 “As soon as he yelled, I came back up. I’m now looking south. There are buildings blocking some of what I can see, but there’s no sign of the Chinese.” 
 “Harry, are you there?” radioed Zach. “What’s the status in the main building? Harry?” 
 Zach radioed several more times with the same lack of response.  
 ”Shit,” said Zach. “Willie, I don’t know what’s going on in the main building. No one’s come back out of the breach they blasted in the wall. If they’re really pulling out, they must’ve used the main door on the south side. I’ll get in there and see what’s happening. If the Chinese really are pulling out, I’ll let you know.” 
 He looked at his watch. Twenty-nine minutes since he’d heard the whistle. 
   
 Major Peng got a complete assessment of his unit’s remaining men only when they were half a kilometer from the objective: sixteen men out of the fifty-four making the attack. Giving the order to withdraw had not meant an end to casualties. Disengagement was easier to order than to achieve. It had been a fighting withdrawal at first. Some of his men moved, while others fired to suppress enemy fire, then they switched roles. The reduced fire and the fact that they inevitably exposed themselves had led to three more men being lost before they were out of range of the defenders. Peng had paused once to dispatch a wounded man who could not keep up. 
 Now it was a race to the pickup spot on the coast, though they were slowed by what they had taken from the American base. Their radio man was sending the pickup signal to the submarine, but so far there had been no clear response. Several times he had gotten partial contact, indicating the solar interference was ebbing. The radio man believed several partial attempts at contact had conveyed both their pickup signal and the submarine’s acknowledgment, though he could not be positive. They would keep sending. It would be several hours before they reached the coast. Peng doubted the Americans or the Canadians had gotten word out in time for any relief force to arrive before he and his remaining men were on the submarine and on the way out of Canadian waters. 
 Peng hoped the little his unit had achieved was enough to placate the higher authorities, but he was not optimistic. Besides their dead, they had left the machine guns and the RPG launchers to lighten their loads. The Russian weapons were a meaningless subterfuge because the dead could hardly be mistaken for Russians. The political fallout would be far above his grade, but he accepted whatever came as necessary to protect the Party and the people. 



 
   
   

CHAPTER 42


 


 





SURVIVORS


 


 

 Zach had no direct contact with Logan or Houdini on their separate communication band. He knew Willie was alive and guarding Level 3, but what about elsewhere? He could tell that many people were alive, as he listened to multiple overlaid voices and conversations on the site communication link that continued working off and on. It took him only seconds to recognize that little useful information was being passed within the clamor. 
 He activated his microphone. “Everyone, shut up!” It took three repeats to quiet most of the voices. “This is Zach Marjek. Anybody inside the main building? What’s happening?” 
 After he’d shouted for silence, no one immediately responded. Seconds passed. 
 “This is Huxler. There’s been no shooting for several minutes. I heard someone call out that the Chinese were leaving, but I don’t know if that’s true or not.” 
 “Montero here,” came another voice. “It took me a second to reconnect my microphone. I was a little busy before. Huxler’s right. The Chinese are pulling out. I checked the main door facing south and could see them moving fast already maybe a third or more of a mile away.” 
 “Are you sure they’ve all pulled out?” asked Andrew, breaking into the radio net. 
 “Hell, no!” said Montero. “The insides here are a shambles. Furniture and pieces of whatever were scattered everywhere when people threw together defensive positions using anything handy. There’s also smoke that’s only starting to clear. I think the last of the fires is out, but I’m not sure. What I do know is we’ve got wounded, and there’s lots of bodies around. Ours and theirs.” 
 “Okay, listen up,” said Zach. “Care for the wounded, but we have to check every inch of the buildings to be sure no Chinese are still hanging around. They could be wounded, which is why they didn’t leave with the others. They could also be men deliberately left behind to continue creating enough chaos to give the others a better chance to escape.” 
 “Zach’s right,” said Andrew. “We need to start off with a thorough search of the main building. Montero . . . grab whoever is armed and still mobile and start sweeping rooms in the northeast corner.” 
 “But that will leave people helping the wounded without protection,” protested Montero. 
 “Then be fast!” said Andrew. “Won’t do anyone any good if a Chinese pops up and starts throwing grenades or shooting. There’s three of us still mobile here on the east side. I’ll grab Whitey, and we’ll go to the main door and start a counterclockwise sweep of the building. When we meet up, Montero, we’ll continue moving west.” 
 “I’m outside the building right now,” said Zach. “I can keep an eye on the hole blasted in the west wall while I check around for Chinese. If that looks okay, I’ll enter through the breach and search rooms until we meet.” 
 “All right,” said Andrew. “Let’s do it and fast as we can, so we can turn full attention to the wounded.” 
 Zach walked to the dozer blade that he, Swackhammer, and Hindman had first used as cover during the start of the attack. He picked up the binoculars he had dropped when the shooting started and scanned south, adjusting the focus. He thought he saw three or four figures at the crest in the terrain a mile away. When he moved the binoculars back to the same spot, he briefly saw two upper torsos before they dropped out of sight. 
 He breathed easier, accepting the reports that the attack was over. However, they still needed to check for any Chinese unaccounted for. When he approached the breach, he was surprised to find the rec building’s door blasted open and a mangled body wearing a Russian uniform lying nearby. 

Damn, he thought. I forgot about the grenade I rigged the door with. Good thing one of the Chinese got a fatal surprise, instead of me or someone else. He shook his head in disgust at his lapse in disarming the booby trap. 
 He went to the six-foot-wide breach in the main building’s west wall. At the gap, he hesitated. There was something else he urgently wanted to do with every fiber of his being. Yet as hard as it was, he knew confirming the site’s security was the highest priority. 
 He entered the breach and carefully avoided the ragged edges of the double-layered armored walls. Debris crunched under his feet—there was no way for him to be silent. He recognized the first body as Lindskold’s, the site manager. Twenty yards farther lay the body of Julio Juarez, a Level 1 electronics technician. The shotgun that lay nearby had evidently been used because a dead attacker lay fifteen feet away, his throat and head hit by multiple shotgun pellets. 

Well, at least you got one of them first, thought Zach, giving a silent nod in honor to the dead. 
 He started searching to his right. The first room appeared untouched, as if nothing had happened. The door to the second room had half a dozen bullet holes in it. Zach stood to one side and shoved the door open. Nothing happened. 
 “Zach? Is that you? It’s Swackhammer. I heard you say you were coming in. I’m nearby, so I thought I’d meet you, and we can search together. Grace Schultz is with me.” 
 “Come toward my voice,” said Zach. “Sounds like you’re almost right on top of me.” 
 “It’s the damn smoke,” said a woman’s voice. “Besides the fires that got started, I think those people set off smoke grenades. At least, it’s not as bad as even a few minutes ago.” 
 With the last words, Zach made out two forms through the smoke. A few more steps and he recognized Swackhammer. Schulz carried a shotgun. 
 “We’re not hearing anything from Jefferson and Montero,” said Zach. “Hopefully, that means they haven’t run into any problems. Let’s move quickly but carefully.” 
 Three minutes later, they met up with Andrew, Montero, and Whitey. 
 “Where’s Willie?” asked Zach. 
 “He’s helping with the wounded,” answered Andrew. 
 Eight minutes later, they finished the sweep. They found one live attacker, severely wounded, who missed being dispatched by his comrades. They carried him to where the wounded were being attended to. 
 Zach stood and surveyed the galley scene. Several covered bodies lay against one wall. He didn’t count. Wounded were lying on the floor or on tables pushed together and being taken care of by Emily Wilderman and Juliet Smythe, the site’s doctor and nurse. 

Thank God, they survived, thought Zach. It’s going to be many hours before more medical help gets here. He noted the seriously wounded had one or more staffers doing something with them, even if only holding a hand. 
 “Once the shooting seemed to stop, we pulled all the wounded not already here from the other areas,” said Bre Huddleston. Zach hadn’t noticed her standing nearby. “At least, I think we did.” 
 “We didn’t find any other wounded,” said Montero. 
 “Neither did we,” said Andrew, looking at Zach, who confirmed with a nod. 
 “Where’s Sinclair?” asked Andrew. “I need to report.” 
 “He’s one of the wounded,” said Montero. “In the leg. I saw the doctor working on him. I think she gave him something. He looked out of it. That leaves you in charge, Major.” 
 “At least until he is conscious,” said Andrew. “What’s the status of communications? And were they able to get clear messages out yet?” 
 Montero nodded. “I heard they had, but I don’t know for sure.” 
 “Okay, I’ll check on that. Lieutenant, the main building looks secure, but we still need to check every building on site. I doubt there’s any more Chinese hanging around, but it has to be confirmed. While I’m checking on communications, I want you to organize a systematic search of everything outside the main building.” 
 Zach agreed with the major’s actions, but he had something else to do. From what he could see of the medical attention being administered, he doubted he could add anything. Even at the height of the fighting, it had never left his mind that there was someplace else he needed to be. Only his discipline kept him doing his best to keep everyone alive and stay focused on the Chinese. 
 “I’ll go ahead and check the rec building and the dormitories,” he said. 
 “Maybe you should wait and grab a couple more people to go with you,” said Andrew. 
 “I’ll be fine. I’ll leave my microphone open and call out if I need help.” 
   

Release


 

 Zach’s body ached to rest. The search for potential interlopers, the extreme exertion of getting back with a warning, the preparation for the attack, and the attack itself had taken its toll. However, even if an opportunity was available, he couldn’t have slept—his adrenaline level was too high, and his worry about Jill and Bobby overrode his physiological needs. Had she hidden as he’d told her to? Did any of the Chinese stumble on her and Bobby? Zach was unprepared for the level of fear he felt that something had happened to them during the fight. 
 Without waiting for Andrew to say anything else, he pivoted and walked swiftly away from the gathering. Despite hurrying, his eyes still swept for signs of intruders. He exited back through the hole in the west wall and hustled toward the dormitories. He was shocked to see a hole blasted next to the main entrance to Dorm 2. Had there been fighting here he hadn’t noticed? 

Maybe one of the RPG rockets, he thought. If so, it had hit halfway up the wall to the right of the door, exposing parts of the rooms on the first and second floors. 
 He threw open the outer door, glancing to his right at the askew door of the first room. The interior of the room was demolished. However, the hallway looked as if nothing had transpired that day. 
 Zach moved swiftly but silently, aware that his assertion to Andrew of not finding any more Chinese might be wrong. He stopped at the last room on the left and listened at the door. He couldn’t hear a sound. He stood against the wall to one side of the door and rapped lightly. 
 “Jill? It’s Zach. Are you two okay?” There was no sound for a moment, then he thought he heard a faint rustle. He knocked a little louder and raised his voice. “Jill, it’s Zach.” 
 The door flew open, and Jill exploded out of the room to throw her arms around him. She was shaking, crying, and gasping all at the same time. Zach moved them both into the room and closed the door with his foot. In a mirror, he saw that she had the pistol in her right hand, the hammer cocked. He slowly reached around to it, put his thumb between the hammer and the chamber, and pried the pistol from her. With his arms around her, he used both hands to put the safety on and lowered the hammer, placed the pistol on a table, and held her tighter. They stood together for several minutes.  
 When her shaking subsided, she looked up at him. “I was so scared! I could hear shooting and yelling, then it was all quiet. I didn’t know what had happened!” 
 “How’s Bobby?” Zach asked. The child wasn’t in sight. 
 “He’s asleep!” said Jill with a combination of amazement, happiness, and consternation that he could have slept through everything. 
 “You said you’d come for us, so I stayed here, locked up, waiting for you. I was so scared! I knew you’d come, but when you didn’t, I thought something had happened to you! I didn’t know what I would do if—” 
 She rambled, her head tight against his chest. He was at a loss for what to say. His hands alternately patted and stroked her back. 
 “I came as soon as I could,” Zach said—perhaps a little white lie but an excusable one, considering the events of the last few hours.  
 “Somehow, I just knew you would protect us, that somehow we would be safe if we just waited for you.” 
 If anything, she clutched him tighter than before. Suddenly, she kissed him. Her lips urgently fastened on his. His initial surprise vanished as he returned the kiss, his hands alternately holding and caressing her. She pulled away slightly and frantically grabbed at buttons, zippers, and whatever held their clothes together. Any thoughts he might have had about whether this was a good idea or the right time—if there ever was one for them—became lost in his own urgency.


 Part of his mind knew that she was in the thralls of an adrenaline crash and not thinking clearly. But then neither was he. His own emotions were a jumble after the fight. His longing for her overrode his reservations. 
 Within moments, they were on her bed, her hands firmly on his shoulders, her legs drawn up and spread as his erection probed her. When he found her cleft and pushed into her, she gasped and clasped him tightly with both legs. They rocked as he urgently thrust. For her, it was as if she couldn’t get enough of him inside her. Her legs, hips, and arms encouraged his thrusts—pulling him back each time he withdrew. As suddenly as it started, she came with a series of cries.  
 As if a switch had been thrown, the eruption of urgency was gone. One second their coupling was the only thing in her world, and the next second she lay under a man she had hardly exchanged pleasant words with, as he continued riding her. Confusion made her almost dizzy. She had started this, but what did it mean? She wasn’t clutching at him as before but rested, her arms lightly around him and her legs lying on the backs of his. Then, with an increase in thrust rate, he climaxed with gasps of his own and final firm thrusts. They lay like that for perhaps two minutes, his head beside hers, not looking at each other.  
 They were both spent. She had been quick and Zach only moments later. Jill didn’t mind. The urgency of intimate contact was all she wanted—something to cling to after the fear. Zach breathed heavily as his pulse slowly subsided, and their bodies melded. He kept his weight on his arms and knees but still pressed into her, while her legs now clasped him tightly, not wanting him to withdraw yet. Somehow their closeness kept the rest of the universe at bay for at least a few more moments. 
 Finally, he raised his head and looked at her. 
  “Well,” was all he said.  
 “Yes, well,” she answered, not knowing what else to say.  
 He withdrew and sat on the edge of the bed, one hand resting on her flank, as she rolled to face him. 
 He sighed. “I guess this is something we’ll have to talk about.” 
 “Yes, but later,” she said, not knowing what she wanted to say and needing time to process the day’s events. 
 “I really have to get back,” he said, half reluctantly and half wanting to escape, not knowing what he should say or do.  
 “What happened?” she asked. Both of them were more than willing to change the immediate subject. 
 “They were Chinese. They somehow found out about the Object and tried to take it.” 
 “Take it!” she exclaimed. “But it can’t be moved!” 
 “Well . . . evidently their information source wasn’t comprehensive,” he said with a combination of anger and irony.  
 A thought suddenly occurred to her, and she sat up quickly, her conspicuously swaying breasts distracting Zach. “Was anyone hurt?” 
 Zach’s expression turned grave, and he nodded. “We don’t have a full count yet, but it looks like perhaps a dozen deaths and twice as many injuries.” 
 Jill’s face blanched. “Who?” she whispered. 
 “Sorry, we don’t have a full accounting yet, and I really have to get back out there. As soon as we finish securing the camp, an all-clear will sound.” 
 With that, he stood and gathered his clothes scattered around the floor. 
 “Probably best if you stay here until the all-clear is given,” he said, putting on his clothes, his back to her. “I’ll come to let you know if anything critical happens before then.”  
 As he left, he looked toward the bed for the first time since rising from it. Jill was sitting up, a blanket pulled to her chin. She watched him with either no expression or perhaps the merging of multiple expressions that canceled one another out. 
 “I’m glad the two of you are safe. I was really worried about you.” He then hesitated. “And you’re right, I would have done anything possible to keep you and Bobby safe.” 
 She only nodded. He opened the door and left. 
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Triage

   
 Sinclair grimaced as he pulled himself into a sitting position. His lower right leg was encased in bandages. The painkillers dulled most of what he would otherwise feel—most, but not all. He didn’t know how bad the wound was, but he suspected it wasn’t minor. 
 Paradoxically, frustration was his ally. Every ounce of his being wanted to be on his feet: checking on the wounded, pestering the communications staff, and radioing out during the now more frequent breaks in solar interference. He had talked with the Seal team commander via radio, updating him after confirming the attack was definitely over. Worst of all was waiting for a final tally of the dead. 
 He had the urge to yell out for someone to do something. The problem was, he didn’t know who to yell at or what they should be doing that wasn’t already being done. One issue was solved when Andrew appeared next to where Sinclair was lying. A look at his second in command’s face, and he girded himself for the report. 
 “General, we’ve finished an initial accounting of staff.” 
 Sinclair’s face hardened as he prepared himself for the details. 
 “So far, we see fourteen dead and eighteen wounded to varying degrees. Five of the wounded are serious, two critical.” 
 Sinclair was about to respond, but Andrew interrupted. “As bad as that is, we can’t account for five staff members. We’ve already searched all the buildings for any Chinese remaining and found two of their wounded, one here in this building and a second one who crawled into a waste building before passing out. 
 “Once we came up short of staffers, we searched again. We haven’t been able to find them after two sweeps of the site. If it turns out those people did run off site, they should show back up soon, but we can’t assume that. We also have a report from Neil King, one of the Level 1 people. He couldn’t be sure because of the distance, but he thinks he saw at least three figures dressed differently from the attackers. It may be that the Chinese managed to grab those five staff members and took them as they withdrew.” 
 “Who’s missing?” 
 Andrew looked at his notepad. “Judy Vickman, a meteorologist; Eyvan Gorski, a Russian expert; April Weaver, radar; John Albertson, one of the maintenance people . . . ,” Andrew paused and looked up at Sinclair. “And Chunhua Ciminoni. It’s bad enough they took prisoners. But Chunhua? She knows everything we do about the Object and Simeon.” 
 Sinclair hadn’t noticed Zach coming up on his other side. “What’s the latest on help getting here?” 
 “Last I heard, another couple of hours. Maybe a little more,” said Sinclair. “F-16s out of Eielson. They’re set up with an interceptor package, but Hardesty sent them on, rather than take time to rearm for ground support. Supposedly, more F-16s should be overhead about an hour after that. They were rearmed with rockets and bombs at Eielson. 
 “A complete Seal team ready to drop in should be here in about two and a half hours. A Ranger company from Fort Benning was loaded and on the way but was called back once we got through to report the attack had broken off.” 
 “I don’t know if any of that will help the prisoners,” said Andrew. “That’s assuming they are prisoners and didn’t take off from the camp to hide, maybe up Baldy Ridge.” 
 “We have to assume they’re prisoners,” said Zach. “Someone has to go after the Chinese. Even when the Seals and air cover arrive, we wouldn’t know where to send them. If we catch up to the Chinese, we can confirm if there are prisoners.” 
 “Well, we know where they’re heading . . . at least, we think we do,” said Andrew. “They headed in the same direction they came from, so the submarine must plan on picking them up south of here. The terrain is flat most of the way . . . well, flatter, I should say. There are closer coasts east and west, but they’d have to cross mountainous terrain that would take longer. In any case, they might get picked up before the air cover gets here and almost certainly before the Seals.” 
 “Not necessarily,” said Zach. “We don’t know how long it took them to get here, so we can’t predict going back. I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s slower going than they anticipated. Seeing satellite or aerial photos of this terrain doesn’t come close to letting you understand the footing conditions. Even if it’s flatter to the south, several rough ridges separate valleys with braided streams to cross and heavy gravel to small boulder surfaces. Starting from here, if I wanted the fastest route to the southern coast, I’d take the crest of the ridgeline a half-mile west of here until it peters out, then up and down a series of hills before coming to within three or four miles of the sea. From that point, I’d cut back east to intercept them.” 
 Andrew shook his head. “Doesn’t seem likely to work, to me anyway. Too many problems. For one, we are just guessing on the route. Two, the sun has already set. Twilight lasts a long time this part of the year this far north, but the less light there is, the harder it will be to travel. 
 “And yes, it’ll be the same for them, but they have a head start. Then what happens if we catch up with them? We don’t know their exact number, but if it was somewhere between fifteen and twenty, we’d be outgunned.” 
 “I’m afraid it’s not going to be we,” said Zach grimly. “We don’t have the people, Jefferson. You have to stay here to supervise because the general is immobile. Montero’s down to himself and one man unwounded. Houdini’s gone, and Willie, while I trust him with my life, couldn’t match the necessary pace. It’ll have to be me alone.” 
 Once again, Andrew shook his head. “One man’s against, what, fifteen to twenty?” 
 “It’s not quite that bad,” said Zach. “I need to locate and slow them down long enough for the Seals to drop between them and the sea. Of course . . . ,” His voice trailed off, as he let the other two men think about his words. 
 “That might not even be necessary,” said Sinclair. “I mean . . . if they were delayed until the air cover gets here, the submarine would be vulnerable. To take them back aboard, it has to surface. The F-16s might find it.” 
 “I’ve factored that in,” said Zach, “but then there’s the prisoners. Stopping them from leaving Ellesmere is one thing but getting them back alive is something else. Some of our people saw the Chinese executing their own wounded. There’s no reason to think they wouldn’t fight to the death. If it comes to that, I doubt they’d hesitate to kill the prisoners.” 
 Sinclair’s face showed pain, physical and psychological. “I’m skeptical there’s anything we can do for those five people. They’re as good as dead, and we should accept that. The Chinese will be moving fast as they can, but the prisoners have to be slowing them down. Of the five prisoners, I doubt Judy Vickman makes it to the coast. She must be around fifty years old, and as I recall interacting with her, she’s not in any physical shape to keep up with elite troops. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s dead as we speak. 
 “The same goes for the other four prisoners. Then, even if Seals block the Chinese from getting to the submarine, I agree it’s almost certain they would shoot the prisoners before they could be rescued. And even if they got taken aboard the submarine, the F-16s would have to try and sink it.” 
 Sinclair looked at Zach. “Even if success is unlikely with just one man, I agree you should go after them.” 
 “Go ahead, General,” Zach said fiercely. “Lay it out. If I’m going to do this, let’s be clear what my mission is.” 
 Andrew looked confused. “What do you mean? It’s to stop the Chinese from getting away with the prisoners.” 
 Sinclair looked away for a moment, then sighed, sagged back against the floor for a moment, and turned his head again to Andrew. 
 “Major . . . what Zach wants me to say out loud is that the primary objective must be to prevent Chunhua from being questioned by the Chinese intelligence people. Getting her or the other four prisoners back alive is secondary.” 
 Neither Zach nor Jefferson responded. Hanging over the three men was Sinclair’s order that if all else failed, Chunhua’s survival was not a priority. Andrew finally realized the exchange between Zach and Sinclair was an acknowledgment that Zach might have to kill Chunhua, either himself or by calling in airstrikes on her. 
 Zach spun and left the room. Eleven minutes later, he returned dressed in all black. A silenced M4 slung on his back. He wore strap-and-webbing gear with magazine pouches, a water bottle, a knife, one smoke grenade, two hand grenades, and several smaller pouches. A second knife was strapped to his right thigh. A black knitted head cap came down his forehead just above two stone cold eyes. A small pack held a radio, a second water bottle, emergency first aid, flares, and two more magazines.


 “Looks like the solar interference is letting up,” said Sinclair. “We’ve also had an update on the air support. They may beat the previous estimate by a few minutes but not much more.” 
 “They won’t be of help until I find the Chinese,” said Zach. “I’ll be limited with radio communication if I get in close contact. Tell them to keep away until I know the ground situation. I’ll contact them only when I know something.” 
 Sinclair frowned. “There’s a limit to that. If they come straight from Eielson to here, they’ll be north of you. Stop by the communications people on your way out and have them give you a frequency we’ll keep clear, starting about an hour from now. Check every twenty minutes to see if you can get in contact with the aircraft. It’s up to you and the flight leader to coordinate. I’ll tell them to use the codename Zulu One. What should yours be?” 
 “Ghost One,” answered Zach. 
 “As usual,” said a deep voice. Willie had followed Zach to see Sinclair. “I still think I should come, too. I know I can’t keep up with you, but I might get there in time to help.” 
 “The timing is going to be too tight,” said Zach. “Either I find them and slow them down, or I won’t. 
 Sinclair looked piercingly at Zach. “Can you get them back?” 
 “Yes,” came the cold answer. “That has to be believed if it has a chance.” 
 “And you don’t think Willie or anyone else should come with you?” 
 “Their coming won’t help.” 
 “I understand,” said Sinclair. “Good luck.”  
 On hearing that, Willie started to speak, but Zach’s hand on his arm arrested the protest. Willie simply nodded. 
 Without another word, Zach turned and loped into the twilight. 
 Andrew watched Zach’s back for the first fifty yards, then he turned to Sinclair. “I don’t care what he said. I think Willie, Montero and his man, and I should follow.” 
 Willie looked back expressionless, but Sinclair shook his head. “I agree with Zach’s reasoning. If we were wrong about the Chinese truly being gone or there are any of them lurking around, then the remaining site staff would be unprotected. If you followed Zach, by the time you got ready I have a hunch you’d never catch up. Even with radio contact and if you got there in time to be useful, how would you coordinate if radio interference spiked again?” 
 Andrew turned to Willie. “You know him, Willie. You’ve served with him. Can he do this? Delay them long enough for the Seals to get here? Somehow keep the prisoners from being killed? 
 Willie nodded without expression. 
 “Still . . . alone?” 
 “He is Death,” was all Willie said before walking away.  
 Andrew was silent while he considered Willie’s words. He also remembered how Zach had seemed to switch to another gear when they raced back to the site. He looked at Sinclair. 
 “Do you think he can do this?” 
 “No, I don’t, but what choice do we have? I’ve seen his record and talked to a couple of his previous commanders. Willie wasn’t exaggerating. Zach doesn’t like it, but when he’s not around, many of the people who have served with him do literally refer to him as ‘Death.’” 
   
