
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
    The Zarion-Saving Mankind 
 
    By J.E. Grace 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    Copyright © J. E. Grace 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the express written permission of the Author. 
 
    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sometime after midnight, I got up to check on a noise. I was halfway down the hallway when I was grabbed from behind. A firm hand covered my nose, and the smell of an unpleasant odor filled my nostrils as consciousness slipped away. 
 
    I awoke in the back seat of a vehicle with a covering of some sort placed over my head, and my hands fastened securely behind my back. After a lengthy ride, I was ushered from the car and led for what seemed like an eternity. A heavy metal door slammed, a buzzer went off, and we began to climb. At the top, my captors knocked loudly at the door, and I was ushered inside and pushed down into a chair. I was afraid of what might come next. I could hear footsteps and uneven breathing. Where was I and when would they remove this blindfold? I was at a definite disadvantage, and it was a position I didn’t like being in. 
 
    A gruff voice echoed at me through the darkness, “Mr. Summerfield, I trust we have not inconvenienced you too much.” 
 
    “I would say kidnapping is a little more than an inconvenience.” 
 
    “Sorry, but we really had no choice. I’m just following orders,” the man said rifling through files on the desk. “You were brought here because you are the most experienced man in your field and we want you to head up our team of researchers in a top-secret project.” 
 
    “You know I might be a lot more cooperative if you removed the blindfold.” 
 
    The man before me was Reginald Livingstone, Head of Interplanetary Colonization. He had been appointed by the President to head the department, and he wasn’t happy about it. His stomach contracted like a fist, and his palms grew clammy. He looked old beyond his fifty years. His face was weathered, his deep-set gray-blue eyes were bloodshot, and his jet-black hair had turned prematurely gray. He paced the room nervously as he spoke. 
 
    “You will be working for the President of the United States under my direct supervision as head of the Research Department of Alternative Studies for Interplanetary Colonization. We will provide you with an itinerary and a contract which you will find more than adequate. You will have a new residence, and you will confide in no one concerning the project other than your staff or myself. Do you have any questions?” 
 
    “What makes you think I will just voluntarily go along with your agenda? I was retired. You brought me here against my will.” 
 
    “You will do it because the alternative will be quite unpleasant.” He rose from his seat and pointed to the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
    I was distinguished looking at forty-eight with my graying black hair and didn't fit the typical scientific profile. I was tired of interference from reporters hounding me for information concerning my past projects. It was not available for public knowledge, but they would never give up. I had considered selling my house and moving to another locale, but now with the latest development, the decision had been taken out of my hands. 
 
    I had left my last post with the observatory due to government cutbacks. My search for interplanetary civilizations had come to an abrupt end after ten years, but I was starting to enjoy my retirement. 
 
    Now I was told that I would head up the research group at Interplay. It was a secret, highly classified project which called for someone who could be discreet. After a lengthy search with various criteria applied by sophisticated computer equipment, my name was spat out the chosen victor. 
 
    Reginald had been correct. I wasn’t ready to be framed for something I hadn’t done and their ability to pull it off went without question. Maybe working for Interplay wasn’t so that bad. Only time would tell. 
 
    In a matter of hours an unmarked moving van had emptied out my humble home, and I was settled in my new one.  
 
    I had a total of twelve hundred square feet of space consisting of a large living room, bedroom, office, bathroom and deck on the fourth floor, with a view of the surrounding hills with its heavy forestation on one side and the Interplay laboratory complex on the other. 
 
    Interplay headquarters encompassed thirty acres that consisted of a commissary, medical center, laboratory, fitness center with running trails, space training facility, space launching platform, and a conference center. It was positioned behind locked gates and armed guards and was adjacent to Morning Star Air Force Base. 
 
    I had spent the morning trying to arrange my possessions in a somewhat orderly manner and had turned the room overlooking the fenced compound into my office. From the window, I could watch the comings and goings of the personnel. 
 
    It had all happened fast, and there was so much I hadn’t been told. I decided to take out my frustrations in the Fitness Center and then call it a day. Tomorrow I would start my new assignment and then hopefully it would all start to make some sense. 
 
    ~ 
 
    I glanced over at the alarm clock which flashed six a.m. I was just coming out of the shower when the phone rang. 
 
    “Mr. Summerfield, Reginald Livingstone. Be ready in thirty minutes. I’m sending a car over to pick you up for a briefing.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready,” I said as I grabbed the towel to finish drying off.  I got dressed and exited my condo. 
 
    I walked up to the elevator and punched the button for the main floor. When the door opened, I could see the dark black car with tinted windows waiting just outside. I exited the building and walked up to the car. 
 
    “Mr. Summerfield,” said the driver holding the door open so I could get in. 
 
    In a matter of minutes, we pulled up in front of Interplay Labs, and I was escorted inside and provided with an encrypted name badge. I followed the guard down a long, brightly lit hallway to the elevators. I was motioned to get in, and the guard punched the button for the third floor. The elevator came to an abrupt stop. When it opened, the door to the research lab was in full view, and I followed the guard inside. 
 
    “Mr. Stevens, this is your new Head of Research, Davis Summerfield.” 
 
    “Welcome aboard. I’ll show you around the lab, and then we can go over the project agenda. Coffee?” he said shaking my hand. 
 
    “Thanks, don’t mind if I do.” 
 
    “What exactly do you do here? I didn’t get a rundown on job assignments yet.” 
 
    “I’m supposed to have all the answers for how life originated on Earth and hopefully elsewhere.” 
 
    “Interesting, what’s the verdict?” 
 
    “I’m working on it. That’s what I’m paid the big bucks for.” 
 
    “This is quite the lab. Someone has connections in the right places. They must have some budget.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe the hi-tech equipment and size of the lab. It had an open feel created by unusually high ceilings and the enormous space within. The machines had been placed in sterile working areas depending on the type of research involved. 
 
    “Besides heading up the research team what is your expertise?” 
 
    “Inter-planetary research. I worked for some years at the observatory with SFAI. Until a few days ago, I was retired. Things change,” I said refilling my coffee cup. 
 
    “The rest of the staff are at briefings going over the data we compiled and will be here shortly. There’s Doug Pierson; Organic Chemist, Jeanette Simms; Physicist and Michael Ryerson, Interstellar Engineer and Geneticist. They’re a good team.” 
 
    "In the meantime, I’ll go over some calculations we’ve been working on,” he said picking up the clipboard. “From our last mission into space, they brought back ore and water samples from some virtually unknown planet in the solar system. Our job has been to run tests and find out what elements are found. We desperately need to find a clean source of water. So far all tests have proven negative.” 
 
    “I thought we had reserves to last for years.” 
 
    “I guess not. The project was put on top priority as of a month ago. Michael and I are scheduled to accompany the next astronauts on their mission to Europa and Ganymede. I understand that you may also be on that mission. Am I correct?” 
 
    “It’s the first I’ve heard of it. I did, however, have space training years ago. With a little refresher, I suppose I could go into the wild reaches of outer space without a hitch. When is this mission supposed to take place?” 
 
    “We never know until the last minute before training commences. Interplay runs a secure facility. No leaks. Soon though, I think.” 
 
    The door to the lab opened, and two researchers entered the room. The first to notice me was Doug Pierson. He was a typical young surfer type with long blond hair to the nape of his neck. He didn’t seem to be the type that would be working in a lab. 
 
    “Well, Randall, is this our new leader? Doug asked as he pulled his lab coat from the closet. 
 
    “Davis Summerfield, glad to meet you too.” I sized him up. There was something about him that I disliked and I was a good judge of character. I would definitely keep an eye on him. 
 
    Jeanette Simms, the other researcher, was an attractive woman in her forties. She had worked at Interplay for the last fifteen years and was the veteran of the staff. 
 
    “Did you get detained in the powder room?” asked Doug. 
 
    She glanced his way and gave him a perturbed look. 
 
    She was a petite woman with short red hair and sparkling green eyes. She gave off an air of intellect that surpassed the other team members. There was, however, a quiet, reserved side to her. She walked up to me, and her eyes met mine. 
 
    “Jeanette Simms. Welcome aboard. I do hope Doug hasn’t given you the wrong impression of our staff. He has a habit of not taking things seriously enough.” 
 
    “I’m used to the indiscretions of the young,” I said shaking her hand. 
 
    There was an immediate attraction, and I noticed she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. 
 
    “Has Randall given you the grand tour of the laboratory?” she asked pulling some data from her clipboard. 
 
    “Yes, he has. The equipment is more high-tech than I expected, but I think I can be quite comfortable here. I’m looking forward to working with all of you.” 
 
    The door to the lab swung open, and a pleasant voice rang out, “Looks like the gangs all here. I’m Michael, glad to have you on board.” 
 
    “Davis. It’s nice to meet you. I haven’t been given the staff rundown yet, so tell me a little about yourself.” 
 
    “I’ve been at Interplay for five years. I have a wife, Carol, and two children, Samantha and Scotty. My wife’s a freelance writer, and we occupy one of the homes on site.” 
 
    I liked Michael from the first introduction. He was a tall, thin man probably in his forties, and wore fashionable wire-rimmed glasses. His hair was sandy brown and was cropped short. He seemed very self-assured, and his humor was refreshing. 
 
    “Well, now that I’ve met all of you, I guess I’ll give you ample time to fire questions at me.” 
 
    “How long are you at Interplay for?” asked Michael. 
 
    “I’m here until they cut me loose I guess. I really don’t know at this point. Until a few weeks ago I was retired.” 
 
    The laboratory phone rang. Jeanette quickly answered it at her station, “Yes, Sir. He’s right here. Just one moment,” she said putting the receiver down. “Davis, you have a phone call. You can get it over here.” 
 
    “Davis.”  
 
    The voice on the other end was Reginald Livingstone. “I trust you have got acquainted with your team and that I can be assured everything will run smoothly. I know you won’t let me down.” 
 
    “You can count on it,” I said even though I wasn’t all that confident at that particular moment. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had spent endless hours learning to use the sophisticated lab equipment running numerous tests. All of them came up unproductive, so we decided maybe looking elsewhere in the Solar System might not be a bad idea. 
 
    I was utterly obsessed by the voice recognition robotics DNA that analyzed our data. It could do in a few short hours what it had taken us years of computations to do before, and I had become quite proficient in its operation. I was busy working when the guard entered the laboratory.  
 
    “Mr. Summerfield, you are to come with me.” 
 
    “Randall, can you take over for me. I need to leave,” I said laying down my clipboard. 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    I followed the guard across the complex to the conference center, wondering what was so important to take me away from my work in the middle of the day. After all, we were on a strict time schedule. 
 
    I was taken down a long hallway to a small room at the end of the building. When I entered, I was met by Reginald Livingstone and a distinguished man who appeared to be in his late sixties. He had dark brown hair with a peppering of gray, was stout, and retained a hardness about him. 
 
    “Have a seat, Mr. Summerfield. Sorry to call you away from your work, but it’s a matter of great importance,” he said taking a seat across from Davis. “This is Wilson Bench, Head of Interplay Security.” 
 
    “Mr. Summerfield, I’ve heard remarkable things about you. Glad to have you on board. What is said between us here today is extremely classified and is not to leave this room. You are to discuss it with no one, not even members of your staff. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes.” I hated being in a position to keep things from my staff, but I agreed. 
 
    “Reginald and I have reason to believe that a member of your staff is sabotaging efforts in the lab. We do not have concrete evidence at this time but need your cooperation. We want you to observe and let us know of any unusual activity.” 
 
    “What happened to make you suspicious?” 
 
    “Shortly before you arrived, our research staff was supplied with ore samples from an undisclosed location. They were instructed to run tests and provide us with the results. We were on the brink of discovering something so top secret that very few of us knew the exact outcome, but before the tests could be run the samples mysteriously vanished. They have never been recovered,” said Reginald tapping his hand nervously on the table. “We fear that this traitor is in league with one of the renegade groups that we have had reports about.” 
 
    “We’ll need a report every couple of weeks on your progress. Don’t contact us, we will notify you,” said Wilson as he rose to shake my hand. “We’ll let you get back to work. By the way, we want you on the next space mission, so you will have to attend training camp this next week.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll start preparing myself. It’s been awhile.” 
 
    The guard escorted me back to the lab. The staff was waiting for my return, wondering if there would be new assignments. I was told that meetings with Reginald always meant change for someone. 
 
    “Our fearless leader returns. Trouble in paradise?” asked Doug with a smirk on his face. 
 
    “Nothing I can’t handle. I’m sure you have work waiting for your undivided attention. Are you sure you can handle it or do I need to call for reinforcements?” 
 
    Doug gave me a dirty look and walked over to his station quickly absorbing himself in his work. 
 
    I wasn’t about to let a young know-it-all like Doug get the best of me. I had to make sure he remembered who was in charge. 
 
    “Hey, boss it looks like you’re making enemies already. He’s harmless though,” said Randall. “Anything I should know about?” 
 
    “Not really. I guess it is the three of us at training camp starting next week. As I remember, it can be brutal. Guess I’ll call it a day. See you tomorrow.” 
 
    I left the building and headed to the fitness center to keep in shape. The vigorous schedule of space training would take its toll on my body. I had to pick some form of exercise as a part of the training regime that was the least painful and decided that my best choice was to run, as I could make two to five miles a day easy. 
 
    After my workout, I went directly to my condo. I couldn’t help thinking about the conversation with Reginald and Wilson. I hated to single anyone out without proof, but if I had to guess who was involved, my first choice would be Doug. Before long I would know for sure. I would have to ask some questions about him. Maybe Michael would be an excellent place to start. 
 
    I lay in bed unable to sleep. Visions of Jeanette filled my mind. We had just met, but I was already fascinated by her. I imagined kissing her smooth pink lips and touching her soft skin. I fell fast asleep, and the last thoughts were of placing my arms softly around her body in a warm embrace. Then I went under to that deep place you only find in dreams. 
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Our sixty days of vigorous training were almost complete. I had been running five miles a day and had endless hours at the space-training center using their equipment. 
 
    First, we were put through a series of exercises where G’s were administered to simulate a launch profile with a computerized voice-activated robot running the controls. 
 
    Simulation views of the Earth, Moon, and the stars were projected. We practiced imaginary launches, engine burns, orbital flight patterns, docking, lunar landings lift-offs, and Earth re-entries. Thanks to new technology we were free from having to go through weightlessness training. Our environment inside the spacecraft would be the same as our everyday atmosphere keeping it a constant seventy-degree temperature. We would be free to roam around the entire cabin at will, except for takeoff and landings. 
 
    Ground crews were also trained with simulators that created emergency situations to test the skill of the ground controllers. 
 
    Our space capsule would orbit our destinations and hover just within range. With the hyper-optical velocity of the spacecraft, the time element involved in the mission had been cut down immensely. 
 
    The robotic equipment on board would draw ore samples that would automatically be sent to a particular holding compartment on board the craft. A space telescope mounted outside of the capsule would scan ultraviolet and infrared light emitting photos back to Earth. 
 
    Michael's newest invention, a device that would apply significant amounts of pressure to the rocky surface and extract the ore or liquid through tubing much like that of a vacuum would be making its initial testing debut. The liquid would then be piped to a holding tank. 
 
    The presence of water vastly increased the number of possible organic molecules that we could capture. Someday we might be lucky enough to find the right combination of elements. Our job was to keep trying. 
 
    I was beginning to get cabin fever. I missed not being able to stroll through Washington’s Parisian like avenues at will. I could virtually get lost in the adjacent lavish parks and gardens that peppered its landscape. I could only hope my mission would be over quickly. I wanted my life back. 
 
    Tomorrow morning was the briefing for our long-awaited space flight. We were told to retire early and be ready at five a. m., sharp to go over details and any concerns we might have.  Concerns.  I had plenty. 
 
    Doug was his usual irritating self. I heard nothing but whining from him concerning his being passed over for the mission. Doug in space, you have got to be kidding. I’d be tempted to throw him out the hatch. 
 
    I had an early dinner of soup and salad and decided to spend a little time in my office before retiring. I entered a few things into my laptop and logged off. 
 
    I walked over to the windows glancing out at the night sky with its abundance of stars. It was mind-boggling that in a few days I would be seeing them from an entirely different perspective. That part I was looking forward to. 
 
    One good thing about my training and going into space was that it gave me less time to think about Jeanette.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Michael, Randall, and I were escorted into the boardroom at five a. m. sharp. The room was filled with top-secret administrators and control panel engineers. Among them, Reginald Livingstone and Wilson Bench. 
 
    “Good morning. This is an important day for all of us. Let’s get started,” said Reginald as he passed the coffee carafe around the table. “As you know this will be our first actual mission to Ganymede and Europa. The information that our observatory has collected gives us reason to believe that this will be a successful mission. We do, however, have some concerns we need to address. Mr. Robert Guthrie, Head of Engineers for this project will fill you in.” 
 
    A rather tall and stocky man in his late fifties stood before us. “First of all, my position is to monitor your onboard navigational system and make sure you stay on target. If anything goes wrong, our staff will take over from down here, and then control will be switched back over when the situation is remedied. We have tested the equipment and feel secure that there will be no major problems. Our main concerns are suspicions of “black holes” within the Milky Way that you will be passing through. I’ll let Mr. Livingstone explain that to you.” 
 
    “A “black hole" gentlemen has a gravitational pull so strong that if the body is large enough, nothing can escape. The body is surrounded by a spherical boundary called a horizon through which light can enter but not escape. It, therefore, appears totally black. As the horizon is approached from the outside, time slows down. The boundary of the black hole we refer to as “event horizon. We have reason to believe that matter entering a black hole loses its shape, its chemical composition, and its distinction as matter or antimatter, he said taking a sip of coffee. “to survive a trip into a black hole, a traveler would need an anti-gravity device. We have not perfected such a device at this time. There is speculation that these so-called black holes or wormholes have just one entry and exit which link different parts of the space-time continuum. That is another area we are still exploring. Any questions?” he said glancing around the room. 
 
    "I thought of something I needed to clarify. “Will we be able to spot the black holes early enough to avoid contact?” 
 
    “Your monitoring system should warn you of any approaching danger. Your control room staff will also be monitoring your progress. Your main mission is to extract ore and liquid material from the planets for testing. Your onboard cameras will do the rest. Total time, give a few days or so, should be six days. If there are no more questions, you are excused.” 
 
    We left the room and returned to the laboratory. There was much to think about. Michael had a few final preparations for his new device. 
 
    “Here are the space travelers now. You better hope it doesn’t become your new home,” said Doug. 
 
    “If it does, there is one consolation,” said Randall. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. What’s that?” 
 
    “You won’t be there.” 
 
    Doug stomped off muttering to himself. 
 
    Jeanette glanced up from her work with a big grin. It wasn’t too often she got to see someone get the best of him. “All ready for the big adventure?” she asked placing some specimens under the microscope. 
 
    “I thought I was until they mentioned the black holes. Now I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Please, be careful. I wouldn’t want to be left here alone with Mr. Attitude.” 
 
    “What’s up with him anyway? He sure seems to love irritating everyone.” 
 
    “Oh, it started when he began dating his latest heartthrob, Bridgette. She’s a fashion model for some top magazine. Doug comes from a long line of wealthy and power-driven tycoons, and I’m sure some of that money flows into Interplay. I can’t believe they hired him on his own merit,” said Jeanette. 
 
    “That explains things.” 
 
    I walked over to the file cabinet and went through the research folders. I was looking for any information on the day the samples came up missing. I carefully sat down at my station and began leafing through the mounds of paperwork. 
 
    Inside was a log of samples analyzed and initials of the staff involved. On the date in question, the initials required were all there. It had to be an inside job done after hours. That meant one of the guards was involved. What was so important that someone would steal samples? I would ask Reginald for the logs of the guards on duty the night in question. I would then try to find a connection between one of my staff and the guards. 
 
    It was time to call it a day. We had been working countless hours, each on our individual projects we were responsible for. Everything had been going well. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Randall had left early to get things situated for his German Shepard, Simon. Jeanette had kindly offered to take care of him during the flight and Simon had bonded with her.  Somehow, he felt she was being used as a replacement for Yvonne. 
 
    This was Randall’s first space mission. How he wished Jeanette was here to talk to, to share his excitement with. He had never stopped loving her.  
 
    Yvonne had married, Anthony and the man was an okay guy. He was kind to his son, but he resented the fact that he had taken his place. His friends had tried to set him up with other women, but he just wasn’t ready to make that commitment again. 
 
    Randall decided to swallow his pride and call her. He wanted to talk to his son before he left for space just in case something went wrong. He reached for the phone hesitating for a moment. What if she answered? He would just ask for Nicholas. 
 
    He was missing out on the best years of his son’s life and wouldn’t be there to watch him grow up. He missed him so much. He dialed the number, and in a few minutes, a small young voice answered. 
 
    “Hello. Who is this?” asked Nicholas. 
 
    “This is Daddy. How you been, buddy?” 
 
    “Mom took me to the zoo. I saw all the animals, and we had popcorn. Where are you? Are you coming to see me?" 
 
    “Daddy has to work, but I’ll see you soon. I miss you so much." 
 
    “I miss you too, Daddy. I’ll get Mommy.” He dropped the telephone down and it hung by the cord just inches from the floor. 
 
    “Nicholas. No!” It was too late he had already gone. 
 
    In a few minutes, Yvonne picked up the phone. “Randall, Nicholas has missed hearing from you. You really should call him more often.” 
 
    “I know, but with work and all, time just seems to slip away. I’m finally going up in space, Yvonne. I just wanted to hear his voice before I left. You know, just in case something happens.” 
 
    “Whatever the reason, I’m glad you called. I have to go, Randall, I have dinner on. Good luck with your mission. Call him when you get back. I’ll let you tell him goodbye.” She went to get Nicholas, who was playing with his cars in the other room. 
 
    “Goodbye, Daddy. Come see me soon, okay,” he said the excitement building in his voice. 
 
    “Okay, I promise. Goodbye, buddy.” 
 
    Randall hung up the phone, placed his head in the palms of his hands, and wept. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    It was the morning of the launch. Visibility was excellent, and there were no reports of severe weather. Even though it was summer, a freak change in the weather was possible. The weather wasn’t as predictable as it once was. 
 
    I awoke at five a.m., and although nervous about the flight, I was jacked up at the same time. I hadn’t slept as much as I would have liked. I couldn’t seem to shut off the visions of space that traveled through my head. Not images of impending doom or anything like that, just reruns of what our mission was to consist of.  
 