 Jill waited until she was satisfied the crisis was truly over. By then, Bobby was awake and playing. She dressed him, left their room after peering down the hallway, and cautiously made her way to the main building, all the while holding him tight. 
 She was shocked to see the gaping hole that satchel charges had torn through the western wall. She felt the weight of Zach’s pistol in her jacket pocket. In the aftermath of their frenetic joining, she’d forgotten to give it back and he’d forgotten to ask—if he had intended to ask. Now, the weight felt reassuring. 
 She stopped, wavering on whether to continue. Then Sally Ingersoll turned the corner of the main building. 
 “Oh, Jill, I was coming to check on you and Bobby. Zach said you were okay, but I was starting to worry.” 
 The cook looked haunted, shadows in and under her eyes, smudge marks on one side of her face, and a deep scratch across the other cheek. 
 “I stayed in my room, even though Zach said the fighting was over. I just wanted to be sure. How bad was it? Was anyone hurt?” 
 Only after Jill spoke did she notice tear tracks on Sally’s face. 
 “No . . . I guess you wouldn’t be aware. You and Bobby were lucky. The rest of us were inside the main building.” She gestured at the breaching hole. “Well . . . most of us were. Lindskold and Julio Juarez were killed when the Chinese first broke in.” 
 Shocked, Jill put the hand not carrying Bobby to her throat. 
 “The others who were killed were either out here fighting the Chinese or inside when they broke through this wall. God! It was a nightmare. Shooting. Explosions. People yelling and screaming. Then smoke everywhere and fires.” 
 Sally sagged against the building wall. “I thought we all were gonna die. Then suddenly it got quiet. I didn’t see all that much of what went on. Many of us were crowded together in the galley. Before the shooting started, Whitey came through, ordering us to build barricades out of anything available. I think they wanted those of us who were unarmed to be as safe as we could be and out of the way for those fighting off the Chinese.” 
 Jill was afraid to ask but had to. “Who else was killed?” 
 Sally shook her head. “I don’t know everyone. There’s a list. I heard Doctor Huxler say it was fourteen names. Harry Houdin. Sandra Chu said he died defending her and several others. She’s pretty broken up. Jennifer O’Malley. Maybe you don’t know her that well . . . I guess I should say didn’t know her. She was maintenance. Mary Lou. You know . . . Mary Lou Stebbins. The dentist. I don’t know how she died. She was crouched right next to me, then suddenly she wasn’t there. How come she died and I didn’t?” Ingersoll stopped talking, a new tear trickling down her cheek. 
 Jill put a hand on Sally’s shoulder and squeezed. Words of comfort escaped her. The desire to retreat back to their room was gone. Who else had been killed? Kathy? Bre? Chunhua? The few months she had been there, she felt as if she had made some of the closest friends in her life. She didn’t understand it, though she knew the isolation and forced community must be part of it, but that didn’t matter. She had to know. 
 “Maybe you should go lie down, Sally,” said Jill. “We’ll go inside and see if I can help.” 
 “It’s no place for Bobby right now,” Sally said, standing back away from the wall and her voice taking on firmness. “I probably should be back in there too, helping, but I need a little time away. If you want to go in, why don’t you give me Bobby? I’ll take him back to your rooms.” 
 Jill hesitated to let go of her son. But Sally was right. There must be things inside that Bobby didn’t need to see. 
 “All right. If you could watch him for a little while, I’ll see what I can do inside for at least a few minutes. If it’s going to be much longer, I’ll come back.” 
 Jill turned Bobby around, so their faces were only a few inches apart. “Bobby . . . Mommy has to go do a little work. Sally will look after you while I’m gone. You be a good boy, and maybe Sally will read you a story.” 
 “Cookies?” asked Bobby, looking at Sally. Both Sally and Kathy often had cookies hidden away that they would slip to Bobby, with or without Jill’s permission. 
 “Not today, Bobby,” said Sally, “but maybe we can find you one later. Right now, let’s let Mommy do her work, and you and I will go read stories or play.” 
 “Okay,” said Bobby, holding out both arms for Sally to take him. 
 Jill opted to go to the front door, rather than through the breach in the west wall—she was afraid of what she might find inside. Yet things weren’t much better in the front. Although the air was clear, the odor of smoke was strong, and she could hear voices—many voices coming from the dining room and the galley. 
 She walked quickly past a lounge with half a dozen people sitting in chairs, lying on the two sofas, and lying on the ground. She saw evidence of injuries, and her quick glance revealed three people with bloody bandages. Several people scurried past her, doing what she didn’t know. She had a flash of guilt that she was looking for people she cared about the most and passing over the others. She blanched when she passed the library lounge, whose floor was covered with draped bodies, and she had to suppress vomiting when the open door of a storage closet revealed stacked Chinese bodies. 
 “Jill!” came a familiar voice amid the throng in the dining hall. Kathy rose from kneeling beside a prone person she was talking to. She came running over to give Jill a hug. 
 “Zach said you were safe. I saw him talking to General Sinclair and grabbed him as he hurried out. It was awful! Houdini’s dead, along with Richard, Mary Lou, and too many others. Charles Adams and Rachel Munoz died together when he tried to throw a Chinese grenade away. It exploded only a few feet from them.” 
 Jill put a hand to her throat in shock, hearing about the two Level 3 staff members. She hadn’t liked Adams, but Rachel was okay. 
 “There were moments when most of us thought we were all going to die,” said Kathy. “Hank Rogers was one of the people guarding those of us who weren’t armed. He got shot. Emily says he’s going to be okay but might need some surgery once they get the wounded out to real hospitals. Anyway . . . a couple of the attackers appeared out of nowhere. Houdini shot them both, but he was hit, too. I didn’t know what was going on, but I picked up Hank’s pistol. When another of those men appeared, I fired I don’t know how many times. I think I hit him, but suddenly he was gone. It seemed to be the end of the attack because there were only a few more shots and not close to where we were.” 
 Kathy stopped speaking as if she realized she was rambling. 
 Jill gave her friend another hug. “Thank God, you’re okay. How about Bre?” 
 Kathy looked around. “I don’t see her right now, but she’s fine. I don’t know what she was doing during the attack, but I could hear her yelling like a banshee.” 
 “Is there something I can do?” asked Jill. 
 “I’m sure there’s something. Maybe just see if any of the wounded need anything. You know . . . water, a blanket, a hand to hold. Emily and Jane have probably done all they can for the seriously wounded. There’s been plenty of help for the minor stuff because everyone here was obliged to take those emergency first aid lessons.” 
 “You go ahead with what you were doing,” said Jill. “I’ll try and find something to do to help. Uh . . . did you happen to see Zach?” 
 “Zach? Well . . . yeah, I guess you don’t know. There’s five people missing. We’re afraid they were taken by the attackers. If they were Chinese, like people are saying, they’re trying to take them back where they came from for questioning.” Kathy paused for a moment. “Jill . . . one of the missing is Chunhua.” 
 Jill wobbled and fought the urge to collapse straight to the floor. “Oh, no! Are they sure? She’s not just hiding someplace or injured?” 
 “No, they’ve searched every building several times to account for everyone. She and the others are definitely missing.” 
 “Anything being done to try and get them back? Is there any help on the way?” 
 “You’ll have to ask Andrew or one of the calmer communications people about that. I’ve heard that help is on the way, but it’ll be a while before they get here.” 
 “Isn’t there something that can be done?” Jill asked in desperation. 
 Kathy put a hand on Jill’s arm. “Zach’s gone after them.” 
 “Zach? You mean Zach and who else?” 
 “It’s just Zach. You’ll have to ask Andrew or Sinclair why. I didn’t know what was happening, but Andrew asked, or should I say ordered brusquely, that I run grab a dozen energy bars and a water bottle. He said they were for Zach. Later, I saw Zach talking to Sinclair before he left. He was dressed all in black and had weapons all over him. He left in a hurry and almost bumped into me. When he saw it was me, he stopped and said to tell you . . . well . . . I don’t know if I should tell you this right now, but he said he wishes you and he had met in a different lifetime. Then he asked me to look out for you and Bobby.” 
 It was all too much. The attack, what had happened between her and Zach in her room, and her jumbled feelings about two men who were the same person—the man who had jerked her from her old life, and the other man who had seeped into her mind more than she had been aware. This time, she didn’t fight the urge to drop to the floor, wailing. 
 Kathy, alarmed, knelt beside Jill and embraced her. People nearby turned to look at the new commotion. Emily Wilderman, the site doctor, was tending the wounded. She looked up when she heard Jill and started in their direction before Kathy held up a hand to signal it wasn’t necessary. 
 Kathy’s first thought was that Jill had broken down from the shock of the attack. Then something else occurred to her. 

Zach? she thought. Oh, my God. Is there something going on between Jill and Zach? Bre’s been saying there is, whether they realize it or not.
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 Two miles southeast and six hundred feet higher, Zach reached the top of a ridgeline. Most of the altitude change happened in the last quarter mile when he climbed the slope as fast as his body would allow. It didn’t quite qualify as running but was as close as possible for the slope’s angle. Halfway up, he stopped, not to rest, but because his leg muscles had ignored the signals sent by his brain. After twenty seconds, he continued at a slightly slower pace. He wasn’t concerned. He’d expected the reaction. It had happened to him several times before when on operations and he’d exerted himself to his maximum. 
 *** 
 He had been a newly promoted staff sergeant on his second deployment when helicopters dropped his company off to start a patrol fifty-eight miles west of Kabul, Afghanistan. Two hours into the patrol, his section of nine men came under fire from Taliban insurgents. A bullet hit one of his men in the abdomen, and the wound bleed severely. The steep terrain of their position and the Taliban fire precluded getting help from a helicopter medevac. While the rest of the men provided covering fire, Zach carried the wounded man upslope to where the rest of the company held a secure position a thousand feet higher, near a shelf wide enough for helicopter landings. 
 Zach raced against time to get the wounded man into medical care before he bled to death. Zach pushed harder than he otherwise would have thought possible as he climbed the slope. Halfway up, he stopped, not because he willed it but because his legs refused to respond. For several seconds, he couldn’t move his legs. When they finally responded, he started again, only to have it happen again twenty yards farther. This time he waited a full minute before willing their movement again. He got another hundred yards upslope before the third recurrence, a cycle that repeated until he got close enough to his company’s position that men spotted him and clambered down to relieve him of his burden. 
 The man died before the company medics started blood transfusions. Later, a medic told Zach it had been a near thing. Five minutes sooner and they might have saved him, but the medic cut short Zach’s self-blame. 
 “I think you got him up here as fast as possible . . . probably faster than it should have been possible. Stop blaming yourself for taking rest stops. It sounds like you pushed your body past its limit. That’s likely what happened with your legs. Lactic acid builds up in the muscle tissue, and they quit responding. It takes time, maybe seconds, for your blood to flush out the excess lactic acid. Once that happens, the muscles work again. Normally, there’s the sensation of muscles burning or even hurting before this happens, but I guess all the adrenaline pumped you up so much, you didn’t notice.” 
 *** 
 Today, north of the Arctic Circle, Zach noticed the same effect. 
 From that first and from subsequent experiences, Zach could judge his body’s limits by monitoring the warning signals. He trained himself to allow maximum exertion without passing over the threshold where his legs wouldn’t respond. Thus, when he reached the top of the ridgeline, he only glanced back briefly to where he’d come from before taking a quick swallow of water and forging on. Each succeeding crest was lower, with only occasional detours needed around impassable rock formations. 
 It was still officially twilight, which this time of year lasted five to seven hours, changing as days became darker. To catch the Chinese, he estimated he had three hours. He had a pair of night-vision goggles, and he expected that so did the Chinese. He assumed theirs to be Russian models, consistent with their using only Russian equipment to confuse the United States. With luck, they would be the older Russian versions—pieces of shit. A window of opportunity existed between the time there was enough light to see clearly and the time when a person needed night vision goggles. In that window would be his chance to act. 
 Three miles and seventy-two minutes later, he descended into a valley floor. This was the farthest point in this direction he’d explored after arriving at Site 23. He passed within a mile of where Logan should be, but time and twilight prevented them from meeting. From here on, he would be guided by remembering aerial photographs. He had no way of knowing whether he was on schedule or course to intercept his quarry, so he focused on what he controlled.  
 He crossed the valley floor, splashed through a braided stream no more than a foot deep, and stopped in the middle of one of the braids to refill his water bottle. The water was silty and gritty as he swallowed. He didn’t bother with purifying tablets, not in this climate, so relatively devoid of life. Past the last braid, he started up the first of five low, parallel undulations—if he remembered right. 
 His body ached. He was once again pushed to his limits. He couldn’t keep this up forever, but he knew he would later be sure he had done his best. 
 After thirty-two minutes, he started down the last of the undulations. His memory of the photos had proved accurate. Next came a daunting climb to the low point of a high, jagged ridgeline. He didn’t bother groaning. It served no purpose. However, he knew this was the last and most difficult section before a long downhill slope, where he’d find out whether his effort to get ahead of the Chinese had been successful. 
 When he reached the top, he gave himself an entire two minutes to lie on his back. He worried about physical collapse. Despite his experience controlling a muscular shutdown, either he had pushed himself harder than ever before or it was a matter of age catching up with him. 
 As expected, when he rose back to his feet, more than a few parts of his body tried to resist. As an attempt at supplication, he pulled out an energy bar, tore off the wrapper, and wolfed down the contents. He tossed aside the wrapper with only a momentary recognition that he was littering a pristine environment. Not that, at the moment, he gave a shit. 
 When he came to the point where he’d planned to turn back into the expected route of the attackers and their prisoners, the twilight had continued its phasing into darkness. He could still see a couple of hundred yards ahead, but that would change fast. He estimated he had a mile to go before intersecting with the Chinese. Thus, he narrowly avoided disaster when after only a third of a mile he heard an exclamation. He had stumbled directly into the path of the pursued. 
 He didn’t speak Chinese, but he didn’t need to. A fractional second later, he heard more words, these more muted and loaded with anger. 

Gotta be one of them stumbled and fell or something like that, he thought. Then an officer or senior NCO jumped on the guy for breaking silence. Although I don’t know how necessary that is because no one should be around to hear them. 
 Zach allowed himself a grin, though it wasn’t a grin of amusement but more the expression of a predator giving a negative evaluation of his prey. 
 He froze and cupped his hands to his ears to amplify the sound reception. There were no more voices, but he heard a regular series of sounds he interpreted as boots crunching gravel and rocks together. The men moved in single file, the obvious tactic on uneven and unfamiliar terrain. The first man would be a trailblazer, assessing the best route in the next tens of yards, with the other men following. 
 Zach searched for a spot to hide and still be close as they passed him. The series of leaps of faith didn’t escape him. 
 He took advantage of an outcropping that hid his movements and allowed him to watch the men’s backs as they passed. He waited. Two minutes. Three. Just as he estimated that four minutes had passed, the first man came into view, his back to Zach’s position thirty yards away. Then the second man five yards behind the first. The following men kept the same approximate spacing. When the eleventh man appeared, there was something different. He kept looking backward and seem to be tugging on something, although Zach couldn’t see what until the next figure came into view—a tall man with hands tied behind his back. Probably Gorski, the Russian expert. A rope around his neck connected him to the next prisoner. Albertson. The fourteenth figure led two women, also with their hands tied and rope around their necks. 
 Finally, three more soldiers came up the rear of the single file. Zach waited until they were a hundred yards away before quickly retracing his steps back to the parallel route. He hurried this time and created more noise than before. Stealth was important but not preeminent. Although the Chinese might hear his movement, their own noise would hide any he made, as long as he moved at the same time as them. He had to be alert in case they stopped to listen, though he doubted they thought it necessary. 
 Vision was something else. The time approached when they might use night vision goggles. His goggles would function in the existing light, but he refrained from their use, believing it best if he saw with the same degree of resolution that they did. 
 It took Zach twenty minutes to reach his estimated interception point. The Chinese were no more than three hundred yards away, with visibility less than thirty yards. The immediate terrain was among the smoothest yet, with no place for Zach to be concealed. He moved quickly south and stopped every few minutes to listen again, making sure they hadn’t changed direction. Time and space were running out. He searched his memory of the aerial photographs but wasn’t certain what lay ahead. The fading light gave him no choice but to continue and hope the terrain changed. 
 Seven minutes later, irregular shapes resolved in his direction of movement. Thank you, Lord, he whispered when he recognized a boulder field in front of him. Another thirty yards and he came to a rugged slope cresting perhaps forty feet high. Then he remembered a photograph. The sea lay a thousand yards farther. 
 As he approached the slope, the crest’s outline resolved enough from the sky that he could see a section slightly lower than the rest and with smaller boulders. It would have to be there. From his position, he couldn’t see an easier path to the top and doubted in the dim light that the Chinese would choose any but the easiest route. 
 When he got to the boulder jumble, he made a best guess at where the pursued would pass and found a depression five yards off that route. He pressed himself into it as low as possible. Dressed in black and hunched down, he didn’t think anyone would see him, even if they looked straight at him. At least, he hoped they would all be watching where they put their feet in the faint light. 
 He pulled up his sleeve and looked at his watch. He was six minutes overdue to check for the air cover. He lowered his head with his mouth facing a narrow cleft between boulders and activated his radio after putting an ear bud in one ear. 
 “Zulu One. This is Ghost One. Over.” 
 The response came immediately. 
 “Ghost One. This is Zulu One. What is your sitrep?” 
 “Zulu One. Hostiles minutes away. Will attempt Papa-Oscar-Whiskey recovery. I need you to stay clear, so they don’t know I’m around.” 
 “Roger, Ghost One. Be advised we can only give you fifteen minutes.” 

Shit, Zach thought, I need more time. 
 “Zulu One, that’s not enough. I need twenty, maybe twenty-five minutes.” 
 “Ghost One, do what we can. No guarantees. If you call on us, remember this is ‘No joy.’” 

Well, no shit! thought Zach. As if I didn’t already know you won’t be able to see me. 
 “Zulu One, I’ll turn on my GPS. When I need your load, I’ll pop a flare at my position. Dump everything fifty yards due south.” 
 “Ghost One, that’s a supreme pucker factor. We’re not driving golf carts here.” 
 “Zulu One, can’t be helped. It’s the only option. My responsibility.” 
 “Ghost One, that’s a roger. We’ll be five mikes coming east-west at Angels one. Strafe and fox 2. Single file. Up to you to adjust.” 
 Zach mentally translated. It would take them about five minutes to arrive east to west at a thousand feet and utilize their 20 mm Vulcan cannon and Sidewinder missiles. The latter were antiaircraft weapons, but he appreciated that the F-16 lead driver was telling him they would give him everything they had. The cannon would grind up a lot of rock, and Sidewinders would at least make the Chinese duck. 
 The lead pilot also left the option of Zach adjusting the strike zone after the first plane passed. That was assuming he was alive. 
 “Zulu One, that’s a roger here. I’m out until I give you a ‘clear to come in hot.’” 
 “Roger, Ghost One. Zulu One out.” 
 Zach turned off the radio and raised his head to listen, keeping his body pressed into the depression. He didn’t hear anything, which encouraged him to think he hadn’t been overheard. Cautiously, he rose to his knees and cupped his ears to the north. He heard them. Boots over rocks. An occasional murmur. Sounds as if someone stumbled and fell. Maybe one of the prisoners, he thought. But there was another sound. He swiveled his head to the south, ears still cupped. It had to be the ocean—a faint rolling sound as of waves on rocks. It confirmed his position. 
 Sounds from the north slowly rose in intensity. Twice, he thought he could make out words. Once, he might’ve heard a sob, quickly followed by a sound like flesh meeting flesh. One of the prisoners? Struck to be silent? 
 He estimated they were only fifty yards away before he was confident they would pass his hiding position and not walk right over him. Seconds later, he silently cursed. Their route would take them farther from his position than he’d estimated. He needed to be closer. He snaked from his depression ten yards west to lie at the base of a six-foot-tall, ten-foot-long jagged rock protruding from smaller boulders and rocks. He snuggled under a slight overhang. There was no way the single-file line could pass on his side of the rock. The only question was whether they would go by just on the other side or farther away. 
 He didn’t wait long. Previously muffled sounds grew in intensity. He thought he made out the rhythm of the footprints of the lead man, boots impacting rock and gravel. He didn’t look up as the first man passed, seven feet away on the other side of Zach’s rock. Neither did he look up for the second man, but when his ears told him the third man had gone by, he moved his head enough so that one eye could see their backs as they filed past him. 
 His M4 was slung tight to his back. He slowly drew a knife from its sheath on his webbing, keeping the metal under his chest to negate a chance that starlight might glint off the blade. He put his head back down and counted. When the eleventh man approached, he looked up again, this time with both eyes. He figured the man would be too intent on his own footing and pulling along two prisoners to notice anything else. 
 Zach had momentary flashbacks to other times, other places, and other enemies. Flashbacks he’d hoped would have faded. Memories shared and unshared. During the months at Site 23, he had thought he could move on from that phase of his life to something else, anything else. Yet here he was again. 
 The first prisoner was a man. Tall. Zach recognized Gorski, the Russian expert. The second prisoner had a broader physique. John Albertson. Neither man was blindfolded, but they had a hard enough time with the footing. Both were gagged. 
 Then came the next Chinese, also leading two prisoners. Zach thought the first woman had light-colored hair. April Weaver. She sobbed once when the soldier jerked the rope. The second woman was small. She had to be Chunhua. 
 Zach waited for the next soldier. When more seconds passed than expected, Zach’s pulse spiked. Where were the last three soldiers? He resisted the temptation to look over his shoulder to see if somehow they had come up behind him. If so, he was dead. If not, he might give his position away, so he waited. 
 He heard a grunt, then footsteps again as the next soldier passed, now with double the average spacing as before. Then the penultimate soldier went past. Zach tensed and waited until the last man walked by and was six feet upslope. Then Zach rose and stepped around his rock. If he had miscounted, he would be emerging in front of the next soldier. Nothing happened. 
 As the man in front of him stepped, so did Zach, synchronizing footfalls and the resulting sounds. The difference was that Zach’s steps were longer, and he closed the gap between them in four seconds. 
 His luck held. The man was smaller than Zach, perhaps five-four compared to Zach’s six-one. A quick guesstimate put the man’s weight at around 160 pounds, including gear. As with the other men, his Kalashnikov was slung across his back, and his Russian-style helmet was held by a chinstrap. 
 The man might have sensed something at the last moment, but it came too late. Zach’s left hand swept around the man’s head to clamp his mouth. Zach’s right hand swept the knife in front of the man’s face, fist to the left of the throat. Zach lifted the man off his feet and simultaneously pulled his right hand and knife across the man’s throat, severing both carotid arteries and the trachea. Zach didn’t need to see the result. He knew a gush of blood spewed down the man’s chest. 
 His eyes never left the next man, who continued up the slope, eyes to the ground, watching his footing. 
 Zach held the last man upright only for a few seconds. It didn’t take long for the man’s brain to shut down when its blood supply stopped. Zach eased the body to the ground and moved on. He had lost no more than five or six yards to the next man. 
 If he could repeat this with the next two men, he would sheath the knife and pull the silenced M4 and then wait. Everything depended on his escaping notice until the fewest possible men remained on this side of the slope’s crest. Surprise was critical, but he couldn’t control luck or the unexpected. 
 He moved again, a shadow narrowing the gap to the next man, synchronizing his footsteps, internally reciting the mantra “Don’t look back,” as if generating a telepathic link to the next target. 
 He could barely discern the outline of the crest and four men in front of the first man pulling prisoners. The first of those men disappeared over the crest. The second man. The third man. Then, time and luck ran out. Zach was now only four feet behind the next soldier, who either sensed something or looked back for some other reason, maybe to check on the men behind him. He stopped and turned. Zach leaped forward and drove his knife under the man’s chin, through his throat, and into the spinal cord. Zach let go of the knife. There were four soldiers on his side of the crest, the one on top, the two leading prisoners, and the one directly in front of him. 
 He whipped the M4 from his back. He had four targets. The first priority was the lead man, just below the crest. If he ducked over the crest or even was killed but fell where the men on the other side could see him, the game was over. The two men leading prisoners would hesitate, occupied. The man nearest Zach was the second priority. He had no prisoners to worry about. If he hadn’t heard the man behind him being killed, he would hear the silenced shots or see the man near the crest fall. 
 PHUT! 
 The shot hit the lead man at the base of the skull. The bullet passed through the cerebellum, the section of brain coordinating motor control and a factor in speech. He collapsed as if turning to liquid. 
 The silenced M4 had fired only five feet from the secondary target, who whirled, frantically pulling at his rifle. 
 Phut! Phut! 
 Zach shot him twice, once in the right forehead and once in the left eye. 
 The two men leading prisoners stopped and turned, confused for a second while their brains decided what to do next—an interval that was too long. The first man took a round in the upper chest just under his throat. He dropped the rope and stood, making no other movement as his brain assessed what had just happened—then he collapsed.  
 Phut! Phut! Phut! Phut! 
 The last man standing had released his rope and was diving to Zach’s right while reaching for his rifle. Zach’s first shot missed. His second hit the man’s right hip and spun him onto his back. In the dim light, Zach thought the third shot had hit body central, but he wasn’t sure and fired again. 
 Three of the prisoners let out muffled vocalizations, but Zach wasn’t listening. He had another priority and snatched the radio mic from his webbing, activating it at the same time he switched on his GPS. 
 “Zulu One, this is Ghost One. You are clear hot. I repeat, you are clear hot. You can’t get here too fast.” 
 “On the way. Three or four minutes,” came the response. The flight leader hadn’t bothered using call signs. Zach assumed the F-16s were circling out of hearing and fortuitously were headed generally in Zach’s direction when his call came. The flight leader’s original estimate had been five minutes. However, three or four minutes could be an eternity. The rest of the Chinese might come back over the crest any second, and Zach had to get the four prisoners moving. 
 The gags were unimportant. There was no time for questions and explanations, so he left the gags in place. Zach jumped over to the two male prisoners and grabbed the lead rope lying beside the Chinese he’d shot under the throat. Zach couldn’t tell whether he was dead, but he didn’t move. Zach pulled on the rope, forcing the two men to stumble to where the two women stood huddled together.
He kept one eye upslope, wondering how long before the other Chinese noticed they weren’t being followed. 
 Forty-one seconds had passed since the first shot. 
 Zach pulled the men up against the women, their five heads facing inward. 
 “It’s Zach Marjek. F-16s are going to strafe the top of this hill and the other side in a minute. We have to get farther away. There’s no time to untie you. If you want to live, move faster than possible. If you hear me yell, get low behind anything available. Even bare ground is better than standing. Go!” 
 Chunhua never hesitated. When April didn’t reciprocate, Chunhua jerked her head, so that the rope connecting to the women’s necks forced April to move. Likewise, Albertson jumped behind Gorski and lowered his shoulder into Gorski’s back to push him downhill. 
 One minute and twenty-one seconds. 
 Two silhouettes appeared at the crest of the hill. Their rifles appeared to be slung on their shoulders. One figure said something in Chinese. When his comment got no response, he repeated it louder. A second voice spoke, harsh and excited. The men’s outlines seem to shimmer in the dim light against the stars. Zach assumed at least one body had been spotted, and they were reaching for their rifles. 
 One minute and forty-three seconds. 
 Phut! Phut! Phut! Phut! 
 Zach fired twice in the general area of both shapes, then knelt as he lost sight of the figures. He didn’t know if he had hit anyone with his four shots, but there was no doubt the rest of the attackers knew something was wrong. Voices rose from over the crest, many voices. He thought he saw another silhouette, but it disappeared before he fired. Suddenly, the skyline was a jumble of shifting shapes. There had to be at least three or four Chinese. 
 Zach flipped the selector switch on his M4 and emptied the rest of the magazine, as he traversed the rifle where he thought the Chinese were likely positioned. 
 The instant his last round fired, he leaped six feet to his right. Flashes and cracks erupted from two positions above him. Bullets flew through his previous position. Rock fragments hit the back of his head and torso. When he landed prone, he rolled partly onto his left side to change magazines. 
 Two minutes and twenty seconds. 
 He had to count on the Chinese being slow to boil over the crest. A lot of what happened next depended on how badly they wanted the prisoners. They had many options, which ranged from forgetting about the prisoners and getting to the submarine to coming down the hill firing discreetly to attempt their recapture, or tossing grenades and firing to eliminate all witnesses, whether they were prisoners or not. An unlikely option was that they would take several minutes to think about what to do next. 
 Zach pulled a flare and a fragmentation grenade off his webbing. He held the grenade in his right hand and pulled the pin with his left hand, holding the grenade’s handle down with the fingers of his right hand. With the flare in his left hand, he poked his right thumb through the ring of the flare’s pin and pulled. He noticed voices again. Chinese voices—at least one giving orders. 
 Three minutes six seconds. 
 He rose to his knees and threw the grenade, hopefully over the hill’s top, though he never saw where it landed. The flare followed.  
 Excited shouts. Someone noticed the sparks from the two thrown objects as their fuses burned down. 
 An explosion shattered the twilight, but not on Zach’s side of the hill. The grenade had made it over the top. Seconds later, the flare lit. It had missed passing over the crest by two feet, and the sudden red glare lit up rocks, bodies, and Zach. He never looked back at the four prisoners. 
 Three minutes and twenty-nine seconds. 
 This time, when figures appeared upslope, there was no uncertainty where they were. One man jumped over the top, spraying fire across the slope as he disappeared behind a boulder. One of the shots hit near Zach, and he heard another round buzz by his ear. Two more men appeared at the top, crouched, and fired but didn’t come down. 
 Zach hadn’t fired again. Although the flare had exposed him, his dark clothing gave him a few seconds before he was located. He made a calculated guess at how many seconds he had, then fired half a magazine at figures he could see. 
 Three minutes and forty-two seconds. 
 Part of his mind noted that he had only seconds left to live. Suddenly, the top five yards of the slope erupted with sparks and rock fragments. The burning flare he’d thrown shot twenty feet into the air, and Zach got a quick glimpse of what seemed to be only part of a body bounce downhill to stop ten feet away.  
 A fractional second later, a roar came seemingly out of the east to hammer Zach’s ears. As the sound moved west, its rumbling diminished. He knew it was the lead F-16 using its Vulcan 20 mm cannon to strafe the ground, centered on the area just north of the flare. 
 He keyed his radio. 
 “Zulu One, this is Ghost One. You are go to repeat until empty. By then, they won’t be able to find us in the dark.” 
 “Ghost One, this is Zulu One. Roger on that. We got secondary explosions, but we don’t know how long the light from those will last. You need to get your asses as far away as possible.” 
 “Roger, Zulu One. Hauling ass.” 
 Zach turned to three prisoners whose forms he could just make out—Albertson by shape. The two women knelt together, Chunhua trying to comfort Weaver. He searched for Gorski. 
 “Where’s—” he started to ask, then saw a shape on the ground. He knelt, felt his way to the neck, and checked for a pulse. Negative. 
 He quickly ripped tape off Albertson’s mouth and jerked him around to cut the zip tie on his hands. 
 “I think he got hit when the Chinese first fired,” said Albertson. “I know there were several near misses. Couldn’t see where, but I could hear them zipping by and hitting rock.”  
 Zach didn’t respond. He went to the women and removed the tape and the zip ties. 
 “We’ve got to get moving. The next strafing runs are coming. These jet jockeys are good but not so good we can be sure we’ll be safe until we’re at least a few hundred yards farther away.” 
 “Zach, is that really you?” asked Chunhua. “I’d given up hope—” 
 Zach cut her off. “No time! There’s more air cover coming in, but the rest of the Chinese could come over the hill any second.” 
 He pushed the women downslope, Albertson followed, and Zach trailed at the rear. 
 “What happened to Judy Vickman?” Zach asked as they trotted and stumbled over rocks. 
 “They shot her!” sobbed April. 
 “Only twenty minutes or so from the site,” Chunhua said shakily. “She couldn’t keep up.” 
 Zach cursed but kept his attention upslope. The F-16s carried out more strafing runs, one fighter at a time, Zach assumed expending all of their five hundred rounds per plane. On the second run, tracers rose in the sky from the ground. 

They took one of the machine guns with them, thought Zach. Good luck hitting an F-16 at night. The tracers didn’t appear again after a brief flurry on the third strafing run. That was a mistake. The tracers led right back to the machine gun. The next pilot only had to adjust slightly. Light machine gun versus Vulcan 20mm is no contest.

 By now, Zach and the three others were far enough away that they had a better angle to the sound and could hear the F-16s approach and see flames from their exhaust. Streaks of light stabbed to the earth’s surface, followed by impact sounds but not explosions. 

They fired their Sidewinders, thought Zach. They were armed for aircraft interdiction, not ground support.

 The heat-seeking Sidewinders wouldn’t explode when they hit the ground, having a minimum range before their warheads armed. If nothing else, they’d make the Chinese keep their heads down. 
 “Ghost One, this is Zulu One.” 
 “Zulu One, Ghost One here.” 
 “All packages expended. We should be back fully loaded in about nine zero mikes. Other friendlies due in about three zero with appropriate cargo. I’m to relay that ground pounders are forty mikes out.” 

They’re headed to Thule to rearm and refuel, thought Zach. Maybe a second flight of F-16s will be overhead before then, along with the Seals. Gotta find a place to hide until then.

 He would not try to return to Site 23 in the dark with the other three. They had already covered three hundred yards, and visibility was down to mere yards. He’d push them a little farther and then look for a spot where they could huddle quietly together. None of the others seemed injured. He remembered a melt stream not much farther. He’d give them water and the remaining energy bars. Then they would wait for help. He still did not have radio contact with Site 23, but the F-16 leader would have reported a sitrep. Zach almost let himself relax. Almost. Something else could always go wrong. A clear lesson was not to assume or expect anything in this part of the world. 
   
 Six hundred yards away and in deepening darkness, Major Peng accepted reality. The mission was more than a failure. It was an unmitigated disaster. Not only had they failed to retrieve any equipment or prisoners from the American base, but he had lost most of his men, and the Americans knew their identity. 
 The enemy aircraft seemed to have left, but he assumed they would return. It was also inevitable that ground forces would show up within the next few hours. He had briefly considered chasing after the prisoners before rejecting the option. He didn’t know how many Americans had come upon them undetected, but with only eight remaining men, finding and overcoming the opposition force in the dark in time to get back to the submarine was clearly impossible. 
 They were close to the sea, he estimated no more than a kilometer. His last duty was to try and save as many of his men as he could. He had no doubt of his own fate if they returned to China, but maybe his men would be spared as having followed orders. He, as the mission commander, would have no such excuse. He sent a directional message and waited for an answer. After a minute, he sent the message again. After the fourth try, he accepted the truth. There would be no trip back to China. The submarine had already left or had been destroyed by American aircraft. He and his men would spend their last moments on this barren, forsaken land. 
 They wouldn’t be taken prisoner. As futile as it might be, they would move and hide somewhere in this landscape. When they were inevitably discovered, they would do the honorable thing and fight to the death.



 
   

 


CHAPTER 45


 


 





AFTERMATH

   
   

Inuit and Yupik

   
 Amaruq had not spoken a word from the moment the first Chinese had landed on Ellesmere’s shore. He did not need to speak to know their destination. Neither did he speak any Chinese, though he knew a little Russian. Tupilaq did all the talking, in broken Russian. Amaruq did not need or care to communicate. His entire focus was on how to slip away. 
 When they came under fire, still many miles from the American base, he silently thanked the spirits that the Chinese wore white winter clothing. Although there had been a recent dusting of snow, the clothing stood out against the still mainly rocky terrain. Amaruq and Tupilaq, in contrast, wore clothing that more closely matched natural hues—Amaruq wearing his own clothing and Tupilaq wearing clothing provided by the Chinese but which he had insisted closely resembled traditional Yupik garb. Therefore, the long-range shooters might not have even known the two Eskimos led the Chinese column. 
 That event solidified Amaruq’s intentions. While the Chinese took cover and returned fire, Amaruq stealthily changed his position as if looking for better cover. When he reached a six-foot-high upcropped seam of coal, he rolled over the top and down the other side, now hidden from view. 
 By the time the Chinese started to move again, he was a third of a mile away. He did not know if either the Chinese leader or the Yupik cared that he had disappeared. He was done. His previous intuition that he needed to be far away from what would happen next was more intense than ever. The man named Amaruq needed to no longer exist. As was the custom of his people, a change in life could accompany a name change. He had already made a selection. No longer would he be named Amaruq—“wolf.” He would be Tukkuttok, “the generous one,” and would find his way back to his people’s land. He did not know where he would settle, but it would probably be farther south than where he had spent most of his life, somewhere with the southern people’s conveniences. His employers had paid well over the decades. He would buy a house in an Inuit settlement. He would be generous to the people, thereby greasing his acceptance. He would find a young wife to warm his last years and perhaps leave children when he passed on into the next existence. 
 It was good to have a plan. 
   
 For Tupilaq, he foresaw no future. He had noticed the Inuit slipping away but did not care. He disliked the man, and the man’s people did not adhere to the old ways as much as Tupilaq’s did. Thus, when he saw the Inuit think he was deceiving the Chinese, he said nothing to the leader. The man was unnecessary. 
 However, the Inuit’s leaving planted seeds of doubt that solidified within minutes of the assault on the American base, in which Tupilaq did not take part. When the Chinese stopped to deploy, he put his pack on the ground and sat against it, resting, and signaling this was as far as he went. The Chinese leader only glanced in his direction once. Tupilaq knew for certain that he was superfluous. Having led the Chinese to the American base, he didn’t doubt they could find their way back to the submarine. He left open the question of whether they intended to take him with them or if he would suffer the fate of the wounded soldier who had been dispatched when he couldn’t keep up with the rest of the men or get back to the coast. 
 As soon as the Chinese launched their assault, Tupilaq hoisted his pack onto his shoulders and walked away, never looking back. He didn’t know where he would go. He now regretted not following the Inuit. At least, the man might find his way to people who spoke Inuit or even farther west to Yupiks living near the western Inuits. However, Tupilaq didn’t believe he could find the Inuit. No matter his disdain, he recognized the man’s ability. If the Inuit didn’t want to be found or followed, it wouldn’t happen. Tupilaq’s only option was move south and wait for chance or fate to decide his future. 
 *** 
 Hours earlier, the wolf pack had watched the line of humans from the den halfway up a scree-covered slope. The pack members looked to the leader for how to respond to this new occurrence. Never before had they seen this many humans, except for those at the place they avoided, the place with large creatures that roared and strange rocks with caves the humans lived in. 
 The leader’s mate crouched at the den’s entrance in reflexive defense of the recently born pups. She was the only breeding female in the pack and usually mated only with the leader, though occasionally with other males if she came in heat when the leader was away. 
 The intruders passed three hundred yards from the den, but they were in the valley floor and intent on travel. When the front of the column was at its closest approach, the leader’s eyes narrowed and his hackles rose. He recognized the two creatures in the lead. The pack had seen them before, living in a cave and often traveling to watch the place where many humans lived. 
 When the pack had first seen these two, one of them moved as if it belonged, but not the other. That one somehow signified danger in a manner neither the leader nor any other pack member understood. It was a creature out of place and did not belong here. It did not belong anywhere. 
 After the column passed, the leader led the pack to follow, vocalizing to his mate to stay at the den. The wolves did not always keep the column in view. They followed parallel, not behind.  
 An hour’s run from the humans’ place, sharp cracks echoed in the otherwise silent air. The members of the moving column scattered. 

Hiding, the pack leader perceived. It was then that the leader saw the first human leave the others. It moved carefully as if evading danger. When the human was over a low hill, it broke into a run in the direction that the sun set. When the rest of the humans continued, they left several dead, as confirmed when the pack descended to check the bodies. 
 Danger lurked there. The humans dealt in death in ways the leader did not understand, but understanding was not necessary for the wolves to be cautious. The pack leader knew the column’s destination—that place where other humans lived. Instead of following again, the leader led the pack in a run over a ridgeline on a different route to a vantage point where the leader often observed at a distance. 
 There the pack waited, watching the place where the humans lived. When the column arrived, those humans separated into three groups and moved to surround the place, like the pack did when trying to scatter members of a big shaggy herd. 
 From that distance, the pack could hear more of the cracking sounds, so many more that at times the sounds merged. Were they fighting? If they were, the leader did not understand why. There were no prey animals of note living nearby, except for the one half-grown big shaggy that the pack sometimes saw there. Could it be a territorial dispute? There were other wolf packs in this land. Physical conflict between packs was rare and usually settled by threat displays or by the smaller pack withdrawing, although a lone interloping wolf might be killed by the territory’s pack. 
 The pack watched until the noises stopped, and the leader decided it was time to return to the den. Whatever was happening there was best left alone and kept at a distance. They were most of the way back to the den when the leader’s son issued a low growl. A single human headed in the same direction. In the low light, not quite darkness, the leader had missed seeing the human. It was a bad sign. His night vision was not as sharp as before. Although he was as strong as ever, signs of weakness could lead to a challenge from his son. 
 But not tonight. The lone human was the one that shouted danger, the one the pack might think of as a demon, if wolves had such a concept. Whatever the creature was, it would pass near the den, closer than had the column going in the other direction. It probably was not a danger to the pups, but their survival was a priority for the pack to flourish. This was also an opportunity for the leader to assert his control and strength, though he was not conscious of that influencing his decision. 
 With low vocalizations, the leader alerted the other pack members to the danger. The den must be protected. The danger must be stopped. In the dim light, they would move silently. The creature might not realize their presence until it was too late. 
   

China

   
 Zhang received the urgent summons while inspecting a new class of officer candidates. The training facility was only an hour’s drive from the Harbin Taiping International Airport, where a military plane waited. His location was not fortuitous. Six hours previous, he had sent a full report forward detailing what he knew of the Ellesmere mission. Thus, he was not surprised at either the emergency Politburo Standing Committee (PSC) meeting or his mandatory participation. 
 The inner workings of the PSC were not well known. It would be the first time he attended a meeting. Currently, the PSC had eight members from the twenty-five-member Politburo. In the past, the government’s major decisions initiated in the PSC, to be later ratified by the full Politburo and, if necessary, the Congress of the Communist Party of China. To secure his role and minimize alternative centers of power, President Ye had assumed control of both the military and the political centers of power. 
 Under other circumstances, Zhang might have worried not only about holding his position but also about his life after such a failure. However, Zhang had not risen to his position without being a skillful politician and planning for contingencies. In this case, he had been careful to be sure President Ye understood the complexities of the mission and was led to believe General Zhang had only supported the plan reluctantly after emphasizing the chances of failure balanced against long-term considerations. 
 Having made the final decision to proceed, President Ye was unlikely to cast blame too widely, although Zhang had been unable to gather information on which way the wind blew. He had learned that several PSC members had rushed to Beijing from other parts of China in the last few hours.  
 A helicopter waited for Zhang at the Beijing International Airport and flew him directly to Zhongnanhai, the government leadership complex. There, a major ushered him into Qinzheng Hall, where the Politburo held most of its meetings. The first two people he saw were Chunwang Liu and Zhen Han, the secretaries for the Chongqing and Guangdong regions. His guide pointed him to an empty chair between Yilin Chung, the top air force general, and Vice Premier Junru Luo. 
 The seating was Zhang’s first surprise. He had expected that he might be called in for questioning without being a meeting participant or perhaps might be in the room but not at the main table. He mentally searched for and could not find any way to interpret the situation. Two other seats of the table were occupied by a man he didn’t recognize and by Premier Shi Huang. The only two empty seats were soon filled when President Ye and Vice President Qiang Wen entered through the same door as had Zhang. 
 Ye wasted no time, waving insolently to the already seated participants and speaking as soon as his buttocks hit his chair. 
 “After a briefing on the special operation being carried out on Ellesmere Island in far northern Canada. I regret to inform the Standing Committee of the mission’s failure.” 
 An uproar immediately ensued, as PSC members bombarded Ye with questions. 
 “Please, please, comrades, let me give you what we know so far. Then we will have something of a foundation to discuss which actions we will take.” 
 The noise subsided, with a low “I told you all how stupid this idea was,” from Chung. 
 Ye ignored the comment and referred to the sheets of paper in front of him. “According to the captain of our submarine that transported the special action unit to Ellesmere, he received several radio messages from a Major Peng, who commanded the mission. Radio communication was still impaired by the solar activity that we factored into the plan, but Peng got a few messages out. This prevented real-time updates on the mission, so the first indication of failure was the report from Major Peng that they had been discovered before reaching the secret American base. 
 “Major Peng decided to continue, rather than withdraw and return to the submarine. This was one of the options factored into the mission plan, with the decision left up to the commander on the scene. It is assumed Peng may have thought they were already too close to the base for an easy withdrawal and therefore he continued. 
 “Evidently, the American base was far more heavily defended than our intelligence indicated. The second message Major Peng got out was that during a battle at the American base, he lost three-quarters of his men and was unable to penetrate the secret section of the base. He withdrew with papers, computer drives, and five prisoners.” 
 “Three-quarters! That’s forty-five men!” blurted a shocked General Chung. “This was supposed to be an almost defenseless facility.” 
 “As I said, evidently our intelligence was faulty or more military was recently stationed at the base. Whatever happened, the attack failed after an intense engagement that resulted in heavy casualties for both our men and the facility.” 
 Secretary Han cycled several times through the five main Cantonese profanities collectively known as the “outstanding five in Cantonese.” Han was known for profanity-laced language when not in public. The other committee members and Ye tolerated the references to sexual activity and organs for almost a minute before Ye rapped the tabletop with his knuckles. 
 “Pardon, comrades,” said Han. “In times of extreme stress, I’m afraid the language my honored father used on other workers and his family comes out.” He paused, took a couple of deep breaths, and said, “And what of the survivors? No further word? Maybe what they bring back will salvage some of this.” 
 “Our monitoring of the Americans’ radio transmissions indicated air support was approaching. The submarine captain could not remain surfaced. His orders were to withdraw if threatened. That left the rest of the strike force isolated on Ellesmere. According to General Zhang, there was only one more message. It was short and broken up. Somehow they lost the prisoners. The last words were, ‘Our duty to the Party.’” 
 Ye pushed the folder in front of him away. “There was no further contact. We must assume all of the attack team members are now dead. Their orders were not to be taken alive. There has been no reaction as yet from the Americans.” 
 Vice Premier Han held up a hand but did not wait to be recognized. “Do we know how the Americans are going to react? The Canadians will huff and puff, but who cares about them? What will our answer be when this becomes public knowledge?” 
 Vice President Wen spoke up. “I think there is a good chance both the Americans and the Canadians will not take any direct action.” 
 “Please explain your reasoning, comrade,” said Secretary Liu. 
 “We were briefed on the range of scenarios for this operation. The worst case was exactly what has happened—failure to achieve the objectives and revealing to the Americans that we carried out the raid. The level of secrecy they were maintaining had several possible targets—ourselves and the Russians, of course, but also their own citizens. Our analyses could not distinguish where they put the relative weight, although our initial conclusions considered us to be the most likely target, with their own citizens a lesser emphasis. I submit that keeping quiet may be as important for internal political reasons. The American president is having difficulty getting Congress to pass legislation he campaigned on. Our analysis is that revealing the existence of the secret base could raise issues that would preclude success in this first year of his presidency and would doom his achieving accomplishments in his first term.” 
 “And how do you come to that conclusion?” asked Secretary Han. 
 “It has been about eighteen hours since our men were discovered on Ellesmere. There have been no public statements by either the Americans or the Canadians. There were apparently deployments of several American ground and air assets to unknown destinations on a time frame consistent with responding to the action. At least some of those assets have returned to their bases, with as yet no indication of their missions or where they went. 
 “We have also not received any communiqués from the Americans through either formal diplomatic or back-door channels. Most likely, they are still assessing what happened and deciding on a response.” 
 “And what is their most likely response?” said Han. 
 “The fact that the facility was far more heavily defended than we knew, even with an inside source, plus the speed and degree of military response, most likely tells us that indeed there is something at the site that is beyond the normal possibilities. If they announce what happened, the chances increase for a full or partial revelation of whatever they are keeping secret. There would simply be too many questions raised by the media and other politicians. If they want to keep the details secret from both us and the general public, the only strategy is not to acknowledge what happened.” 
 “But they do know it was us,” asserted General Chung. “I cannot believe they will pretend it never happened.” 
 “No, we can expect unofficial responses. Especially since we have to expect the possibility that at least a few of the mission team were captured.” 
 “I thought they were directed and trained not to let that happen,” Luo said angrily. 
 Ye looked at Zhang for a response.  
 “No amount of indoctrination, screening for commitment, or overt or indirect threats to family can completely prevent soldiers’ capture. Self-preservation can override all other issues at the critical moment. Plus, there may be wounded who are unable to kill themselves or there was not enough opportunity for their comrades to do it for them. A soldier can be rendered unconscious by an explosion or a wound. Whatever the cause, the Americans may have some of our people. Once they believe they have gotten all possible information from them, I’m sure we will hear about the conditions to have them returned to us.” 
 Vice Premier Luo, the oldest and most seasoned member of the Standing Committee, nodded and said, “Yes, they will demand some concession from us to both get our people back and prevent them from revealing our botched mission to the rest of the world. But if you are correct, the option of revealing the events will be a hollow threat.” 
 “That would be my assessment,” agreed Ye. “We will go through the usual façade of difficult negotiations, and in the end, we will reluctantly concede something that makes them think they won the negotiation. After all, we always have a few such issues active for such occasions. I think in this case it might be that we will agree to negotiate with the Philippines over the Spratley Islands. We will tell the Americans we are willing to discuss it, and they will pressure the Philippine government to enter negotiations. Naturally, that doesn’t mean we will ever retreat from claiming all of the South China Sea.” 
 “Fortunately, the Americans are so naïve,” said Wen. 
 “Is there anything our captured people could reveal to the Americans?” asked Chung. 
 “Nothing of consequence,” said Zhang. “We will claim that the mission’s orders came from General Haifeng Yuan of our marines at Zhanjiang in Guangdong Province. We can thank Comrade Secretary Han for suggesting General Yuan.” 
 Han looked disturbed. “At the time, I thought it was merely an unlikely contingency.” 
 “Nevertheless, General Yuan was our ‘cutout.’” 
 “Was?” asked Chung. 
 “As planned in case of a failure of this magnitude, General Yuan has already been arrested, tried for treason and crimes against the State, and executed, along with three members of his staff, plus Vice Admiral Zhong of our submarine forces and two members of his staff. Details of the charges, trials, and executions remain formally secret, due to security concerns, but we will eventually admit to the Americans that Yuan and Zhong acted without higher authorization and were executed for their treason. Naturally, the Americans will not believe us, but it will help defuse the crisis.” 
 “Still,” said Chung, “a shame to put dishonor on their names and families.” 
 “General Yuan remains a patriot,” said Ye. “He was dying of cancer and had only a few months to live. When apprised of the mission, he willingly volunteered his role with our assurances there would be no repercussions for his family and that I would personally see that his son, also a marine officer, would be advanced without prejudice. As for the other men, they were incompetents who would’ve been replaced soon anyway.” 
 Discussions continued for another hour, but the main conclusion was that China would wait for the American response. 
   