    By six a. m., Michael, Randall, and I were at the launch site and geared up for our ascent, as well as, two other crew members. 
 
    Our pilot was Mitch Reed, a veteran of five years in space. He was in his forties, medium build, and a no-nonsense kind of guy. He would be positioned to the left of the craft and would be responsible for guidance and rendezvous maneuvers. 
 
    His assistant was Paul Gleck. He was in his early thirties but had a strangeness about him that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. He didn’t seem like astronaut material. He was tall, wore dark-rimmed glasses, and spoke with a quiet strained voice. His position was to monitor the instruments connected to the onboard computers and rendezvous radar. 
 
    Michael had called from the launch pad to say goodbye to his wife and reassure her. I could see a look of concern on his face as he hung up the phone. 
 
    After entering the elevator, we exited at the top of the launch tower and made our way across the gangplank to the embarkation chamber. We entered the spacecraft and took our seats in the couches made for launch and reentry. Underneath were storage compartments for our supplies. 
 
    The spacecraft, Alganon I, contained a command module where we would live during our flight in space. It consisted of sleeping compartments, galley, a bathroom, and shower facility. There was also a service module containing the main engines, power supply, and life support systems. We had all the conveniences that modern technology could offer. 
 
    After a final check of the equipment, we strapped ourselves into our seats and readied for takeoff. Outside, we knew the orbiter that held tons of dominant fuel was about to ignite in a fiery explosion. We had conquered time travel, and there was no planet that we couldn’t get to. On our pass by Mars, we would dock and service the telescope there with the help of our onboard robotic equipment attached outside the spacecraft. 
 
    “I guess this is it,” said Michael checking his shoulder straps and other gear. 
 
    “No turning back now,” I said getting myself ready. 
 
    In the control room, they were busily monitoring the equipment for launch. Huge maps along the walls in front of the controllers displayed the locations of spacecraft, and a large television monitor at the front of the room showed real-time images transmitted from space. 
 
    In anticipation, Mitch fixed his eyes on the display panel of the spacecraft’s computer system and keypunched in the required data into the program. His assistant, Paul, sat and scanned the instrument panel making sure that everything was running correctly. 
 
    We listened to the voices coming through the intercom system, “Three minutes to launch. Everything’s a go.” 
 
    “Alganon I to Control Room. Ready to launch,” said Mitch. 
 
    The next instructions they heard were, “Two, one, T-50 seconds to launch.” 
 
    The rocket boosters kicked in, and the craft lifted off its platform. Within seconds after the launch, it began to roll to tail down altitude. In another few minutes, the boosters had separated. 
 
    “Randall, you’re awful quiet. Take off too much for you?” asked Michael looking out the shuttle window into outer space. 
 
    “Nada, buddy. Just enjoying the view same as the rest of you,” he said glancing out the window. 
 
    We watched the earth shrink into the distance. It had a bright quality, and the surface appeared with blue and white swirls of clouds. 
 
    “Don’t forget to flip the switch for the scope. Interplay will be disappointed if we don’t put on a good show. This is an important mission. Let’s show them how it’s done,” I said as I unbuckled my equipment and walked to the other side of the craft. 
 
    I glanced out the forward-facing windows as Earth disappeared and was replaced by the outer rim of the Milky Way. Though the stars were sparse and flung away from each other, there were so many suns that they reminded me of foam on an ocean wave. 
 
    Stars flashed by, and nebulae glowed like fireflies. Star matter arced, some straight as arrows and others curving and spiraling. 
 
    “Get a load of that. Have you ever seen anything like it?” asked Randall 
 
    “Nothing to compare it to, it seems to go on forever,” said Michael as he glanced out the windows. 
 
    “The telescope is picking up some great pictures,” said Randall as he checked to make sure it was adjusted properly. “If we could harness that energy, we could fuel the entire planet. Maybe solar power satellites might not be so crazy of an idea after all.” 
 
    We began to pass through the giant red stars. They were so huge that they could swallow most of our solar system. The stars seemed to dance, and in every direction, there were clusters of billions of pinpoints of light stretching thousands of light years across. 
 
    As we made our way through the Milky Way, we continued on our course towards Mars. Michael felt a little queasy and retired to the sleeping cabins. 
 
    Michael lay in his bunk unable to sleep, growing increasingly nauseated. Suddenly, he made a dash for the bathroom and was on his knees wrenching his guts out. Finally, getting nausea under control, he made his way back to his bunk. Just as he staggered to his bed, Randall entered the room. 
 
    “You don’t look good. What’s wrong?" 
 
    “I don’t know. Air sickness, I guess.” 
 
    “Hold on. I’ll get you a shot. It’ll fix you right up, and then you can sleep it off.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    We were finally approaching our destination. Wisps of water ice clouds hovered over the enormous volcanic mountains below. 
 
    “Mars must have had a very active geological past. Take a look at those canyons, dried up stream beds, and craters,” said Randall taking a sip of water. 
 
    As we neared the planet, we could see its two moons, Deimos and Phobos. At the poles were gleaming ice caps with varying mottled shades of red between them. An ice age seemed to grip it. 
 
    We started to glide into position with the wheels extended for landing slowly. The spacecraft hit with an abrupt stop. The telescope was in sight. 
 
    The rough landing had jarred Michael in his bunk. He arose from his bed slowly at first to make sure he wasn’t still unsteady on his feet. Convinced that nausea had passed, he made his way to the command module. 
 
    I punched in the instructions for the robotic equipment and watched the monitor make sure it was working correctly. It shot out much like that of a harpoon and hit its mark accurately. I continued to enter the information until the readout of the results showed that the servicing was complete. 
 
    “You’re pretty good with that equipment. You sure you haven’t had practice somewhere else?” said Michael. 
 
    “Just beginner’s luck I guess,” I said retracting the arm and returning it back to its position. “Glad to see you’re still among the living. Welcome back.” 
 
    “Guess it’s my turn to show off. Keep err steady, Mitch while I start the arm.” 
 
    Michael flipped the switch to release the enormous drilling and pickup arm attached to the side of the spacecraft. It would drill just underneath the surface and suck up rock ore samples into what worked like a giant vacuum. At the other end, it would be sent down a chute and held in a special compartment on board for analysis back at the laboratory. 
 
    Inside the craft, Michael could hear the ore being sucked through the giant tube. When the control light blinked red indicating the cargo hold was full, he flipped the switch to the off position and retracted the arm. Next, using the pumping apparatus, he sucked in carbon dioxide from the atmosphere for testing at the lab. 
 
    “My job is done. It looks like the equipment did what it was supposed to.” 
 
    “What’s the carbon dioxide for?” I asked checking the gauges on his equipment. 
 
    “Interplay seems to think that we could combine it with hydrogen on Earth and produce enough methane-oxygen for rocket fuel.” 
 
    “Nice concept.” 
 
    “I guess it’s on to Europa then,” said Mitch checking the control panel to reset coordinates. 
 
    “This is when we have to look out for Jupiter’s bow shock. Everybody, buckle up.” 
 
    “What exactly is that?” asked Mitch. 
 
    “Well, where the solar winds clash with Jupiter’s magnetic field is an electrically charged area. That’s the “bow shock.” At that particular place, high solar winds exist.” 
 
    “Just steer us clear,” said Randall as he buckled up. 
 
    Before the words were uttered entirely, the spacecraft went into a series of rolls and turns. The force of Jupiter’s magnetic field had hit them hard. 
 
    Mitch put the craft into escape velocity, firing the reverse thrusters at full speed. After a harrowing fight, it began to break away and again was headed on course. 
 
    During this time, I was looking out the window and saw an unidentified spacecraft fly directly into the path of the magnetic field. I rubbed my eyes and took another look, but it had disappeared. It had come between the ship and the magnetic field in time to draw us away. Who and what was it? 
 
    “Did you see that? Where did it come from?” I asked unable to believe what I saw. 
 
    “See what? I was too busy trying to save our butts,” replied Mitch. 
 
    Mitch laid his head on the module control panel. His heart beat rapidly in his chest and beads of sweat trickled down his forehead. “That was too close for comfort.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding,” said Michael and Randall in unison. 
 
    We were quickly approaching Europa. Its surface of frozen ice resembled a melting country lake with fractures zig-zagging its surface. It had an unusually smooth surface, a few large impact areas and was made up of mostly silicate rock containing silicon and oxygen. Geysers erupted along its cracks. 
 
    “It’s time to collect some more samples. Put err’ down Mitch,” said Michael. 
 
    We quickly got into our couches and strapped in for the landing. It would be a bumpy ride down to the surface. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    In the control center, tense flight controllers sat riveted to their data consoles. The control center was configured in terraced rows. Each successive row toward the front of the room was lower than the one behind it so that each skilled technician had a clear view of the staff and also the enormous projection screens covering the front wall. 
 
    The screens of the monitors in front of each person glowed and flashed with every twitch and slide of Alganon I. Flight Director, Max Reed, paced nervously between consoles. He was the final authority in an emergency situation. He prayed everything would go according to plan. 
 
    “Control Center to Alganon I, we are receiving your photographs. Keep up the good work.” 
 
    “Alganon I to Control Center, we copy,” said Mitch. 
 
    In a few minutes, the spacecraft came to an abrupt stop, and we unstrapped. Michael, Randall and I went to the windows for a better view. Europa with its distinctive orange lines was in sight before us. 
 
    Michael readied the drilling equipment and began his work. The drill went underneath the surface and made contact. Ore samples started filling a separate compartment. They would each be analyzed according to the location where they were retrieved. 
 
    The indicator light on the equipment went off letting Michael know that there was water concentrated amongst the ore. He quickly switched the machine over and set it up for liquid extraction. It immediately began sucking up the liquid and placing it in the special compartment. 
 
    “Well, they may be right. There might be a global ocean underneath Europa after all. We won’t be sure until we compile the data when we return,” he said as he switched off the equipment. “All this work is making me hungry. Break out the grub.” 
 
    We had the latest hi-tech food processors available; the pouch filled rations were a thing of the past. Anything our heart desired was within reach. We each programmed in our choice of food and sat together at the dining table just to the left of the control module. 
 
    After cleanup, which was virtually non-existent thanks to the computerized food extraction system, we were ready to lift off again. We were heading to Ganymede. 
 
    I decided to get some shut-eye. I was beginning to feel a little fatigued. We had captured some great photos that were being sent to the control room at Interplay, and everything had gone as planned. 
 
    I had just drifted off to sleep when the craft took an abrupt right dip. I jumped to my feet and made my way to the command module. 
 
    “Hey, guys, what’s up. You almost dumped me out on my head,” I asked walking over to Mitch who was busy flipping switches on the control panel. 
 
    “Paul took over for me while I caught some sleep. He accidentally erased some of the navigational data from the computer. I had to enter some commands for the computer to counteract the action.” said Mitch. 
 
    “Command Center to Alganon I, do you read?” 
 
    “Alganon I, we copy,” said Mitch. 
 
    “What happened up there? It looked like your navigational system malfunctioned.” 
 
    “No, just Paul. He had wandering fingers. Pushed the wrong sequence and erased some navigational data. It won’t happen again.” said Mitch. 
 
    “I thought we might have to upload new data to you and take over the controls,” said Max Reed. 
 
    “Not necessary. We got it covered,” I said. “Alganon I, out.” 
 
    Men hunched over their consoles studying the spacecraft’s telemetry to make sure everything was working correctly. Once again, the control center sat in silence. Men whose shifts had ended earlier mulled about their consoles waiting to catch any glimpses they could of Ganymede. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Randall walked over to the stereo system controls and flipped the switch to on. The command module filled with the music score from “Star Trek.” 
 
    “Good choice, Randall." 
 
    “Yeah, makes me feel like I’m headed into the lost frontier. Just don’t forget the way home, Mitch,” said Michael. The music made him remember just how far away he was from Carol and the kids. Michael missed them so much. Being up in space made him realize just how much they meant to him and he just wanted a safe return home. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    We were quickly coming up on Ganymede. Out the windows to the right, we could see that it resembled Earth’s moon. There were darker zones caused by dirt, rock and ice flung from impact craters had whitened its surface in places. As we flew over another area, we could see long grooves that looked like they were made by a giant rake pulled in crisscross patterns. 
 
    “It looks like crop circles. What do you think?” asked Randall. 
 
    “You never know. After all, the origin of the ones on Earth has never been determined,” I said observing the terrain below. 
 
    We came upon what appeared to be ice fields and great tile-like blocks. Interplay had a theory that beneath the crust there might be a liquid water mantle and below that a solid core rich in silicate rock, similar to the foundation that made up the Earth’s crust. It was up to us to collect data samples to either prove or disprove their theory. 
 
    “Time to buckle up,” said Mitch as he punched in the landing coordinates. In minutes we were down, making a smooth landing. 
 
    “Algenon 1 to the command center. We have touched down. How are the pictures?” asked Mitch. 
 
    After a few minutes, the command center replied, “We’re in the dark. There’s a problem.” 
 
    Paul entered some data into the computer, and the pictures were operational again. 
 
    “Command center to Alganon I, you’re coming in sharp and clear. Happy mining.” 
 
    Michael got his equipment ready. Based on another Interplay theory, one that suggested that frozen oxygen existed on the surface, he would extract the material and place it in the cylinders that had been prepared for that specific purpose. 
 
    “If this works we may have a new source of oxygen. We could set up an interplanetary station and dock to refill our service modules as necessary during space travel,” said Michael. 
 
    “We could definitely go to the far reaches of the universe. Who knows what’s out there,” I replied as I unbuckled. 
 
    We decided to stay docked for a while and take time for some downtime. It consisted of a poker game. Paul decided he would pass. After a couple of hours, Randall emerged the winner. When he got home, he would collect $500 from his companions in space. After taking turns in the shower facility and having dinner, the crew made preparations for their return voyage home. It was a few minutes to liftoff. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Jeanette did not enjoy the last few days alone with Doug. He could be a royal pain. He was always in her way, and his smirk was getting on her nerves. Two more days until the rest of the crew would be back, and things would get back to normal. She felt a yearning to see Davis again. She couldn’t explain the feelings that had surfaced deep within her. They were feelings that she hadn’t thought of for quite some time. 
 
    She had missed Philip and the life they had shared together. He had been a wonderful husband and was taken from her prematurely. A veteran cop, killed in action four years ago, but to her, it seemed like yesterday. 
 
    She tried to concentrate on the work in front of her. There were still some lab samples that had to be analyzed before the rest of the team returned. 
 
    “Doug, do you think you could manage to get this report down to operations without getting lost?” she asked giving him a look of mistrust. “They need it right away.” 
 
    “Sure, anything for you babe,” he said with a grin. “Be right back.” 
 
    “Don’t hurry. I’ll make out fine without you.” 
 
    There were times when she wished someone would give him a transfer to the North Pole or some other place far, far away. 
 
    A few minutes later Doug handed the paperwork over to an operations intake supervisor, and it was time stamped and dated.  
 
    Upon leaving the secured area, he grumbled quietly under his breath. They were all a bunch of stuffed shirts without a clue. Deception would be an easy task, one he would enjoy immensely. 
 
    Doug left the building and made his way across the open yard. Interplay was bustling with activity as usual. He had just entered the long walkway area leading to the lab when the orb appeared. It floated above him and seemed to emit a message only he could comprehend. He retrieved it and answered back without hesitation. He would enjoy his assignment very much.               
 
    The hallways of Interplay were virtually deserted, except a guard stationed just outside of the lab area. The guard would be no problem, as he was one of their own. He would be in and out without anyone even knowing he was there. He entered the lab quietly and proceeded with his plan. The entire operation took less than ten minutes. 
 
    
~ 
 
      
 
    Miles up in outer space we prepared ourselves for our final descent to Earth. My time in outer space did very little to take my mind off of Jeanette. If anything, I seemed more infatuated with her than ever. 
 
    Michael prepared for the landing. He was relieved that the mission was so close to being over and he would see his family soon. Carol’s apprehension and bad feelings about his leaving had concerned him. It wasn’t like her to be bothered with premonitions of despair. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Back in the lab again, I was glad to have my feet on solid ground.  Jeanette was busy analyzing the chemical makeup of the atmosphere of the planets. The machine was busy separating light into component colors or wavelengths and creating a corresponding map of its electromagnetic spectrum. At the end of the spectrograph, data was being printed as dark lines. 
 
    In another part of the lab, Randall was busy checking fluoride amounts in the extracted water from his device. Screening and sedimentation were done to eliminate suspended materials and then treated with activated carbon to remove tastes and odors. Then the process of filtration, chlorination or irradiation to kill ineffective microorganisms was used. 
 
    Pressure would be used to force the fresh water through a thin membrane that would not allow minerals to pass. All this was done, in hopes of making potable drinking water, which would be stored as reserves. So far, everything was going well. 
 
    “How’s the data coming?” I asked. 
 
    “The water tests will be complete by morning. Looking good so far,” said Randall as he set the controls on the filtration system. 
 
    “The atmospheric chemical data will be ready before we leave today. I’ll give you my analysis as it’s completed. Welcome back,” said Jeanette trying not to seem too obvious. She hated to admit it, but she had missed him. 
 
    “Where is Mr. Personality?” 
 
    “He said something about checking ore samples. We haven’t received the ore from the last mission yet. I can’t figure out what the holdup is.” 
 
    “I think I’ll check on them myself.” I left the lab thinking to myself that somehow Doug was behind the delay. We needed to run tests on any organisms within the ore. Maybe he knew something we didn’t. 
 
    Just as I rounded the corner, I caught a quick glimpse of Doug as he ducked into a doorway and it quickly closed behind him. I approached cautiously and eased the door ajar. I could see the shadow of a figure in the darkened room, but couldn’t quite make out what he was doing. If I went barging into the room, I would scare him off and then never get the evidence I needed. I would sit back and wait and document each opportunity. 
 
    I made my way back to the lab, convinced that Doug was up to no good. When I entered, a cheer broke out from the rest of my crew. They were flying high, but what was all the excitement about? 
 
    “Davis, you’re not going to believe it. We just finished the last samples we collected, and we’ve created some new type of organism. It’s replicating at an astounding rate. If we could introduce this into the food supply, we could virtually end world hunger,” said Randall motioning for me to come and look at the scope. 
 
    “Don’t get too excited yet. It would have to go through some rigid testing before we could take a chance on growing something for consumption. Maybe we are on the right track though. Get all the results together so they can be submitted to Interplay. It’s in their court now.” I was excited to see the rapid movement of the molecules. “Have you seen the last samples of methane ice crystals we gathered from the last mission? I know it sounds like I’m repeating myself, but I can’t locate them anywhere.” 
 
    “Any ideas?” said Jeanette with a troubled look on her face. 
 
    “I can’t say as I do. What is it with methane crystals? Every time we get close to analyzing them, they seem to vanish. It’s as though someone doesn’t want us to discover something. I’ll get to the bottom of this one way or the other,” I said looking straight into the eyes of all my assistants. Until I had proof, they were all under suspicion. In reality, there was only one actual suspect as far as I was concerned. 
 
    The telephone system in the lab lit up and began ringing 
 
    breaking my moment of deep thought. I quickly picked it up. “Davis, here.” 
 
    “Reginald Livingstone. Make up some excuse to bring something to my office. We need to discuss the investigation at hand. See you in ten.” 
 
    I hung the phone up abruptly as I contemplated what to say to my team. Then it came to me. 
 
    “Everyone, you will have to continue without me for a few minutes. I’m going to check with security. It seems they have an idea who might be tampering with our samples. Be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    As I left the room, I glanced back to see Doug pacing about at his station. Good make him sweat a little. 
 
    I made my way down the hall and left the building. What would I say to Reginald? I didn’t have any concrete proof yet. It would take time and Doug was very good at concealing his plan, whatever it was. 
 
    Approaching Reginald’s office, I stopped and knocked. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    “Davis. Sit down,” he said as he walked over glancing out into the Interplay yard. “Any new developments in who might be stifling our efforts?” 
 
    “I have nothing concrete, Sir. It’s going to take some time to be able to nail this down. Our suspect seems pretty good at covering up his or her tracks,” I said as I watched Reginald grab a coffee urn and refill his cup. 
 
    “Care for some coffee? It’s fresh.” 
 
    “Thanks, don’t mind if I do. It seems every time we get close to discovering something the samples disappear. I followed Doug down the hallway from the lab and quietly observed. It was too dark to tell what he was up to and I thought it was best not to confront him yet.” 
 
    “Keep an eye on him. I have people at Interplay helping you on this. I will keep them informed. What office was he in?” 
 
    “He was in the supply room, Sir.” 
 
    “Make sure and check your compounds daily. I don’t like the sound of this. I wouldn’t want to lose any of your team. Keep me posted if anything else happens.” 
 
    “There has been a new development in the results of our last mission. We have to run the obvious tests to double check results, but we may be onto a cure for the world hunger problem.” 
 
    “That’s great news. As soon as the analysis is final, bring it to me at once. It could mean a new future for us,” said Reginald patting me on the back. “I knew you were the right man for the job.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, Sir. 
 
    “Speaking of doing your best, I have another mission for you. You and the members of your last crew, with the exclusion of Randall, will be suiting up in three days. I need him to be second in command while you’re away. Can’t be too careful you know. Do you trust him?” 
 
    “I would trust him with my life. He’s a good man, Sir. What’s our destination?” 
 
    “Triton, you will transport equipment necessary to set up a frozen oxygen mining facility. It will be handled totally by the robotic equipment aboard the spacecraft. It will just be a matter of time before we have a space capsule retrieval unit large enough to pick up the contents. Are you up for it?” 
 
    “I’ll have to arrange the lab schedule and notify Randall of his duties, so he can handle things while I’m away. I don’t foresee any problems. He’ll do a good job for you.” 
 
    “I’m putting my trust in you and your crew. I’ll see you after the mission. Good luck,” said Reginald as he shook my hand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    We were on our way to Triton, the most prominent moon in the Neptune system. Triton had a nitrogen-rich atmosphere with thinner air so that the surface could be seen. The landscapes there varied. There were impact basins, which probably were once lakes. Also, long crisscrossing valleys, vast plains covered by fallen nitrogen snow, and dark streaks that seem to have been blown by the wind and then deposited on the icy surface were visible. 
 
    We would have to do everything mechanically from inside the spacecraft, as the atmosphere outside would not be tolerable even with the specialized breathing equipment. The air was just too thin. 
 