Zach and Jill


 

 Two days passed before Zach returned to Site 23. He stayed with the three surviving prisoners until ground support arrived in the form of forty Seals. They parachuted a mile away onto the valley floor with a braided stream running through it. The terrain was mainly gravel and packed earth. The most serious injury to the jumpers was a sprained ankle and several wet and annoyed Seals. Zach then left one of the Seals with the ex-prisoners and guided the rest of the men toward where he had contacted the remaining Chinese. Then he left further action to the Seals, figuring he’d done his part. They were more than competent without him. 
 He scrounged a few MREs, meals ready to eat, from the Seals and fed Chunhua, John Albertson, April Weaver, and himself.
He let them huddle for a couple of hours from the cold in the Seals’ thermal blankets, then they started walking back to the base. There were no helicopters available, but a snowcat dispatched by Jefferson met them partway back. 
 About thirty-six hours after the attack, a Seal patrol reported a possible figure sighting at a distance, but further sweeps came up empty. When Zach was satisfied that he was superfluous, he went to his room without talking to anyone, showered, shaved, and slept sixteen hours. 
 Similarly, Jill was busy, which included helping out with the wounded until they could be transported to Nanook International to be flown out. In a few cases, she thought Bobby was just as useful by letting people experience his irrepressible personality. There was something about being around his inveterate cheerfulness and obliviousness to what had happened that helped everyone forget the recent events and simply get a feeling of living from his presence. 
 Zach and Jill did not meet again for four days after the attack. They saw each other in passing or from a distance several times, but Zach was consumed with security issues. He also guided the Seals in running sweeps of the surrounding terrain for any lurking Chinese, wounded or not. The Seals who didn’t parachute down to deal with the remaining Chinese had landed at Nanook International and been transported to Site 23 by the snowcats. 
 Neither Zach nor Jill consciously avoided the other. Their eventual meeting came on the fifth day. After Kathy relieved Jill from providing companionship at the makeshift hospital, Jill took Bobby back to their rooms for a change of clothes before dinner. As she carried Bobby to the dining hall, she turned the corner of the main building and met Zach heading to Level 3 to check with Mueller and Willie. They stopped six feet from each other, staring for several moments. Jill was the first to break the silence. 
 “Well . . . it’s been a busy few days, hasn’t it?” 
 “Yes. We think we’ve cleared the island of any possible further threat, and now it’s time to see about what comes next.” 
 Jill smiled tentatively. “Yes, what comes next.” 
 Silence lay between them for several more seconds. 
 Finally, it was Zach who spoke. “Jill . . . what happened . . . we could agree that it was just one of those things. Something that happened due to the circumstances, and let it go at that.” 
 “And is that what you want? Just let it go?” 
 “Maybe that’s best,” said Zach. 
 “Best for who? For you?” 
 “Maybe best for you,” said Zach with a sad shake of his head. 
 “Why do you think that would be best for me?” 
 “Look, Jill. Let’s be honest. You’ve made it plain how you feel about me. I understand. But what happened can’t have changed the facts that I’m who and what I am, as are you.” 
 “So, you’re saying there couldn’t be something between us?” 
 “I’m saying I’m not the best for you. I’m older, and you should have someone of your own generation. Plus, my life has been so different. I’ve experienced and done so many things . . . many of them not pleasant. You deserve someone better.” 
 Jill frowned and her forehead wrinkled. “Don’t you think that should be my decision? Do you presume to know what’s best for me? And anyway—do you really have any idea what’s best for YOU? What is it that you want?” 
 He was silent for several moments, then looked off to the south, out to the valley and the surrounding mountains. He spoke as if only to himself, as if she were not standing in front of him. 
 “I won’t deny the feelings I have for you. For you and Bobby.” He paused. “But wouldn’t it be best for Jill and Bobby to move forward without me in their lives?”  
 Jill interpreted this as his unconsciously saying aloud what he was trying to convince himself of. 
 She didn’t know what to say next, and after a few moments of silence, he turned and walked away.
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AFTERMATH - 2

   
   

White House, Situation Room

   
 James Chesterton wasted no time summoning generals Hardesty and Wallens to the White House as soon as he got word of the Ellesmere attack. Wallens arrived first, being at Andrews Air Force Base near Washington when he got the call. Hardesty had been in constant contact with the White House from his headquarters and hurried to a military version of a Gulfstream executive jet waiting at Tampa. Coincidentally, it was the same aircraft in which Sinclair had escorted Zach, Willie, Jill, and Bobby to Thule for the meeting with the Virtual-Reality staff from California. 
 Hardesty entered the Situation Room eight hours after the first alert came from Site 23. It was the most crowded meeting ever held about the Object. Besides the president and Wallens, the vice president, five cabinet members, the national security adviser, and the president’s chief of staff, Bob Neller, sat or stood looking at a large monitor displaying Ellesmere Island. Hardesty had never interacted directly with Philip Rennoux, the secretary of state, or Susan Hopkins, the vice president. During previous meetings with Chesterton, Hardesty had picked up vibes that the president trusted Rennoux, though he didn’t feel a justification to bring the secretary of state into the secret. 
 Hopkins was a different kettle of fish. When Chesterton added the liberal senator from California to the election ticket, it was to secure California’s trove of electoral votes and placate the party’s left wing, which considered Chesterton an appeaser for campaigning to work with the opposition. 
 Hopkins paced in the back of the room, a palpable physical and temperamental distance from the others. Hardesty intuited that she had been briefed on the existence of Site 23 and was not pleased. He was thankful the revelation had occurred when he wasn’t present, but he wondered what future problems she would cause. 
 Richard Hosseni, the Pakistani-descended chairman of the Joint Chiefs, quit watching the screen. He walked over to Hardesty and whispered. 
 “Well, kiss my ass, Justin. I knew something was going on, but Chesterton made it clear I was to ignore it. I imagined all kind of weird shit, and I wasn’t even close. I’ve been on the phone the last two hours trying to reassure the chief of naval operations and several army and air force generals about what the hell is going on.” 
 Hosseni glanced around to check whether anyone was close, then leaned closer and whispered even lower, “Is this all for real? Aliens on Ellesmere Island?” 
 Hardesty nodded. 
 “Well, kiss my ass,” mumbled Hosseni, quieter this time and with more a tenor of wonder. 
 “All right, let’s sit,” said Chesterton and sat at the table’s head. 
 Hardesty took a seat opposite Edward Ojeda, the national security adviser, and Paul Gilbertson, the secretary of defense. Hardesty wondered whether he was going to have a problem with Gilbertson over his being out of a loop that included one of his subordinates. 
 “General Hardesty has been out of touch while getting here,” said Chesterton. “Wallens, give us the update. Hardesty . . . many of us have already heard much of this, but go ahead and chip in to add anything pertinent.” 
 The air force general manipulated the console in front of his chair, and the image of Ellesmere zoomed in on the western portion of the island where Site 23 was located. 
 “Communications continue to improve. There’s still sporadic interference, but it’s become more of an annoyance, causing the need for them to repeat some messages, rather than not getting through it all. 
 “Here’s what we know so far. A force of about sixty Chinese attacked Site 23, we assume to gather information about what was going on. We don’t know exactly what their intentions were, but to risk something like this, they must have had more intelligence about the Object than we can so far explain.” 
 “Well,” interjected Hardesty, “their information obviously wasn’t comprehensive. They must not have known the Object can’t be moved. That’s assuming they even know about the Object. I think it’s more likely they’d figured out something extraordinary was going on, and they somehow felt threatened.” 
 Wallens waved one hand. “Regardless of their motivation, it’s almost certain the planned future for the staff at Site 23 was not going to be good. We lucked out, though. The Chinese didn’t hit the site by surprise. Somehow there was a warning . . . we don’t have the details yet. A pretty intense fight led to significant casualties of our people, but the attackers were beaten back and lost most of their men. 
 “There was an original report of some of our people being taken prisoner. Two flights of F-16s out of Eielson were the first help to get there. They were too late for the attack, but they helped in recovering the prisoners. Following that, part of a Seal unit engaged the remaining Chinese. Again, no details are yet available, but we just got word the remaining Chinese were cornered, and all are dead. Bottom line, it’s pretty certain the crisis is over.” 
 “Maybe it’s true on Ellesmere,” said Rennoux, “but for my department it’s just about to begin. Our allies are going to just about shit a brick, the Russians will . . . hell, I don’t know what the Russians will do. At least with the Chinese, we have ’em by the short hairs, caught red-handed invading Canada and killing American and Canadian citizens.” 
 “Maybe. Maybe not,” said Ojeda. “Even if they didn’t succeed, the Chinese know something about this Site 23.” 
 “Something is the operative word,” said Hardesty. “I see no reason to believe they’re aware of the Object. Somehow, they learned we were up to something important enough at Site 23 to risk what they did.” 
 “That’s an issue we’ll have to take a serious look at,” said Ojeda. “As restricted as knowledge was about all this, we have to ask, what clued them in? An inside source is one strong possibility. We’ll need to check and recheck all the current and past staff members who’ve worked on Ellesmere. Same with looking at any possible modes of communication from the site, including letters that were supposedly censored.” 
 “No one is mentioning the UN,” said Hopkins, sounding agitated. “Too many countries already distrust the U.S., and here we are keeping secret something this significant. I don’t care why we claim we did it, everyone will believe we were planning on keeping new technology to ourselves.” 
 Hardesty noted that Hopkins was looking at Chesterton, and she didn’t see Bob Neller roll his eyes. 
 The president only nodded. “I realize we have major problems, Susan, but we have more immediate issues at the moment.” 
 She pursed her lips but didn’t respond. 
 “What about prisoners?” asked Hardesty, not interested in administration politics and wanting to hear more updates. 
 “Looks like we’ll have one, possibly two,” said Wallens. “They shot their own wounded, and apparently when the last few were cornered, they killed themselves. However, they missed finishing off two of their own men. Both are severely wounded. The first doctors on the scene think one of the men will live but are uncertain about the other one.” 
 “Ah. So, we did get medical care there,” said Hardesty. 
 “The Canadians did,” said Chesterton. “They were pretty efficient at emergency services. As you can imagine, Prime Minister Harper had an initial hissy fit, but once he got over that, he got things moving. I had another call with him not long ago to thank him for that. They got a C-130 with doctors, nurses, and medical supplies to Site 23’s landing strip far faster than we could have gotten help there. They also scrambled F-18s from their Cold Lake airbase in Alberta a lot faster than we thought they could do it. General Wallens tells me our air tankers refueled them en route until their own tanker got on station.” 
 “The air cover situation has stabilized,” said Wallens. “With the attacking ground forces eliminated and the submarine we assume they came in gone, we recalled the first F-16 flight back to Eielson. The second flight, which was reconfigured for ground support, is staying at Thule for now. Same for the Canadian F-18 flight. The two flights are taking turns with two planes providing constant air cover over Site 23’s section of Ellesmere. 
 “The crude airstrip at Site 23 is busier than it’s ever been—enough so that the Canadians are bringing in a flight control team. They also have one of their air-sea rescue helicopters on the way, a CH-149 Cormorant. It’s the longest-range helicopter they have, up to 600 miles with a light load. It’s hopscotching its way from Vancouver Island, refueling every 300 to 500 miles. Last we heard, it had taken off from Cambridge Bay on Victoria Island on the way to the settlement of Resolute on Cornwallis Island. From there, it’s about 260 miles to Site 23. The helicopter will have limited capability until we can get aviation fuel and a maintenance crew to the site. The Canadians are on top of that, too. They tell us they are working to have C-130s bring in fuel bladders to give the helicopter more operational range. 
 “The first thing the helicopter will do is transport the most seriously injured people from Site 23, both staffers and the two prisoners, to the airstrip to fly them out.” 
 “Any casualties reported for the Seals?” asked Sinclair. 
 “Nothing serious. One bad sprain among the forty men parachuting in to look for the remaining Chinese, and two walking wounded from the final firefight. Those three will fly out with the other casualties. The other thirty-seven Seals will remain at Site 23 until it’s determined what’s next. The rest of the Seals are being flown back to the U.S. 
 “The Canadians also have fifty men from their Special Operations Regiment on site. They are providing extended security away from the buildings. Prime Minister Harper agreed it’s best to keep everyone’s contact with the Site 23 staff to the minimum number of new people until we figure out what’s next. There are now more soldiers guarding Site 23 than functional staffers left.” 
 “I’m sure that’s going to change,” said Gilbertson. 
 “No doubt about that,” said Chesterton. “The situation seems under control for the moment, at least in the far north. Now we have to face how to handle all the fallout, especially about the Chinese.” 
 The vice president flashed an arm wave and blurted, “Are we sure it was the Chinese?” 
 “No question.” said Hardesty. “Confirmed by witnesses of the attack and examination of the bodies.” 
 “We’ve also been told one of the wounded attackers was delirious,” said Wallens, “but was speaking in Chinese, according to Site 23 Chinese experts. Their equipment seems to be all Russian, although some is not current issue. They obviously figured to point the blame at Russia, maybe even ‘accidentally’ leaving items to deflect attention away from themselves.” 
 “All right,” said Chesterton, “let’s return to what comes next. I think we’ll have to call a much broader cabinet meeting. I’ve had to agree to fully bring in Prime Minister Harper on everything we know. Then there’s our other major allies, the Europeans, Japanese, and Australians.” 
 “The American public is going to be outraged,” asserted Hopkins. “I have to say I’m more than disturbed about this being kept secret when we campaigned on openness.” 
 “I agree, Susan, but I only learned of this after taking office. In the months since I was informed about it, I’ve given major thought to how we can bring this all out into the open. I confess I hadn’t come up with a clear way forward. However, that’s all moot now. Our hand is forced. If it’s not practical to think we can keep this a secret, how do we buffer the reactions?” 
 Bob Neller raised a hand. He was not normally a participant in such meetings, merely an observer whom Chesterton could confer with later. Now the topic had moved into an area where he felt he had as much or more expertise than the others . . . politics. 
 “Mr. President, no matter how it’s put forth, there’s going to be a range of responses from our citizens. I’m afraid a major reaction will be fear of the unknown and what the consequences are of the Object’s existence. Everyone has seen movies and TV shows where the aliens come to conquer or exterminate us. The best way to soften that reaction is if we can show tangible benefits the average citizen can relate to.” 
 Chesterton turned to Hardesty and Wallens. “We’ve talked about this before, and I pushed you to get us something we can use to reassure people with. As soon as possible, I want you to communicate to Sinclair that this has gone from something we need as soon as possible to something we need right now.”  
   

Ellesmere Island

   
 The Navy Seal commander shook his head. “I have to say, sir, it’s a God-damn miracle that you lost as few as you did. Christ! These had to be the best of the best of the Chinese commandos, and your bunch of eggheads and maintenance people turned them into dogmeat.” 
 The comment annoyed Sinclair, even though he knew it was intended as genuine praise. He also appreciated the security provided by the Seals and the Canadian unit. It allowed Sinclair to relax as much as he could, and the conversation helped distract him from the pain in his leg. The Kalashnikov round had passed through his left calf, possibly nicking the fibula, but Doctor Wilderman told him she couldn’t be sure without X-rays. 
 “It seems to have missed major blood vessels, General. We’ve done all we can for now. If you need it, tell me or Jane, and we’ll give you more painkillers.” 
 He was now tempted by her offer, but he didn’t want his thinking to become fuzzy—at least, not yet. He felt duty-bound to be absolutely certain about the people he was responsible for. He wasn’t quite there yet. In addition, his mind raced with thoughts of what must come next. 
 A polite cough got his attention. The Seal commander was waiting for a response. 
 “I appreciate your comment, Commander. Unfortunately, I knew each of those ‘few’ personally and liked most of them. Under other circumstances, I might even have considered one of them a friend. So, you’ll have to excuse me if pleasure at the outcome isn’t front and center to me at the moment.” 
 The Seal commander nodded appreciatively. “I understand fully, sir. No making light of the losses intended. Still, I stand by what I said. If I may presume, exactly how did you do it?” 
 “We were lucky. One of our security people had an intuition something was going on. We sent out a patrol to check his suspicions and spotted them coming. Those suspicions and the twenty minutes’ warning they gave us were enough time to prepare and catch the Chinese off guard. They anticipated a lightly defended and totally unaware bunch of civilians and instead ran into an effective ambush by those civilians and more dangerous people than they expected.” 
 “Well, whatever it was, it was one for the books—although I suspect the ‘books’ will never see this one.” 
 “You can be sure of that, Commander. You can expect security debriefings and warnings to go on seemingly forever, emphasizing that none of this ever happened.” 
 The Seal nodded, turned, and left to check on his men. Sinclair gave Willie Larson a knowing look and, with his head, motioned Willie to accompany the Seal. Sinclair had assigned Willie to be the liaison between the Seal commander and the Site 23 personnel. He didn’t want to chance a Seal wandering into places for which he didn’t have clearance. 
 The two men left the main building. When they were thirty feet from the door, the Seal stopped and asked Willie softly, “Zach Marjek? He’s here? He’s the one who went out alone after the prisoners?”  
 Willie gave his affirmation grunt. 
 “Am I correct in assuming you worked with him before?”  
 Second grunt.  
 “How many more of you are here?”  
 Willie only stared. 
 After several seconds, the Seal commander shrugged. “Okay. I get it. The need-to-know business. But Marjek? I’ve heard stories. Is he what they say?” 
 Willie was inclined not to respond, but he reconsidered. The same words were on his lips that he had told Jefferson when asked whether Zach could retrieve the prisoners. But those words were not accurate. 
 “He is Death when he wants to be,” said Willie, but those words also weren’t quite correct, so he amended, “No . . . he is Death when he needs to be.” 
 The questioner gave a grunt of his own and asked no more questions. 
   

Simeon Meets Sinclair


 

 An early decision by General Hardesty, in consultation with Wilbur Huxler, was that the person in charge of Site 23 would refrain from having direct contact with the Object. However, it was time for Simeon to meet Sinclair. Word had come down from the president by way of Hardesty. 
 Sinclair sat in front of the equipment for the audio/monitor communication with Simeon. Mueller keyed in the series to alert Simeon that someone “wanted to talk.” As soon as the codes were entered, the monitor came on with Simeon’s head centered as usual. 
 “Hello, Simeon,” said Sinclair. “We have not talked before.” 
 “No,” responded Simeon, “but I believe you are Sinclair—the human of the highest ranking of those I have talked with before. Is that correct?” 
 “Yes, that is correct. How do you know my name?” 
 “Although we have not spoken directly, on several occasions the others inadvertently mentioned your name. Other times, they did not remember that they were talking among themselves and said the name of someone I had not met, usually giving the impression it was someone from whom they needed permission. I thus infer you are considered a higher authority whom they must go to for such permissions.” 
 “That is correct, Simeon. My full name is Leo Sinclair, and I am officially responsible for the operations of this group of people and the facility.” 
 “And what is your specialty?” 
 “I am part of the military service of our country. My rank is major general.” 
 “Major general? That means a two-star symbol of your rank. If you are with the military, am I to assume the military sector of your society is in charge of our interactions?” 
 “In this case, the people here are both military and civilians. I am in charge here, but the operations eventually report to our highest civilian authority, who has ultimate decision-making power. In our country, the military is separate from and controlled by the government.” 
 “How do you prefer to be called? Leo, Sinclair, General?” 
 “Would ‘General Sinclair’ be acceptable?” 
 “If that is what you wish,” said Simeon. “We have not spoken before. Why is that, and why change today?” 
 “It was a decision that the coordinator of this facility not have direct contact because we are uncertain exactly what you are. As for why today . . . yes, something has changed. As you know from the information sources you have been given access to in the last month, our world is divided into many different governing systems. I am from the United States, and where we are now physically is part of another governmental entity called Canada. The United States and Canada are close friends. However, there are other governmental entities with whom neither the United States nor Canada is friendly. Not normally to the degree of physical conflict, but more through disagreements about how countries interact with one another and what, if any, obligations one specific country has to all the other countries.”  
 When Sinclair paused, Simeon stepped into the break. “Of course, I am aware of human divisions into many countries, but you used the word normally when referring to possible physical conflict. Has something ‘abnormal’ occurred? There were no sessions for two days, and then during the first new session, Dr. Mueller seemed to have trouble focusing.” 
 Sinclair winced to himself. Although he had read all the reports about Simeon and had watched many recordings of conversations and virtual reality sessions, this was his first personal experience with how Simeon could take clues and extrapolate.  
 “Yes, another country has physically attacked this site with a military force. We assume they somehow learned of your presence or at least that something was occurring here that could be a threat to them. They tried to either capture you or find out exactly what is happening here.” 
 “I infer this happened four or five days ago. I have noticed that our sessions have been shorter than average, with fewer individuals participating, and they seem distracted and less focused during our conversations than before. We also have not had a virtual reality session for those days. Can I assume the attack was not successful because no one has tried to move me? Has this structure be damaged?” 
 “Actually, we had some minor damage to this building’s exterior and more severe damage to some nearby structures, but you are correct. The attack was not successful,” said Sinclair. 
 “You’ll have to excuse me,” said Simeon, “if I am not particularly concerned about conflicts between your governments, but I am concerned about the humans I have been interacting with.” 
 “Several humans at this facility were killed in the attack and others injured to different degrees. However, nothing in the attack will affect our ability to interact with you as I am now or through the virtual reality,” Sinclair assured him.  
 Simeon pressed his previous implied question. “Have humans I know been killed?” 
 This was a point where they were unsure what Simeon’s response would be. 

Well, here goes, thought Sinclair. 
 “Two people you know were killed. Charles Adams and Rachel Munoz.” 
 Simeon’s face showed no reaction when he said, “That is regrettable. Charles and I had interesting conversations about your level of knowledge of physics. Similarly, I found Rachel’s knowledge of human languages stimulating. Will another physicist and linguist be taking their places?” 
 The quickness of the questions surprised Sinclair. The staff didn’t know how Simeon viewed relationships with the people he interacted with, but this seemed quite cold—as if the losses of Adams and Munoz were simply pieces of equipment whose replacement needed scheduling. But that was a topic for another session and for someone like Huxler to follow up. They had more pressing issues. 
 “Although the attack failed in all of its objectives,” said Sinclair, “it will result in changes in how we operate and how long we can keep your existence secret.”  
 “And you are sure the attackers did not succeed in any of their objectives? Even by failing to discover exactly what is happening here, the failure may lead to them finding out more anyway if the secrecy cannot be maintained.” 
 Sinclair was taken aback, but Simeon was right. By launching the attack, China might end up forcing the United States to reveal the Object far sooner than intended—in which case the attack could be considered a success from a strictly Machiavellian view. 

As long as you don’t care about casualties or immediate political consequences, Sinclair thought. Which may fit the worldview of the Chinese leadership quite well.  
 “This is a possibility,” said Sinclair, “but it still will likely result in our having to reveal your existence in the near future—we think within the next six months.” 
 “That is also regrettable,” said Simeon. “We have discussed the need to be cautious about such information becoming known too soon and the possible effects on your cultures.” 
 “Our leadership is considering ways to help make the news of your existence less disruptive. One possibility I have been asked to discuss with you is whether you could help us with knowledge our populations would see as beneficial. The intent would be for fewer people to see you as a threat and more as something to improve their lives.” 
 Simeon shook his head. “General Sinclair, as you must recall, we have discussed the dangers of premature transfer of technology to humans.” 
 “Yes, I’m aware of your previous responses. However, it is illogical to have restrictions with no exceptions. There are always scenarios that require modification of any set of rules if an ultimate goal is to be achieved. There must be some pieces of knowledge with less probability of incurring negative consequences. It then becomes a balance between achieving a major goal and accepting necessary levels of risk.” 
 “I agree the situation has changed,” said Simeon. “Under these circumstances, I will consider your request, General Sinclair. Today’s session will now terminate.” 
 Without waiting for a response, Simeon’s head disappeared from the monitor. 
 “Well, that was abrupt,” said Mueller, “but at least he didn’t turn us down right away.” 
 “I think it’s better than that,” said Huxler. “Usually, when we’re going to get a negative response, it happens immediately.” 
 Chunhua wasn’t as optimistic. “I come down solidly on having no idea what it means that he didn’t answer immediately. We don’t know anything about the mechanism or pathways involved in his decisions.” 
   
 Sinclair noticed that Simeon hadn’t given any indication of how long such consideration might take. Given the Object’s capabilities, Sinclair would have thought a decision could come almost instantaneously, but who knew how the Object functioned or why it might choose to delay “giving a decision”? 
 Exactly twenty-four hours later, Mueller came into Sinclair’s office with the news that Simeon wanted to discuss possible areas of knowledge transfer. 
 “We don’t have a lot of time for this,” said Sinclair. “It’s been passed on to me to have at least an outline of what might possibly be ready for the president in a few days. That means only a few people will work on this report. Doctor Mueller, you’ll represent the science viewpoint. You can talk to the other Level 3 people. Huxler will provide a broader societal view, and I think of Zach Marjek as being grounded in the ‘real world’ and not as subject to wishful thinking as the more academically inclined. The three of you start working with Simeon right away and meet with me again at . . . ,” Sinclair looked at his watch, “. . . shall we say 1600 hours tomorrow?” 
 Mueller sighed. “We’ll get to it, but I have to be honest and tell you not to expect much. You know how cagey he’s been before. There would have to be a fundamental change.” 
 “Do the best you can.” 
   