    “We’re coming up on Triton everyone. Buckle up,” said Mitch adjusting the controls for the landing. 
 
    “Looks more like the North Pole,” said Michael jokingly as he buckled his harness. 
 
    “We have our work cut out for us. “We might as well try to enjoy it. We’ll be here for a while.” 
 
    A few moments later we had docked on Triton. Mitch tried to contact Interplay control, but the interstellar radio wave clutter blocked the signal. Out came an intricate pattern of radio static, burst, and whistles. We were on our own for a while. There was no margin for error. 
 
    As we unbuckled, I took a look at our base. Part of the surface was as bright white as newly fallen Antarctic snow, and in other areas, there was a tint, ranging from pink to brown. A prevailing low-speed wind was blowing the snow that created a high-altitude haze due to the thin atmosphere. Over the next two days, we would begin a series of operations to set up the facility we needed for oxygen containment. We would work in shifts, taking time out to eat and sleep when necessary. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    It was the beginning of the second day, and most of the equipment had been laboriously placed by the aid of the on-board robotic equipment. The only glitch was when the robotic arm suddenly malfunctioned and had to be shut down and restarted. Michael’s second attempt finally remedied the problem, and we were business as usual. 
 
    We were busy at work when a loud noise erupted from the service module, and everything in the ship went dead. 
 
    “What was that?” asked Michael. 
 
    “Don’t know, sounded like it came from behind us. We better check it out,” I said heading in that direction. 
 
    “This is bad news. It looks like the electrical system and oxygen supply is down. We’ll have to shut down the remaining systems and transfer to another area to conserve oxygen,” said Michael. 
 
    “We need to go on battery power and use just the essential systems until we can repair the problem. That means dress warmly, guy, we’re without heat and you don’t want to know the temperature outside,” I said as I begin to worry about our situation. Could we survive the night? Our water supply would have to be rationed, and we stood the chance of becoming dehydrated. We made our way back to the main cabin to deliver the news to Mitch and Paul. 
 
    “Hey, Mitch, how are your retrieval skills. It looks like the electrical system and oxygen supply is down. You need to shut down the supply to all other areas but this one and begin work to restart the system.” 
 
    “Better pray for a miracle. It’s going to be a rough night,” he said contemplating where to start first. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Yvonne Stevenson was ecstatic that her ex-husband didn’t leave on the latest mission. She was afraid that one day he would be lost to Nicholas forever in the stretches of another galaxy and leave him to carry the burden of the loss. Randall had called her to set up a visit with him for the following weekend. He had rented a motel room and would spend the entire time with his son. 
 
    Randall had been a problematic, unreasonable man who was unable to come to grips with the new life she had chosen for herself and Nicholas. He just couldn’t let go of the past and move on with his life. One thing she knew for sure was that he loved his son. 
 
    It was the middle of the week, and there was a lot for her to do. She had to schedule a weekend getaway at a local inn she had always wanted to visit. It would be like a second honeymoon for both of them. 
 
    She lifted the telephone from its cradle, as cold chills racked her entire body. The receiver hit the floor dangling up and down. She stood staring into the openness of the room. Knowing deep within her, that something awful had just happened. 
 
    Tears streamed from her eyes and ran down the sides of her face collecting momentarily on her chin before dropping down onto the front of her blouse. Sobs welled up from deep inside and then finally escaped her lips. She stood motionless, covering her face with her hands, unable to understand the immense feeling of foreboding. What had just happened? 
 
    After what seemed like an endless amount of time, she made her way to the bathroom sink and patted her face with a cold cloth. At that particular moment, she had an urgency to check on Nicholas.  
 
    She dried her face and made her way to her son’s room. He was okay and was preoccupied with his toys. 
 
    “Hi, Mom. Want to play with me?” he said as she entered the room. 
 
    “I have to make a phone call, and then I’ll be back to play, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” he said as he rushed over wrapping his small arms tightly around her waist. She stood there locked in a tight embrace, thankful that her precious son was safe. A moment later, Nicholas smiled at her and went back to his toys. 
 
    She made her way to the kitchen to retrieve the dangling phone which now was beeping away. She had to make sure that Anthony was okay. After a few rings, he answered his phone. 
 
    “Hi, honey. Are you okay? You sound kind of funny. Is Nicholas all right?” 
 
    “We're fine. I just wanted to check and see if we were still on for this weekend. I’m going to make the reservation after I hang up?” 
 
    “We’re still on. I can hardly wait to have you all to myself. I’ve got to go. There’s lots of work to be done. Fred will have my head if I don’t get these figures to him right away. You know what a slave driver he is, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I love you. See you later.” 
 
    “Love you, too. Give Nicholas a kiss for me.” 
 
    Yvonne hung up the receiver and reluctantly dialed the Bennett Valley Inn to make the reservations, even though something deep within her told her everything was not okay. She just couldn’t shake the bad feeling. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    It was four-thirty p. m. and things were wrapping up for the day. Randall and Jeanette were busy at work running the final tests necessary to support the findings of their last mission. They had run them several times, obtaining the same results. 
 
    “Looks like world hunger is a thing of the past. The only thing to do now is testing it on some seedlings under controlled conditions. Once again, we triumph.” 
 
    “I thought Doug was supposed to input the data into the system,” said Jeanette as she finished entering the results. “As usual when there is work to be done he stages a disappearing act. I’m sure he’ll come up with what seems like a legitimate excuse. Well, some of us are more dedicated.” 
 
    “I have some compounds to mix for another experiment I’m working on so I’ll be in the back lab if you need me. Tell Doug to come see me when he gets back. I have a few choice words for him.” 
 
    Jeanette smiled to herself as Doug left the room. 
 
    She could hear the sound of things being moved around in the back of the lab. Moments later she reached down to pick up a piece of paper she had dropped on the floor when the rear doors of the lab were blown off their hinges and debris flew into the air in all directions. Within seconds, the room filled with toxic yellow smoke. 
 
    Knocked down by flying debris, Jeanette painfully crawled in the direction of the explosion calling Randall’s name as she inched along the floor. Just short of the doorway, she collapsed. The last thing she thought of was whether or not Randall had survived. 
 
    Outside, personnel had heard the explosion and sounded the alarm. Buzzers echoed everywhere, followed by staff equipped with breathing apparatus running through the hallways. 
 
    They entered the lab and found Jeanette unconscious just inches from the laboratory door. Two men placed a breathing apparatus on her face and removed her safely to the infirmary yelling to seal off the lab. 
 
    The rest of the crew made their way cautiously through what was left of the back room and found Randall’s blackened body lying in a pile of rubble. 
 
    “Get on the horn to Reginald. Have him get a cleanup team in here pronto. Chuck, don’t touch anything on your way out.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on it,” he said as he made his way through the debris in the lab. 
 
    What followed moments later, was safety precaution protocol according to the evacuation procedures. A sweep was quickly made of that section of the building, office by office. Three more employees were removed to the infirmary, all with smoke inhalation. 
 
    Yellow tape enveloped the entire area sealing it off, and security personnel was posted at both entrances to the building. The fire crew had sprayed a particular foam substance to snuff out the smoldering embers, and the ventilation system had been sealed off to the area. A haze lingered throughout the lab. Precious data was strung about like confetti, destroying months of research analysis. Randall’s body was lifted and placed in a sealed body bag and removed to the morgue, his cause of death to be determined later. 
 
    The infirmary was buzzing. All beds were full of patients in various stages of treatment. Jeanette had been placed in a far corner, curtains drawn tightly closing off space, while personnel assessed her condition. She laid motionless, tubes running from her vital organs to various sophisticated monitoring devices. The explosion had left her comatose. She was alone in her world of darkness. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    In a restricted area of the Interplay facility, now unguarded due to the current explosion, Doug watched as personnel scurried about. He was quite pleased with himself. Everything had gone according to plan. It would take months for the lost data to be recreated, if ever. By that time, it would be too late. 
 
    He carefully made his way around the darkened corner of the building, just in time to avoid being seen by a guard. 
 
     Just ahead was the octagon rooftop of the observatory building that was the landing area for the Fallen’ aircraft. Just as he made his way to the top of the roof, the floating orb appeared.  
 
    Yes, he was ready. 
 
    The spacecraft hovered over the landing platform and then came to a standstill where they had been landing for years undetected due to their cloaking capabilities. They observed, planned, and were always in control. 
 
    The hatch of the craft raised and Doug entered the vessel. The brightness of the interior made him squint a little. He walked in and made eye contact with Lucius, the leader of the Fallen. 
 
    “The mission is a total success. I knew we could count on you,” Lucius said patting Doug on the back. The delays will give us the advantage we need.” 
 
    “All the data was destroyed. The truth will never be discovered,” said Doug smiling as he followed Lucius outside the spaceship. 
 
    “Your service is no longer needed,” said Lucius staring coldly into Doug’s eyes. The words no sooner left his lips when Lucius shot out penetrating beams from within him. 
 
    Doug's eyes widened in disbelief, and his heart beat wildly in his chest. Before a syllable could escape his throat, he had vanished. Nothing of him remained, but a spot of ash on the concrete. 
 
    As Lucius re-entered the craft, a loud, throaty laugh erupted from him. “Our business is done here. We have a celebration to attend. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Personnel had worked to clear out the debris and collect samples for analysis. It was still unclear as to what had caused the explosion. Reginald Livingstone had sworn to get to the bottom of the incident, and his people were busy gathering evidence. 
 
    Randall’s wife, Yvonne, had received a visit in person by Interplay staff and was informed of her ex-husband’s demise. She stood silent while they tried to explain that there had been an accident at the lab. The words seemed to echo from some faraway place foreign to her. 
 
    At first, only a single tear slid down her cheek. Her heart did not want to believe what she was hearing. The love for her ex-husband had been truly over for quite some time, but this was the father of her child they were talking about. How would she ever explain to Nicholas that he would never see his father again? 
 
    She was in a state of shock. Anthony tried to comfort her, but nothing seemed to cut through the barrier she had built around herself. Worried about her, he picked up the phone and called their family physician. 
 
    When the doctor arrived, he found her lying motionless in the middle of their poster bed staring into space. Nothing seemed to get through to her. She had gone to that place deep within that keeps you safe. It’s a place where the incidents of the real world can’t touch you. A place you want to remain in forever, so you don’t have to feel the pain. She could hear a familiar voice talking to her far off in the distance. 
 
    “This will help you sleep. You’ve had a bad shock. I’ll check on you tomorrow,” said the doctor.  
 
    Her mind and her body felt disconnected. She just wanted to sleep. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    I entered the infirmary unprepared for what I was about to see. The room was dark except for a dim light to the right of the hospital bed, where Jeanette lay motionless. 
 
    Her head and face were wrapped in cloth bandages. Her chest rose and fell, with the assistance of modern machinery and the monitors beside her bed beeped as they kept track of her every vital sign. Her body contained burns and abrasions to most areas, and she had not regained consciousness since the explosion and therefore felt no pain. 
 
    I stood next to her bed quietly watching her. The thought of losing her became more evident as I stood there. She had to make it. If she didn’t, I would never know what might have become of our relationship. Although I didn't remember precisely when my feelings had changed towards her, I felt a broad sense of caring. Could it be the start of love? 
 
    I pulled up a chair and sat down next to her bed. Talking in a quiet voice, I said, “Jeanette, I don’t know if you can hear me, but you have to fight. We need you. I need you. Please don’t leave me.” 
 
    I carefully lifted up her weak arm and placed it in my hand, realizing that this was the first time that anyone had really mattered to me in a long time. I had guarded my heart and lost my faith long ago. 
 
    Unable to endure the sadness I felt seeing her reduced to the form before me, I carefully placed her hand back down on the bed. As tears welled up in my eyes, I slowly exited the room. Why had this happened? I vowed I would make whoever did this pay. 
 
    I left the infirmary and made my way over to my condo. With the lab sealed off, I had a few days before our work would resume. Finally, some quiet time to myself, but somehow, I was unable to appreciate it. 
 
    I was just unlocking my front door when I heard the phone ringing. I stumbled over some of my gear on the floor and finally found the phone. With very little emotion in my voice, I replied “Hello.” I recognized Michael’s voice immediately. 
 
    “Have you seen Jeanette yet?” 
 
    “I just got back. No change.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it. We leave, and all hell breaks loose. How did this happen?” 
 
    “Reginald’s working on it, but they don’t know anything definite yet. They still can’t find Doug. Since his body hasn’t turned up in the lab, there’s a chance he wasn’t there when the explosion took place. 
 
    It’s too bad about Randall; he was a good man. I heard his ex-wife took it really hard. I don’t know how they will explain it to his son.” 
 
    “I talked to her husband, Anthony, earlier and she is still not responding to anything. She just wants to sleep,” I said sitting down on the sofa. “Nicholas keeps asking for her.” 
 
    “I just pray that Jeanette will be okay. We need her at the lab. It looks like we will be spending the next few months trying to rebuild all the data we lost,” said Michael. 
 
    “My main concern is for her. The data can wait. I just want to get to the bottom of all this.” 
 
    “I’m with you. Get some rest. I’m going to swing by the infirmary and see Jeanette myself. Talk to you later.” 
 
    The incident had taken its toll on more than just a few lives. Some would never recuperate from the outcome. For others, it would be a constant reminder of unrest. I was in the latter category. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Arranging a meeting with Reginald Livingstone was my next agenda. I was met with no resistance, which took me by surprise. I had to know if the big brass had made any headway. 
 
    I made my way from my temporary lab accommodations through the long corridor to the back of the building, passing the sealed off the entrance to the destroyed lab. Feelings of rage dwelt inside of me, as my eyes took in the message on the yellow tape. What had gone wrong? 
 
    I couldn’t help but think about Randall and his son. Then my thoughts returned to Jeanette. She was the real root of the rage that festered inside and threatened to overtake my whole being. I didn’t want to admit it to myself, but I knew deep down that I had developed real feelings for her. Was it love? Too early to tell but I was definitely fond of her. 
 
    I forced myself to pull it together and exited the building. Outside, it was business as usual for Interplay. It amazed me how everything could seem so sane in the midst of such chaos. 
 
    The crisp, cold wind gusted and almost made me lose my footing. The wind was cold and out of the north. I glanced at the overhead sky now filled with ominous black clouds and hurriedly ran across the courtyard. I entered the main office building just in time to avoid the impending downpour. 
 
    I was confronted by a heavily armed guard. Security had definitely gotten tighter due to the recent developments. I quickly flashed my identification badge and was waved through. 
 
    I walked up to the door adorned with gold lettering announcing the office of Reginald Livingstone. I stood in silence, wondering if he was going to shoot straight with me. He had always given me the truth as far as I knew, but my gut feelings told me this time might be different. I took in a deep breath and filled myself with all the confidence I could muster. I just wanted to get it over with. I knocked on the door, and to my surprise, it was opened by Wilson Bench. 
 
    “Welcome, Davis. Have a seat. Reginald was called away, but should return shortly.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” I said sitting down wondering what his presence there meant. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Wilson Bench nervously paced the floor of the small office stopping only long enough to survey the outside yard through the window in the corner of the room. He ran through all the details of his earlier conversation with Reginald over again in his mind. He hoped he was right, but he had his doubts. Davis didn’t seem like anyone who could be fooled easily. Would he buy the explanation? 
 
    The door opened, and Reginald entered the room and took a seat behind his desk. He had spent years covering up blunders or unexplained incidents to superiors, but this one was too close to home. Reginald deeply respected the man sitting across from his desk. He had become a valued employee, and for the first time in his career, he found himself having conflicts inside his gut. He hated this part of his job. 
 
    “Davis, what’s on your mind?  asked Reginald. 
 
    “I want to know that my staff isn’t in any further danger. Have you come to any conclusions regarding the incident in the lab?” 
 
    “I’ve gone over all the surveillance tapes from the cameras that were not destroyed in the fire. It seems that Doug entered the lab just before the explosion took place. Lab samples of residue found and tested from the site were determined to be his DNA. Conclusions indicate that he died in the blast along with Randall. The investigation is closed, Davis. We have our infiltrator. 
 
    Something must have gone wrong, and he was caught off guard. I can’t believe he intended to be killed in the explosion, but then who knows,” said Wilson Bench. “Well, I have other matters awaiting me, so I will get back to my duties.” 
 
    Wilson Bench closed the door, and I tried to assess the information I had been given. Sure, Doug was an irresponsible human being but was he so careless that he would blow himself up along with the others. Something just didn't add up. 
 
    “Well, Davis, if that’s all, I would like to get on to other pressing matters. How’s the temporary lab working out?” he asked rising from his desk. 
 
    “Not like the old one, but we’re managing. Michael and I are hard at work on the retrieval of data. It’s a long, slow process.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that Jeanette is stable, but is still in a coma. The doctors seem hopeful though.” 
 
    “What happened to Randall’s German Shepard, Simon? 
 
    “Yvonne’s husband insisted on taking him. He hoped it would ease some of the pain due to the loss of his father. His eyes lit up when he saw him.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sir. I’ll fill Michael in on your findings so he can quit worrying. His wife has been a little uneasy ever since the explosion. She’s worried he might be next,” I said as I pulled open the door. 
 
    I felt confused. Michael might buy the explanation, but I didn’t. I wished I could shake the feeling of uneasiness I felt. I would feel better when I knew Jeanette was on her way to recovery. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    It was late afternoon as I stepped from the central offices of Interplay and backed out into the outdoors. It was raining now. Large drops of nature’s liquid soaked my clothes making them cling to me like a second skin. It was going to be a miserable night. I decided I better go see Jeanette now. 
 
    I entered the infirmary wondering how I would find her. It was torture not knowing if she would be awake or still in that deep state of unconsciousness. 
 
    I entered the room and stared intensely at the figure before me. Jeanette still lay silent, unable to comprehend the reality of the world she lived in. A loud noise from the hallway made me jump as the sound of metal filled the air. Someone was having a bad day. Join the club. I could definitely relate to that. The chair screeched as I pulled it up close to her bed.   
 
    The equipment that sustained her beeped its musical tune as liquid nourishment was slowly pumped through her veins. Moonlight entered through the windows above her bed casting ominous shadows throughout the room which added to the overall feeling of foreboding. 
 
    When would this end? I didn’t know how much longer I could continue to come here every day and look at her frail body. It was torture. 
 
    I gently leaned over and laid my head on her shoulder. I could feel the warmth of her body and the softness of her skin against my cheek. There was something I didn’t realize. A tear had slowly slid down from Jeanette’s eyes. Shocked, I rose up and touched the liquid with my finger. 
 
    “Jeanette, can you hear me? It’s Davis.” 
 
    Slowly she opened her eyes. She couldn’t make out the person before her because there seemed to be some kind of a veil closing off her vision. She could see only small beams of light and shadowy images. She strained harder fighting desperately to escape her darkness. The voice calling her name was a familiar one. 
 
    I kept talking to her trying to make her focus on my voice. After what seemed like forever, she looked at me. Then she smiled for the first time in weeks. It was the most beautiful thing I had seen in a long time. 
 
    “Welcome back. You really had us all scared. Don’t try to talk yet,” I said as I flagged a nurse just outside the room. 
 
    After tests to determine that there was no permanent brain damage due to the coma, the doctor advised me that she was going to be okay. She was coherent and able to reply to all the doctor’s probing questions and was told that she should get some rest. I was allowed a short visit. 
 
    I stood holding her hand in mine and said a silent prayer thanking God for letting her live. She smiled up at me, and at that precise moment, I had the terrible urge to kiss her. 
 
    “Would you mind if I kissed you?” I asked smiling at her. 
 
    Jeanette smiled. 
 
    I leaned over gently placing my lips on hers. Jeanette responded immediately by lightly kissing me back. After a few moments, I pulled myself away. I didn’t want to take the chance that the weight of my body up against hers might make her cringe in pain. 
 
    I was trembling inside but felt a peaceful, serene feeling that I had never felt with anyone before.  I had to sit down. 
 
    “Davis, I’m a little fuzzy about the accident. Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Don’t you think you should rest? There will be plenty of time for that later.” 
 
    “Are Randall and Doug okay?” she asked a look of worry crossing her face. She knew deep in her heart what the answer to the question would be, but until she was told, she would never be able to come to grips with it. She waited for the response; her insides felt like a thousand butterflies all shaking about at the same time. 
 
    I looked into her eyes and didn’t know how to tell her the truth without upsetting her. 
 
    “I think you should just rest now. We’ll talk about that later when you’re better.” 
 
    “No. Davis, please I need to know. You’re hiding something from me. I can tell.” 
 
    “Okay, but it’s against my better judgment. Randall and Doug didn’t make it. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Jeanette tried to process the information that she had just heard. Tears welled up in her eyes, and a lump began forming in her throat. No, she screamed inside. It couldn’t be. Why did they have to die? 
 
    “Jeanette, that’s why I didn’t want to tell you. See it upset you, and you don’t need that right now.” 
 
    “I’ll be okay. It’s just hard to believe that’s all,” Jeanette said grabbing my hand. 
 
    I knelt beside the bed, wrapped my arms around her and held her close. I hated being the one to deliver bad news. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    The next couple of weeks dragged on. Jeanette had been released from the infirmary but placed on leave until her doctor felt she was ready to return to work. She was doing quite well, but it would be awhile before she was back to her usual routine. 
 
    She was plagued by a series of nightmares, visions of ghostly forms blown apart, lying in their oozing liquids. The only way to diminish them was to drift away into the realm of darkness provided by the aid of sleeping pills. Only then, could she find some temporary kind of peace. Interplay had set up a series of physiological sessions in hopes that she could finally put to rest the demons inside her, but it would take her a long time to recover. 
 
    In the meantime, I was wrestling some inner demons of my own. I just couldn’t accept the conclusions Interplay had given me. I was determined to do some detective work on my own and decided the best place to start would be at Doug’s apartment. I had to wait for just the right opportunity when I could go in without being detected. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    It was late at night when I left my condo and entered the elevator. Doug had lived just two floors below me so it wouldn’t seem odd for me to be there. I quietly exited the elevator and made my way to the door. 
 
    Posted outside was a sign” Authorized Personnel Only.” Yeah right, I muttered to myself as I picked the lock. 
 
    I gently pushed the door open and quickly stepped inside. To my amazement, the first thing to come into view was the living room which had been entirely emptied out. What had happened to all the furniture? How could it have been done so quickly? 
 
    I made my way through each room, lit only by the moonlight coming through the windows. As I entered the bedroom, I realized that the place had been wiped clean. Nothing of Doug’s presence remained.  
 
    Just in case something was missed I decided to check the closet in the bedroom. Doug was a sneaky sort, and it wouldn’t be unlike him to have something hidden.   
 
    I opened the door to the large walk-in closet. A board creaked making me freeze in place. I thought to myself, Hey, if I’m going to play Sherlock, I can’t jump at every single thing that surprises me. I have to concentrate and get on with it. 
 
    I pulled out the flashlight I had tucked tightly into the waistband of my slacks and flipped the switch. I stepped again in the same place, and it creaked again. The board was definitely loose. 
 
    I knelt down and began to pry the corner of the board.  After a few minutes of prying and pulling, the board lifted free. I directed the beam of the flashlight down into the blackness underneath the board, and in the corner, just to the left, I could see what looked like a small black book. I reached in and grabbed the leather cover. It was about the size of a standard journal. Interplay’s goons had missed it. 
 
    I sat down on the floor of the bedroom and opened the journal. With the aid of the flashlight, I quickly scanned a few pages. It seemed to be some kind of a log. Dates and activities were recorded in vivid detail, but written in encrypted code. I rose up off the floor and unbuttoned a few buttons of my shirt and placed the journal inside. I was beginning to get nervous, as I had spent too much time indoors. I have about reached the entrance door when I heard voices outside in the hallway. 
 
    “How’s everything tonight, Earl? Have you finished your nightly rounds?” 
 
    “All done. This floor’s clear. I’m heading upstairs,” said Earl heading over to the elevators. 
 
    “See you later over at headquarters. I can’t wait for a coffee break. I’ve got a real case of the jitters,” said Ray as he patted him on the shoulder and headed towards the entrance of the building. 
 
    I stood motionless along the back wall of the doorway and listened trying to pick up any sound coming from outside. A few minutes later, I was sure they had left. That was a close call. I wasn’t sure how I would have explained what I was doing there. 
 
    I gently eased the door back a fraction at a time. It was clear. I tucked the flashlight away and wasted no time heading for the elevator. 
 
    In a matter of minutes, I let out a sigh of relief at seeing the entrance door to my condo. I slipped the key into the lock and entered the darkened room. Just as I was about to reach for the light switch, a blow was delivered to the back of my head, and everything went black. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    I tried to open my eyes and was blinded by the rays of sunlight that streamed through my living room windows. Sunbeams danced, bouncing off the walls in all directions. I was still groggy, and the surface under me was not what I was accustomed to waking up on. 
 
    I was lying on the carpet. I tried to raise my head and quickly decided that was not a good idea. The throbbing pain felt like a dozen freight trains had derailed inside. When I tried to open my eyes, my vision remained fuzzy and distorted, making it impossible to make things out. The last thing I remembered was reaching to turn on the light switch, immense pain, then complete darkness. 
 
    What about the book? Did they find it? I gently put my hand underneath my belly and could feel the sharp edges of something cutting into me. Thank God. I evidently fell on it, and they hadn’t bothered to turn me over. 
 
    I mustered up what little strength seemed to be left in me and carefully crawled over to the sofa. I pulled myself up to a sitting position and inch by inch made my way along the floor. I hadn’t landed but a few feet from the sofa, but in my condition, it could have been miles. 
 
    Every movement created immense pain within my body. I moved to try to make out an object through a haze of fog like vestals. Finally, my vision started to clear, and the horror of the view before me hit sending chills down to places within my body I didn’t even know existed. 
 
     After a few minutes, trying to regain my composure, I reached for the phone on the end table beside me and dialed the lab. After a few rings, Michael answered. 
 
    “Hey, Davis, I was starting to worry about you. It’s not like you to be late for work or not call. What’s up, buddy?” 
 
    “Make some excuse and get over to my condo. I have to see you now. No questions. I’ll explain when you get here.” 
 
    “You sound strange. I’ll be right there.” 
 
    Michael placed a note on the front door of the makeshift laboratory stating he would be right back and quickly left the building. He made his way across the compound, and a few minutes later he was entering the building.  
 
    He couldn’t imagine what the urgency was, but he wasn’t about to question it. He knew it had to be dangerous for Davis to sound like he did. 
 
    He punched the elevator button for Davis’ floor and listened to the loud hum and rattle as it made its way upward. Shortly, it jerked a little and came to an abrupt stop. He approached the front door of the condo and knocked. A faint voice, which he could barely make out, told him to enter. He was not prepared for what he was about to see on the other side. 
 
    Davis was leaned up against the sofa sitting on the floor. Everything visible in the living room had been completely turned upside down. Lamps had been broken; their sharp ceramic pieces littered the newspapers and magazines that were scattered on the floor. Tables and bookcases had been overturned, spilling their contents onto the floor. Michael stood there in disbelief. 
 
    Michael went over to the sofa and sat down beside Davis. He looked like he had been run through the wringer. 
 
    “What happened in here? Are you okay? 
 
    “I thought I was, but that was before someone decided to ruin my day. There is nothing like getting hit from behind to change your plans really quick. I just got home, and evidently, someone was waiting in my apartment for me. It’s obvious from the mess in here that they were looking for something.” 
 
    “At least you’re alive. Stay where you are while I have a look around.” 
 
    “Knock yourself out.” 
 
    Michael walked through the rest of the condo. Whoever did this was thorough. They hadn’t left one inch of it untouched. The worst room was Davis’ office. All the drawers of the file cabinet had been pulled out, and the contents were in a giant heap in the middle of the floor. Computer discs and data were strung from one side of the room to the other. The monitor was still running, and a message flashed on the screen, “All Files Deleted.” 
 
    He walked back through to the living room, and he could see Davis sitting in the same spot, his head down resting on his arms. He raised his head up when he heard him enter the room. 
 
    “Well, what’s the bad news?” 
 
    “Do you want the truth or would you like me to lead up to it gradually?” 
 
    “Just give it to me like it is. How much worse could it get?” 
 
    “Okay, you asked for it. The good news is your bedroom isn’t any worse than the room you’re in. The bad news is, whatever you had on your computer is toast! They deleted all your files.” 
 
    “I must have been out for a while for them to accomplish all that.  I have a backup. Only I don’t keep it here.” 
 
    “What were you working on that someone would go to these extremes to try to find?” 
 
    “I can’t talk about that right now. I need a favor. Can you help clean this up? I really can’t go to Interplay about this. I don’t know who to trust till I can find some answers.” 
 
    “Be happy to. I’ll have to go back to the lab though and change the notice I posted to reflect taking the rest of the day off. After all, we’re supposed to be on downtime. Don’t’ worry. I’ll handle it. Are you sure you don’t need a doctor?” 
 
    “No. I’ll be all right. Just get me a pillow and blanket from the bedroom and a glass of water, and I’ll be fine till you get back.” 
 
    “Consider it done,” he said as he left the room to collect the things. 
 
    After settling Davis down on the sofa, Michael left to return to the lab. He couldn’t help but replay the images of the condo in his mind. They were dangerous and who knew what they would do next. The scary part was in not knowing who was behind it. It could even be someone deep inside Interplay’s administration. He would definitely be more cautious. 
 
    
~ 
 
      
 
    I lay back on the sofa wondering just what I had gotten myself into. When I felt up to it, I would have to retrieve my backup files and begin rebuilding them. I was grateful that there was nothing classified amongst the records deleted. 
 
    What Interplay didn’t know is that I had been building a case file on the samples that disappeared and the tests they had run. I had matched the disappearances with guards on duty that day and had come up with some interesting conclusions of my own. I had been cautious to cover my tracks while obtaining information. How could anyone have traced the activities to me? Maybe they were just guessing. That would explain the hit on my condo. 
 
    My head still hurt. I had to stay awake though. It was most likely that I had a concussion. Duty called. I had to try to make my way to the bathroom to relieve myself. 
 
    I took the journal out of my shirt and tucked it underneath one of the couch cushions. I couldn’t tell Michael or anyone about it. Could that be what they were looking for? 
 
    I slowly rose to my feet and steadied myself by holding onto the back of the sofa. When the room quit spinning, I inched my way along by holding onto the walls and door frames. The hardest part was trying to sidestep all the contents that were now everywhere. There was nothing like actually being able to see it, to get the full effect. 
 
    Upon my arrival to the bathroom, and completion of my necessary bodily functions, I reached into the medicine cabinet to find something to relieve the terrible throbbing in my head. The first bottle I touched was some painkillers I had saved from a prior muscle strain. Deciding they would have to do, I dumped a couple into the palm of my hand and filled the empty glass with cold water. I hoped it wouldn’t be long until the medicine took effect. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Within twenty-four hours my condo was almost back to normal. Most of the work was completed by Michael per my instructions. He had kept his vow of silence, as I knew he would. 
 
    Michael had met with Reginald to let him know that I was under the weather. It was accepted without question. 
 
      
 
    The next stop on his agenda was to visit Jeanette. She was up and seemed cheerful enough. 
 
    “Michael, what a nice surprise. Are those for me?” she asked glancing at the beautiful bouquet of flowers in his hand. 
 
    “If they aren’t, I’m at the wrong house.” 
 
    “You’re such a joker. How does your wife put up with you?” 
 
    “Very delicately,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “Come in. You’ll catch your death out there,” she said as she took the bouquet from him and motioned him to enter. 
 
    Her condo was elegantly decorated, and there was a sense of order and style that reflected her personality. The living room contained Impressionistic paintings of Renoir on the walls and the furniture mirrored that period. There was a sense of elegance about it, much different than what he was used to. 
 
    “Have a seat while I put these in water. Would you like some coffee? I just made a fresh pot.” 
 
    “You know me. I run on the stuff. Thanks.” 
 
    After she left, he glanced around the living room. He couldn’t help wondering how such a beautiful woman could live in surroundings like these and not want to share her life with someone. She had so much to offer. He was confident Davis was sweet on her. It was evident from observing how they looked at each other. Who knows maybe there was hope for the two of them yet? 
 
    Jeanette entered the room carrying a tray with a coffee pot and two cups. 
 
    “Let me help you with that. You don’t want to overdo it.” 
 
    “Oh, I think I can manage. Have you seen Davis? He usually comes to see me or at least calls, and I haven’t heard a word from him,” she said pouring the hot, steaming coffee. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I saw him earlier. Our visit was cut short. He has a mild case of the flu, and I didn’t want to take any chances of getting it. He said to tell you hello and that he misses you.” 
 
    “Tell him I won’t bother to disturb him. Have him call when he feels up to it.” 
 
    “I will. How are you feeling? Are the therapy sessions helping at all?” he said taking a sip of coffee. 
 
    “Sometimes I think they are and then I have a bad night. I can’t seem to get the explosion off my mind,” she said as she leaned back onto the sofa. A small tear collected in the corner of her eye and quickly wiped it away. 
 
    “You’re too hard on yourself. You went through a terrible ordeal. Anyone would have trouble coming to grips with a thing like that. Just give it time. We’re all behind you. If you ever just need to talk, I’m here for you. Carol wants you to call her. She wants to help too.” 
 
    “I’ll call her, I promise. It’s just so hard to get motivated to call anyone. I ‘m afraid I'm falling into a depression that I can't get out of.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s time to call the doctor and make another appointment. They have medication to help with that sort of thing. Make the call, okay?” 
 
    “I will. Thanks for stopping by, Michael. Since I’m not working now my days, seem to drag. It’s nice to see a friendly face.” 
 
    “That’s me. Mr. Friendly face, USA.” 
 
    Jeanette couldn’t help but laugh, which made Michael smile. He gathered her hands in his and told her to get some rest. 
 
    She stood in the doorway waving as he made his way to the elevator. She felt fortunate to have co-workers that were also caring friends. They didn’t realize just how much she needed them and she was glad they were there for her. 
 
    Since her accident, she had gone from a healthy, self-sufficient woman to someone she hardly recognized anymore. It had taken all the strength she had inside to get to that point in her life, and now it had been destroyed in one event.  
 
    She never thought she would recover from Frank’s death, but she had. Now she had become timid and unsure of herself. At times, she had trouble determining if the dreams were really dreams or if she was really there experiencing it all over again. Would they ever stop? 
 
    Jeanette had come to rely on her relationship with Davis. He had become her source of strength and her will to get better. She had never meant to have feelings for him, but she knew she did.  
 
    She was afraid to love again. The thought suffocated her, making all the ghosts lurking inside wrap her with their robes of insecurity. She didn’t want to think about going through the same pain again with someone else. 
 
    She had always considered herself a good judge of character and Davis had passed with flying colors. He was precisely the type of man she would want to spend the rest of her life with. Davis was compassionate and caring, and most of all gentle. He was someone she knew she could count on. 
 
    She had come close to acting on her feelings a couple of times. At the hospital when she woke up, and he was sitting beside her, it made her heart sing. She felt the closeness that she hadn’t felt since Frank and thought she would ever feel again.  
 
    She regretted never having children. The time just seemed to slip away. At first, they used the excuse that they wouldn’t be able to give enough time to a child because of their work commitments and long hours. Actually, the fear of being left alone with a child was more of concern to her. Therefore, a child never became a reality. 
 
    It was ironic with all the new developments she was a part of every day, that she couldn’t control the one thing that was a curse to her life, the fear of loving and losing. Maybe she could learn to trust again. If it could happen, it would be with Davis. She would just have to take it slow. He would understand. He had patience. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    I was finally recuperating from my ordeal. I had spent the last three days trying to make heads or tails out of the codes within the journal. The one thing I was able to decipher was that Doug had been a part of some renegade regime. There were references to an order called the Fallen and another to an entity referenced as the Zarion. I had spent hours of relentless decoding with the help of my computer system to bring up nothing useful. Its real meaning was hidden deep within the strange language that appeared on the pages. I had to get into the computer system at Interplay. I wasn’t ready to go to Reginald with it yet, but how would I get into their highly secured system? Somehow, I knew the answers were there. 
 
    In the meantime, I would try to run some more tests on the newly recreated files in the lab. We had been successful in recovering most of the lost data. I would go over the DNA results we had found in the last sample from our mission. That would complete the final process. Maybe then I would get some precise answers. Who knows where it might lead? 
 
    Since I didn’t know whom I could trust, I felt the best plan was to contact McKenzie. We had worked together at SFAI and had watched each other's backs on numerous occasions. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    McKenzie lived on the outskirts of Denver, Colorado. He had built a roomy two-story log home on twenty acres and was miles from any civilization. It was perfect for his first love, computer hacking. He was the best in the business and if anyone could get into Interplay, he could. 
 
    I picked up my secure cell phone and made the call. Within a couple of rings, McKenzie’s raspy voice came through loud and clear. 
 
    “Who’s calling?” he answered swallowing down hot coffee. This better be important. The sun wasn’t even up yet. 
 
    “I see you’re still your old, charming self.” 
 
    “Davis. I don’t believe it! How long has it been?” he said looking out the windows of his living room that overlooked the meadows. In the distance, the sun was just rising, casting a luminous glow on the ground, now heavily laden with newly fallen snow. 
 
    “Too long. I have a situation, and I need your help.” 
 
    “You know you can count on me. What’s up?” 
 
    “I’m working outside of Washington, D. C. for an agency called Interplay. I need you to hack into their computer system and retrieve some files. Don’t ask me to explain why. You just have to trust me on this one. The less you know, the better.” 
 
    “No problem. I’ll just need the names of the files I’m looking for. There isn’t a system I haven’t been able to hack yet.” 
 
    “Write this down. Anything referenced to the Zarion or Fallen, my complete personnel file, and files on Doug Pierson, and Randall Stevenson. I need them downloaded from your system to mine directly. I’ll take care of copying them to a disc. This is urgent. I need it as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on it. Where can I reach you?” 
 
    “Use my secure line at 425-589-6140. Call when you’re ready to send. I’m counting on you, buddy.” 
 
    “Someday, when this is all over, we need to get together,” he said. This was going to be a long day, and he would need a lot more coffee. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it. Talk to you later,” I said pushing the button disconnecting the call. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    I paced the living room of my condo. McKenzie had to come through. A lot was riding on it, but I didn’t know if I was prepared for the outcome. The way everything was playing out, I could only expect the worse. 
 
    I dressed in my sweats and decided to go for a run. It was a blustery day outside, but a jog would help with my mood. It would clear my head, and I did some of my best thinking then. When I was done, I would shower and work on the DNA info I had copied onto a disc from the lab. I put all thoughts out of my mind long enough to enjoy a hot shower. The injuries from the incident were behind me now, only the memories and unanswered questions remained. 
 
    I was just coming out of the shower when the phone rang. I wrapped a towel around my waist and answered it. Jeanette's voice came through on the other end. 
 
    “Hello, Davis. I haven’t heard from you, so I called to see if you were okay.” 
 
    “I’m fine. I just got back from a run. How are you doing?” 
 
    “Good days and bad. Why don’t you stop by later and we can talk?” Jeanette said hoping she didn’t sound too desperate. She missed Davis terribly and needed extra support. 
 
    “I’ll come by around two. I have a few things I need to do. See you then.” 
 
    I hung up the phone. I had picked up some kind of urgency in Jeanette’s voice. Was she still having trouble sleeping and coping with the nightmares? I had hoped that she could finally put them to rest. No need to worry about it, as I would find out soon enough. 
 
    I flipped the switch and powered up my computer. When everything had loaded correctly, I reached into my briefcase and pulled out a series of discs. Before my downtime, I had copied the necessary DNA files from the reconstructed data. There were a couple of things I wanted to check out in the privacy of my condo. 
 
    I popped the disc into the system, and it hummed as it booted up the info. The screen lit up displaying a long chain of DNA. Where do I start first? This strand was from the same set of samples that someone had tried so desperately to keep me from studying. I began striking the keys with a furious rhythm. Before me the sets of data rapidly changed, displaying numerous results. I had to keep at it. I had a feeling that somewhere among all the unlimited data, an answer was lurking. 
 
    I had worked for hours with nothing substantial jumping out at me. I checked my watch to discover if I didn’t leave immediately, I would be late to Jeanette’s. I shut down my computer and made my way to the elevator. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    It was late that evening when I returned home. Jeanette had made dinner and had insisted I stay to enjoy it. I was right in feeling concerned about her frame of mind. She seemed more than a little unnerved. Towards the end of the evening though, she had appeared to relax. The color in her cheeks had returned making her look vibrant. Maybe she just needed a little more time. However long she needed, I would be there for her. 
 
    I still hadn’t had any word from McKenzie, but then it was too soon. I decided to turn in for the evening. I had done enough contemplating for one night and what I needed now was a good night’s sleep. As it happened, I was out the minute my head hit the pillow. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    It was four-thirty a.m., and I tossed and turned, unable to go back to sleep. I finally got up and put the coffee on to brew while I took my morning shower. I let the hot water beat over my shoulders and emptied my mind of all thoughts. I felt myself relaxing, floating in a comfortable place. Then it came to me. 
 
    I stepped out of the shower, hardly able to contain my excitement. I dressed and made my way to the kitchen where the coffee had just finished filling the pot, and its rich aroma filled the air. I would boot up the computer and take another look at the DNA structure and then look at Doug’s journal. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    The next few days went by like a whirlwind. I helped Michael finish rebuilding the final data from the lab. 
 
    I had been right about my hunch. I knew that I would be able to understand the journal entries. It mentioned the landing platform on the top of the observatory building. How long had they been landing there? Doug had been working hand in hand with the Fallen. Somehow, I knew that he hadn’t died in the explosion. Maybe the DNA sample Interplay said they found there was a plant. I knew I wouldn’t be satisfied until I took a look at the roof. The phone rang breaking my current flow of thought. 
 
    “Hey, Davis. I have some info for you. Ready to download,” asked McKenzie. 
 
    “You, bet. Give me about five minutes then go ahead,” I said as I hung up the phone and prepared the computer to receive the data. 
 
    The data started loading onto the disc I had placed in the drive. There was more than I had expected. It took two discs to hold it all. When it was complete, I called McKenzie. 
 
    “Everything came through just fine. I knew I could count on you. It’s going to take a while to sift through it all. Are you sure you weren’t detected?” 
 
    “Positive. Interplay won’t even know I’ve been there, much less copied confidential files. How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m okay. I’m just trying to sort all this out. It’s mind-boggling and exhausting.” 
 
    “Be careful. You’re messing with the big dogs. I checked into some of their activities. There’s a higher power involved, and the person's identity is untraceable. Even with my hacking abilities, I couldn’t break that code. Call me if you need me.” 
 
    “Thanks. I will. Talk to you later.” 
 
    So maybe I was in a little over my head. I’d been used to challenges all my life, but this time was the ultimate one. 
 
    I spent the next couple of days working endless hours going over the information McKenzie had gathered. I started by going through my own personal files. I wasn’t surprised by any of the routine paperwork in my files, but one piece, in particular, hit me right between the eyes. It was my termination from SFAI. Everything was as expected, except for the notation at the bottom of the order. My termination was requested and signed by Reginald Livingstone of Interplay and dated thirty days before the notice given to me by SFAI. I had been set up. For some reason, they had arranged my termination from SFAI and my new position at Interplay. 
 
    It had been a well-orchestrated plan. Had Reginald initiated my re-assignment or was he just a pawn in this devious plan too? Maybe I would never find out. I had to dig more into the other files. 
 
    I went through Randall and Doug’s personnel files. There was nothing out of the ordinary in either one. Doug had numerous warnings for minor infractions of service that didn’t really surprise me. What did seem odd is why they had kept him on in spite of them. His death was classified as an accidental one confirmed by DNA samples from the lab. I wasn’t convinced. 
 
    I loaded another disc on the computer and started scanning more files. One, in particular, caught my eye, “Agreement for Protection.” What was that all about? 
 
    I scanned the document in disbelief. It appeared that Interplay had signed a contract with the Fallen. They were to arrange protection in case of an attack on planet Earth. It was approved one year before I started at Interplay. Interplay had sold out the American public. Their protection was an exclusive one for them only. 
 
    Boy, it looked like McKenzie had reason to be worried. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    I had invited Michael over for dinner so I would have the opportunity to talk with him without interruptions. We had just finished, and we decided to relax on the deck outside. The night breeze was cool, but not uncomfortable. 
 
    “Why do I get the idea you didn’t just invite me here for dinner,” asked Michael sipping on his glass of chilled white wine. 
 
    “You’re pretty perceptive. Actually, I need a favor.” 
 
    “After what you went through, anything. I consider us more than co-workers, we’re friends.” 
 