 The four men gathered the next day around the small round table in Sinclair’s office.  
 “Okay,” said Sinclair as soon as they were seated, “what do you have for me? What are some goodies Simeon is willing to share—things to buy us points with the politicians and eventually goodwill with the general populace when they finally find out what’s been going on here?” Sinclair looked expectantly at the three men. 
 “Well,” said Howard Mueller slowly, as if a little hesitant to deliver a report he anticipated would not be the one hoped for, “we spent a number of hours talking with Simeon. As usual, he would stop talking and sign off for reasons he never explains. He usually comes back if we signal again for his attention—but not always. Nevertheless, our discussions probably totaled seven or eight hours since yesterday. The bottom line is Simeon is going to be helpful, though perhaps not as much as we might have wanted.” 
 Sinclair frowned. “What does that mean? Like, not sharing technology at all?” 
 “No, no, I’m sorry—that sounded too pessimistic. Honestly, I should say there has been a major breakthrough. However, the topics and scope of what he is willing to give us definitely have limits. Evidently, anything biological is out. You would think that with their level of technology, there would be basic similarities we could work with, even if we and the Object’s creators are different species. But every time we broached the topics, he quit answering, changed the subject, or in a few cases said those would be topics for some unspecified later time.” 
 Wilbur Huxler chimed in. “To be clear, we assume there must be basic similarities in the biology, physiology, and biochemistry of different living organisms. With regard to the aliens, we’ve been assuming there must be common features even if we have to consider them as falling outside Earth’s kingdoms.” 
 “Kingdoms,” said Sinclair. “You mean animals and plants?” 
 “Actually, there are several more kingdoms currently recognized for Earth organisms,” said Huxler. “At one time, we considered there to be three kingdoms—animals, plants, and bacteria. But work over the last decades, particularly with the DNA sequencing of more genomes, means we now recognize more kingdoms. Depending on what criteria are used, the number can range up to eight. However, the most common groupings are animals, plants, fungi, bacteria, and the archaea, another monocellular group. 
 “When we consider the alien race that built the Object, assuming it was a single race and not some kind of cooperative effort by many races, then remember they evolved completely separate from Earth’s life. So, this effectively means we need to consider a new level of organism classification—one based on their origin, probably a planet elsewhere in our galaxy. We don’t have a term for this, but let’s call it a ‘realm.’ We assume all life in each realm evolved from a common beginning on different planets, a beginning that may or may not have followed similar paths as on Earth. 
 “So . . . back to the original question of whether the knowledge from the biology from the realm of the Object originators could be of any help for questions within Earth’s realm. We just don’t know. I believe many of the basic metabolic solutions that evolved would be similar, even if the details are quite different. The unknown is whether the differences are so great as to make the utility of transferred knowledge of limited or even no use. I think the knowledge would be useful, but so far, we get nowhere with Simeon in finding out anything about the makeup of the originators. When combined with no meaningful feedback when we try to discuss knowledge to help with human medical issues, we get nowhere.” 
 Sinclair turned to Zach. “What do you make of this?” 
 Zach hesitated, pursed his lips for a moment, then answered, “I get the sense it’s more than simply that our two basic physiologies are so different that Simeon has no useful knowledge. I sense there is something else going on. I think he doesn’t want to share such knowledge or is prevented from sharing it.” 
 Sinclair next motioned to Huxler and Mueller. “Do either of you get the same vibes?” 
 Huxler shook his head. “I don’t get the same feeling, but I don’t see any way of knowing one way or the other.” 
 Huxler looked unhappy and shook his head. “Part of me wants to say Zach is reading into Simeon some of his own suspicions. Unfortunately, I’m also getting a sense of more going on under the surface than we understand.  Clearly, after all this time, we still don’t have a good picture of the Object’s motivations. What is its purpose? Why was it sent out by its originators in the first place?” 
 “Okay, so nothing biological. How about nonbiological?” 
 “In that regard, we’re on better ground,” said Mueller. “Not as solid as I would like, but at least we’ll have something to work with. Simeon has already shared enough basic mathematics and astrophysics to keep a generation of mathematicians and physicists hopping.” 
 Sinclair harrumphed, irritated. “Yes, but however great the advance is in some abstract area of mathematics, what does it do for us now? Not one person in a hundred thousand would understand what he’s already given us . . . at least from what I gather in reading the reports. And yes, you all keep telling me things will come out of it, but we need items the average citizen can identify with.” 
 “Well, “said Mueller, “so far we have come up with six items. To summarize, better telescopes, better computers, better data storage, better extraction methods for a wide range of ores, better batteries, and better light bulbs.” 
 “Light bulbs?” Sinclair asked quizzically. “That sounds like an outlier.” 
 “This was actually Jill’s contribution,” said Zach. “When we asked the rest of the people cleared for Level 3 for ideas the common person would appreciate, Jill piped up with better light bulbs. She said that almost everyone complains about the newest energy-saving light bulbs. Not only are they more expensive than the older incandescent bulbs, but they don’t give off as much light, plus they contain mercury, which requires different safe disposal. Jill also pointed out that businesses, including all shopping malls, use entirely fluorescent lighting that causes headaches for many women, including Jill, after too long exposure. This is a known effect from the flickering of the fluorescent lighting. On top of that, the fluorescent lights do not always give true colors, so a shopper who buys clothing not uncommonly finds her purchase to be a different shade of color once she’s at home.” 
 Huxler laughed. “It was quite a change of pace to go from discussing computer chip design to shopping mall lighting.” 
 Mueller also laughed, then said, “Yes, but we think we have gotten out of Simeon a basic design of lighting fixtures that is significantly more efficient than anything we’ve developed so far, even LEDs. They should be cost effective and give off full-spectrum light accurately, mimicking sunlight. The latter will alleviate conditions such as seasonal light disorders. This may turn out to be the product with the most short-term benefits, with better pricing and disposal issues immediately appreciated by consumers.” 
 “Good enough,” said Sinclair. “Not exactly what I would have imagined you’d come up with. But, as you say, this kind of thing might be helpful. I see Miss Hardesty has turned out to be useful.” 
 “Yes, and she and Simeon are working through some additional ideas I’m afraid the original three of us would not have thought of.” 
 Sinclair was taking notes, then he looked up. “And the other five ideas?”  
 Mueller continued. “Better computers may be the most important long term because they impact just about everything else. Actually, two of the ideas pretty much fall under improved computers. One is increased processing power. The other idea is denser memory chip design. We’ve speculated for years about quantum computers—computers whose decision trees involve quantum states, instead of the on/off, 0/1 states of current computers. Quantum computing uses quantum bits called qubits and the phenomena of superposition and entanglement to—” 
 “Whoa!” said Sinclair. “Remember who you’re talking to. Just give me the bottom line.” 
 “Uh . . . sorry. Quantum technology should allow denser storage capacity and computational speed.” 
 “What level of improvement are we talking about?” 
 “It’s too early to be certain, but I think something like ten times the computational power, possibly much faster for certain calculations, and maybe as much as a hundred times the storage capacity.” 
 “Am I hearing a reservation in your voice?” 
 “Three reservations. One is we’re talking about technology enough in advance of what we have right now that outcomes are unpredictable. The second is that it will require new generations of software to take advantage of new systems. And then there’s time. We can’t estimate when the applications would come out.” 
 “So, you’re saying it’s unknown if and when we can use the technology?” 
 “Oh, I’m reasonably confident we’ll be able to use it, but how long it will take to put it into use is hard to estimate.” 
 “Give me your best guess as to a timetable?” 
 “Five years for the first functioning hardware, even with Simeon’s help. The software development can start in parallel. The unknown is how quickly the software can take advantage of the full capabilities of the hardware.” 
 “And this is assuming how much help from Simeon?” 
 “Probably less than we would like,” said Huxler. “Simeon says it’s important for humans to do as much of the development as possible with the least nudge from him.” 
 “What reasons did he give?” 
 Zach spoke up, after being quiet and listening the last few minutes. “He said it was to meld the new technology most effectively into humans’ existing technology. This makes some sense, but I’ll note it also ensures it’ll take longer. I don’t think Simeon, the Object, or whatever this thing is, is in any rush.” 
 Sinclair made some more notes. “And the other ideas?” 
 “Oh . . . better telescopes,” said Mueller. “Good enough for possibly imaging exo-planets and getting detailed spectra of them. Technology for more efficient ore extraction. We figure this would apply mainly for the more exotic ores because our current mass mining and extraction procedures are reasonably efficient, and the new techniques would be more expensive.” 
 “By exotic, I assume you mean like the rare earths?” prompted Sinclair.  
 “Yeah, the fifteen lanthanides in addition to scandium and yttrium. The Chinese have been producing most of the rare earth elements the last few decades. They have used this to exert leverage in other international areas but have learned to be careful not to do it too much and give the rest of the world too much incentive to increase their own production. However, they may have overplayed their hand. That’s good for us and bad for them. 
 “If Simeon’s extraction improvements prove doable, it will guarantee rare earth supply lines for both ourselves and our allies,” said Huxler. “While not cheap, the high value of such elements more than compensates, and the elements can be extracted from much lower grade ores than we’ve currently attempted.” 
 Sinclair nodded, pleased. “That’s going to be a good one for State, Homeland Security, and Commerce. And the president and Congress can both play it up to the public.” 
 “And finally, better batteries,” said Mueller. “He’d already given us improvements, but I think we might get another three- to ten-fold increase in storage capacity, probably toward the upper end. It will make electric cars a reality with longer ranges, smaller batteries, and battery life that may exceed the vehicles’ lifetimes.” 
 “Hmmm . . . ,” mused Sinclair. “I’m sure we’ll have military uses. Less reliance on fossil fuels on the battlefield, and the navy might have to rethink nuclear power. What about something with solar power? He’s already given hints that one of the Sandia labs is working on. Anything more?” 
 “We brought that up,” said Mueller, “and we mentioned work was being done. He asked to see the latest results before he committed.”  
 “Well,” said Sinclair, “besides civilian use, the Department of Defense would like better batteries and solar. For one thing, drones could be developed to stay aloft longer on less fuel.” 
 Sinclair scratched out his last notes, then looked back up. “Good. That’s enough to get us going. Keep pressing him and relay to me any additional ideas.” 
 “You know,” said Mueller, “even with what Simeon has committed to give us, we all have to wonder if it will balance out the negatives after revelation.” 
 “Like the ‘two-edged sword’ or “two faces of Janus’ allusions,” said Zach, nodding. “The same thing can be good and bad.” 
 “True,” said Huxler, “but Janus was more than about merely good and bad. The two faces are looking at both the past and the future. The Romans saw him as the god of beginnings, endings, and transitions such as birth and journeys. 
 “Well . . . it’s certainly started us on a journey and I suppose of transition of some kind,” said Zach. “The problem is we don’t know where this will end.” 
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PRESIDENT AND PRIME MINISTER


 


 


Changes

   
 One week after the attack, Site 23’s transformation was underway. Of the 97 staff members before the attack, 48 were gone: 14 dead, 8 evacuated wounded, and 26 who were too traumatized to work or who demanded to leave immediately. Another 17 agreed to stay short term only until replacements arrived. Of the three sections, only Level 3 had no living member leave yet, although they were missing two staffers, Charles Adams and Rachel Munoz, killed during the attack. 
 An FBI team had arrived and carried out interviews. Helen Lin had broken down immediately. The last anyone saw of her was when she left in custody.  
 Chesterton had reluctantly understood that maximum subterfuge was no longer possible. Once he acknowledged that fact, the president moved quickly. The careful protocols for selecting people to work at Site 23 were replaced out of necessity by far less stringent criteria. There was no pretext that staffing would return to previous levels. No one, from Chesterton to Sinclair, Huxler, and Mueller, doubted the future major expansion. 
 Personnel levels increased with every flight into Nanook International. A permanently manned control station was under construction to serve until a new airstrip was prepared closer to the site, only three miles away. Flights brought in construction equipment small enough to fit in a C-17 cargo bay to prepare the new airstrip. It was still the largest plane Nanook could handle, but space was cleared for it to taxi off the airstrip for unloading/loading while other planes landed or took off. 
 The two dormitory buildings had been relatively plush for the previous staffing. Yet they quickly became crowded with two and sometimes more people per room to deal with the influx of enhanced security, replacement and new maintenance staff members, and temporary construction workers. Sinclair mandated that the remaining original staff members keep their individual rooms. 
 “You new people will just have to suck it up and live elbow to elbow,” he growled every time he heard a complaint. “Be damned if the people agreeing to stay after the attack are going to lose their rooms.” 
 The remaining Level 3 staff members continued their work with Simeon but hanging over them was uncertainty about their role in the inevitable coming changes. A watershed moment came when Stephen Harper insisted that he and Chesterton visit Site 23 personally. It was assumed to be a coincidence that on the same day, Simeon suggested it was time for him to meet the U.S. and Canadian leaders. 
   

Leaders Meet Simeon 

   
 The arrival of the president and the prime minister was kept as secret as possible. People not directly involved stayed confined to their quarters or kept out of sight from the Level 3 building. The Canadian helicopter transported the parties after their landing at Nanook. 
 Once at Site 23, they were led to the Faraday cage room and the Object. A one-hour briefing by Mueller, Huxler, and Sinclair summarized what was known. Then it was time to meet Simeon. 
 The audio/monitor room overflowed. It had never been designed for such an occasion. Only four people had chairs: General Sinclair, Howard Mueller, James Chesterton, and Stephen Harper. Immediately behind them stood the U.S. secretaries of defense and state, the U.S. vice president, the Canadian deputy prime minister, the Canadian defense and foreign ministers, the Canadian military chief, General Justin Hardesty, and Wilbur Huxler. 
 In a sense, it was to be the first formal contact between an extraterrestrial intelligence and human authorities. All previous contacts had been with human non–decision makers—those who reported to the U.S. president but had no political power. Yet in this room, the president and the prime minister were the newcomers. The historical significance was not lost on any of them, although the Canadian leader remained skeptical that all this was real. 
 Outside the room awaited security for both leaders—Secret Service for Chesterton and Harper’s corresponding staff. Few other people on site knew a meeting was taking place or who was attending. It had been an unprecedented accomplishment that both leaders and a few top officials had managed to slip away from their respective capitals for the trip without hints leaking to the press. Harper was “vacationing” in an undisclosed location to get in some early season cross-country skiing. Chesterton was on a long weekend at Camp David to relax before the coming session of Congress dealt with his major new initiatives. The other officials needed less stringent cover stories, but all had been carefully prepared. 
 The security arrangements had been difficult. Understandably enough, the concerned staff and agents were unenthusiastic about their leaders visiting a remote location that had been the site of recent combat. The final arrangements included a U.S. Ranger company and a Canadian special reaction company holding joint exercises in the far Arctic. The combined 340 soldiers were “exercising” in a twenty-mile radius of Site 23 without coming within a mile of the site. Within the no-go zone, security was handled by the part of Seal Team 2 that had remained after the attack. 
 After they were all seated or positioned standing, Sinclair said, “Mister President, Mister Prime Minister. We’re ready when you are.” 
 Chesterton felt uncharacteristically nervous—a state he thought he had left well behind in his political career. Harper sat back in his chair, arms folded. He had said little and gave the impression of a doubting parent trying to be patient with a wayward child.  
 Chesterton nodded. “Let’s get to it.” 
 With that, Hardesty nodded to Sinclair, who in turn nodded to Mueller. “Ring him up, Howard.” 
 Mueller keyed in the attention code, and Simeon appeared instantly on the monitor—to the murmurings and faint gasps of those standing. Chesterton flinched despite himself, while Harper’s eyes narrowed, and he leaned forward. 
 “Hello, Howard and General Sinclair. I see we have visitors today. Am I correct that two of the seated gentlemen are the president and the prime minister, as we discussed? I do not recognize most of those standing.” 
 “Hello, Simeon,” Mueller said and pointed first to President Chesterton, “This is the president of the United States, James Chesterton, and Stephen Harper, the Canadian prime minister.” 
 Mueller continued to introduce the standing audience. 
 Simeon acknowledged the other introductions but gave the impression of staring at the president and the prime minister. It made Chesterton uneasy. 
 “It is a pleasure to finally meet you both, although I am sure all of us wish the circumstances forcing this meeting were less tragic.” 
 Chesterton looked at Sinclair and whispered, “How do I respond? Just speak?” 
 “Yes, Mister President,” Sinclair whispered back. “He can hear anything said in this room.” Sinclair gave a small smile. “Including our whispers.” 
 Chesterton’s complexion turned ruddy, but he faced the monitor. “Hello. I understand you are named Simeon.” 
 “That is correct. Or, more accurately, I respond to Simeon both as a convenience for human associations and to help identify myself when we are having conversations with several individuals at a time. And speaking of names, what is the appropriate address I should use with you, considering your important positions within human society?” 
 Chesterton looked at Harper, “Stephen?” 
 Harper’s previous glare showed traces of doubt. Could it possibly be this is real? He had half convinced himself it was some elaborate charade. 
 Chesterton waited. Finally, Harper cleared his throat. “Christ . . . I don’t know. Prime Minister Harper, Bozo the clown, for all I care.” 
 Chesterton turned back to the screen. “Any address is fine with both of us.” 
 “Thank you. I will use your formal titles in that case.” Simeon gave a wry smile. “So, what do we have to talk about? I am sure you have many questions, and I am also confident my existence is not something either of you anticipated. In fact, it would not be surprising if you wished I simply went away . . . or, better yet, had never appeared in the first place.” 
 “You’re right, Simeon,” said the president. “On all accounts. It would make my life and job infinitely easier if you did not exist.” 
 “Ah, but as your writer said, there’s the rub. I do exist. Despite the fact that I have spoken at some length with the people here at this site, the status of my relationship to humanity has been studiously avoided by myself.” 
 Chesterton nodded. “Yes, that has been noted many times in the reports I’ve read and, if I may say, has been the source of considerable worry for us. What are you? Where are you from? Why are you here? How long will you be here? What are the consequences of your being here?” 
 “To answer some of your questions . . . first, what am I? I cannot give an accurate answer because your level of technology does not give you the necessary frames of reference to understand a complete answer. I am sure you know the explanation I have given so far. It is simply best to assume the Object is an artificial intelligence with control over its movement. I, on the other hand, am in a sense part of the Object, but a component partitioned to interact with humans. You may consider ‘Simeon’ to be a translator between you and the Object. 
 “As for the other questions, I think it appropriate at this time that you speak to a ‘higher authority’ on those subjects. I and the humans at this site have, and will continue to have, useful interactions. But as you are among the most important human leaders, it is best if you speak with Athena.” 
 “Athena,” Harper blurted out. “Who’s Athena?” 
 Chesterton sat still, uncertain where this had come from. Mueller interjected himself before Simeon could respond.  
 “Simeon, could you excuse us for a moment while we confer?” 
 “Of course, Howard. I always understand your need to discuss matters among yourselves. I will be here waiting. After all, it is not as if I am going anywhere,” Simeon said with a smile, and his image faded to black. 
 “What just happened?” asked Chesterton. 
 “We’re being bucked upstairs, aren’t we?” said Sinclair. 
 Mueller was breathing so hard, he had trouble speaking. “My God, my God, we’re going to hear directly from the Object itself!” 
 The previously silent standers burst into a barrage of questions and exclamations, soon silenced by Sinclair’s, “Quiet!” 
 Not all the individuals took Sinclair’s command well, especially higher-ranking officers and some cabinet members. Others were simply lost in what was happening. This included Harper, although Chesterton had an inkling. 
 “Yes,” said Mueller, getting his breath back and calming down, “that’s what it must be. Now that our two countries’ leaders are here, the Object is going to bypass Simeon to communicate directly. I think we’re about to find out more in the next few minutes than we’ve learned in all the previous years.” 
 “So . . . ,” said Chesterton softly, “what you mean is that this Athena is the Object itself?” 
 Mueller and Sinclair nodded. 
 “Why it is naming itself Athena? Why Athena?” 
 Mueller turned to Hardesty and Sinclair. “We need Rotham in on this.” Mueller thought for a moment, then looked to Sinclair with a questioning expression. 
 “You’re thinking about Marjek also, right?” said Sinclair. 
 “Yes.” 
 Sinclair swiveled in his chair to face Hardesty. “We need to bring more people in on this exchange. Rotham has considerable background in human history and mythology. The choice of Athena for the Object’s name must be deliberate. We could use his insight.” 
 Hardesty frowned, then nodded. “And Marjek? What does he add to this?” 
 “Zach seems to have struck some kind of chord with Simeon. We don’t understand it, but Simeon seems more ‘relaxed’ talking with Zach. Also, Zach has several times come up with questions or insights that didn’t occur to the rest of us.” 
 “All right, go get them.” Hardesty then turned to Chesterton and Harper. “We need to get two more staff members in here before we continue. I believe we should have some discussion before meeting Athena. I suggest we move to the conference room and the other two join us.” 
 Chesterton looked at Harper, who nodded. “All right, General,” Chesterton said, although by his tone he was obviously impatient at a delay. 
 It took ten seconds to find Jeff Rotham. He and the other Level 3 staff were all but listening at the keyhole from the main workroom and the hall. Zach took longer. Sinclair dispatched Whitey and Andrew to fetch him. It was Whitey who found him talking with the Seal Team 2 commander just behind the edge of the site’s buildings to the west. Zach was gesturing with one hand, evidently recounting some details of the Chinese attack, when Whitey ran up to them.  
 “Zach,” said Whitey urgently, “they want you inside . . . NOW.” 
 Zach merely raised one eyebrow, then turned to the Seal officer. “Sorry, maybe later.” And with that, he followed Whitey back to Level 3. Mueller gave Zach and Jeff a summary of the short meeting with Simeon and the two leaders. 
 Rotham was as excited as the laconic Northern Irishman had ever appeared. “So, we are about to meet Simeon’s master.” He paused as he looked up slightly. You could almost hear the gears of his mind turning. “And Athena. Now that is interesting.” 
 “Yes, I thought you’d pick up on the name,” offered Mueller. 
 Chesterton spoke up. “Why is the name important? And why a female Greek goddess?” 
 “Not just any female goddess,” said Rotham. “Athena. She had many manifestations to the Greeks and other peoples, depending on the era, the specific people, and the specific situation. She was the patron of wisdom, inspiration, justice, and civilization itself but also the arts, mathematics, strength, courage, and just warfare. Picking Athena cannot be by chance. She was often summarized as the goddess of wisdom and war. Not the violent aspects of war; that was Ares’s domain. But the strategic aspects of war. He, she, it is sending a message.” 
 “And what’s the damn message?” exclaimed an impatient prime minister. 
 “Ah, now that is the question, is it not? What is the message?” he mused. “Athena was also known for having an affinity for heroes and heroic endeavors. Maybe we’re being told that heroic actions are coming.”  
 “Well, Athena was generally considered one of the more humane gods,” said Mueller, “and one with more of an affection for humans. Could the Object be trying to convince us it is at least benign or even benevolent?” 
 Zach spoke for the first time since being called in. “But wasn’t she only relatively benign? While she had favorites among humans, she still had her own agendas and made demands on even those she supposedly blessed.” 
 “Exactly,” said Rotham, smiling to himself. He had suspected Marjek was more educated and insightful than generally given credit for. It was amusing to Rotham, in that typical educated British manner, the way others were repeatedly surprised when Zach dug up a tidbit of knowledge that someone of his perceived character should not know. 
 “Yes,” he said. “And remember the name is only for our benefit. What agenda the Object, or Athena, has is its agenda—one that we may or may not like or even be able to understand.” 
 Mueller slightly changed the subject. “Besides the name, I wonder what image Athena will take? Could that also give us some clues as to the Object’s intentions? That is, which woman’s image will Athena assume for us?” 
 “Athena was usually portrayed as a gray-eyed young woman, but always wearing armor with a chiton—a draping cloak—over the armor. Her expressions were serene but serious. Somewhat aloof,” added Rotham. 
 Zach’s voice cut softly through the discussion. His tone was as if he were having a vision. “She will be older. Not old, but not young. Maybe late thirties to early fifties. Possibly a little gray in medium-color hair. Probably the gray eyes of legend or light blue. Piercing eyes as if she could look straight through you to the truth. A pleasant face but not pretty. Strong, with somehow a combination of maternalism and strength. Someone you had better be absolutely straight with. Someone you intuitively wanted to have a good impression of you, one that you wonder if you would ever live up to.” Zach shook himself. His eyes focused from wherever he had been. 
 The others were all silent, looking at him with expressions ranging from believing they may have heard a prophecy or a hallucination, to simply thinking, What the hell is he talking about?

 Chesterton had become impatient with what he saw as mere academic discourse. “Come on now, what does all this mean? Gimme a hand here! We have to go back and meet again with this Athena. Give us some help.” 
 It was Mueller who spoke for all the Site 23 staff who were present. “Bottom line is we simply don’t know. Just be aware the name Athena was undoubtedly chosen to indicate something. We just can’t be sure what. I would recommend that you remember the basic characteristics attributed to Athena, but other than that, we can’t know more until we talk directly to her.” 
 From Chesterton’s sour expression, it was obvious he wanted more help, but he was rational enough to recognize that the situation had no precedents. He preferred agendas to be clearly laid out, so that he and his staff could game their responses. This time he would have to wing it, but it felt like being told to learn to tightrope walk only when he was already in the middle of a cable stretching across Niagara Falls. 
 “Okay, let’s do it,” he said, attempting to project his “I’m the president and the man in charge” persona, more for his own benefit than for the others. 
   

Athena

   
 They returned to the audio/monitor room. Zach and Rotham stood to the side of the camera positioned above main monitor, such that Simeon, or Athena, could not see them, but Chesterton and Harper could—in case Zach or Rotham passed on signals. They could also see the monitor and hear the audio. 
 “I’m not going to be much use for this,” Hardesty told Sinclair. “You’ve got the experience and can represent our military.”  
 Hardesty stood behind Chesterton and beside the prickly Canadian military chief, General McIntosh, whom he had met many times. He thought McIntosh to be a pompous ass, but that was okay because he was used to dealing with Congress. In fairness, Hardesty knew from several sources that McIntosh also considered him to be a crude, arrogant prick. 
 Mueller waited until they were arranged and then keyed in again the alert to Simeon that they were ready to communicate. Simeon appeared immediately. 
 “Hello again, Howard, General Sinclair, Mr. President, Mr. Prime Minister. Are we ready to proceed?” 
 “We are ready,” replied Mueller. 
 “Very well. Please let me introduce Athena.” 
 With those words, the monitor’s view seemed to pull back until Simeon was visible from the waist up and his image moved to the right of the screen. Simeon turned slightly as if looking for someone in the featureless background. Then a figure appeared as if emerging from a fog and moved toward the camera and Simeon. The initial vague outline resolved into a feminine figure. As she moved closer, details came into focus. Her height could not be determined because there was no reference. Her figure was average to slender, her hair a light brown with gray highlights, her face giving the impression of perhaps early to mid-forties. She moved closer until her face filled the screen, and Simeon was no longer in view. It was a strong face. Feminine, almost serene, but it somehow epitomized intelligence, kindness, and strength all at the same time. However, it was the eyes that most humans fixed on—a grayish-blue that gave the impression of piercing through everyone. 
 Heads in the room swiveled briefly to an expressionless Zach, whose prediction closely matched Athena’s appearance. 
 “Greetings to you all,” intoned a voice that rated somewhere on the lower range between a mezzo-soprano and a contralto—definitely feminine but with hints of deeper overtones. “I am Athena—what you refer to as ‘The Object.’” 
 It had been agreed that Mueller would initially lead the conversation, with others joining as appropriate or spontaneously. 
 “And greetings to you, Athena. This is both a pleasure and a surprise to speak with you directly, instead of through Simeon. Could we ask why you decided to communicate with us after a number of years?” 
 “It is, of course, an obvious question. However, I believe it might be best to explain why future interactions will continue to be mainly through Simeon. My staying separate is an integral part of being cautious about causing harm to your species. As I hope you will come to understand, there are many ways I could unintentionally be highly damaging to you. Through experience, it has been learned that initial interactions should be conducted through a ‘third party,’ if you will.” 
 “And that third party is Simeon.” 
 “Yes. One of Simeon’s roles is to serve as my representative, who has limited access to information other than what is necessary for his role. Another role for Simeon is to allow me to create as accurate a simulation of humans as possible. This lets him interact with you more easily, plus gives me an ‘adviser,’ if you will, on human thinking and reactions.” 
 “You say this procedure is one you have developed from experience. Does this mean you have visited other worlds with intelligent species?” 
 “We may discuss this more in the future, but suffice it to say this is the fourth world I have visited where contact has reached this stage.” 
 “By stage . . . ?” Mueller prompted. 
 “The stage where humans are approaching a critical point in development as a species and a civilization. A stage typically leading to an inflection point in your existence. It is a regrettable fact that most civilizations have limited lifetimes. A species arises from its primitive origins, achieves sentience, develops a complex civilization, advances in knowledge, and then disappears. While the time scale is different for each species, the shape of the developmental curve is usually the same.” 
 The room was silent. Each person was glued to Athena’s words. 
 “You say we are the fourth species you have contacted, but is that the only sample size you have to believe all species travel the same developmental path?” 
 Athena reproached him gently. “Howard, I said this was the fourth species whom I have contacted at this stage. My records include contacts with hundreds of species before I existed and data on thousands of dead civilizations.” 
 The audience sat stunned. Hundreds of species contacts, thousands of vanished civilizations! The place of humanity in the grand scale of the cosmos had changed more in the last few moments than in its entire history. Speculations that humans might be unique in the universe were gone. Lingering thoughts that humans were the center of creation would forever be replaced by being “just another” species among multitudes. Half of the listeners couldn’t process what they were hearing. The other half automatically rejected it. Their minds whirled with thoughts, but it was as if they had so many questions and such new awareness, they could not articulate what to say or ask next. Athena solved the problem by continuing. 
 “And now your species is pursuing development that, if unchanged, will almost certainly lead you to your extinction.” 
 Sinclair spoke to Athena for the first time. “Athena, you say such a fate is ‘usual’ for all species and ‘will almost certainly’ be the same for us. This must mean there are exceptions? There must have been at least one because you exist and are the product of a surviving civilization. Are there others who successfully passed the danger stage?” 
 “A reasonable question, General Sinclair. Unfortunately, my records indicate the surviving percentage is too small for anyone to rationally hope that humans will manage to succeed where most civilizations fail.” 
 Chesterton had been listening intently. His mind churned with doubts and questions. He projected the consequences of all this to his political legacy, felt chagrin at worrying about his legacy, and tried to digest one shock after another.  
 “Athena,” Chesterton asked softly, “why are you here telling us this?” 
 “Thank you, Mr. President, for ‘cutting to the chase,’ as Simeon informs me is an appropriate phrase.” Athena paused for a moment as if gathering her thoughts. 

Probably part of her acting human to reassure us, thought Mueller.  
 “I have two purposes. They are related but not totally dependent on each other. One purpose is to support your species in avoiding the inflection point that will lead you downward. Your challenge is to reverse the slope of the trajectory. Just the knowledge of the fate of most civilizations is one factor that should help you. Knowing a danger exists is critical in helping you avoid the danger. I can provide advice and knowledge to help, but ultimately, only your species can save itself.” 
 She paused again, but this time her face assumed a sad and serious demeanor. “My second purpose is to record your species.” 
 “Record?” said a puzzled Chesterton. 
 “Even if you meet the fate of most sentient species, your mere existence is something to be cherished. I would record the essence of who you are so that, no matter your fate, you would not be lost forever.” 
 On hearing these last words from Athena, Rotham, who had been silent up to then, suddenly motioned to Mueller whether he could ask a question. Mueller nodded. 
 “Athena,” said Mueller, “two other humans have joined us. Their names are Jeff Rotham and Zach Marjek. Jeff has a question.” 
 “I am aware of Jeff and Zach through their interactions with Simeon. What is your question, Jeff?” 
 “Athena, does this mean you have such ‘recordings’ of the other species you have known?” 
 “Yes, Jeff, it does. Although I possess records and observations on many extinct species, I have detailed ‘recordings’ of the three I mentioned earlier.” 
 Rotham slumped back in his chair and spoke out loud as if to the others in the room but actually unconsciously to himself. “My God. Complete descriptions of alien civilizations. My God.” 
 “And what does making a recording involve?” asked a cautious Sinclair. 
 “There are three basic aspects. One is to have access to all your records. Second is to interact with a wide range of individuals to obtain a better understanding of what it means to be ‘human.’ The third is to create a simulation of a human to represent your species and interpret the records.” Athena smiled. “I assume you have some acquaintance with the last aspect.” 
 “Simeon!” blurted Mueller. 
 “Yes, the Simeon you know is the beginning of the distillation of ‘human.’” 
 At this point, Harper leaned toward Chesterton and whispered in his right ear. Chesterton frowned and shook his head slightly. Harper repeated whatever he had said and added more because Chesterton’s annoyed expression faded into one more contemplative. He whispered something back to Harper, who initially was not pleased but then nodded in acquiescence to Chesterton. 
 The president absentmindedly clenched and unclenched his left hand. “Athena, when you say humans are in danger of failing as a species and a civilization, can you give us any indication of the time scale you might predict?” 
 “More important than an absolute time prediction for when the inflection turns irreversibly downward are the actions taken to prevent this from happening. When I refer to an inflection point, I mean a time when there are objective measures such as total energy or resource consumption, scientific progress, average life span, or any of hundreds of such numerically quantifiable measures. More difficult to measure is the time before these measures show that the downturn is inevitable, no matter what measures are taken. 
 “For a simple example, let us say that humans had a community on an island covered in trees. Fishing is their main source of food. They cut down the trees to make boats to fish. Their community flourishes until one day, they cut down the last tree. Eventually, all the existing boats rot away. They can no longer fish, and they starve. Was their inflection point when the last tree was cut down, or was it perhaps years earlier when the number of trees remaining was too few to provide a sustainable source?” 
 “Easter Island,” whispered Rotham. 
 Chesterton looked quizzically to the linguist. 
 “Easter Island,” repeated Mueller. “A case on Earth where an island community did something similar to Athena’s example. In fact, she may have picked it out of the information we’ve been feeding Simeon. What is thought to have happened is the islanders were trapped, no longer able to make boats to leave. Although they didn’t die out, they simply regressed as a civilization and became static.” 
 Mueller turned back to the monitor. “Athena, as you’ve heard us discuss, we have records of something similar to your example here on Earth. An island community that exhausted the only resource that would have allowed its people to leave the island. But they did not die out, although life on the island became much more difficult. When Westerners discovered the island, the Easter Island community had lived at least some hundreds of years after their ‘inflection point.’” 
 “Hundreds of years?” asked Athena with a shake of her head. “That is nothing. The point is that their fate was sealed. When your ‘more advanced’ civilizations came to the island, they saved the islanders by providing a means of transportation off the island and probably bringing in food and other resources to the island. Think of the Earth as an island. No one is going to come to rescue you. The distances and time scales prevent this possibility. Think again of your Easter Island. What would have happened eventually to the community on the island?” 
 “They would have eventually all died,” Rotham agreed reluctantly. “From what, we couldn’t know, but if you consider an open-ended time scale as Athena is suggesting, their being trapped on the island would have doomed them in any number of ways. A local disease, a castaway Westerner who washes up and has measles, a tidal wave submerging the island, too much genetic inbreeding . . . hell, an asteroid strike that obliterates the island but not all of the Earth.” 
 “But some of these events are so rare as to be irrelevant,” said Harper. 
 “Not irrelevant if the only humans in existence live on that island,” said Athena. 
 “Something that will probably not occur for a million years is effectively irrelevant,” persisted Harper.  
 Chesterton nodded, but only as if he understood Harper’s point, not that he agreed. 
 “Athena,” said Chesterton, “what about humans? If you have such records of other civilizations, you must have some estimate of when humans will reach the inflection point you predict.” 
 “Time scales are different for each sentient species, and critical points can temporally differ by orders of magnitude. Your species is projecting along a common developmental line. Once sentience develops, it feeds back on itself, and the complexity of the society accelerates. In early stages, the development can appear linear, but this is only an illusion. It is simply the early phase of a nonlinear advance. It’s the exponential phase of the curve that is the problem. The faster the developmental curve, the less time remaining to the inflection point—the point of no return. What complicates making predictions are the inherent characteristics of the species. If the point of no return is too far off, a species might do nothing, either because its members assume they can always change their minds later or because their immediate needs take precedence over distant problems. On the other hand, a short timeline can either galvanize a species into action or lead to passive acceptance of a perceived inevitable fate.” 
 “That’s all interesting, Athena, but let me repeat. You must have some estimate of where humans fall in this,” said Chesterton. 
 “While you are within the normal range of developmental rates, you are in the upper portions of that range. Not the fastest development I have records of, but very fast. Also, the ability to survive a decline can involve many factors that can be in unique combinations for a specific species and situation. Nevertheless, lest you become impatient with me, I believe humans are already coming up to danger points for some factors. I caution that my knowledge of human civilization is limited to what you have made available to Simeon and from my limited number of contacts with humans. If I had more information and more experience with humans, my projections would be expected to become more informative. To come to the point and based on very incomplete information, my crude estimate is that humans need to take significant steps in the next ten years to avoid having to initiate drastic actions that would avert a hopeless situation.” 
 “Athena,” said Huxler, who then paused for a moment. “You say you have detailed recordings of three other species and records of the existence of many more that are now extinct. But what about the three you have records for? What happened with them? Did you help them avoid going extinct?” 
 “In all three cases, I watched them until the last individual died.” 
 The room’s silence was oppressive as if the air had thickened, weighing on people’s bodies and threatening to muffle any word they uttered. 
 It was Sinclair who unfroze first. “Maybe we should take another break.” 
 The group moved to a meeting room in Level 3, for the moment minus all Site 23 staff. After they sat, Harper spoke first. 
 “All right, I confess I didn’t really believe the story I was hearing, and I’m still not 100 percent convinced, but I’m far enough along to take this seriously. Let’s assume for the moment the alien artifact is real and was communicating previously via this Simeon persona and now Athena. What are we to make of what he, she, it is telling us? And more important, what do we do next?” 
 They talked for thirty minutes before Chesterton cursed in frustration. “Let’s face it. We’re not going to make any decisions today. As for us trying to interrogate this Simeon, I think we need to leave that to those more qualified. My main current concern is what do we do moving forward, largely from a political perspective? I suggest we return and see if we can get more details about these other three examples Athena claims to have witnessed go extinct.” 
 When they signaled to Simeon to resume, only Simeon appeared. 
 “Athena believes she has delivered her message,” said Simeon. “Further contact will revert to me.” 
 “But we have many more questions,” protested Chesterton. 
 “And I will answer as best I can,” Simeon responded. “I am now free to offer a degree of advice on human activity.” 
 “What kind of advice and activity?” asked Harper. 
 “My sense of humans is that giving you some time to reflect on what you have heard will make future discussions more productive. I will ‘sign off’ for now, as you phrase it.” 
 Simeon disappeared from the screen. 
 “Bring him back,” ordered Chesterton, flushing red. 
 Mueller shook his head. “I’ll try, Mister President, but unless Simeon’s behavior has changed, he won’t respond.” 
 Ten minutes later, Mueller sat back in his chair and turned from the console. 
 “Sorry, but that’s it for today. If he keeps to the same pattern, he may respond tomorrow.” 
 Chesterton sighed and turned to Harper. 
 “Then, Stephen, I think both sides need some time to think. Why don’t we fly back to Ottawa where a meeting between the two of us can be passed off as a routine get-together of friends and allies?” 
 The president turned to Sinclair. “General, let’s not spread around to other staff what Athena told us. Not yet. It’s to be kept close to the vest.” 



 

 


 


CHAPTER 48

   
   




CHANGES

   
   

Ottawa, Canada

   
 During the flight to Ottawa, the two governmental parties huddled separately and outlined ideas and positions. Some of the Canadians were still huffy about the United States’ violation of their sovereignty, but Harper, though he agreed with the huffers, quashed this issue to focus on the two immediate bigger issues: whether to make public the existence of the Object, and what to do about Site 23. 
 When they reconvened the next day, the meeting was only for those who had been to Site 23. After the requisite coffee and chit-chat, Chesterton summarized the American view. 
 “On the issue of making all this public, we feel it is much too early to even seriously consider it at this time.” 
 Most of the Canadians nodded vigorously, though Chesterton noted not all of them. 
 “We need time to consider the consequences of every aspect of this. Consequences to not only our two economies, but the world economic system. Then there are the geopolitical issues. We’ve already seen some of those. The Chinese raided even when they didn’t know what we had. How will they and the other nations respond to the knowledge that other intelligent civilizations exist, some that are far more advanced than we are? And what about some kind of representative of at least one of these civilizations being here on Earth? We can all imagine the more hysterical media outlets running with this.” 
 Chesterton shook his head. “And that’s not even considering the Object’s warning about the future of humanity. I doubt we can even begin to realize the implications of what we’ve just learned. Going public now seems completely out of the question, from our view.” Turning to Harper, Chesterton said, “Mr. Prime Minister, how does Canada see all this?” 
 “Pretty much the same as the U.S.,” responded the stone-faced Canadian leader. “And I will add another reason . . . perhaps two related reasons. Not as momentous as those you have mentioned, Mr. President, but of practical reality. One is the effect on the internal politics of our two countries.” 
 Harper raised a hand as if to ward off expected thoughts. “I know . . . our politics can seem trivial compared to everything else, but let’s be honest. Both of our opposition parties will use this as soon as they find out, and we will lose control of the story. And I don’t mind stating that I believe my own party is more likely to handle this situation better than our main opposition. Of course, this can seem self-serving, but I stand by it.” 
 Harper looked around the room, leaned forward, and changed his focus from the president to everyone else. “Another point is, exactly how sure are we about what we heard at Site 23? I will concede that I am almost convinced of the authenticity of the Object. But given the magnitude of consequences if we’re wrong and this is some hoax, then it is only prudent that we go well beyond what may seem necessary to confirm the Object’s authenticity before taking actions that will impact our nations, the world, and possibly the entire human civilization. And I would go even further. Even assuming the Object is genuine, there is no way we can be sure of its ultimate goals. All we know now is what it tells us and that it comes from technology far beyond us. We need time to study the Object in more depth, in addition to considering the consequences for our institutions.” 
 There were general nods around the table and words of agreement. Harper continued. “For Canada, our position will be that no immediate public revelation should occur at this time. That an intense study of the Object be implemented for at least six months to give us time to contemplate how its existence should be revealed and the consequences of any revelation.” 
 Harper sighed and sat back in his chair. 
 “Thank you, Mr. Prime Minister, for your cogent comments. The U.S. concurs, so my understanding is that we are agreed no public release will occur at this time. This will give us time to study and plan further. Six months seems a reasonable initial timetable, although I’m sure we all realize it’s flexible.” 
 “Agreed, Mr. President, which brings us to the details of exactly what happens to Site 23? Given our agreement for more intensive study of the Object, the status of Site 23 has to change.” 
 Harper leaned forward again in his chair and looked at Chesterton. “We can work on the details, but we need to settle on the operation’s overall control, remembering that everything does, after all, take place entirely within Canadian sovereignty.” 

Here we go, thought Chesterton. “Certainly, the organization must change, given the realities.” 

Let’s see how they swallow this one now, thought Chesterton.

 “But let’s don’t get bogged down in territorial claims that, after all, are based on happenstance. If, as Object claims, it has been where it is for millions of years, Canada just happens to have political control of the site at the moment, just like the U.S. only happens to be the world’s only real superpower at this time.” 

Just to remind them of the relative status of our two countries. No . . . that’s not fair. It’s not easy being neighbors of an elephant that too much of the time doesn’t know what the hell it’s doing.

 From their expressions, some Canadians were outraged, while others were thoughtful. Before members of the first group launched their salvos, Chesterton pushed on. He had been a politician most of his adult life. The Canadians might insist on being solely in charge of the site because it was in Canadian territory. That wasn’t going to happen, but how to frame the denial to avoid open confrontation? One thing he had learned was it was best to give something to avoid losing everything. Eating a little crow, if only for show, was just part of the larger game. 
 “First, Mr. Prime Minister, let me apologize for keeping Canada in the dark about the true nature of what was going on at Site 23. As I said before, I inherited the decisions made by previous presidents, and I won’t try to justify whether they made the right calls. That’s in the past. When I was first briefed on Site 23, I also initiated plans to bring Canada completely into the operation as soon as possible.” 

Well, thought Chesterton, I did think about it, didn’t I? So, it’s not a complete fib. 
 “Our current crisis came on before we acted.” Chesterton was rewarded with at least a few Canadian nods as some people settled back into their chairs. Now came the harder part. 
 “Obviously, a more in-depth study of the Object is going to require a major ramp-up in personnel and facilities at Site 23. While it would be easier if we could move the Object to a site that’s more convenient, we’ve confirmed that’s impossible without its cooperation. General Sinclair’s reports also say that when the possibility was broached with Simeon, he unequivocally rejected any move. So, we’re stuck with the Object staying right where it is.” 

Which is probably best because if it could be moved, thought Chesterton, the Canadians would almost certainly have held firm that it be moved somewhere still on Canadian soil and would have made it even harder to keep secret.

 The Canadian defense minister spoke up for the first time. “This means a major buildup in Ellesmere. I would think personnel approaching at least a thousand.” 
 “At least that much,” offered the U.S. secretary of defense. “Then the question is how to keep such an increase in personnel and traffic quiet? It doesn’t seem possible.” 
 “Why try to hide it?” said Harper. “If you cannot keep a thousand personnel from being noticed once you put them someplace that remote, another option is to send even more personnel there and hide the thousand among them.” 
 Chesterton gave an appreciative grunt. “So, Stephen, something like we already were doing with Site 23, just upscale maybe a magnitude?” 
 “Right. We come up with plausible reasons why Canada and the U.S. want to establish a significant military and research base that far north, and most of the personnel will carry out whatever functions are appropriate for the cover story. The work with the Object will simply be in a restricted part of the operation—something you Americans seem good at.” The last words were biting. 
 “Of course, we’ll have to come up with a plausible cover story. Something the media and other countries will believe,” added the Canadian foreign minister. 
 Rennoux, the U.S. secretary of state, broke in eagerly. “I think we might already have a ready-made scenario. Our previous administrations have made several moves that were obviously related to China’s increasing pressure to lay claim to islands in the South China Sea. Specifically, we stationed a marine contingent near Darwin in northern Australia, arranged new defense treaties with the Philippines to counter Chinese claims to the islands and rocks near the Philippines, and gave verbal support to Japan and Taiwan in their disputes with China over other islands. We can let it be known, through media leaks and back channels, that we’re concerned with Russia and China trying similar ploys in the Arctic.” 
 Most of the Canadians considered this a reasonable option, at least by their expressions and the tone of their whispers among themselves. “We’ll need to think more about this,” said the Canadian foreign minister, “and if we go with this idea, there will be plenty of details to work out, both logistic and political.” 
 Chesterton moved on to the main sticking point. “The obvious solution is to share responsibility for staffing and operations. What we would propose is the following distribution of responsibility. For security, the facility and surrounding land need a sufficient ground force contingent to obviate any possible repeat of something like the Chinese attack or even larger. We propose a joint land combat capability of approximately equal Canadian and American forces, to be commanded by a Canadian with an American as second in command. Naval and air support to be joint and coordinated. These would have two functions. One, of course, is to support the expanded site and would be responsible directly to the site’s military commander as needed. The second function would be to extend sea and air cover over more of the Arctic to provide a more forward defense and match the cover story. 
 “The camp itself could be organized into two sections, instead of three with the previous setup. There’s no reason for a supposedly secret listening post any more for an operation of this size, and we would be open about spying on Russia, China, and North Korea. Level 2 would be focused on the Object and kept secret for as long as possible. After all, a large installation like we’re proposing would always have off-limit sections. 
 “We’re estimating that if the Level 2 staff grows to as much as a thousand, then Level 1 would be up to nine to ten thousand to provide a realistic cover operation. The head of Level 2 would be an American, with a Canadian second in command. They would report directly to a controlling committee that our two countries would agree upon.” 
 With that, Chesterton finished and waited for the Canadian posturing. To his surprise, there was little response, with several of the Canadians simply looking at the prime minister. 

Well, kiss my ass, thought Chesterton. They must have already come up with something pretty similar. I guess I played my hand too early and gave up more than I would have had to. Oh, well, it’s important that we work well together if this is going to happen.

 Keeping a straight face, Harper said, “I think this is something we can work with. Remember, politically, we cannot seem to be ceding sovereignty to the U.S. Also, it is nonnegotiable that Canada will be fully involved in whatever comes out of the Object and will share in any economic benefit.” 
 “Understood.”  
 And with that, Chesterton and Harper stood, each moving to the end of the table to shake hands. Thus was born the Canadian/U.S. Far North Defense and Research Command (FANDARC). 
   