    “I can’t go into any details because of the sensitive matter involved, but I need to do some private investigating on my own. I need your help and want you to know up front that you’re putting yourself on the line if we’re discovered.” 
 
    “Intrigue, I like it. I’m not sure Carol would agree though so we won’t let her find out. What’s the big favor?” 
 
    “I need you to come with me to the observatory building this evening. There’s something I want to check out on the roof.” 
 
    “You know I don’t like heights. I don’t even like elevators, but for you, I’ll try to put my fear on hold.” 
 
    “All I need you to do is be a lookout. Warn me if you see anyone. I don’t want to be detected. It would be difficult to explain what we were doing up there.” 
 
    “What is it we’re looking for?” said Michael giving Davis a curious look. 
 
    “Ashes.” 
 
    “Say what! Are you serious? What would ashes be doing up there?” 
 
    “You will just have to trust me. There are some things you’re better off not knowing.” 
 
    “Okay. When do we leave?” asked Michael as he glanced out over the balcony towards the hills beyond. 
 
    “We’ll leave around midnight. There is a full moon tonight, and it should be fairly easy to see without having to use a flashlight. I can’t take a chance of anyone seeing it.” I said pulling the sliding glass door aside. 
 
    Michael followed me inside and handed me his empty glass. 
 
    “Better put on the coffee if you expect me to stay awake for this one. We have three hours to go. Any good flicks on tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll do the coffee. You check the stations.” 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Getting across the yard without being detected was a little more trouble than we had expected. Twice during our trek across the expanse of the Interplay facility, we had to duck for cover within the forested landscape. We weaved in between buildings and storage tanks until we finally found the trail leading to the observatory building. 
 
    We positioned ourselves within the dark corridor between the building and the stairway to the roof. Michael motioned for me to go ahead and I began my climb. He would stay stationed below watching for any sign of approaching guards. They made rounds at set times since this wasn’t a highly secured area. Hopefully, we would be gone before then. 
 
    I grasped the cold steel of the railing as I made my ascent to the top. When I could finally see the landing come into view before me, I heard a thud. I froze. I took another step, and my foot touched something. I looked down to discover it was my flashlight. I reached down to retrieve it and placed it securely into my jacket pocket. 
 
    I climbed the last few steps and found myself on the landing. The roof in front of me was massive and all along the outer edge of the roof were what looked like scorch marks. That must be where the spacecraft had landed. 
 
    I pulled out the flashlight and scanned the area as I walked. Just to the right of the stairwell, the light flashed on something illuminated by the moonlight. I immediately went over to check it out. 
 
    Kneeling, I pulled out my pocketknife and a plastic sample bag from the lab. I scrapped the contents into the container and sealed it placing it inside my coat pocket. My suspicions had been warranted. It appeared to be some kind of ash. I wouldn’t know if it was from a craft or from something else until I ran DNA tests. 
 
    When I reached the bottom of the steps, Michael was waiting. 
 
    “Anything I should worry about?” 
 
    “All clear. Did you find what you were looking for?” 
 
    “Sure did. Now all I have to do is run some tests. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later we were back in the safety of my condo and Michael left for home. Hopefully, Carol was still asleep when Michael got there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Jeanette’s doctor encouraged her to return to work. There were only the three of us now, so we had to double up on our duties. Jeanette didn’t mind. It kept her busy and left her no time to dwell on the past. I was still waiting for the Jeanette I knew and loved to return. I missed her smiling face. 
 
    I had finished up the DNA test results on the sample from the observatory and matched it with Doug’s DNA sample from the lab. They were a perfect match. Doug couldn’t have died in the fire. He had been on the roof. The perplexing question still existed. How was he reduced to ash? What was used that could just incinerate a person? 
 
    Now that I had definite proof, what would I do with it? I had to know if Reginald Livingstone was a part of the cover-up. I decided to hold back the DNA evidence I collected and just reveal Doug’s journal. The worst-case scenario is that he would dismiss it as ramblings of a disturbed individual. How would I explain how I got possession of the journal? I would have to give it some serious thought. 
 
    It was hard working so close to Michael and Jeanette and not being able to confide in everything I knew. I wasn’t willing to take the chance that they might be put in danger somehow because of me. 
 
    We had finished retrieving all the data that had been lost. Jeanette was busy compiling it into finished hard copy to give to Reginald and Michael was still hard at work on the DNA chain. We were desperately seeking answers to the missing link. 
 
    “I think I’ll take a break if you both think you can do without me for a little while. I need some air,” I said hanging my clipboard on the peg. 
 
    “No problem. We've about finished anyway. I just have to finish printing out this last page. I want to double check to make sure it’s all here. Then it’s ready for Reginald,” said Jeanette pulling the sheets out of the printer. 
 
    “Great, see you in a few then.” 
 
    Once outside I began to relax. When I figured all this out then maybe I would fill in Reginald.  
 
    I stood outside and took in a deep breath of the cold, crisp air wanting nothing more than to go back to my so-called normal life. The one before Interplay so abruptly coerced me into my current situation. 
 
    I made my way over to Interplay headquarters. I probably didn’t have a chance to see Reginald without an appointment, but I decided to give it a shot anyway. 
 
    I entered the building and walked up to the receptionist. 
 
    “Davis Summerfield to see Reginald Livingstone.” 
 
    “Do you have an appointment, Mr. Summerfield.?” 
 
    “No. If Mr. Livingstone has some time, it’s a rather urgent matter.” 
 
    “Okay. Wait here. I’ll see if Mr. Livingstone’s free,” the receptionist said as she walked over to the door. She knocked and entered the office. 
 
    A few minutes later she returned, “Mr. Livingstone will see you now.” 
 
    I nervously followed her into Reginald’s office. I replayed everything over in my mind half a dozen times until I knew what I wanted to say. 
 
    “Davis, what is so urgent?" 
 
    “I’m sorry if I interrupted anything. It’s about the incident in the lab.” 
 
    “Remember, the investigation has been closed for some time now.” 
 
    “I know, but I have some rather disturbing evidence I thought you should see." 
 
    “What is it?” he asked as his face grew pale.  
 
    “I was getting some supplies from the storage room, and I found a journal hidden behind some containers. I’ve gone over it, but it seems to be in some kind of code. I can’t make any sense out of it. It’s Doug's handwriting. I just thought you would want to have a look at it.  After all, it could be considered evidence.” 
 
    “I appreciate you bringing it to my attention,” he said reaching across his desk to take the journal. “I’ll have a look at it.” 
 
    “I thought this should be kept between us. Michael and Jeanette know nothing about it, and I thought it would be better that way.” 
 
    “You did the right thing. After all, Jeanette is still in a delicate condition.” 
 
    “Oh, there was one entry that I was able to read. There was something about the Fallen and Earth’s destruction. Do you have any idea what that’s about?” 
 
    I looked directly into Reginald’s face waiting to see if I could read anything in it. His expression immediately changed and I could see beads of sweat starting to collect on his forehead. He nervously walked over to the door and opened it. 
 
    “I’m sorry to cut this meeting short, but I have pressing matters to attend to. I’ll contact you if we need to talk further.” 
 
    I guess I got my answer. The simple mention of the Fallen had instilled fear in Reginald. There definitely was a dark secret and Reginald was either directly involved or was a pawn in the plan. Either way, he knew about the Fallen. 
 
    I returned to the lab and found Michael and Jeanette taking a break. They sat quietly sipping on hot mugs of coffee. 
 
    “Well, our fearless leader returns. We thought maybe you had made a run for it,” said Michael winking at me. 
 
    “No such luck. Did you find any new developments with the DNA strands? I thought I might do some cross matching on my own.” 
 
    “Go ahead. Give it your best shot,” said Michael as he poured me a cup of coffee. 
 
    I walked over to my workstation and gathered the sample Michael had been working on. I had tucked away the sample from the roof, in my desk drawer, and I pulled it out and placed some of it on a transparent slide. It was a long shot. Why I even thought that the DNA had any connection surprised even me. Over the years, I had learned to rely on my gut instincts which had never failed me yet. 
 
    I put the slide in the DNA sequencer and pressed the button. The data started emerging. I lifted up the long strands of data hanging from the machine and pulled it through my hands trying to see if anything stood out. I had almost reached the bottom when I looked twice to make sure I saw it correctly. 
 
    I pulled the paper loose and began folding it. What did it all mean? I was in a state of shock and immense delight all at the same time. I had found the missing DNA link, the ultimate discovery of all time. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, it would have taken years to determine its source, but with the information from Doug’s journal and the DNA sample, there was no mistake. The sample from the roof was Doug’s DNA, but with an unknown factor that completed the missing link. It could only mean one thing. The added DNA had to be from the Zarion or the Fallen. 
 
    “Hey, Davis, you look like you saw a ghost. Did something turn up with the DNA?” asked Michael as he crossed the room. 
 
    “Davis, are you okay? You look kind of pale,” asked Jeanette placing a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “I think you both better sit down. This is even hard for me to fathom. You’ll need to keep an open mind, okay,” I said taking a deep breath. 
 
    “I think I’m going to need some more of that coffee, the blacker, the better. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Michael and Jeanette were a more than a little surprised. Even keeping an open mind, you had to be out there. Of course, I had to explain how I knew the names of the possible missing links. That involved telling them about Doug’s journal and my meeting with Reginald. By this time, I knew that I would have to trust them, especially if I was going to enlist their help. 
 
    “Why did you feel it necessary to keep us in the dark about all of this?” 
 
    “I had to gather concrete evidence to support my conclusions before I could expect you to buy into them.” 
 
    “I guess I can accept that. It’s just overwhelming. Here we sit on the most important discovery of all time, and I don’t feel right in sharing it with the world just yet,” said Michael as he refilled his coffee. 
 
    “That’s what I mean. I think we should keep this under wraps until we figure out what steps we’re going to take. I feel Reginald is involved in this thing with the Fallen. I just don’t know how yet.” 
 
    “This really scares me. I expected to be elated over finding out something like this, but now I feel like there are too many unknown factors in the equation,” said Jeanette nervously. 
 
    I thought to myself that if she had known about the break-in of my condo and the computer files I had availed myself of, she wouldn’t be able to handle it. I couldn’t be honest with her right now. She just wasn’t strong enough. Michael would have to keep our secret a while longer. 
 
    Since it was late and our reports were done, we decided to call it a day. Our new discovery would have to be kept to ourselves. Who knows what Interplay was capable of or who had spied for them? 
 
    I left for my condo. I had to relax and think about all that had transpired in the hopes of figuring this all out. My head hurt, and the muscles in my shoulders were tight as a drum. What I really needed was a relaxing hot shower. 
 
    I was mentally drained. I kept playing the scenario over and over in my mind. It was like a whirlwind that wouldn’t stop, but that kept picking up speed, gathering more and more information as it went. I was on overload, and I had to block it from my mind somehow. 
 
    After my shower, I grabbed a quick bite to eat and decided to give McKenzie a call. 
 
    “Hey, McKenzie. Did I disturb you?” 
 
    “Davis, I’m surprised to hear from you so soon. What’s up?” 
 
    “You won’t believe it. I made the discovery of all time today, and I can’t even shout it to the world. It could put me on the map, make me famous even.” 
 
    “You’re not making any sense. Slow down. I’m in the dark here. Does this have anything to do with our little caper?” said McKenzie as he sat down on the sofa. 
 
    “Kind of. At least the information you gave me helped clarify it.” 
 
    “Okay, just give me the bottom line. I’m not good at guessing games.” 
 
    “What would you say if I told you I discovered the missing link in the human DNA?” 
 
    “I’d say you were brilliant, but why can’t you tell anyone? I thought that was part of what you’re getting paid for at Interplay.” 
 
    “It is, but now I’m not sure that the head of Interplay isn’t buried deep inside of some kind of conspiracy.” 
 
    “Oh, boy. Didn’t I tell you that maybe you were in over your head? You better watch your back. What do you plan to do?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. I had to tell Michael and Jeanette the truth finally. Of course, I left out a few details. It's best they don’t know everything right now. It might compromise their situation at the lab.” 
 
    “So, how can I help? Did you call to use me as a sounding board or is there something else on your mind?” asked McKenzie. He wondered just where all this was leading. 
 
    “Remember you said that there was an unknown higher power involved in this, but that he was buried deep. I need you to keep digging away. I need to know who it is and what his role is in all this.” 
 
    “That’s going to take a while if I can do it at all. Sometimes there are certain things better left alone. This may be one of them.” 
 
    “Just do what you can. I’ll be in touch,” I said wondering if I imagined the reluctance in McKenzie’s voice. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    McKenzie hung up the phone and contemplated what to do next. He had to stall. Interplay wouldn’t be happy about this. They didn’t realize how close Davis had come to figuring it all out. He hated deceit, but they had given him an ultimatum he couldn’t refuse. It was time to call the man. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    On an unknown island off the coast of Bermuda, Luther walked the expanse of his veranda quite pleased with himself. Yes, it was all unfolding nicely and turning out just as he had predicted. 
 
    Reginald Livingstone had been a good choice as a pawn. His weaknesses had been well researched, and the ability to control his every move was infallible. 
 
    Davis was another story. He had turned out to be more resourceful than they had expected. There had to be some way to dissuade him. They chose him to keep Doug’s activities in check, but then he had become a liability. Now, it was time to deal with Davis’ interference. 
 
    Luther entered his master suite. He had been a recluse on the island so long that he thought of his facility as his world. His only link to the outside was his secure line and the satellite system with its many monitors that connected him to Interplay notifying him of their every move. 
 
    No one had ever seen him, except for his servants and the Fallen. He was the mystery man at Interplay. His communication lines were untraceable. To Reginald, he was just a voice on the other end of the intercom. One that instilled terror, leaving a lasting impression in his mind long after the call was over. 
 
    Luther was ruthless and would go to no end to make sure things went according to plan, and that was why the Fallen had chosen him as their ally. He had gained their confidence and secured a peace agreement for Interplay. Reginald had been the go-between, and he was totally unaware of his part in the ultimate plan. Reginald was such an easy patsy. It made Luther laugh that he was so easily fooled. He was hardly a challenge at all. 
 
    Luther was secure. He was on his island far from the demolition site of the rest of the world. His realm was within the so-called “Bermuda Triangle.” The world had never figured it out that it was the gateway portal to the other side. He was now one of the elite groups, and when the world was destroyed, he would remain victorious. Interplay would be gone, but his pact with the Fallen was his guarantee in the afterlife. He would rule at their side as second in command. 
 
    He was protected within his kingdom by the highest security technology had to offer. His gates were well guarded day and night by highly trained assassins. His only visitors were Lucius, the head of the Fallen, and the helicopters that dropped off supplies. 
 
    His butler announced that his meal was ready and he retired to his large dining area. He dined like a king in complete silence, except for the constant play of images on the screens before him. He missed nothing. What he didn’t see in real time, his recorders taped for later viewing. 
 
    Luther was just finishing up his duck a la’ orange when he was interrupted. 
 
    “There’s a call on the secure line from McKenzie, Sir. Do you wish to take it now?” asked the butler. 
 
    “I’ll take it. Prepare my nightcap,” Luther said punching the intercom button. 
 
    “McKenzie, this better be important. You know I don’t like you calling here.” 
 
    “There’s been a new development I thought you should know about. It seems Davis has discovered the missing link in our DNA structure. He also seems to think there is a conspiracy within Interplay and he is determined to do some more investigating on his own. He wants to know who the main person behind Interplay is and he expects me to help me find him.” 
 
    “Well, it seems Mr. Davis is determined. We can’t allow him to go public with his discovery. It would compromise our situation. We’ve invested a lot of energy into getting this far. I’m leaving it up to you to lead him astray. Feed him some false information, but something that he will believe. Remember, we hold the cards, and it can get quite unpleasant for you if you get my drift,” said Luther taking a sip of his liquor. 
 
    “I understand completely. I’ll get Davis to come to the ranch,” said McKenzie as he hung up the phone. 
 
    He knew what he meant. He would rot the rest of his days in prison. They were prepared to hand him over to the authorities for hacking into a government facility, and Davis would go down with him. He couldn’t let that happen. This called for something creative. Davis was smart, and he would smell a cover-up from miles away, so he had to build some informational files, something that Davis could see with his own eyes. 
 
    McKenzie flipped the switch on his computer powering it up. He would email Davis at the secure site and tell him he was onto something but it would take a couple of days to complete and would get him to fly to the ranch to go over it. Davis would buy it. At least he prayed he did. He logged onto his email, punched in the message and hit send. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    I decided to check my email, and there was one from McKenzie. 
 
    The message was more than a little vague. McKenzie was onto something but had to see me in a couple of days in person. Grant it a visit to the beautiful Rocky Mountains sounded more than a little appealing, but I didn’t feel that comfortable leaving Interplay. What if my notion was correct and whoever was responsible decided to put my absence to their advantage? I wasn’t sure Jeanette and Michael were safe at Interplay alone. 
 
    I decided the best thing to do was download the DNA files from the laboratory computer and copy them to discs. There would be no record of the final analysis. I would give them to McKenzie for safekeeping. At least I could trust him. 
 
    I dressed and made my way over to the lab to start my day. When I entered, Michael was hard at work on some new data. 
 
    “I was beginning to worry about you. Didn’t your alarm go off this morning?” He said pointing to the clock on the wall. 
 
    “No problem with the alarm. I had a few emails to answer before I came in. McKenzie wants me to visit him in Colorado. I’m still thinking about it.” 
 
    “If someone asked me to Colorado, I’d be on the next plane. All you would see is the streak left behind by the plane's exhaust,” he said as he checked the files on his clipboard. 
 
    “Well, under normal circumstances I’d have to agree with you, but things aren't exactly normal, are they?” 
 
    “I think I can handle it here. I’ll look after Jeanette if that is what’s holding you back. I know you have feelings for her.” 
 
    “I’m going to download our DNA discovery onto discs and give them to McKenzie for safekeeping. You can’t watch the lab 24 hours a day, and you never know when someone might come looking for something. Just be careful.” 
 
    “Everything will be fine. Go clear it with Reginald and go enjoy yourself. I hear Colorado is beautiful right now, snowy, but gorgeous. You might even get in a little cross-country skiing in if you plan it right.” 
 
    “Me on skis, you’ve got to be kidding. I’m more for quiet walks in the evening. There’s a nice lake there, and I might try my hand at catching a fish or two. McKenzie’s a great cook.” 
 
    “Keep talking, and you’ll have a companion. You better call Reginald. You know how he is about having enough advance notice, red tape and all.” 
 
    “Where’s Jeanette this morning?” 
 
    “She’s at another session with her doctor. She should be back anytime.” 
 
    I went over to the phone and punched in the number for Reginald’s extension. A few moments later his receptionist answered. She would have him call back, as he was on the other line with an urgent call and couldn’t be disturbed. 
 
    All I could do now was to wait. It was the perfect opportunity to get the information copied and put into my briefcase. I had to be careful to keep them hidden. We could all be in danger if they wound up in the wrong hands. 
 
    Later that afternoon Reginald called me back. After a few minutes of paperwork, I was packed and at the airport. I boarded with an array of passengers and took my place at a window seat. In a matter of minutes, the plane lifted off and began to climb. Below the landscape began to fade and was replaced by thick clouds. 
 
    I kicked back into my seat and relaxed with a mixed drink. Usually, I wouldn’t indulge, but for some reason, I needed the calming effect it produced. I was on edge. McKenzie was too vague, and I wasn’t sure what I was walking into. We had trusted each other for years, but now for some reason, there was an underlying suspicion. Maybe I was just a little crazy from the developments at Interplay. It seemed I had a hard time trusting anyone these days. 
 
    I finished my drink and decided to take the opportunity to get some needed sleep. With the roar of the engines and the slight rocking of the plane, I nodded off. 
 
    I awoke with a start as the plane started to descend. I checked my watch. Oddly, I had been asleep for a while. 
 
    I watched as the Denver skyline came into view and the plane lined up for the runway. I hadn’t been to Denver in years, and it sure wasn’t what I remembered. The skyscrapers seemed out of place out here in the middle of nowhere. I hoped that McKenzie had got my message and was patiently waiting. Even with the nap on board, I could definitely feel a case of jet lag kicking in. 
 
    The plane landed and taxied up to the unloading platform. I made my way off the plane, entered the busy airport, and took my baggage ticket to claim my luggage. As I grabbed my bags, I heard a loud voice. 
 
    “Davis. I see you made it.” 
 
    I turned around and came face to face with McKenzie. 
 
    “I’m glad you got my message. I was really dreading hanging out until you got here. Good to see you.” I said wrapping him in a big hug. 
 
    “Are you ready to get out of here to some peace and quiet?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” 
 
    “Do you want to grab a quick cup to go? 
 
    “I thought you would never ask.” 
 
    We made our way to the espresso stand just inside the exit to the parking lot. After getting two quick ones to go, we climbed into McKenzie’s jeep and made our way out of town. 
 
    I watched the cityscape quickly turn into open range. The road stretched out for miles and then snaked through the mountains. The landscape was covered with lots of aspen trees, and for a few seconds, I lost myself in the splendor of the scenery. 
 
    After about twenty minutes into the trek, we pulled up to a locked gate. McKenzie got out and put his key into the lock, and it popped open. He quickly slid the gate aside grinning as he climbed back into the jeep. 
 
    “This is a sight you’ll never forget. You’re in for a real treat.” 
 
    We made our way down the bumpy road. McKenzie dodged a pothole that appeared abruptly, and I found myself being swung to the right. 
 
    “You might warn a person. I thought the plane ride was bumpy.” 
 
    “What’s the matter, Davis? Are you getting soft on me?” 
 
    “Don’t even go there. Not after what I’ve been through.” 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t know you were that touchy. You definitely need to relax.” 
 
    We followed the road as it cornered alongside open meadows and then I saw the two-story A-frame in the distance. It was a massive structure with a wraparound porch facing the front yard which was surrounded by a grove of aspen trees, and a private lake. Yes, McKenzie had it all. No wonder he never wanted to leave the place. 
 
    “Well, what do you think?” 
 
    “I can see why you choose to live like a recluse. I wouldn’t want to leave either.” 
 
    “I’ll let you get you settled in, and then we can take a walk down to the lake. That is if you’re up to it.” 
 
    “Still have your fishing gear? I’d like to drop a line or two in the water.” 
 
    “Well, guess you haven’t changed too much. I’ll get the gear ready. There’s a bath just off the spare room if you would like a hot shower.” 
 