Turnover

   
 Sinclair’s leg wound had been treated on site. He had declined medical evacuation back to the United States, claiming he was fit for duty. After several weeks of satisfactory progress, his intense pain signaled all was not well. He was ordered back to Andrews Air Force Base for transfer to Walter Reed Hospital in Washington. The day before he left, he had Whitey find Zach and ask him to meet. 
 “I hear you’re about to escape this place,” said Zach as soon as he walked into Sinclair’s office. 
 “Yeah, and unlikely I’ll be back. Doctor Wilderman thinks my leg problem is going to require surgery, and I would need at least a few months to recuperate. It’s the obvious time to send someone else to run this madhouse. When I was already in place, the powers-that-be were temporarily content to leave me here, but with me out of action for months, they’ve decided to put someone else in charge to oversee the expansion. Nothing I didn’t expect. In fact, I’m surprised it hasn’t happened sooner. I imagine they’ll send someone with more political skills than I’m rumored to have.” Sinclair laughed. 
 “Well . . . I can’t say it hasn’t been interesting working for you,” said Zach. “However, it won’t hurt my feelings if next time you have such an assignment, you look elsewhere for help.” 
 Sinclair shifted his position in the chair, wincing as he moved the problematic leg. 
 “Don’t think that’s going to be a problem. If I’m not here, I’m not sure the Pentagon has a place for me or whether I’m interested even if they do. No . . . it’s time for my second retirement. This time, permanent. I still have my house in Florida. I’ve been renting it out since coming here.” 
 “Before you leave, any sense of which way the wind is blowing for the rest of us?” asked Zach. 
 “That’s one of the reasons I asked to see you, Zach. First off, to thank you for the job you did. We owe you on several accounts.” 
 “Is this where we hug?” Zach said, smiling. 
 “Fat chance,” said Sinclair, standing up and leaning across his desk. He held out his right hand. The two men shook twice, holding the grip for several extra seconds before releasing, eyes never leaving the other’s face. 
 Sinclair sat back with a slight “oomph” when his leg protested. 
 “The other reason I asked you to meet before I leave is to pass on several tidbits of information. I leaned on Hardesty to pull some strings for you. I don’t know the details, but you’re reinstated with the CIA. As usual with that house of spooks, there are no formal written orders, so you’re just supposed to show up at Langley. 
 “However, before that happens, you’ll have to endure God knows how much debriefing. All Level 3 people will go through it at some point. Those of you not continuing here will go first. That includes you. Several people flew out this morning. I’m told the debriefings will be at different locations for the purely civilian versus military or agency people. For yours, you’ll be near Norfolk. Hardesty arranged for you to be housed at the recreation cottages near the Dams Neck Naval Air Station. My wife and I stayed there once, and it’s a quiet beach location. Should give you time to decompress and do some thinking about the future.” 
 “And the civilians?” 
 “I don’t know those arrangements, but I assume something pleasant enough to placate our holding onto them a while longer. Among them was Elizabeth Wilkens. She left this morning.” 
 “What about Willie and Logan?” asked Zach. 
 “Them, too. I’m told Logan’s already at Dam’s Neck after being treated at Walter Reed. You and Willie will leave together in three or four days. Major Jefferson will clue you in.” 
 “Who else has already left?” asked Zach. 
 “From Level 3, so far, Zooty Wilson, Carolyn Graham, and, of course, Jill and Bobby. I was prepared for Jill to want to leave as soon as possible, but she didn’t seem all that anxious. However, a schedule was laid out, and they left two days ago while you were out with the Seals looking for Chinese stragglers someone thought they’d spotted.” 
 Zach’s sigh was a reflex but not demonstrative enough for Sinclair to pick up. There was nothing to be done. He needed to move on. 
 “Out of curiosity, how’s Simeon taking everything?” asked Zach. “I’m not the only one wondering what’s going on since there’ve been no virtual-reality sessions the last two weeks. Chunhua says even the audio/monitor sessions have been cut back. Even then, the new people do the interacting or sit in and observe Mueller and Huxler. Those are the only two of the original group still talking to Simeon. If I didn’t know better, I’d suspect we’re being cut out. Not a surprise, of course. When a game this big becomes known, every political operator will want a piece of the pie.” 
 “There’s definitely a lot of that,” said Sinclair. “I slowed it a bit until now, but I’ll assume once I leave and they bring in someone new to command here . . . well, I leave it to your imagination.” 
 “A tooth and nail, no holds barred case of bureaucratic infighting,” said Zach, disgust dripping from each word. 
 “Sounds about right,” said Sinclair.  
 “Anything you can share about what’s going to happen with Simeon and the Object? 
 “Changes. Higher people on the food chain have not been happy with our progress. Now, the attack has forced their hand, and, as we all know, in bureaucracies, shit flows downhill. The obvious solution to bureaucrats is to change personnel. That’s us . . . everybody at Site 23. If it goes as normal, a whole new team will be brought in as the effort expands. I can’t say who, if any, of the original staff will be kept on.” 
 “Well, who knows?” said Zach. “New eyes and ideas might be the best thing.” 
 “Yeah, maybe.” Sinclair’s words conveyed his assessment. 
 Sinclair stood again and held out his hand for the second time. “Zach, best of luck.” 
 “You, too, General. Enjoy the second retirement.” 
   
 Three days later, Zach was one of nine people leaving what had been Site 23 and was now FANDARC. He and Willie were the last two to board one of the minibuses flown in via C-17. That he knew the names of only two of the other seven was proof of the rapid changes. He and Willie sat across from Ed Schofield, the chief meteorologist, and May something—he couldn’t remember the maintenance person’s last name. 
 “Heading home, huh, Ed?” 
 “Not soon enough,” replied Schofield. “I agreed to stay on until the military got their own meteorologists settled in. The new people made it quickly evident I was superfluous. Hey, did Jill Hardesty find you before she left? Seemed anxious to see to you. I don’t think she was pleased that they sprung her leaving on such short notice.”  
 “No, I didn’t see her. Probably nothing.” 
 Willie grunted, sitting next to him. 

Maybe it’s best this way, thought Zach. She’ll get back in the real world and move on. I’m sorry about Kathy, though. Willie doesn’t show much, but I’ve worked with him long enough to know he’s not taking it well that he missed her before she left.

 The bus’s engine revved up, and they pulled away from the main building, followed by several other minibuses. Zach swiveled only once to look back when they reached a rise a mile from where he had spent the past. So much had happened, so much unexpected, so much that changed his outlook. 
 The tolerably smooth road was different from his first arrival on Ellesmere. The new road had been scraped to where the new airfield was being constructed. They passed over permanent bridges spanning melt streams, though the road would not be paved because of the weather. Neither would the extension being constructed to a planned rudimentary port facility south to the west side of the ten mile-long Blind Fiord—the name pronounced with a short “i” as in “hit,” although jokes were already circulating with references to not seeing straight. 
 The flight out was on a C-130 outfitted for passengers. It was one more indication of the changes. Two-thirds of the ninety-two cushioned seats were occupied by people rotating back to the United States from whatever they were doing on Ellesmere Island. They didn’t have window seats, so the last view Zach had was when the loading ramp closed. 
 The C-130 stopped to refuel at the Canadian Air Force Base at Goose Bay, Labrador, the aircraft not having quite the range for a nonstop flight. Zach was oblivious to the roar of engines heard within the plane’s unmuffled interior. Even with earphones, conversation with Willie seated next to him was difficult—which suited Zach. He was coming to grips with the past, the present, and what might be his future. The months on Ellesmere had provided the time for contemplation he had previously deferred or deliberately avoided. 
 He was not returning to the CIA. Any lingering reservations he might have had vanished after the attack. Years ago, he had slipped into his professional career and persona without having long-term plans. One decision and/or opportunity had led to another. When he was younger, finding out what he was talented at was attractive, as was the recognition from colleagues. 
 Maybe it was age loosening what had tied him to his previous life. There were moments when a thought nudged into his consciousness about a particular person. It was a lingering thought best pushed aside to let him focus on a possible future. 
 Refueling took two hours, for reasons never explained. Most passengers waited in the terminal building, but Zach spent most of the time walking alone within the base complex. As everyone had previously been alerted, a claxon announced a thirty-minute warning that the flight was about to resume. The cold air had helped clear Zach’s mind, and he slept the rest of the way to Naval Air Station Oceania near Virginia Beach, Virginia.  
   

Dam Neck, Virginia

   
 At NAS Oceana, the C-130 taxied to a hanger where passengers were checked in for debriefings, dependent on their roles on Ellesmere and their security clearance levels. Zach and Willie were a group of two. A navy ensign hustled them to a van whose driver never spoke. Five to six miles later, the van drove along a row of beach cottage duplexes, pulled into one of the driveways, and stopped. 
 The driver turned to face them. “Sorry, but I’ve orders not to leave the vehicle. You’ll have to get your own bags, and then I’m off.” 
 “No problem,” said Zach. “I think we can manage.” 
 When they got out, the sea air felt good. He couldn’t see the ocean, but it had to be just over the low dunes behind the cottages. Willie opened the back of the van and handed Zach his one duffel a fractional second before something impacted Zach’s left leg and encircled it around the knee. Zach looked down at a smiling, blue-eyed face located beneath blond hair. He looked so much like his mother. 
 “Zach, Zach. Hi, Zach. Suhprize!” 
 He was stunned for a second . . . an unusual state for him . . . and then he looked up toward the cottages. The door to the left duplex was open, and Jill stood there. The door of the adjoining unit was also open, but the occupant was on the ground, running to Willie. 
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FANDARC

   
   
 Sinclair’s prediction about the future command structure was accurate. Once word of Site 23’s purpose expanded beyond the initially tightly held group, and the intent for dramatic expansion could not be hidden, pressure exerted by the military bureaucracy and the chairmen of several House and Senate committees pushed for a more politically astute commander. 
 Chesterton might have prevailed in retaining Sinclair if he had chosen to expend political capital. However, Chesterton had convinced himself that Sinclair and Mueller could have done a better job at getting information out of Simeon. 
 Two days after Sinclair flew out, a colonel flew in and assumed command. Within another month, a U.S. Air Force major general arrived—someone more attuned to the military and political hierarchies. He brought his own aides, relegating Andrew to being a liaison between the old staff and the new personnel, who arrived and transformed the facility. 
 A dispiriting month later, Andrew found himself on a C-17 back to Washington, where he underwent two weeks of intensive debriefing, followed by two weeks of twiddling his thumbs while the DOD decided what to do with him. Given his history with the Object, he would never again be stationed outside the United States, but the army fulfilled Sinclair’s promise. Orders came for a slot in the next class at the U.S. Army Command and General Staff College (CGSC), Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. After shuffling among make-work positions, three months later he joined the next ten-month-long course. However, he had something else to occupy his attention while he waited. A month before reporting to Fort Leavenworth, he and Bre Huddleston married after a brief but intense courtship. After Andrew graduated from CGSC, they moved to Fort Collins, Colorado, for his assignment as a brigade staff officer with the 4th Infantry Division. 
   
 Back at Ellesmere, the remaining original scientific and VR staff of Level 3 continued to shrink. For those who remained, their roles became more and more marginalized. In contrast, several Level 1 and 2 personnel moved into direct contact with Simeon because of their relevant expertise and awareness of the attack and the existence of Level 3. These included Bjorn Nylander, who worked with Jeff Rotham when, for a reason never explained, Simeon, unprompted, asked Jeff if he was interested in studying an alien language. Despite repeated inquiries, Simeon never explained the voluntary offer, nor would he discuss anything about the alien race, except their language. 
 Thule served as the staging area for a train of C-17s flying at Nanook International until the new airstrip was finished. Planes landed and were unloaded as fast as possible to clear the strip for the next flight. Cargo vessels transported materials to Thule, which stored everything in new warehouses in preparation for loading onto C-17s for the 230-mile flight to the new Ellesmere airfield. Among the materials were parts for a permanent hard runway capable of even handling the huge Galaxy cargo planes. After six months, Canada had finished a rudimentary port on the Blind Fjord and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers completed carving a road and bridges connecting the port to the site. This land link was to be operational a projected ten to eleven months of the year. From that point on, the port and the road were used for large equipment, bulk materials, and fuel. 
 With the increased activity and with the base’s existence no longer a secret, the FANDARC command chose a more formal name than Site 23. “Rannes FANDARC” acknowledged the Ellesmere peninsula location of the site and encompassed the expanded base, the new airstrip, and the Blind Fiord port. 
 Once fuel tanks were installed and filled, American and Canadian helicopters were stationed at the airstrip—ranging from observation and short-range patrol models to the U.S. Navy’s HH-60 Pave Hawk for long-range patrol and rescue. No fixed-wing aircraft were stationed permanently, but an American F-16 flight and a Canadian F-18 flight were on standby alert at Thule and able to scramble and be over the base in twenty to twenty-five minutes. 
 The five-man rotating “training” teams that provided elementary ground security for Site 23 were replaced by a two hundred–man mixed company of U.S. Army Rangers and Canadian Special Operations personnel, along with medium arms (heavy machine guns, hand- and vehicle-fired missiles) and Stinger short-range antiaircraft missiles, supplemented by medium-range antimissile and antiaircraft batteries.  
 By one year after the attack, the 96-member working staff had ballooned to 2,100 people: security, support, and scientific. It was a small city. The original seventeen structures became seventy-nine. The building whose one section had housed studying the Object was converted entirely and expanded eastward to six times the original Level 3 floor space. Further expansion remained a topic of discussion between the United States and Canada, possibly including an increase to ten thousand personnel and an all-weather airfield and hanger facilities. 
 The days of individuals directly communicating alone with Simeon were gone. All contact involved multiple staff members and were recorded to the point of absurdity. Additional computing power allowed Simeon to carry out simultaneous VR sessions 
 The military and scientific staffs assured the president that now that they had “real” resources and expertise to bear on the Object, further information and technology would be quickly forthcoming. 
 The president waited . . . and waited. By the end of the second year, there was no way to hide the reality that if anything, communication rapport with the Object had regressed. Athena had not made another appearance, despite numerous requests. The basic parameters on technology details had not changed. If anything, the exchanges between humans and Simeon had become almost testy. This was easily seen on the human side but was less definitive on Simeon’s part and mainly seemed to manifest by his simply refusing to answer questions. The expanded new staff ignored or was ignorant of previous attempts to cajole more information from Simeon. Thus, staff members attempted to coerce Simeon by not communicating until he answered one of their questions. The rationale was that eventually Simeon might give in. Mueller’s admonition that it wouldn’t work was ignored. After two months, the humans gave in. 
 By this time, Mueller was no longer included in most planning sessions, especially after he voiced an opinion asking who was idiotic enough to think they could outwait the Object, which had already waited tens of millions of years? As always, pointing out the shortcomings of authority figures had negative consequences. Mueller found himself relegated to editing reports of progress in a small room by himself. He knew people hoped he would do them a favor and leave. To their disappointment, his level of commitment held firm. 
 Part of the reason he stayed was that he disagreed with everyone’s claims about Simeon’s recalcitrance. Simeon warned of global warming dangers and volunteered his assistance. Refined models created with Simeon’s help projected steadily warming conditions that would lead not only to the melting of most of the major ice worldwide, but local fluctuations of weather that would be, at least for some locales, devastating. 
 To Huxler’s and Mueller’s dismay, human institutions were unable to deal with the warnings. If the improved models predicted that one African country would receive more rainfall and thus be able to expand its agriculture, another country not far away would have its agriculture decimated by long-term drought. There was no mechanism or political will to address the changes. 
 Simeon also predicted that commercial fishing was leading not only to a collapse in fish yields but to the extinction of several major food fish species. Although Simeon’s input matched and expanded on many human research models, there was no international framework for controlling deep-sea fishing. Japan and Russia, plus numerous smaller fishing nations, simply denied that the models proved anything and said that to stop fishing would have unacceptable economic and political consequences within their countries. The United States might have been able to impose fishing restrictions if it had had the help of China, the world’s second largest economy. Unfortunately, China would not agree to force other countries to limit their fishing because it might set a precedent for pressuring China on other issues. 
 Pointing out problems with the world’s increasing population went nowhere. No nation or international institution was willing to address the consequences. Uganda issued a report that it was having problems meeting basic services for its 30 million population. A week later, Uganda issued another report projecting its population to reach 100 million within forty years. Although China had managed to stabilize, India was merrily heading for 2 billion people, with no hint of how to slow the population growth or what the result would be. The litany went on and on. 
 When Simeon tried to warn people about the long-term prospects for humanity, the typical response was, “It’s not politically feasible at this time.” At what time it would be feasible was nebulous. 
   
 The lack of further progress did not include those items already agreed on by Simeon. For those who noticed, Simeon remained persnickety in keeping to the letter of anything he had committed to: advanced computer processing algorithms, increased computer memory storage and processing power, advanced astronomical telescope designs, and better batteries and light bulbs. 
 The authorities became hesitant to develop even technology that initially might seem both benign and beneficial. The light bulbs were a welcome addition to the everyday lives of everyday citizens. However, because they were longer-lasting, the improvement eventually ended up costing thousands of jobs—longer-lasting light bulbs meant fewer were needed. In addition, although light generation was widely appreciated, cities became so glaring with light and color at night that a new medical syndrome was born—Dark-Deficiency Syndrome (DDS). The explosion of colored signs, marquees, video screens, and so on during the dark hours played havoc with the brains of a fraction of the human race. The human brain had evolved to expect periods of darkness. Those humans whose ancestors lived anywhere except the extreme northern and southern latitudes were subject to DDS, with as many as 30 percent having some detectable response. As many as 5 percent had to avoid light exposure at night to maintain their sanity. The neurological basis of the effect was under study, but DDS was theorized to trigger contradictory responses in some regions of the brain. 
 These effects, the stagnation at FANDARC, and the slow leaking of information that something was going on finally led Chesterton, with the acquiescence of the Canadian prime minister, who was no longer Harper, to decide to make a public announcement. Because it would come out anyway, they might as well try to make themselves look good by “sharing”
all knowledge with other nations. After all, they weren’t getting anything new. 



 
   
   

CHAPTER 50

   
   




THIRTY MONTHS LATER


 

   

FANDARC, Ellesmere Island

   
 Ralph trudged into the dining hall and looked for a friendly face, an objective that was becoming increasingly difficult to achieve. He moved a few feet several times to get reasonable views of everyone already eating. The room was four times the size of the original dining hall after they remodeled the old main building. There were also two eating shifts for each meal to accommodate the nearly eight hundred people working in the research area. 
 Finally, he spotted the back of a woman’s head, which helped narrow his search because the ratio was about four to one, men to women, different than the near-equal balance during Site 23 days. 
 He joined the serving line, only half noticing what he put on his tray before weaving to Chunhua’s table, where she sat with Mueller and Huxler. When they saw him, their expressions told him they already knew. He put a tray on one of the three empty spots and plopped into a chair. 
 “I guess I’m the last to know. Jason interrupted me while I advised one of the new people who want to work with Simeon in the VR. We went outside and he told me.” 
 “Yes, Jason and Freddie are leaving,” said Huxler. “I think it’s a good situation for both of them, and we have to admit the authorities did well by them. Jason will be on the mathematics faculty at Dartmouth University, and Freddie will be a research fellow. His parents will take care of him in an isolated home they moved into not far from the campus. Jason and other mathematicians can work with Freddie out of his home, so he won’t need to go places where there are too many people he doesn’t know.” 
 “I was surprised the powers-that-be agreed to provide them with a link to Simeon to continue their work,” said Mueller. “Not that I have any idea what the setup is.” The last words were half-snarled, Mueller having been totally cut off from Simeon for over a year. 
 “Why do you think MIT relented with Jason and gave him his doctorate?” asked Chunhua. 
 “When I first heard the news, I suspected someone in the government put in a good word for him,” said Mueller. “Now, I think I was being too generous once Jason gave me his theory. The same professor who screwed him over had a complaint filed against him by a female graduate student for verbal abuse. Jason thinks they were looking for an excuse to get rid of the guy and pulled out Jason’s records to bolster their case.” 
 “Maybe,” said Huxler, “but I wouldn’t discount MIT wanting some level of credit when Freddie and Jason’s work gets more attention.”  
 Ralph shook his head, sadly. “Still, I’m personally sorry they’re going. That’ll just leave the four of us from the original Level 3.” 
 “Well . . . people who knew about Level 3, anyway,” said Huxler. “Klaus Christiansen and Jeff Rotham had faculty positions and administrations that wouldn’t give them more sabbatical time. They left last year to avoid losing those positions.” 
 “I think they would’ve stayed longer if they felt it was worthwhile,” said Mueller. 
 “So, what does that make me?” asked Chunhua. “I was in the same boat and chose to stay. Now, if I leave, I’ll have to find another position.” 
 No one had an answer for her—or, if they did, they didn’t want to voice it. 
 Chunhua wasn’t waiting for an answer and shook her head hard, her dark hair sweeping across one shoulder, then the other. “Although I can’t say it wasn’t expected, not after Elizabeth left.” 
 The elderly exo-biologist had been in nirvana when Simeon promised to give her access to physiological and biochemical data on an extinct sentient race. It never happened. When the expansion began, an influx of biological scientists and medical doctors had been mandated to extract information that had practical applications. 
 “They kept promising her she’d have more time with Simeon once they had more to show the president,” said Mueller. “Okada got put in charge of the Life Sciences Department and wouldn’t budge. Why they ever thought the head of a medical school’s cancer center was a person to put in that position will always be beyond me.” 
 “Yet however they picked him, it must have to do with their trying to get disease help from the aliens,” said Huxler. “We warned them we thought Simeon was serious about not revealing anything that would increase the Earth’s population pressure, but they ignored us.” 
 Chunhua slammed her fork angrily on the table, causing several people to look their way. “At first, I thought it was arrogance. That they were so sure they could pull more out of him than we could. Now I think I was being too generous. It’s self-interest. After failing, they are afraid of losing their own positions if they admit failure.” 
 “I have some sympathy for them,” said Ralph. “The promised technical enhancements such as better telescopes, more efficient batteries, solar power, and others are good but not the super blockbusters that people like Chesterton hoped for. You know . . . limitless power, more food, curing all diseases, stuff like that. Once we gave Simeon everything we know about human genetics, physiology, and biochemistry, he did come up with plausible approaches to a number of conditions—Alzheimer’s, macular degeneration, and osteoporosis. It made everyone, and I include myself, envision how much more Simeon would help. 
 “I think the politicians overplayed their hand. Chesterton and the others got too greedy, eager to tap down negative reactions to revealing the Object’s existence. Now they’re scared it’s going to backfire when it comes out that Simeon won’t help with anything that extends humans’ lifespans. Treating the debilitating but not necessarily fatal conditions of old age is one thing, but we told them he’s not going to give us anything that puts more resource pressure on the human race until there’s population control. The politicians are afraid of groups on all sides demanding things like a cancer cure, maybe even people thinking it could be forced out of Simeon.”


 “Fat chance of that working,” said Chunhua. She sighed dejectedly and picked her fork back up. “How are you going to force the Object to do anything? Anyway . . . in the usual manner, our leaders will blame someone because they couldn’t possibly be at fault, so Simeon and the Object are the fall guys.” 
 She looked at Huxler. “What do you think will happen when Chesterton makes the big announcement tonight?” 
 The Site 23 ex-counselor/psychologist shifted uneasily in his chair. “I hope I’m being paranoid, but I’ve been getting some vibes that make me worry about a dramatic shift. I don’t know what it could be, but I’m anxious whether the original plan of portraying the Object as benign might change. Another possibility is they still think there’s a chance to make it all go away. I’m sure that’s always been most political leaders’ first choice. How they could do that, I don’t know, but we’ll find out in a few hours.” 
   
 When the others left, Huxler sat alone, staring at a nearby wall. Like them, he was curious and anxious about what Chesterton would say that evening and the worldwide reaction to it. But something else was on his mind. He had a secret, which, by definition, he had not shared with anyone else. Well . . . anyone except Simeon . . . sort of. 
 During those months when the VR system was first activated, he had become casually suspicious about the tenor of Simeon’s questions during sessions. Although the number of users was limited, Huxler had noted differences in how Simeon interacted with various people. When he checked past recordings, it seemed that a pattern had developed. Initially, Simeon would ask a similar range of general and personal questions of each user. But as time passed, his focus on personal questions declined with some VR users and increased with others. 
 When asked about the differences, Simeon deflected, as he usually did when no answers would be forthcoming. Huxler had categorized the issue as interesting but not important. Nothing changed until a year after the Chinese raid, and the site operations transformed during the expansion and new leadership. For a reason Huxler couldn’t now remember, he was reading the transcript of Simeon’s meeting with Chesterton and Harper. A disturbing thought burst into his consciousness when he got to the section where Athena revealed that one purpose of Simeon was to serve as an avatar of the human race—a “backup” model of humanity in case humans and their civilization vanished, as Athena claimed usually happened with sentient races. 
 Jeff and Chunhua had argued for Simeon being considered sentient, even if constrained by Athena. The opinion was not widely shared by all the Level 3 staff members, but Huxler knew he believed the argument that Simeon more than fulfilled the criterion of the Turing Test. Named after Alan Turing, the English mathematician, the test proposed that if a computer’s conversation could not be distinguished from that of a human, then the computer was said to exhibit intelligent behavior. The test’s criticisms were widely accepted, but Simeon’s behavior was so complex that Huxler had long ago quit thinking of the AI as “merely” a computer program. He had often wondered what the result would be if the Object had the ability and the reason to transfer Simeon’s “being” into a mobile robotic system. Could humans accept him/it as sentient? Huxler believed the answer for himself was yes, but for most humans, no. 
 Then came the VR system. As sophisticated as the system was, Huxler didn’t doubt the Object possessed the ability to create a far more complex environment. But why bother if Simeon was alone? If he had truly been developed to serve as a model/avatar/whatever for humanity, a solitary existence seemed incompatible. Not all humans required constant human interaction, but Huxler couldn’t conceive of an accurate human simulation existing alone forever. 
 But what if it didn’t have to be alone? What if Simeon’s emphasis on personal questions had a hidden motive? Could the Object/Athena create an accurate representation of an existing human? No matter how well Simeon seemed to ape human behavior, he would still be an alien creation beginning from scratch. With technology available that humans had not even begun to appreciate, could the Object/Athena generate models/avatars using real humans as the templates? 
 Although Huxler hadn’t been among the VR users, he worried about the others. Could the Object be gathering information to create companions for Simeon? The thought made Huxler shiver when he first imagined what it would be like if an avatar such as Simeon were activated in a VR and thought itself to be Zach, Ralph, or any of the others, only to find it had no physical body and existed within a generated reality, never to escape. No matter how ideal the scenario, how many years or millennia would pass before a human would finally go insane? Or worse, be prevented from even that escape. 
 Huxler sat staring at a wall once again, as he had many times, and tried to dismiss what he thought was unlikely and only a figment of his mind. He knew the thought would come again, and again he would try to categorize it as part of his own coterie of personal demons that all humans possessed. 
 He shook his head. Time to find a TV, watch Chesterton, and begin to get clues about where the world was going next. 
   