    “That sounds good to me. I don’t like flying any more than I used to. I'm glad to be on solid ground. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Reginald Livingstone paced the floor in his office. He hated getting phone calls from Luther. It always meant a reprimand or something unpleasant that he was expected to do. He wondered what was really behind the man, but wasn’t in any position to challenge his authority. Men like him bought and sold people every day of the week. 
 
    The phone rang breaking his concentration, and with a feeling of dread, he answered it. 
 
    “Reginald, how are things at Interplay?” 
 
    “Okay, Sir, but of course you already know that,” said Reginald thinking what an insignificant thing to ask. He had enough equipment to pick up a pin drop. 
 
    “Have security personnel pick up Jeanette Simms and take her to Spring Grove Sanitarium for extended observation. I’ve had reports from her doctor that she is unstable and could be a risk to Interplay. She’s had a relapse. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Isn’t this kind of sudden? We’re shorthanded in the lab with Davis gone. Can’t it wait until he returns next week?” 
 
    “Just follow orders, Reginald, or do I have to remind you of your impending retirement. How would you like to add another two years to your stay?” 
 
    “Okay, right away, Sir. No problem,” said Reginald as he hung up the receiver. Luther sure knew where to hit a person. He knew how much he was counting on retiring in six months. He had waited years to be free of Interplay’s control. His next call would be to Wilson Bench. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Jeanette was hard at work in the laboratory when security personnel entered the room. They flashed their badges and instructed Jeanette to come with them. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Michael shouted as he tried to stop the security officers from taking her. 
 
    “If you don’t want to spend time in lockup, I suggest you take your hands off and let us do our job.” 
 
    “Michael, call Reginald. Find out what’s going on,” said Jeanette fighting them as they escorted her from the lab. 
 
    Michael stood in the middle of the laboratory. Davis had tried to warn him. He had to protect Carol and his children at all costs. 
 
    For the time being, he would play their game. He had to call Davis on the secure line. Hopefully, he would know what to do. Calling Reginald was out of the question, he had probably issued the order. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    It was late afternoon at the ranch when my secure phone rang. It could only be one person, Michael. 
 
    “Davis.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God you’re there. This thing is getting crazier by the minute. Security guards just came in and took Jeanette. She was freaking out and screamed at me to call Reginald. I figured he was behind it, so I rode it out. What is going on?” 
 
    “Calm down, Michael. Take a deep breath and tell me again. When did this happen?” 
 
    “About fifteen minutes ago. No warning. They just came in, whisked Jeanette away, and told me if I interfered I would spend time in lockup. What do I do?” 
 
    “Nothing, Michael. I’ll try to find something out from Reginald. You just sit tight and go on with business as usual. We don’t know who we’re dealing with yet.” 
 
    “Okay, keep me posted. It seems like Interplay is picking us off one by one. I have Carol and my kids to worry about. I couldn’t stand it if anything happened to them.” 
 
    “Try to keep it together.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I hung up the phone. I had to find out who and where they took Jeanette. What could they possibly want with her? My next call had to be to Reginald, but I needed some time to think things out first. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    I left the A-frame and walked out into the yard where McKenzie was doing some minor tune-up to the jeep. It was a brisk winter day, and a fresh breeze hit my face as I approached him. 
 
    “What’s the verdict? Is she going to live?” 
 
    “Very funny. What’s up?” McKenzie said raising his head out from underneath the hood. 
 
    “Michael just called. It seems there’s been a new development in the lab. Jeanette’s gone.” 
 
    “Gone? What do you mean? They fired her.” 
 
    “Not that simple. Security personnel just escorted her from the lab. No explanations. I’m going to call Reginald and find out what the deal is.” 
 
    “With everything that’s happened, do you think that’s wise?” said McKenzie shutting the hood of the jeep. “Maybe you better sit on this one for a little bit. Consider the alternatives. Doesn’t it seem kind of strange that this happened right after you left? I think you should wait it out.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right. So, help me if anything happens to Jeanette.” I said turning so that he wouldn’t see the anger that was storming inside of me. 
 
    “Your kind of sweet on her, aren’t you? I never thought I’d see the day that a woman could get to you.” 
 
    “Well, things change. Don’t dwell on it!” I said as I headed towards the lake. I needed some time to myself. I had some deep thinking to do, and a seat on the ground underneath some aspen trees overlooking the lake was just the ticket. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    It was early morning when Jeanette woke up. She looked towards the sunlight streaming in through the windows and squinted to get her vision to focus. What had happened? The last thing she remembered was security guards escorting her into an unmarked car. They had given her a shot of something. 
 
    She tried to raise herself up from the bed and discovered that her arms and legs were strapped down. She fought to get free but knew it was hopeless. How long had she been lying here? What did they want with her? 
 
    She heard the sound of a metal door. Two men in white jackets entered. They loomed over her, their eyes piercing through her like a thousand knives. They were large men with deep-set eyes that instilled fear into every part of her being. What were they going to do? 
 
    They reached down releasing the lever on her bed, and it began to move as she was wheeled from the room. 
 
    “Where are you taking me? What do you want with me? Can’t you hear me? I’m talking to you,” she screamed to no avail. 
 
    They kept going and moved like robots only concerned with their final destination. 
 
    She felt a scream swell up from inside her throat. She felt that wherever they were about to take her was not in her best interest. 
 
    They made their way down the long corridor with only the sound of the wheels on her bed filling the space. As she was wheeled into what looked like a surgical room, her fear mounted. Before more than one scream escaped her mouth, a hand placed a gassy substance on her face, and all knowledge of life around her was just a fading memory. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    In another part of the building, Luther consulted with the specialists on his staff. It had been a total success. Jeanette no longer would ever be a threat to Interplay. Extraction had been complete, and she would have no recollection of Interplay or their research projects. 
 
    Her memory had been wiped clean. She was still herself but had been taken back years to before she worked for Interplay. They had given her new information, and she would not remember anyone connected with Interplay, not even, Davis. That one tickled him the most. His plan was on schedule, and the only thing left to do now was to contact Davis. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    It was early morning, and I had just finished my shower when the phone rang. Expecting it to be Michael, I reached down and picked it up. A chill ran through me when I realized I didn’t recognize the voice on the other end. 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    “It’s not important who I am, only that if you don’t follow what I’m about to tell you, someone important to you will die,” said Luther getting much satisfaction from making Davis squirm. 
 
    “Okay, you’ve got my attention. What do you want?” 
 
    “I have Jeanette. You are to resign your post at Interplay immediately. No explanations. You are to have no contact with either Jeanette or Michael. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Perfectly, but what makes you think I’d give up my post just like that?” 
 
    “Don’t be sarcastic, Davis. I can make things very unpleasant for you, and you won’t even see it coming. If you don’t comply, your friends will die. You have until five p. m., today to call Reginald and get the ball rolling. When I get confirmation, Jeanette will be returned to her condo unharmed.  Understand?” 
 
    “Yes. You don’t leave me much time to consider my options, do you?” 
 
    “Mr. Davis, believe me, there are no options,” said Luther as the connection went dead. 
 
    Davis stood holding the phone in his hand. It took a moment to realize that the man on the other end had hung up. Who was he? He was someone powerful and in control of Reginald. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    McKenzie entered the room realizing that Davis didn’t even know he was there. He could see that his face had turned ashen white. Something had scared the life out of him. He had only seen him like that one other time and couldn’t imagine what had caused it. 
 
    “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Talk to me.” 
 
    “You were right to suggest I wait. Only, I’m not happy with the outcome!” 
 
    “What do you mean?” said McKenzie offering Davis a shot of whiskey. “You look like you can use this.” 
 
    “Jeanette was kidnapped. If I want her and Michael to live, I have to resign from my post at Interplay, walk away, and never contact them again.” 
 
    “Boy, somebody has gone to great lengths to keep you from finding out the truth.” 
 
    “Looks like I may never find out. This person is too powerful. I don’t even know who he is and doubt I’ll ever find out. I have to go along with his demands for now.” 
 
    “I haven’t been much use to you. Sorry, I couldn’t extract the information you wanted,” said McKenzie sipping his drink. 
 
    “I never thought I’d be drinking this early in the morning, but I guess there is a first time for everything,” I said taking a healthy shot of the potent liquor. 
 
    “How about a Java chaser, I just made a fresh pot.” 
 
    “Sounds good. I think I’ll just sit here a minute. I need to let all this sink in.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll be right back,” said McKenzie as he made his way to the kitchen.  
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    McKenzie glanced over his shoulder and felt a pang of guilt as he took in the broken man sitting on his sofa. He never meant for it to turn out like this. Maybe it was all for the best. Get Davis out of there before he got himself killed. He was better off, but it still didn’t ease the ache McKenzie felt in his heart. They had been best buddies for too long. It’s funny how the cards fall sometimes. He never thought that he could ever be bought, but Davis was just like a brother, and he couldn’t let anything happen to him. 
 
    McKenzie returned about ten minutes later, with not only coffee but also a breakfast of bacon and eggs. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    I reluctantly accepted the breakfast, and we retreated to the porch outdoors. Somehow even the beauty of the mountain paradise couldn’t ease the ache in my heart. I hated being coerced into anything against my will, but this strange man had the upper hand. I really had no choice, but it ate at me like cancer deep inside my belly.  
 
    My life, well, I wasn’t concerned about that, I would make do. It was their unanswered questions about my sudden resignation that bothered me. They would be stunned that I didn’t even say goodbye, especially Jeanette. It would really hurt her. 
 
    I placed a piece of bacon in my mouth as I looked out onto the horizon. McKenzie was a great cook, but I had to choke the food down. He sat across from me, his mouth moving, but I was unable to comprehend a word. I had moved on to a different plane within this realm. Somewhere where thoughts just float in the open air, and all forms of common sense evade us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    I waited until just under the wire before I made my call to Reginald. I could tell by the way he answered his phone that he was stressed beyond reasonable limits. I hated to drop this one on him. 
 
    “Davis, well, you found time to keep in touch. How’s your downtime coming along?” 
 
    “Great. It’s so beautiful up here that I decided to make it my final retreat. I hate to drop it in your lap this way, but I’ll be back tomorrow to clean out my condo and leave Interplay. I’d appreciate it if you could have my termination papers ready.” 
 
    There was a short period of silence, and then Reginald cleared his throat. “Isn’t this kind of sudden, Davis?” 
 
    “Actually, I’ve been thinking about it for some time now. I’m sure Michael can handle it. He’s done a great job. Jeanette will be there to assist him,” I said trying to make it sound real. 
 
    “I hate to be the one to tell you this, Davis, but Jeanette has had a relapse. She had to be taken to the sanitarium yesterday. I’m afraid she never got over the incident in the lab, and her doctor felt it was necessary. She is allowed no visitors or telephone calls for the time being,” said Reginald as he sipped his glass of water to clear his throat. 
 
    “Well, at least she is getting the help she needs. Hopefully, she will have a full recovery. I’ll see you tomorrow around three. My flight doesn’t get in until noon, and I have some things to do at the condo.” 
 
    “Okay, see you then.” 
 
    I hung up the phone feeling pretty sure that Reginald bought my story. His explanation about Jeanette didn’t quite jive with what I knew to be true. Either he was a go-between and entirely unaware of what was going on, or he was a class act liar. 
 
    I decided to make my last night at McKenzie’s an enjoyable one. We planned a barbecue and downed a couple of six packs of Coors. I had really started to enjoy the quiet isolation of his ranch and was not looking forward to my move. Leaving Interplay, no problem, but I was concerned about the ones I was leaving behind. I think Michael had every reason to be worried. 
 
    My mind was flooded with questions. Where would I go? I didn’t have a house to go back to in Washington, D.C. any longer, Interplay had seen to that. I sure didn’t want to get too far away. I had to be accessible in case Michael or Jeanette needed me. 
 
    “You look deep in thought,” said McKenzie as he walked through with a platter of T-bones for the barbecue. 
 
    “The deed is done. Tomorrow I fly back to Interplay, sign my paperwork, and then start looking for a place to live. Then it’s moving time again. It’s back to my retired life.” 
 
    “You know you could stay on here with me. It’s not like I don’t have the room,” said McKenzie as he went outside. 
 
    I followed him out on the porch and watched as he placed the steaks on the grill. He pulled a couple of cold ones out of the cooler and handed me one. 
 
    “I appreciate the offer, but I really need to be close to Interplay. I’m backing off, not giving up.” 
 
    “I know where you’re coming from, but be careful. These people are dangerous. I don’t want to get a call and find you lying on a slab somewhere. 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Yeah, right. How many times have I heard that one?” said McKenzie as he turned over the steak. The grill popped and sizzled as the grease ran down onto the hot coals below. I shot McKenzie a grin and decided it was best if I left that one alone. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Michael and Carol sat on the sofa in the living room of their condo wrapped in each other's arms. Upstairs, Samantha was busy doing her homework, or so they thought. Their son, Scott was busy talking on the phone to his friend Mike, discussing the nerd they had to sit by in their last class of the day. They had decided a prank was in order and an in-depth discussion, while Samantha yelled for him to get off the phone. 
 
    Michael wouldn’t trade his family for anything in the world. He loved his wife and kids more than life itself. As Michael held Carol, and wondered what he would ever do without her. He never wanted to find out. He squeezed her tightly, and she rewarded him with a kiss. 
 
    “Gee, honey, what did I do to deserve all this attention?” 
 
    “Can’t a husband show his wife that he loves her?” he said grinning down at her. 
 
    “Is everything okay? I get the feeling there’s something you’re not telling me.” 
 
    “I don’t know any good way to say this. Armed guards came into the lab today and removed Jeanette. I’m completely in the dark as to why. There was nothing I could even do to help her. I wanted to spare you from all this.” 
 
    “Oh, Michael, I’m not some fragile china doll. I couldn’t stand it if you blocked me out of your life. What affects you, affects all of us,” she said reaching up and touching the side of his cheek. “What is going to happen to that poor girl?” 
 
    “I called Davis. He’s still at McKenzie’s ranch in Colorado. He’s due back in a couple of days, and he seemed more than a little upset by her abduction. I’ll talk to him when he returns.” 
 
    “Be careful, Michael. You’re all we’ve got.” 
 
    “You know I would never do anything to jeopardize my family. You mean everything to me. We’ll get through this. Maybe Jeanette’s doctor wanted her for more tests. She has been a little off lately.” 
 
    “I hope that’s all it is. Well, enough talk about work. Are you ready for a great dinner?” 
 
    “You bet. You don’t have to ask twice. Anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “You know you’re all thumbs in the kitchen. Your abilities in mixing things are confined to the lab,” Carol said with a laugh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    It was after one p.m. when I finally arrived at the front gate at Interplay. I showed my I.D. and was waved on through. I couldn’t believe I was finally going to leave here. My stay was ending as mysteriously as it had begun. 
 
    The yard was buzzing with action. The personnel engaged in some form of activity or another, either walked with an air of urgency or whizzed by me in company vehicles. 
 
    I drove along the grounds occasionally stopping to dodge someone who wasn’t looking where they were going. I glanced across the courtyard over to the supply depot and observed as supplies were loaded onto a large truck. It was one in what seemed to be an endless chain of vehicles. 
 
    I entered the building from the back entrance trying to avoid being seen. I didn’t want to answer any questions right now.  
 
    I put the key in the lock and stopped suddenly. I thought I had detected noise from inside. The outdoors and getting in touch with nature has a way of fine-tuning things, but maybe I just had a case of jet lag and jittery nerves. 
 
    After waiting a couple of more minutes, with no inclination of a sound, I opened the door. I needed time to rehash my current predicament and come to some kind of plan of action. No, what I needed right now was a hot shower and a change of clothes. 
 
    I put my luggage on the floor, pulled some clean clothes from the closet, and tossed them onto the bed. I stepped into the shower and let the hot spray massage my aching muscles.  
 
    After a few minutes, I exited the shower, reached for the towel, wrapped it tightly around my waist and took another to throw over my wet hair. Just as I pulled it from my head, I caught a flash of movement out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    “Whoever you are, you better show yourself. I’m in no mood for surprises.” 
 
    “That makes two of us. Welcome back,” said Michael as he stepped out into the middle of the room. 
 
    “What are you trying to do? Did you ever hear of knocking?” 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t want anyone to see me. I’ve been hiding out here all afternoon waiting for you to return,” said Michael as he paced the room. 
 
    “Wait in the kitchen while I get some clothes on and we can talk. I’ll only be a minute.” 
 
    Michael nodded in agreement and went into the kitchen. He felt terrible for breaking into his condo, but it was the only way to see him alone. It was obvious no one else was talking. He had to go directly to Davis for answers, hoping that he had some. 
 
    I got dressed wondering what was so urgent that Michael felt he had to break in. It was so out of character. There was nothing I could do to help him, except warn him to get as far away from Interplay as he could. 
 
    As I entered the kitchen, the smell of hot Java lingered in the air. Michael was pouring two cups. 
 
    “Hey, sorry I startled you. I just had to see you. No one is telling me anything. You have got to fill me in before I go crazy.” 
 
    “You probably know as much as I do. I can’t seem to find out what happened to Jeanette. I might know more after I see Reginald this afternoon. As a matter of fact, I have to be there in about an hour so we will have to cut our visit short,” I said taking a long sip of the liquid Java. 
 
    “The only thing I do know for sure is, you should get as far away from here as you can.” 
 
    “Funny you should say that. Reginald told me yesterday that the project has been scrubbed and I was being transferred to a lab in California. Carol and the kids want to relocate and so do I,” said Michael putting his empty cup in the kitchen sink. 
 
    “They have already arranged for our plane flight and moving company to relocate our things to the new house. I had to take the transfer, or they threatened to harm my family.” 
 
    “Interplay doesn’t make idle threats. It looks like both of us are relocating.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m retiring from Interplay. I’m going back to the life I had before Interplay so rudely interrupted it. I sign my termination papers today.” 
 
    “It seems like they aren’t happy until they get rid of all of us. I guess maybe we were a little too smart. Reginald knows about the disc. He doesn’t know where you stashed it though. I just played dumb. I have to get back to Carol,” said Michael as he patted me on the shoulder and walked out the door. 
 
    At least now, I knew Reginald knew about the disc, but what did he want with it? Michael didn’t tell him about the details on the disc. I knew him well enough to know that with his family being threatened, he would have folded. That only left one person, McKenzie. I couldn’t believe after all these years that he had sold me out. It was all starting to make sense. They must have somehow got to McKenzie and had some kind of leverage over him. He had to have sold out and joined forces with them. But, why? 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder if Michael’s transfer to California was legit. For his sake, I hope it was. 
 
    I pulled myself back to the reality at hand and exited my condo. I couldn’t help but feel a sense of apprehension as I made my way across the courtyard to Interplay headquarters. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, I exited Reginald’s office. He showed no desire to delve further into my reasons for resigning. I was glad, the last thing I wanted to do was jeopardize Jeanette’s safety. According to Reginald she still wasn’t allowed any visitors. It looked as though I would have to leave without even being able to say goodbye. My heart ached with the acknowledgment of the hurt I know my leaving would inflict on her. 
 
    I entered the condo and pulled my luggage from the closet. I decided to pack for an excursion into Washington, D. C.  Reginald had made arrangements to have my belongings packed up and shipped to wherever I had selected to go, compliments of Interplay. The underlying reasons were quite evident to me. It was their way of still keeping track of me. 
 
    I opened the trunk of my BMW and tossed in my luggage. I was traveling light with only the necessary essentials for a couple of days on the road. I had to find temporary housing, something on the outskirts of the city in a quiet, upper-class neighborhood. It had to be a place where people were too busy with their own lives to ask too many questions. Due to my situation, anything permanent was out of the question. I had to be mobile. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    After about an hour of driving, I pulled into a station along the highway to fill up. I topped off the tank and decided to give McKenzie a call. It would be hard carrying on a conversation knowing that he had double-crossed me. I didn’t want to tip him off though; Interplay didn’t need to know I was on to them. 
 
    The phone rang twice, then a third time. I was just about ready to hang up when a winded McKenzie answered. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “I was beginning to think you weren’t there. Did I catch you in the middle of something?” 
 
    “You might say that.” 
 
    “What’s up? You sound all out of breath.” 
 
    “Oh, there’s nothing like having someone else rearrange your place for you. I went to pick up some groceries in town, and when I returned, my whole place had been tossed.” 
 
    “Is there anything missing?” 
 
    “Someone was definitely looking for something. I’ve searched through the rubble for the last forty-five minutes, and the only thing I can figure that’s gone is the disc you gave me.” 
 
    “Interplay strikes again. How did they know it was there?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Maybe there is a mole at Interplay that you’re not aware of. That’s the only way this could have happened,” said McKenzie trying to sound convincing. It would do no good for him to know that the whole thing was a setup. Reginald had sent Interplay security by helicopter to his ranch earlier that morning to pick up the disc. McKenzie was sworn to secrecy as to its contents, being reminded of what would happen if he let anything slip to him. 
 
    “The only other person who knew about it is Michael. With his family at stake, I can’t imagine him doing anything stupid.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s the leverage they used. You’re dealing with some powerful people here. They would go to no end to obtain their objectives. Be careful.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Talk to you later after I get settled in somewhere.” 
 
    The whole story was a cover-up. Michael wasn’t guilty of anything except caring too much. McKenzie, on the other hand, was bought and paid for. My association with him was over. A pang of emotion swept over me as I replayed in my mind the years of closeness we had enjoyed, now gone by greed or intimidation. I thought he was unreachable. I guess everyone has their price. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    I drove to the outskirts of Washington D. C. The sky had taken on an ominous look and night overtook the city. I pulled into the “Starlight Motel” and got settled in. After a nice hot shower and some Chinese takeout, I decided to relax and watch some television. Twenty minutes later, wholly appalled by all the havoc in the world, I decided I’d seen enough. I reached over and hit the remote and turned the light switch to the off position. 
 
    The room grew dark except for the moonlight that filtered in through the window. Outside I could see the slight sway of the trees indicating that the wind had picked up. Clouds had filled the night sky, and somewhere in the distance, I heard a small rumble of thunder erupting. A few minutes later, I listened to the rain as it pelted the window. Storms always seemed to evoke a feeling of restlessness deep inside me. I guess it was fitting though considering the mess I was in. 
 
    I fluffed up the pillows and positioned them under my neck and tried to settle down for the night. I found that the sound of the rain actually seemed to create a kind of welcomed waltz that transported me willingly to another time and place. As I listened, I found myself floating off into a deep welcomed sleep. 
 
    I entered that unknown plateau known as the dream state. I found myself floating upwards towards a new horizon strange to me. In the midst of the rays of light, appeared a large, shiny, hovering object. It seemed to manipulate and control the space it occupied. When my eyes had become accustomed to focusing on it, another similar craft appeared. 
 
    I was transported to another portal, and the view below me was Earth. Spaceships ensued in a battle. One was hostile and wanted to annihilate planet Earth; the other tried desperately to stop them. The struggle continued, and incalculable damage was done. I watched in horror as the planet was enveloped in a cloud of billowing smoke and then vanished into nothingness. 
 
    I awoke in a sweat, and then a peaceful feeling overtook me. Out of the darkness within my room came a stream of golden light.  The alien had long golden hair, a serene angelic face, and was dressed in a long flowing white robe. Even though the being didn’t speak, I understood the message. He was a Zarion, “Messenger of the Almighty” and one of the gatekeepers. 
 
    He explained that there was a battle going on for the control of Earth. The Fallen had infiltrated and were building up their forces for the final victory. What role could I possibly play in such a well-constructed plan? I was unprepared for what came next. 
 
    He had been watching me since my conception. I was a seeding experiment, one of their own. I was a half Zarion/Human, the Chosen One. They had watched and guided me throughout the many stages of my growth, waiting until the time had come to reveal my destiny. Time was running out. It would be up to me to try to save the occupants of Earth. 
 
    I listened in disbelief. It was all so incredible. I began to lose all identity of who I was. My life had all been a pretense leading up to this moment. Where do I go from here? How could this enlightenment not change me forever? 
 
    The image of the Zarion began to fade. I was not the type to give in to nightmares, but somewhere down deep I knew that what had started as a dream had become much more. This secret I would have to bear on my own. Besides who would ever believe me? 
 
    I turned on the light and glanced around the room. There was no trace of what had just taken place. No tell-tail trails of cosmic dust or small glimmers of leftover light remaining, but then I didn’t need any proof. I knew within the deepest recesses of my mind that it was all true. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    I awoke around six a. m. unable to sleep. It’s hard finding out that the person you believed you were your whole life, was only a minor part of your real being. I didn’t feel special, I never did. I was supposed to save the human race, yeah right. How was I supposed to do that? I didn’t even know where to begin. The only thing I knew for sure was that after my contact with the Zarion the night before, I now felt a new sense of peace.  I had never been especially religious, but if I ever doubted the presence of a higher power, this encounter had made me question what I believed. 
 
    The new DNA information that Michael and I had discovered had to be Zarion. They were the missing link in our DNA. Doug had to have been in league with the Fallen. The documents were true. The protection was a lie. 
 
    The Fallen didn’t want the world to know. They didn’t want mankind to be able to choose an alliance with the Zarion, the Earth’s only chance for survival. It was apparent now that the Fallen had killed Doug. He had completed his mission and was no longer needed. The top of the Interplay building where the spaceships had been landing had to belong to the Fallen. 
 
    Maybe McKenzie hadn’t sold out for the reasons I had thought. Perhaps I judged him too harshly. The only reason he would make a deal with Interplay is if they had threatened my life. That had to be it. 
 
    I decided to catch the news before heading to the nearby diner for some breakfast. As I gathered my billfold, combed my hair, and grabbed my jacket, the announcer’s words sent a riveting blow to my heart. 
 
    The words echoed through the air within the room as the announcer spoke, “A private plane went down today just outside of Denver, Colorado, killing everyone on board. The pilot, Scott Denison; Michael Ryerson; an employee of Interplay, his wife Carol, and their two children Scott and Samantha are listed as dead. There is an ongoing investigation as to the cause of the crash, and we will bring you further updates as they are available.” 
 
    They had them killed, but of course, there was no way to prove it. 
 
    My trance-like state was interrupted by the ringing of the telephone that seemed intensified to unbearable levels. Reluctantly, I answered it, wondering who could be calling me here. I hadn’t contacted anyone. 
 
    “Hello. Mr. Davis. You don’t know me, but we have to talk.” 
 
    I stood holding the phone, barely registering the information passed on to me by the unknown voice on the other end of the line. 
 
    “Who is this? How did you get this number? 
 
    “Calm down, Mr. Davis. I’m not the enemy. My name is William Ryerson. I’m Michael’s brother.” 
 
    “How do I know you’re telling me the truth?” 
 
    “Ask me something only you and Michael would know?” 
 
    “Okay. What did we find on the roof of the observatory building at Interplay?” 
 
    “You went there to investigate Doug’s disappearance, and you found a pile of ashes and brought the sample back to the lab to analyze it. Satisfied?” 
 
    “I guess so. “So, what do you want to talk about?” 
 
    “We can’t talk over the phone. We have to meet somewhere.” 
 
    “Okay. Meet me at the bridge off-ramp of the Sunrise Expressway. There’s a secluded area overlooking the river. I’ll be in a blue BMW. Give me an hour.” 
 
    “Great. I’m in a black Ford Explorer with tinted windows. This is important.” 
 
    There was a clicking noise on the other end as the connection went dead. I hoped that I wasn’t walking into a trap. I decided that I had better pack my 38 Special just in case. I hated guns, but this was an exception. I couldn’t be too careful. Interplay could be having me tailed. 
 
    I gathered up my things and threw the suitcase into the trunk and headed over to leave the room key. The desk clerk sat with his feet propped up on the desk reading the morning paper. He quickly laid down the paper and came to attention when he heard me enter. 
 
    “Well, Mr. Smith, leaving so soon?” 
 
    “Yes, I have some urgent business to attend to,” I said as I laid the key down on the desk. 
 
    The clerk snatched up the key and quickly placed it on the pegboard behind the counter and went back to reading his newspaper. 
 
    I thought to myself as I pulled away from the lot and headed into the heavy morning traffic, that there was something odd about the clerk. He was a little too inquisitive. 
 
    I went about a block and pulled into the parking lot at Joe’s Diner, securing an inconspicuous spot at the back. I still had time to get a quick breakfast and make the meeting with William. 
 
    The bell chimed as I opened the door. Every eye seemed to watch me as I made my way through the busy diner. I guess maybe I was the only non-local in the place. A waitress walked up to my table. She had a thin figure, long blonde hair, and a smile that could melt any man within seconds. 
 
    “Good Morning. What can I get you?” she said as she pulled out her order pad and looked me over. 
 
    “Coffee and an order of bacon and eggs would be just fine,” I said smiling back at her. She was gorgeous and apparently got the attention of all the male customers in the place. 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll be right back with your coffee.” 
 
    I watched as she walked up to the counter to retrieve the coffee pot. Almost every male in the place turned to catch a glimpse of her as she walked away. 
 
    I snatched up a newspaper from the table across from me to pass the time while I waited. Glancing at the front page was a big mistake. Pictures of Michael and his family filled the sheet. I fought back the lump that started to form in my throat and forced myself to read the details. My concentration, such as it was, was brought to an end by the loud laughter of two men at the front of the restaurant. The waitress flirted openly with them, and I could tell they were enjoying it immensely. 
 
    I was trying to sort out my conversation with William. Had Michael given him a desperate message that was to be conveyed only to me in the event of his death? Did he have a warning of impending danger? I was supposed to be this enlightened person, and I hadn’t been able to warn him. 
 
    The sweet voice of the waitress brought me back to reality. 
 
    “Looks like you’re deep in thought, sweetie.” 
 
    “Sorry about that. I guess I was daydreaming a little. This looks great. I’m starved,” I said reaching for my silverware. 
 
    “Hope she is worth It,” she said smiling and walked away to take care of the rest of her customers. 
 
    I glanced at my watch and realized I would be cutting it close. I finished my breakfast and gulped down the coffee. 
 
    I walked up to the cash register and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill to pay for my breakfast. The waitress passed by and smiled warmly at me. I smiled back, grabbed my change, and left the cafe. 
 
    Once outside, I made my way across the parking lot that had now filled up with vehicles. I scanned the lot looking for anyone who looked suspicious, and when I decided it was okay, I entered my car, started the engine and pulled out of the space. 
 
    I drove along the frontage road while checking my mirror and merged onto the expressway in the direction of the river. After ten minutes, I exited and parked off to the side to wait. 
 
    A couple of minutes later I heard the crunching of gravel and spotted the approaching dark, black Ford Explorer. I quickly pulled the 38 special from the glove box and tucked it into my jacket pocket. My palms were sweating, and I felt like I was going to be sick. I was getting too old for this cloak and dagger crap. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Well, I had survived my encounter with William. He turned out to be a down to earth guy. I could tell he was grieving his loss pretty hard, even though he appeared to be entirely transposed on the surface. I could relate to his pain. Michael was a good man and a great friend. I would miss him. 
 
    After my meeting, I had driven for miles. Down deep, I guess I was looking for a place that I could get lost and evade reality for the time being. The information obtained from William was still engrained in my brain and hit me in the deepest part of my soul, slowly eating a hole in my heart. 
 
    Michael had been scared beyond what any words could describe. His last days were filled with constant fear and apprehension, not knowing what his future would hold. He didn’t understand what Interplay had planned for him, but he didn’t have any hopes of a bright future in California either. He kept his fears to himself sparing Carol and his kids. His first duty was to protect them as much as he could. Even unto death, they had no idea what was coming. He knew it would be his last flight. 
 
    The strange twist to the meeting came when William informed me that he was involved with an underground group called STRC. They were a secret society comprised of ex-Interplay personnel and other families whose purpose was to make some sense of the chaos and get control of the planet. After some urging from William, I agreed to attend their next meeting. I was to be contacted by him on my secure line with the location. 
 
    William had also turned over two computer discs to me with information that Michael had somehow smuggled out of Interplay. All I had to do now was get somewhere that I could set up my computer and I would be in business. 
 
    I had put off finding a residence long enough. Interplay would get suspicious if I didn’t contact them soon so the movers could complete their job. After driving the surrounding city for what seemed like hours, and walking through numerous condos, I finally decided on a location at Knollwood Estates in Spring Valley. It was in a high-class neighborhood with lots of Fortune 500 executives. No one would pay any attention to me there. 
 
    What Interplay didn’t know, was that I had also secured a cabin in the hills of Lockwood where I installed a secure line for my computer. It was a modest place. The most significant asset was the fact that it was behind locked gates. After going through, you had to drive about a mile back up into the thick forest to reach it. It was perfect and virtually undetectable. I probably wouldn’t spend a lot of time there, but it would be waiting if I needed to hide out at the last minute. It would be the perfect place to keep in touch with members of STRC. 
 
    Interplay didn’t waste any time making the delivery. My condo was magically transported from minimalist surroundings to the vision of familiar possessions. They had entered like a flock of locusts stripping my other condo and placed my belongings with a ravenous fury into my new one. 
 
    By late evening exhaustion had set in. Tomorrow was another day, and I decided I wouldn’t be in any condition to try to sift through computer information now. I would call it a night. 
 
    I had just settled into the comfort of my bed when the phone began ringing. Reluctantly, I answered it to find a waiting dial tone. Probably only a wrong number, but my gut told me it was Interplay checking in on my whereabouts. Let them, at this point in the game; I just was too tired to care. 
 
    I spent a restless night tossing wildly in my bed. I awoke in a cold sweat with visions of the wreckage of a plane fresh in my mind. Maybe Michael was trying to tell me something from the other side. I knew that those computer discs might hold the answer. Since I was already awake anyway there was no time like the present to check them out, but not without massive amounts of coffee. 
 
    After about three cups of coffee, my brain finally got with it, and the images on the screen began to make sense. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Somehow Michael had acquired transmission data from the man behind Interplay. 
 
    The images jumped at me from the screen and sent a chill through me cold enough to turn the blood in my veins to ice. Finally, I knew the name of the man behind it all. I should have been relieved, but I could only think that Michael knew and ended up dead, his family with him. So where did that leave me? 
 
    I kept processing the information scrolling on the screen like someone who had just stumbled onto a cure for some mysterious disease. I guess in a way I had. Luther definitely was in the same class as an infectious disease that grows rampant leaving chaos wherever it goes. Only now that I knew, how would I be able to stop him? How many others knew and had failed? 
 
    The details contained in the files laid my suspicions to rest about Reginald. He was a pawn used by Luther and was totally unaware of what purpose he really served. His life wasn’t worth a plug nickel. Luther would annihilate him too when he no longer was of any value to him. 
 
    The only thing I couldn’t pinpoint on the discs was the location of Luther’s stronghold. I knew it had to be somewhere remote, but not so far that the satellite system couldn’t transmit Interplay’s activities. I could add that to my list of need to know. The chances of my finding him were like looking for a needle in a haystack. I didn’t even know where to start. I knew he was connected to the Fallen. 
 
    Something caught my eye on the screen. A picture was slowly loading. I watched as a massive room with wall-to-wall monitors filled the screen. A man loomed over the control panel, and a sinister laugh erupted from within him filling the room with a thunderous roar. 
 
    The camera panned to the right and my breath caught in my throat. Another figure, probably not human, stood at his side. He turned to face it. His eyes are piercing, his translucent green skin cast its rays throughout the room, and a noise penetrated the space the such as I’ve never heard before. It erupted from deep within the creature. It didn’t sound like a cry of pain, but a shout of victory. I could only deduct that this had to be the leader of the Fallen and he was delighted with what he saw on the screen. 
 
    I wasn’t prepared for what was on the other disc. It loaded and seemed to scan a long hallway. The walls were of concrete. To the right of the screen, a gurney was being pushed by two figures in white lab coats. Whatever was on it was blocked from view by a sheet. I watched with curiosity as it was pushed down the long hallway and then into what appeared to be a medical room. When the gurney was positioned underneath the lamp, a scream erupted. The sheet was pulled back, and the figure looked directly into the camera and was now staring at me from the computer screen. It was Jeanette. 
 
    I quickly muted the sound on the monitor and turned away from the screen. My body turned to jelly, and I had to sit on the floor to keep from collapsing. What were they going to do to her? I would never get the image erased from my memory, and it would haunt me forever. I knew now that I had to contact her, to hear her voice. No wonder Michael had wanted me to see the discs. He thought that maybe there was a chance that I could save her. 
 
    After my shaking stopped, I grabbed the secure line and dialed Jeanette's number. In a few minutes, her sweet voice rang out through the receiver, “Hello, who is this?” 
 
    “Jeanette, its Davis. Are you okay? I’ve been worried about you.”  
 
    “Davis? I don’t know any Davis. Please don’t call this number again.” 
 
    “Jeanette, please don’t hang up. I just need to talk to you. It’s Davis, from the lab at Interplay, remember,” I said wanting her to at least acknowledge the fact that she knew me. 
 
    I could hear the irritation mounting in her voice. I was convinced that she really had no idea who I was. I knew it was bizarre even to think it, but it was as if all memory of me had somehow been erased. 
 
    “Please, I’m hanging up now. Quit harassing me, or I’ll call the police,” Jeanette said slamming the receiver down. 
 
    The loud bang on the other end felt like an anvil had crashed through my heart. I had lost the only woman that I had ever cared for in my entire life. All in an instant and hopes for our relationship was gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
    After what I had viewed on the discs, I decided that I would have to go undercover. I would need a whole new identity if I were to remain operational until the end. 
 
    I had attended my first meeting of STRC that was held in a hidden cavern in the hills known only to group members. I was surprised at the multitudes of attendees. I guess the group was definitely more informed of the future than I had even been in the beginning. They knew that if they were to survive, they had to band together. I had gladly accepted their offer to join. 
 
    I was given a tour of the cavern which was much larger than I ever anticipated. They had put together an arsenal of defense weapons and had enough perishables to last for some time. They were adding to their provisions on a daily basis. Among the items recently added was the latest gear to combat the effects of nuclear fallout. What amazed me was the fact that the cave itself was enveloped entirely with an air filtration system that could filter out any dangerous substances that somehow penetrated its field. With enough food, water, and air, they could hold out for an unlimited amount of time. 
 
    The sun had set, and darkness filled the atmosphere outside. Everyone left by the cover of night to keep the location safe. I had been blindfolded and escorted to the area by William. Only now, after agreeing to join, was I able to see where we were for the first time. 
 
    Removing the blindfold didn’t give me a clue though. We could be anywhere. Moonlight cast shadows on the rock ledge marking the entrance to the cavern making it appear quite ominous. In the distant landscape, large trees reached up to touch the sky, and thick underbrush dotted the surrounding hills. It was typical of any rural landscape. 
 
    William started up the Explorer, and we made our way down a narrow roadway that opened up to a steep mountain grade. For the next few miles, the sky seemed to be closer as we climbed higher and higher into the distance. 
 
    “How long has your group been using this location?” 
 
    “For about a year now, we watched the signs of the impending control by the government and decided the time had come. Our main objective above all is to protect our location.” 
 
    “Did you have a chance to view the discs you gave me? 
 
    “I’ve been so busy with STRC that I just didn’t get around to it. Well, that’s not entirely the truth either. I was afraid of what might be on them.” 
 
    “I understand. It was quite a shock to me too. You wouldn’t believe the information he had smuggled out. Gives me cold chills just to talk about it,” I said looking away into the darkness. 
 
    “What was so shocking? You’ve got my curiosity going now.” 
 
    “Stop by my cabin before taking me home, and I’ll show you.” 
 
    “It’s a deal.” 
 
    We made our way along the mountainside with the glow of the moon lighting up the roadway. We each sat in silence, both with our own private thoughts filling up our heads. 
 
    After about a half an hour I could see the highway leading into the hills of Lockwood and my safe house. We pulled up to the gate, and I hopped out, put my key in the lock, and it popped free. I opened the gate and motioned William through and then locked up the gate securely. 
 
    “Well, I guess you are pretty hidden, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I can’t be too careful. Interplay isn’t anyone to mess with. I only use this place when I need to work on something secret.” 
 
    We pulled up out front and made our way to the door. I placed my key in the lock, flipped the light switch and sat down at the computer. I booted it up and popped the disc into the hard drive. 
 
    William pulled up a chair and joined me as the images began to load. He sat in total silence, his face ashen white, in disbelief at the view before him. Only when I removed the disc, did William try to speak? His voice, broken and muffled was shaky as he began to talk. “My God, I had no idea what we were up against. Do you have any idea what this all means?” 
 
    “Let’s just say that I have a good idea, but at this precise moment, I’m powerless to do anything. I don’t think the rest of the group is up to handle this knowledge. It’s all I can do to cope.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right; I can see you’re going to be a great asset to STRC. What do you say we combine our efforts and work together,” said William as he polished off his coffee. 
 
    “I’d consider it an honor. Are you ready to get out of here?” 
 
    “Sure. I need to be getting home to the wife and kids before they think I deserted them.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    I awoke with my mind filled with cobwebbed images of mindless clutter. I knew the time had come for me to put aside the identity that made up the framework of who I was. My life as Davis Summerfield would soon come to an end. Funny how I had pangs of loss, even though I had found out that my whole life was a lie anyway. 
 
    Our society had made the most significant mess out of what was once a beautiful planet. We had become cutthroat, greedy and self-centered. Where was the hope? Just hearing the word run through my brain made me think of Jeanette. It died out like a flame hit by a massive gust of wind yet deep inside I didn’t want to accept it. The loud ring of the phone snapped me back. Reluctant to answer it, I stood motionless, before I finally reached over and picked it up. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Well, my friend, you are there?” said the familiar deep voice on the other end of the line. 
 
    “Yeah, funny you should call. I was just about to call you.” 
 
    “Hope your news is better than mine,” said William. 
 
    I could feel that what he was about to tell me was not going to be pleasant. 
 
    “You first, you have my curiosity up,” I said as I straightened the pillows and sat up in bed. 
 
    “Didn’t you work with Wilson Bench?” 
 
    “Yes, why are you asking? 
 
    “He was found in his car in the parking garage this morning. The authorities are treating it as a suicide. His revolver was still in his hand. One quick shot to his head.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine him committing suicide,” I said picking up the phone and moving over to the chair. 
 
    “William this creates a heightened sense of urgency. I need some new id and wheels. Do you have any contacts to get that done?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I do. I’ll set it up and get back with you.” 
 
    “Don’t call me back here. I’ll have to clear out and go to the cabin. You can reach me there." 
 
    “Hey, watch your back. The group needs you.” 
 
    “Catch you later. Give me about three hours to get squared away before you try to contact me.” 
 
    It was apparent that the Fallen had put their plans into warp drive. Time was of the essence and was becoming a treasured commodity. With Wilson out of the way, it was just a matter of time before they would be looking for me. I had to make sure they didn’t find me. 
 
    I quickly showered and threw my stuff into a suitcase. Thanks to a fully furnished cabin there wasn’t much to pack. When they checked my house, it would seem as though I was still living there. The Fallen would keep my house under surveillance, and I had to be one step ahead of them. I would ditch the BMW and replace it with an SUV. William would come through. He had connections that were untraceable. All I could do now was, wait. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The sun faded into the horizon and was soon replaced with the dark shadows. Guards walked their assigned rounds, stopping only to chat with their fellow employees. 
 
    Everything was quiet at Interplay. Wilson Bench’s apparent suicide was kept under wraps. No one discussed his death, and the paperwork was quickly buried in red tape. A secret meeting was being conducted in the west wing office of the Head of Security via satellite while the rest of Interplay went about their regular rounds. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    From his headquarters on the island, Luther watched the monitors as the secret panel members entered the boardroom at Interplay. A smirk started to form at the corner of his mouth as he watched a nervous Reginald Livingstone enter the room and begin to pace back and forth. A bead of sweat formed on his brow and trickled down his hairline before finally landing on his shirt collar. 
 
    What a worthless piece of expendable human waste. No backbone, a spineless coward. He would enjoy getting rid of him almost as much as he enjoyed watching Wilson make his final exit. 
 
    Luther watched as they all nervously took their seats. He would make them squirm a little while longer. 
 
    A hovering noise outside broke his attention. After a few seconds, the door opened, and Lucius entered the room. After the usual greeting, they settled down to the purpose at hand. 
 
    “Good morning, gentlemen,” said Luther in his deep and calculating voice. 
 
    “I have gathered all of you here today to resolve a matter of urgent importance. My sources have informed me that Davis Summerfield has joined forces with a rebel group operating in our sector. So far, we have been unable to find their headquarters or determine who the head of the group is. Your job is to use whatever resources you have at hand to locate our enemies. Do you have any questions?” 
 