Coos Bay, Oregon

   
 With his work shift over and the last of the requisite paperwork completed, Zach exchanged greetings with the sheriff, Lester Hamilton. Zach liked him. Zach appreciated that Hamilton was competent, respected by the other department members, and especially good at the public relations part of the job—something Zach, to his surprise, had a better feel for after two years as a deputy. 
 He got into his patrol vehicle and headed north on 101. Home lay seventeen miles away. It would take him about twenty-five minutes. He drove the route scores of times each month, enough that only part of his attention was on the road, while the rest reflected on his life.  
 In contrast to his opinion of the sheriff, the lieutenant in charge of patrols was something else. Nick Allen was an unmitigated ass, by Zach’s assessment. Allen had yet to accept that Zach paid him less respect than was due his exalted position. Zach’s patrol district occupied the northernmost part of the county, with home only three miles from the border to Douglas County.
It meant that Zach only spent time about twice a week at the sheriff’s department in Coos City, Allen’s full-time duty station. 
 Zach knew he should make more of an effort with Allen. Why promote discord unnecessarily? Unfortunately, when he occasionally had such thoughts, he ended up thinking, Fuck him. Half embarrassed, he admitted to Jill that it was one of his little pleasures in life. Probably a remnant from years of dealing with other, far more odious and dangerous bureaucrats. 
 Then again, Nick Allen
really was an asshole. Of course, Zach knew he took advantage of the fact that Allen
had no real supervisory control over him. It had been made clear, unofficially, that Zach’s position was inviolate. Allen had tried to find out how Zach had been dumped into the position of patrol deputy sheriff without going through the usual required application hurdles, such as interviews, public background checks, and so on. 
 What Allen discovered only increased his curiosity—a sketchy record of Zach’s education level, no physical condition test required, and no apparent prior knowledge of basic law enforcement procedures or Oregon laws. Most puzzling was an Oregon driver’s license issued the same day as Zach’s appointment to the job. Allen had persisted in his own private investigation of Deputy Marjek up the point of connecting that Zach’s appointment coincided within weeks of the Coos County sheriff’s department receiving a significant federal grant for new equipment—a grant to be potentially renewed yearly, dependent on unspecified conditions from an unnamed federal agency. 
 At this point, Sheriff Hamilton learned of Allen’s nosing around and reamed him a new orifice. He made it clear there would be dire consequences if Allen didn’t mind his own business and didn’t get along with the new deputy. 
 A truce resulted. Allen played the role of administrator and Zach the dutiful staff member. Zach didn’t go out of his way to erode Allen’s position, at least in public, and Allen left Zach alone to do his job. 
 In another surprise, Zach actually enjoyed being a patrol deputy most of the time. Not that he liked every aspect of the job, such as responding to traffic accidents, but most of the time, he patrolled the roads outside incorporated towns and was busy with other miscellaneous duties. Today was fairly typical. He’d done perhaps eighty miles of driving. Much of it involved routine coverage of the major roads, but he also made a point of cruising through unincorporated neighborhoods so the residents could see a representative of “law and order.” Outside of the driving, today had included serving a summons for a court appearance, giving a warning to a rural residence about a complaint that their dogs were harassing joggers, investigating a possible domestic violence report, and taking his turn at a thirty-minute talk to the North Bend High School student body on “a topic of current community concern”—bullying being the current topic. 
 The county sheriff’s department and the Coos City police rotated giving such talks to local schools and other community groups. Zach rather liked talking to the kids, instead of to adults, and therefore convinced Allen that he hated talking to high schools. Naturally, whenever it was the sheriff’s department’s turn, Allen scheduled Zach. He sometimes felt as if he should feel guilty at manipulating Allen so easily and on such matters, but then again, it was fun, and, after all, Allen was . . . you know. 
 Not that all of Zach’s routines had started out smoothly. When he first began, the other deputies informed him that his district was considered one of the worst. It included a reputedly rough roadhouse, plus a section of hills known for local marijuana production. The roadhouse was the easiest problem to solve. Zach made it clear to the owners and the customers to tone it down to a dull roar. The owner initially ignored Zach, only to find himself inundated with fire code violations, delays in renewing his liquor license, and customer and employee traffic tickets for everything from missing taillights to traveling one mile over the speed limit. The owner got the point. 
 Some of the customers needed a more direct approach. The first disturbance report Zach responded to resulted in no arrests, but four male citizens needed minor medical attention. No witness reports were filed, and none of the injured came away doubting the results could have been much worse. Suffice it to say, the message was delivered. This was not to say the disturbances ended, but their frequency declined, and when they occurred, Zach’s appearance strangely coincided with the perpetrators having made peace. 
 Zach also made a point of having an occasional beer or two with the customers who most likely needed counseling—including the more exotic farmers in the area. There, the message also got through. Zach would not bother with small marijuana growers, but any expansion that came to the attention of either higher (a.k.a. federal) authorities or organized criminal elements would be discouraged. 
 Zach’s being a member of the local NRA chapter and a regular at the local shooting range helped reinforce the image of him as not someone to mess with. It had not taken long for the local sharpshooters to stop laying money on bets related to outshooting Zach at the range. He wondered what the locals would have thought if he could have persuaded Logan to come occasionally. 
 His recollections ended when the other half of his brain registered his turnoff coming up. Two minutes later, he pulled into the driveway and stopped in the carport. Their single personal car had the privilege of staying in the one- car garage. 
 “Both kids are sleeping,” came a voice from the kitchen. “They both fell asleep on Bobby’s bed. They played so hard today I gave up trying to keep them awake, so they went to bed early.” 
 Jill stopped chopping vegetables when he came up behind her, put his arms around her, and nuzzled her ear. 
 “None of that now. People might start showing up anytime, and there’s still work to do.” 
 He laughed. “Let me take a quick shower, then I’ll check on the kids and come back to help.” 
 She stopped him before he left the kitchen. “Do you really think the president is going to do it tonight?” 
 “Willie and Carolyn seem to think so, but I don’t know.” 
 “I just worry how people are going to react,” she said, using the back of her wrist to push hair out of her eyes. 
 “Well . . . I guess I’m glad we’re out of it,” said Zach. 
 “Aren’t you even a little curious what’s been going on up at Ellesmere?” 
 “Curious? Sure. Not curious enough to be back in the Arctic. Anyway . . . I’m far too busy here. On Thursday, I visit Bobby’s kindergarten class and convince them that policemen are their friends. Then there is goose-hunting season coming up. It’s important that the citizens know the Sheriff’s Department is ready to defend them against the invasion.” 
 “We talking about the birds or the hunters?” 
 “You’re right. That many humans with guns congregating in only a few places is a far bigger danger to the average citizen than the consequences of bombardment by geese flying overhead.” 
 “Birds poop,” contributed Bobby, who’d suddenly appeared. “Why?” 
 “I’ll let Daddy explain it to you,” said Jill. “Right now, he has to clean up and change so he can help me get ready for tonight’s dinner.” 
 It was 5:17 p.m. Guests were told to show up at 6:30, but Jill expected Kathy and Willie at any moment. The next-door couple didn’t consider themselves guests, and Kathy showed restraint by coming only an hour early to help. Willie would visit with Zach, and the two men would amuse the three children to keep them out of their mothers’ hair. 
 The Marjek and Larson families regularly ate together once a week, sometimes more often. Socializing with other Level 3 alumni occurred either individually or in various groupings, but gatherings of everyone like this evening were rarer. 
 Logan Porter had recovered from his wounds and did odd jobs around the area: painting, repairs of buildings and machinery, and plumbing when he could avoid the union or state inspectors. He had found a partner in Reedsport, and the two men lived a quiet life on the banks of the Umpqua River. 
 Carolyn Graham lived in North Bend, fourteen miles to the south, and taught computer science at the Southwest Oregon Community College. She also contracted jobs that interested her—taking advantage of remote work from clients in the United States and several other countries. She was vastly overqualified for the teaching, but she insisted it relaxed her to watch younger minds become enthralled with computers. The school had succumbed to community pressure and expanded the size of her classes. Even then, a waitlist testified to her popularity. Recently, Carolyn shyly confessed that she was seeing a science teacher from the Coos Bay High School—the city abutting North Bend.  
 Timothy Kolzlowski—a.k.a. Whitey—was a newly hired police officer in Reedsport, twelve miles north—despite being old for a new recruit with no formal law enforcement experience. Zach assumed that somewhere in the hiring process lay a federal hand tipping the scales.


 Whitey had stayed in the army for two years after Sinclair retired for the second time. However, he didn’t fit in with any of the three postings the army tried to slot him into. He never knew the name of the lieutenant colonel who apprised him of the advantages of retiring to the Oregon coast. The combination of feeling out of place in the army, the opportunity to be near people he already knew, and the implied pecuniary advantages made the decision an easy sell. 
 None of the alumni from Site 23 worried about earning a living. Whatever work they did was determined by their personal interests and was part of their cover story. Their “severance packages” had been generous enough to ensure financial security, though not excessive luxury. Each month, a comfortable stipend appeared in their bank accounts. In addition, sufficient funds were provided to start two small businesses for Kathy and Willie. Kathy was always an early riser, and she now owned and ran a small breakfast diner that had quickly become a local landmark. From 6 a.m. to 11 a.m., it served the best breakfasts for a hundred miles around. Willie ran a greenhouse business behind the diner and supplied flowers to businesses as far away as Roseburg to the east and a hundred miles up and down the coast. Kathy was also about five months along with their second child. 
 Neither family worried about mortgages. They were given their preferred home situations. The Marjeks and the Larsons chose adjacent family homes, Carolyn a neat cottage, Logan a rustic but good-size log home, and Whitey picked a medium-size hilltop home with an ocean view. 
 One person the women wished had settled nearby was Bre Huddleston, though Jill and Kathy had regular contact with her. Andrew Jefferson had gotten his slot in the War College and had served time on a brigade staff. The last they’d heard from Bre, he was slotted to go to lieutenant colonel and a battalion command early next year. Bre maintained regular contact with Jill and Kathy and had ensconced herself as the officer’s wife, taking care of him and their twin daughters, along with volunteering for and organizing various base functions. 
 Zach didn’t know who was still involved with Simeon and the Object. Whoever they were, he had no contact with them. Nor did Zach and the others have any knowledge of the status of the Object and further developments. All of the Level 3 ex–Site 23 staff living on the Oregon coast kept one eye on the news, but nothing definite had come out. Instructions had been clear. They could live their lives unconstrained, as long as they kept quiet. 
 Willie often voiced to Zach and Logan his opinion that they were under constant surveillance, but they hadn’t confirmed who the observers might be. Zach agreed with Willie but didn’t press it because it would only make Jill and Kathy nervous. Anyway, who cared? 

If they leave us alone, good enough, Zach thought. 
 Why worry about things over which they had no control? Life was good. The Marjek and Larson houses never lacked for fresh flowers or baked goods. Jill had admitted her limited culinary skills, but Kathy was an enthusiastic teacher, and Zach had taken to cautioning his wife that while he might not eat as much as was available, it wasn’t because of the quality but to avoid putting on excess pounds. 
 Similarly, yard work was a new experience for Zach and remained one of his least favorite pastimes. However, he humored the other three adults in their two nearby houses in their enthusiasm. Under Willie’s tutelage, Jill and Kathy had turned into gardeners—both flowers and edibles. The two houses were constantly undergoing landscape tweaking. The latest major project was due to Kathy and Jill discovering that the Oregon coast was an ideal climate for blueberries, raspberries, and blackberries. Two husbands were informed that enough space needed to be cleared to grow generous patches of all three berries. Willie was an enthusiastic convert and decided the ideal ground was a relatively flat area that included land on both properties. The project might not have been high on Zach’s list, but he wondered whether it was part of his transformation that he found he enjoyed working with the others and anticipating the crops. 
 All in all, it had turned out better than Zach first anticipated. He discovered that he had a valuable place in the community, he spent most of his workdays either directly helping people or contributing to maintaining order in the community, and the occasional more active aspects of the job kept him alert.  
 Part of him missed his previous life, but only part. He was more satisfied than ever before in his life. Yes, he was relatively “out” of the excitement of his fieldwork years and the still somewhat unbelievable time at Site 23, but the relative quiet of this small coastal community soothed him more than he would have thought. 
 And most of all . . . home. A few years ago, he could not have envisioned the domesticity of his current life. Jill and the children. He still vacillated from feeling she had picked wrong in choosing him to feeling he was incredibly lucky. Bobby was five now and in kindergarten. Karen was only a few months’ toilet trained, talked nonstop, and insisted on helping Bobby with any task. Soon there would be three. Jill was three months along and doing well, according to both her and the doctors. Zach and Willie commiserated fondly on dealing with two very pregnant women. 
 Although all the local Site 23 alumni got together a few times a year, tonight was special. After eating, they would gather in front of the TV and watch Chesterton’s address. Whitey, the newest member of their coterie, had been in contact with Sinclair after retiring from the army and moving to Oregon. No specific information was transferred, but Whitey thought Sinclair hinted that big changes were coming with respect to the Object. 
 From the start, Carolyn Graham assumed the role of the group’s primary news monitor, watching for clues about when the Ellesmere subterfuge would finally end. She believed there was no national or international issue that warranted the president speaking in prime time, so she predicted the topic would be aliens on Earth. It wasn’t the first time for her predictions, all of which had subsequently proved baseless. 
   

Presidential Address


 

 The president could see the press room full of reporters and cameras in the anteroom monitor. One way or another, he was about to make history. What he said and how he said it would be iconic forever. It was a daunting thought, even for someone who had spent the last several decades in front of cameras and crafting every word.  
 The media had not been enthusiastic about the president requesting airtime during their evening viewing hours and particularly when not informed of the speech’s topic. There had been enough times in the past when presidents had used such occasions for purely political purposes. Some media outlets had even quit accommodating presidents altogether. Tonight was different. No word of the topic leaked out, but insiders dropped hints about something BIG. Plus, Chesterton announced yesterday that two living former presidents would be in attendance and would be available to answer a few questions after Chesterton spoke. Their participation was planned to help prevent political posturing by both parties and to give the public more confidence in the government . . . in theory. 
 Getting ex-presidents to attend had raised concerns. Bush and Obama knew of the Object and agreed to support Chesterton, as they had promised during the luncheon shortly after he took office. 
 Not attending were ex-presidents with health issues or who had not known about the object. The latter was particularly dicey, and Chesterton felt pleased with himself for how he’d handled the problem. 
   
 Someone touched Chesterton’s elbow. It was time. An aide nodded from the door, and the president walked into the White House press briefing room. A voice announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, the president of the United States.” He walked toward the podium, passed the ex-presidents, and exchanged greetings and handshakes. Flashbulbs flashed, reporters wrote, and some fired questions, even though they knew he would not answer until after his speech. He waited a few moments for the flashing, questions, and murmuring to die down, and then began. 
 “My fellow Americans and fellow citizens of the world, . . . “ 
   

Okay . . . Now What?

   
 “Is this for real?” asked Kathy as soon as the president signed off. 
 “As real as it gets,” said Zach. 
 Her face was pale, and she looked at her husband. He shrugged and nodded. 
 “That’s what you guys were up to in that hush-hush building,” said Logan. “The Chinese were what? Trying to make off with the aliens?” 
 “I guess they thought they could,” said Zach. 
 Logan looked at Kathy. “Did you know about this?” 
 She shook her head. 
 “Well . . . I guess I don’t feel quite so out of it, in that case,” Logan said. “The rest of you did a good job of keeping your mouths shut.”  
 “Now the shit storm starts,” said Willie, as soon as cameras switched from the Oval Office to reporters who prepared to analyze the momentous announcement. 
 Kathy slapped her husband’s leg playfully, having recovered from her initial shock. “Right to the point, as usual, although this time I think he’s right.” 
 “That’s why I went and stocked up soon as I heard Chesterton wanted prime time,” said Whitey. “Zach warned there’d be a run on essentials.” 
 Carolyn’s skeptical look matched the one Jill had had when Zach told her to make a list of foods they didn’t want to run out of in the next two or three weeks. 
 “It doesn’t hurt to be prudent,” said Zach, exchanging a look with Jill. “Shock radio will go ballistic, especially since Chesterton’s effort to make it sound like there’ll only be positive consequences wasn’t that convincing. I think things will die down within a month in the U.S., but there are parts of the world where it could get ugly.” 
 For the next two hours, hidden secrets were laid out for those previously in the dark about Site 23’s real purpose, and common experiences were shared from different points of view. The kitchen trashcan, which had started the evening empty, was nearly full of empty beer and wine bottles by the time the gathering broke up. 
 Jill and Zach were distributing coats to the departing guests when Porter asked the same question Jill had posed to Zach earlier.  
 “I can see how this must’ve been exciting, at least on some level. Do any of you wish you were still up at Ellesmere Island?” 
 The terse negative answers that followed were unconvincing to Jill. Even Zach’s. 
 When the rest of the family was asleep, Zach stood on the porch. A fog had rolled through and the air was chill. Not that he noticed. Chesterton had left out something Zach had wondered about. There was no mention of Athena. Even the name “Simeon” was omitted. Only “the Object.” Was it a deliberate attempt to depersonalize? Why? 
 He remembered the meeting where Huxler talked about the Roman god Janus. Zach had looked it up later. 
 “Well,” he whispered to the darkness, “we’re certainly on a journey and a transition is underway, but where will it lead? Whatever happens, the Object and Simeon are taking us somewhere I hope is a soft landing.” 
 As for Athena, he was the only one of the Oregon group who knew about direct contact. He had restrained from telling Jill—a remnant from his “need-to-know” days. 
 He imagined the images he’d seen of the two-faced god . . . Janus looking at both the future and the past. The past was known, but the future . . . ? 



 
   
   

CHAPTER 51


 


 





THE CALL

   
   
 The morning after Chesterton’s address dawned as with any other day. No matter the momentous news and the worldwide simmering turmoil, routines continued for the attendees at the previous evening’s gathering. Six of them went to work by first light. The exception was Jill. Taking care of two young children and the home was at least as much work as any of the others’ jobs. In addition, today was one of the two days a week when she drove the seventeen miles south to Coos Bay, to attend classes at the Southwest Oregon Community College. When she left the house, Zach would take Karen to where Kathy and Willie collaborated in caring for their son while they worked. The pair of parents hadn’t worked out what to do when two new babies arrived. 
 On her school days, Jill would take Bobby to kindergarten at the North Bay Elementary School, eight miles south on Highway 101. She always picked him up after school, but she and Zach took turns dropping him off, depending on their schedules. 
 To both Zach’s and Jill’s surprise, both had turned into students. Jill preferred the organized approach. She had never had strong academic interests, but the six months at Site 23, the revelations about the Object, and the small contributions she felt she had made had ignited a fire in her to KNOW. 
 The first few classes had been difficult. She initially despaired at remedial algebra and introduction to psychology. But she persevered, with Zach’s support, and she passed the courses with better grades than she expected. From that point on, she flourished, taking an eclectic selection of courses in the sciences and the humanities. Yet the time neared when she would exhaust the courses of interest to her at that school, and any further studies would have to be through correspondence. She browsed the Web for options in long-distance courses and degrees. For the latter, she was uncertain whether she wanted to continue with the broad sweep or focus on a narrower area, as required for a formal degree. There was no rush. With a growing family, she had time to explore her interests for a few more years. 
 For Zach, it was different. He was not inclined to sit in classes with eighteen- to twenty-two-year-old students. The difference in their life histories was too great. Plus, he had educated himself to a considerable degree and gravitated to self-learning. His patrols fit perfectly with this inclination because he could listen to lessons on tape. He included general overviews of all areas of science, but he found himself emphasizing history, anthropology, religion, philosophy, psychology, and political science. 
 He was not oblivious that his interests gravitated to understanding what would happen when the Object became public. Exceptions to these topics were ecology and environmental science, a result of Simeon’s overt and suggestive comments that these could be major factors in the future of the human race. 
 Today’s lesson had been on the philosophy of Nietzsche. As Zach listened, half the time he felt lost and wondered if philosophy was not his forte, but persistence he had in abundance. 

I need to find a simpler version, he thought. Something like “Nietzsche for Dummies.” But at least he listened to the entire lesson. Maybe some of it would stick. 
 As the narrator closed off the lesson, Zach turned through the fence opening and onto the drive leading to the house fifty yards away. Halfway there, Bobby catapulted out the front door and ran to the railing bordering the driveway. He climbed onto the three-foot railing and jumped up and down. 
 “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy!!” By the time Zach pulled into the carport, Karen had tottered out of the house, followed by Jill keeping an eye on their daughter. Zach tousled Bobby’s hair and surrendered his lunch box and hat—the latter Bobby donned, pushing it back to not flop over his eyes. Their homecoming custom had developed in the last month. Bobby insisted on “helping Daddy get home.” 
 Karen attached herself to a leg, and he walked stiff-legged up to Jill on the porch, then completed the latest ritual with a kiss and a hug. Karen assented to being picked up, and they went indoors, Jill and Zach arm in arm. 
 “And how was your day?” she asked. 
 “Exciting. One barking dog complaint, one court summons to deliver, and one domestic violence report. The same family on the east side of Saunders Lake. I must go there twice a month. Most of the time, it’s just that the couple yells at each other so loud, but we have to check out the reports just in case. I think they used to actually fight more often, but I seem to have become part of the routine, so by the time I arrive, their stories are well rehearsed.” 
 Jill laughed. “Zach, the family counselor?” 
 “More like the family parole officer. Both the husband and the wife have several priors against them for domestic violence, and they’re afraid of another charge.” 
 “Oh, yes,” added Zach, “I finished a lesson on Nietzsche and now can confidently say I haven’t the slightest idea what it was about.” 
 Jill smiled. “Oh, I know you. You’ve probably already planned on getting more basic lessons to work up to this one. Right?” 
 “Well, yeah. But how about your day?” 
 “Just as thrilling. Bobby insisted on showing off his ABCs and numbers. He’s definitely ready for kindergarten. Naturally, Karen had to accompany Bobby’s recitals. I think she maybe could pass some of the kindergarten readiness test herself. I let Kathy experience the alphabet for a few hours while I was off to school. Organic chemistry and history of the Middle East. 
 “Oh, before I forget, we got a phone call from Bre asking for your email address. She relayed the request from Ralph. She evidently is somehow in contact with him. You know, THE Ralph from you-know-where.” 
 Zach’s right eyebrow rose. “Ralph? Haven’t heard from him since we left. Last we knew, he was staying on.” 
 Jill nodded. “Well, he evidently wants to contact you about something. You’ve probably got something from him—if you ever check your email. Anyway . . . I gave the address to Bre.” 
 “I do check my email,” said Zach, mock defensively. “I checked it just last month.” 
 “Whatever. Dinner will be in about half an hour. Spaghetti—by Bobby’s request. He informed me it was Daddy’s favorite meal.” 
 “News to me. He didn’t happen to mention it was also his favorite, did he?” 
 “No,” said Jill, “that didn’t come up.” They shared a laugh. 
 Later that evening, after dinner, after cleanup, after bedding down Bobby and Karen, and while Jill retired to her study room to finish an assignment in Middle East history, Zach went to his workroom and pulled up his email. There it was. Please contact me. From rmarkakis@gmail.com. 
 Zach clicked on Respond and typed in the new box: “Hi, Ralph, this is Zach. Long time no hear from you. What’s up?” 
 Expecting to get an answer perhaps later that evening or the next day, Zach was mildly surprised when a response came within seconds. The new email simply asked, “Do you have Skype?” To get the answer this quickly, Ralph either was on his computer or had set up an alert whenever an email from Zach was delivered.  
 “Yes, to Skype, but I’ve never used it. Jill has.” 
 Again, the answer came quickly. “Best not to bother Jill. I will send you a file you can run and simply follow directions.” 
 Zach’s sixth sense now was itching. What was Ralph up to, and why would he be contacting me now? The question had barely run through Zach’s thoughts when another email arrived from Ralph. This one with no text—only an attached file. Zach clicked on the file, then indicated “allow” when Windows asked him if he wanted to run the attached .exe file. It was 46.3 megabytes! What was Ralph sending?

 Zach waited for the file to complete downloading. It took several minutes because their connection was not the fastest. While he waited, Zach pondered the possible purpose of the big file. None of his pondering encouraged him that it was anything he looked forward to. 
 Finally, Windows signaled the download complete and asked did he want to run the big .exe file? Zach didn’t hesitate. He had already decided Ralph was too good a nerd to have sent an infected file. He clicked “Continue,” and the drive hummed . . . and hummed. 
 Finally, a small window came up saying, “Wait.” So he waited . . . and waited until another window came up with a question: “Who let Bobby in the room?” 
 “What—!” he said before realizing it was a test question. 
 He typed in “Freddie,” and hit Return. 
 Another question. “Who wrote Andy’s favorite music?” 
 He entered “Mozart.” 
 A third question. “What is H’s favorite food?” 
 Zach hesitated. “H?
Howard, Harold, Harry? Were there other Hs at the site? And why would I know any of their favorite foods?

 It hit him. There was one other notable H. Harriet! He typed in “apples.” All the windows vanished, and another appeared, with the labeling at the top indicating Skype had been activated. Then the computer speaker cleared the static. Zach casually wondered how did Skype and the speaker on his computer get activated by whatever Ralph had sent? 
 Then the Skype screen displayed the image of Ralph. He appeared harried, many years older than Zach remembered. 
 “Hi, Zach. A friend wants to talk with you. Afterward, if you want to discuss all this with me, we can arrange to meet. We can use circumlocutions to arrange a meeting. But if you email me, don’t say anything about a package I’ve sent you or anything else that comes. I’ll be using snail mail addressed to a Zach Markus at “general delivery” in Coos Bay. You’ll have to convince the post office there that the package is meant for you. That’s all for me right now. Here’s our ‘friend.’” 
 With that, the screen blanked out for perhaps ten seconds, then another head appeared—a known head and a plain white background. 
 “Hello, Zach,” said the head with a slight smile. “I expect you are surprised to hear from me.” 
 Zach stared at the other face for several seconds before replying, “Yes, I am surprised. So, how are you?” It was an inane thing to say, but then what else was there? 
 “I’m afraid we have a serious problem,” Simeon said, “and we are hoping you can help.” 
   
   

THE END
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