    “It isn’t really a question, but I can’t believe that Davis would be involved with these rebels,” said Thompson, the new head of the security department. 
 
    “His departure from Interplay, as you all well know was rather questionable. Now while he is unreachable, an associate of his, Jeanette Sims, is also missing from her condo. Makes for a rather timely coincidence, wouldn’t you agree? Do you have anything to report on the surveillance on his residence?” 
 
    “His personal belongings are still inside, but he hasn’t been spotted for a couple of day’s now,” said Thompson. 
 
    “As Head of Security, it’s your job to know where he went. I want you to find him and let him lead you to the others. They have to be stopped. My intelligence says they are mounting a takeover of Interplay which must not happen,” said Luther glancing over at Lucius. “I also want Jeanette Sims found. She had to leave a trail. Find Davis, and you’ll find her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    I had spent the day meeting with an underground surgeon that William had set me up with. Thanks to some new surgical techniques, my recovery would be shorter. Once it was done, there was no turning back. I just had to deal with the image in the mirror, good or bad. 
 
    I nervously looked around the room, which was in the basement of an abandoned warehouse. The doctor, Vincent Gorman, was in his late sixties and reminded me somewhat of the doctor in the old Frankenstein movies. He was short and walked with a slight shuffle, which I was told, was due to a war injury. 
 
    “Well, Mr. X, are you ready to begin your journey?” he said as he placed a sheet over my body. 
 
    “This isn’t exactly my idea of a fun time, but I really don’t have a choice. Just make me handsome, so the girls will still find me irresistible,” I said trying to make a joke to calm my nerves. The idea of someone cutting on my face gave me the creeps. 
 
    “I’m going to put you under now, and when you wake up, your face will be wrapped in gauze so don’t be alarmed. The healing process begins from that point on.” 
 
    “I’ll call William when you’re stable and ready to leave.” 
 
    “Okay, get it over with,” I said closing my eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was setting over the island as Luther glanced out across its vast expanse. His thoughts were focused on McKenzie. There had been no contact in days with Davis. There could be no loose ends. McKenzie’s usefulness had come to a conclusion. The Fallen would carry out his orders as usual, and he would watch the annihilation. 
 
    As he walked through his spacious abode with its many windows providing a view of the ocean from almost any angle, he smiled to himself. It felt great to have so much power. Who needed God? He had the Fallen. Soon it would all be over, and he would reign over them, and nothing would be out of his grasp. He made radio contact and relayed the direct order. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was late in the evening when McKenzie returned to his ranch. He stopped briefly alongside the front porch to fill his arms with firewood. The sky was clear, and briskness was already in the air. It would be a cold night. 
 
    In a matter of minutes, the fire crackled and popped, emitting a bright glow that seemed to radiate throughout the room. McKenzie retired to his favorite chair and opened the paper glancing at the headlines, stopping only periodically to sip coffee from his oversized mug. His mind wandered causing him to read the same passage over again.  
 
    Outside nothing moved. It was as if all living creatures of the night had ceased to exist. From high in the East a single flashing light appeared brighter and brighter as it closed in on its target. From inside the craft, a loud noise erupted as the Fallen let out their battle cry. They loved the taste of victory and what it meant to their cause. 
 
    The craft approached within a few hundred feet of the cabin. Lucius hit the detonator ray, and within seconds the entire cabin and its contents were vaporized. All that was left was a gaping hole in the ground filled with smoldering embers. McKenzie never knew what hit him. 
 
    Luther watched the monitor, his power mounting. For a second, he had to take a breath as the feeling of invincibility overtook him. He walked over and poured himself a victory drink, swallowing slowly to enjoy every last drop. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    I awoke to a world of darkness. I could sense, however, that someone was in the room with me. As I made a vain attempt to speak, I heard a familiar voice urging me to be silent. 
 
    “Don’t try to talk, just rest. You came through the operation beautifully. You might even be my greatest work. Rest, I’ll be back later to check on you.” 
 
    I lay in the hard hospital bed with thoughts of what I might look like now. Would I get used to seeing a different image look back at me when I looked into the mirror? Well, what I looked like on Earth didn’t really matter anyway. 
 
    My face was a lump of massive soreness. I didn’t look forward to when the anesthetic wore off. Hopefully, the Doc had some good painkillers. Even in my state of drowsiness, my mind wandered to thoughts of Jeanette. When this hurdle in my life was over, I had to find her. Getting her into the STRC group was her only chance for survival. At least, there was the satisfaction of knowing that at this time, she didn’t remember the terrible things that were done to her. I couldn’t really decide if it was a blessing or a curse. I had to also get in touch with McKenzie. I had to make sure he was okay and get him into the group. He would be an asset. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Back at STRC, William paced the long corridor of the stronghold. He wished Davis was back. There was word by underground sources that Interplay was getting ready to place Washington under military control. They required that all citizens register with Interplay and be issued an ID card. Without it, you couldn’t work, buy food, or receive medical care. 
 
    It was time to put Phase 2 into operation. Their underground headquarters was self-sufficient and could hold up to 2,000 quite comfortably. Supplies were stockpiled and would last, if rationed, for approximately six months. All that was left was the medical unit to be stocked with supplies, and they were coming in late that evening, as well as, fifteen doctors and nurses. 
 
    The reclusive lifestyle was about to begin, remaining underground, moving only by the dark of night to keep their location safe. 
 
    William’s cell phone made a chirping sound. He glanced at the readout, and a sigh of relief came over him. 
 
    “Are you ready to get out of there? I’ve been anxiously waiting for your call. A lot is happening here. Things have escalated quicker than we anticipated,” said William as he paced the length of the infirmary. 
 
    “You can bring me up to speed on our way back. I don’t know how much use I’ll be for another few days until these bandages are removed. I won’t have to worry about Interplay tracking me down. My own mother wouldn’t recognize me.” 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Interplay was steaming with activity. Everywhere personnel scurried about the yard in all directions. They had received their orders and were being dispatched to various parts of the city. The civilians had to be kept under control at all costs. It wouldn’t be easy. The people could panic. They had to be organized and forceful in their approach. This is where their years of training came into play. 
 
    Reginald Livingstone, still saddened by the news of Wilson’s demise, glanced out the windows facing the yard. Why the heightened state of alert? There were no threats of terrorism on the horizon, no warnings. The ring of the phone broke his concentration. He was apprehensive about picking up the phone out of the cradle but knew he had no choice. No one ignored Luther. 
 
    “Reginald Livingstone.” 
 
    “Well, Reginald, how are things at Interplay?” 
 
    “We are rushed. Your plan has to be implemented in stages in order not to panic the public,” said Reginald sitting down at his desk. 
 
    “Just make sure that everything goes smoothly. I’m holding you responsible now that Wilson is no longer here,” said Luther watching him on his monitor. “How long before the ID station is set up?” 
 
    “It should be up and running by tomorrow. With millions of people in the city who knows how long it will take to ID them all. We have to cross-match everything up with the Interplay database. It could take some time.” 
 
    “Anyone who is stopped without an ID will be taken immediately to a center within the city for clearance. If they refuse, you have my orders to shoot them on the spot,” said Luther grinning. “Make sure your men are kept up to speed on the orders. If they refuse to enforce them, they will be dismissed from their duties and will be dealt with severely.” 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The sun was slowly fading out of sight on the horizon, and the salt-laden air swept through the open window as Luther watched the craft descend on the pad outside. 
 
    This was a glorious time. The entire city was about to be at his disposal, McKenzie was gone, and soon the last obstacle in his way would no longer be a threat. The battle plans were drawn, and the outcome was evident. Didn’t these fools know they couldn’t win? They were dealing with a force far more advanced than anything they could even imagine. 
 
    Lucius entered the room with a cry of victory, his entourage at his side. They lived for this. They were destined to rule, and nothing would stop them from completing any mission given to them. 
 
    “To another victory, said Luther raising his glass. “Long live the Fallen!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    My recovery had gone even better than I imagined. I did, however, have trouble getting used to the image that stared back at me from the mirror. My face was now thin. My eyes had been altered to blue thanks to the aid of contacts, and my once graying hair sported a new blonde look. My mustache and beard were also gone. I smiled to myself thinking that the new procedure had taken about 20 years off. The doctors and nurses at STRC had aided in my recovery. 
 
    I had been at STRC about two weeks now and was feeling more and more isolated. I had to get to Jeanette without being detected. I hated the thought of what I was about to do. She would never come with me willingly. She didn’t remember me and even if she did, she most certainly wouldn’t any longer. Although I hated it, I would have to drug her. I’d need William to help to get her here. 
 
    I was really impressed with William’s resolve in keeping it all together. With the other member’s expertise, we had the best monitoring equipment and were kept abreast of Interplay’s every move. I had checked the monitors earlier that morning and watched civilians being ushered like cattle towards the scanning devices. Some were led away in shackles kicking and screaming obscenities at their assailants. Apparently, they didn’t have the proper identification and who knew what fate lies ahead of them. We had to move fast to rescue as many as we could. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    It was late in the afternoon when Reginald took the call. There was a problem at the center. Equipment was malfunctioning, and even the automated checking software used to monitor the system only detected that the problem existed, but not what was causing it. Somehow the signal from their satellite deep in space had quit sending data. It was as if it suddenly no longer existed. 
 
    Even the monitors in the communication center had gone black. All power to everything had been severed. People scurried about flipping switches in hopes of restoring everything to some level of normalcy. Power to every part of Interplay had been extinguished. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At STRC, William was watching the monitors of Interplay headquarters when he saw the giant spaceships surround the entire compound. They seemed to hover in place, ominous and unnerving. His heart began to pound violently in his chest. His pulse raced and a hefty lump formed in his throat. 
 
    “Davis, come quick. You have to see this!” 
 
    “It’s begun. The Zarion warned me that it would come to this. I have to get to Interplay and locate Reginald. He will know where Jeanette is. Can your people handle things here? I really need you with me on this one.” 
 
    “No problem. The people need to prepare to go below. If they are under attack at Interplay, it’s just a matter of time before they find us.” Said William reaching for the hand radio. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The sky was turning a hazy orange in the direction of Interplay. We sat in silence as we rode along the rough mountain roadway, keeping a lookout for anything suspicious. Through the air vents inside the SUV, seeped an odor that was unmistakable. It was one of death and destruction. 
 
    Reaching the highway, we realized that we would most definitely have to take the back way through the hills into Interplay. In the distance, we could see smoke rising from what was left of Interplay’s observatory. It had been obliterated. 
 
    William parked the SUV alongside the back entrance. He grabbed two of the gas masks from behind the seat and handed me one. 
 
    “You better put this on. The air is a bit thin,” William said coughing. “You’ll need one of these too,” he said handing me an automatic weapon. 
 
    The conference center adjoining the main building was partially intact. It seemed as though the commissary and medical center were gone. Yet, there was no mass confusion. There were no people running around in a state of shock. Where were all the employees? Were they all dead? 
 
    Just as we were about to pull open the heavy metal door, we heard a loud whirring sound coming from above our heads. We made a quick dash inside and could hear things flying apart overhead. Loud explosions rocked the walls of the compound, and we hugged the pavement below lying as flat as we could. After a few minutes, everything was quiet again, and we slowly rose to our feet. 
 
    I could barely make out the end of a dark hallway. Faint lights were streaming in where there once was a window, and smoke swirled in the air as it entered from outside making our visibility even worse. 
 
    We crept along holding onto the side of the wall. Finally, at the end was an open doorway. It was like stepping from a dark cave into the bright expanse of the outdoors. The light blinded both of us for a matter of seconds as we fought to regain our vision. There was rubble everywhere. One whole side of the room where the windows used to be was gone. I heard a distinct moan from somewhere in the room. 
 
     William and I started to move beams, books, and whatever happened to be in the direction of the noise. 
 
    “Reginald, can you hear me?’ 
 
    “Someone help me, please.” 
 
    I saw a hand push its way up from under some rubble in the corner of the room. William and I fought our way over to where he was and began removing the debris that covered him. 
 
    “Reginald, where are you hurt?” I asked glancing down at his crippled form. 
 
    “Who are you?” said Reginald as he fought for every breath. “Don’t move me. It’s too late.” 
 
    “It’s Davis. I have to know where Jeanette is. Is she still on the base? 
 
    “Is it really you? I was told you were dead. I had Jeanette moved to town. Hiding her from…. A gush of hot, steamy blood dripped down the corner of his mouth, and a gurgling sound escaped his lips. Then he was gone. 
 
    “Well, what’s your plan now? I guess there isn’t much else we can do here,” said William as he rose from over Reginald’s body. “Who knows if the attack is over?” 
 
    “We have to find Jeanette. Check the room and see if you can find any sign of a file cabinet. Maybe by some strange stroke of luck, her file is here somewhere. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    Within Washington D. C., the military was making their rounds. Morning Star Military Base had also been heavily hit, and they were in the middle of relocating it into the hills surrounding the city. With the loss at Interplay, the government had to move fast to bring the city and its nearby communities under control. Everywhere citizens were in a state of panic. 
 
    In the wee hours of the morning, another strike had been made on San Francisco on the Pacific Coast and also another in New York on the Atlantic. The inhabitants were taken completely unaware. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    We had been lucky enough to retrieve the file on Jeanette. She had been moved to a motel in a remote corner of the city. Now, we just had to find a way around all the checkpoints. Things were definitely heating up around Washington. We would be lucky to even get in without being stopped. 
 
    As we left Interplay, I took one last look at what was left.  It wasn’t that long ago that it had been bustling with activity, now it looked like a ghost town with streams of vapor mixed with the smell of death. 
 
    We made our way across the hills as the sun began its nightly departure. With the haze on the horizon, it could barely be seen. 
 
    “I have to try to make contact with STRC. I have to know that they are okay.” 
 
    “With what has taken place, I would be surprised to find my cabin still intact when we get there. They most likely hit it too.” 
 
    “Hello, Tom. Are there any problems? Interplay was just hit. Everything is practically gone. Yes, Morningstar too.” 
 
    “We’ve had some destruction here too. I don’t know how, but our hideout was found. Luckily, most of us made it underground,” said Tom shaking as he spoke. “My, my wife and son didn’t make it!” he said breaking down in tears. 
 
    “Okay, Tom. I know it’s rough, but we knew this could happen. We have to make a couple of stops. Keep everyone underground until I give other orders. Try to help everyone stay calm. They have stepped up the checkpoints and ID matching. People are going crazy everywhere,” said William as he clicked the transmission off. 
 
    I decided that it would be best not to talk to him. He needed a moment to grasp all that had happened. William was close to his people. They had become an extended family, and the loss was a personal one to him. He needed a few moments to grieve before taking on the challenges that lie ahead. At this point, we didn’t even know what they were. We had to be prepared for anything. 
 
    We drove on in the dark of night. Up ahead we could see the lights of Brockwood and the surrounding community. It didn’t seem to be as brightly lit as usual. People apparently were under a curfew and were confined indoors. 
 
    We made a left off the Interstate and took the backway in. We would have to park several blocks away and walk in on foot to avoid being stopped and questioned. Parking behind an empty building, we quietly exited the vehicle, our weapons at our side. 
 
    Nearby, a dog yelped out in pain as if being kicked or hit by something. Then a clatter and someone yelled, “Get out of here, you! Go on!” 
 
    Nervously we made our way along neighboring yards, being careful not to get in the light emitted from the buildings. 
 
    We weaved in and out of alleys without even a soul in sight. We were only reminded momentarily that human habitation even existed, except for the voices drifting in the night air from inside of the houses as we passed by. 
 
    As we approached the street where the motel was located, we spotted military vehicles out front. They were canvassing the area to see that everyone who had checked in had the proper identification. We hid in the shadows beneath the nearby trees to watch, wait, and hope fate was on our side. 
 
    After a half hour of monitoring the front of the Lazy C Motel, it seemed they were finally pulling out. It was approaching midnight, and we had to move quickly. We watched as the motel sign went out and then the office lights blinked off. 
 
    We quickly checked the numbers above the doors. Luckily, all the rooms were on one level with adjoining patios at the back. It was just a matter of locating Jeanette’s room and counting on the fact that maybe she left a window ajar. 
 
    William followed close behind as we made our way to the side of the building hugging close to its cold, rough surface. We readied our guns so we wouldn’t be taken by surprise. 
 
    My nerves were stretched beyond their limit. I motioned for William to get the solution ready and quietly reached for the slider. To my surprise, I felt it give slightly. 
 
    I waited for a split second just to make sure no one had heard the movement and then continued moving it back. I quickly slipped inside, followed by William. We stood motionless and waited. 
 
    I could see a dim light from across the room. We crept up to the door which was slightly ajar. I looked inside barely able to make out the form on the bed. There was no movement, just steady breathing. Jeanette was sound asleep. 
 
    I motioned for William to move to the other side of the bed. In the darkness, each of us closed in on the helpless form before us. Then with one swift movement William quickly placed the cloth over her face, and before she could even begin to struggle, she was unconscious. 
 
    I looked around the room and found an overnight bag. I filled it with whatever I could locate in a hurry. It would have to do. 
 
    We were able to get her back to the SUV without being detected. The effects of the sedative would put her in a peaceful sleep for a matter of hours which gave me time to think of what we were going to tell her when she woke up. It wouldn’t be easy convincing her that our intervention was in her best interests. Well, I would have to cross that bridge when I came to it. Things were different now. 
 
    We drove back towards my cabin. I would stop just long enough to see if it was still intact and grab some extra clothes. We had to get to the compound and figure out our next plan of action. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Luther watched the destruction on the monitors as the spaceships ejected their penetrating blows on the unsuspecting population of Washington D. C. The streets were filled with panic-stricken citizens and military police running for cover wherever they could find it. It was useless; there was nowhere to hide. It wouldn’t be long now, and it would all be over. Interplay was reduced to a pile of rubble. Nothing could have survived the blows. 
 
    Luther’s concentration was broken by a whirling sound outside. He walked to the large picture window overlooking his docks just in time to see them disappear from view. Pilings and pieces of his precious yacht were sent upwards into the air in all directions. Next to go was his supply warehouse. It created a blast so loud that the windows in front of him rattled. 
 
    Still, in shock, he watched as one of the spaceships hovered in the air directly in front of him. For a split second, his mind quit functioning. This wasn’t the plan. He had an agreement with Lucius. He knew he should take cover in his underground shelter, but it was the last thought he would ever have. The next ray of bright light flashed and what was once Luther’s expansive sanctuary was now only one large hole in the ground. There would be no sharing of authority. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    William pulled up in front of my cabin. I entered and quickly gathered what I needed. As I placed the bag of items into the back, I looked over at Jeanette who was still sleeping soundly in the back seat. 
 
    “Looks like that shot did a number on her,” I said as I shut the door and got in. 
 
    “Yeah, hopefully, she doesn’t wake up in a really nasty mood. You still have to convince her it was for her own good.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how I’m going to handle that one yet. After all, Jeanette’s not going to recognize either one of us, so how is she going to be willing to trust what we say. I hope she doesn’t wake up until we get back to the STRC compound. We might need the assistance of the doctors there.” 
 
    “I sure hope that everyone else was able to take cover below. I hate to think of what could have happened. I’m counting on them not returning for a follow-up attack, but maybe that’s a little premature at this point.” 
 
    “The Fallen, from what I’ve seen, will stop at nothing. Since Interplay was obliterated, I’m assuming that they no longer need their assistance and that the takeover is almost complete. I don’t know how much longer we have and I can’t see any way of stopping all this.” 
 
    My mind wandered back to the picture of the creature on the video screen from before and what kind of cruel tortures they were really capable of. I shuddered to think of what that might be. 
 
    We made our way along the deserted streets. The military had cleaned out all the suburbs and how we managed to sneak in was beyond my comprehension. Maybe the Zarion were protecting us without our knowledge. At least I hoped so. 
 
    Everywhere we looked vehicles were sitting halfway into the street, doors open, as if someone had attempted to make a quick getaway. Houses stood, some with their roofs gone, some with windows blasted out, and others in a pile of smoldering embers. There was not one single block of buildings intact 
 
    William knew all the back roads virtually untraveled by most people. They had even cleared some areas to make roads where none existed. The air grew thick, and we decided it was time for our face protection. I carefully placed a mask on Jeanette. I didn’t want her to inhale any toxic vapors in her incapacitated condition. She might never wake up. 
 
    With masks in place, we continued up the mountain road deep into the hills. The higher we got to the top, the air seemed to clear somewhat, but still emitted a golden glow which indicated a toxic substance in the air. We were about to go around a turn when a gruesome male figure walked in front of the SUV. He was smoldering and looked as though every part of his flesh had been melted to his bones. Wide, scared eyes which seemed to look right through us, peered in through the window. He staggered towards the SUV trying to grab for the door, as William swerved to avoid contact with him. 
 
    “What a sight. Was that a blast casualty or exposure to radiation?” asked William as he turned the wheel sharply to the right. 
 
    “By the looks of him, I’d say a little of both. You did the right thing by just getting us out of here.” 
 
    “I sure hope we don’t see any of our people looking like that." 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    It had been hours since we had arrived at STRC headquarters. Outside it was much like what we had expected. All that remained was the enclosure into the compound. William hit the switch on his remote, and the door quickly rolled aside long enough for us to enter. We had to get in as soon as we could and then run the decontamination program to clean the air that had come from the outside. 
 
    We had placed Jeanette in the makeshift hospital that had been set up to take care of any injuries. The doctors and staff of nurses had by some miracle arrived just before the initial blast and were quickly at work doing what they were trained for. Some of the people had sustained minor burns and injuries, but only six deaths so far. The underground facility had lived up to its expectations. Now if they could just hold out until the surface was safe. 
 
    I was just finishing up some final preparations for the repair of the monitors when William summoned me. Jeanette was awake and was very frightened. I entered the hospital area and found her in restraints. She had been out of control, and they were unsure of whether or not she was harmful to herself or others. It hurt me to see her that way. 
 
    “Jeanette, don’t worry, I’m not going to hurt you. I know you’re frightened, but I’m only here to help,” I said as I slowly approached the bed. 
 
    “Who are you? Where am I?" 
 
    “I know you don’t recognize me. I’m Davis. I care very much about your safety. You’re in an underground compound. We’re under attack, and it’s important that you stay here,” I said waiting to see a reaction. “There are about 200 men, women, and children that have chosen to seek shelter here. The Fallen have attacked much of Washington, and we don’t know at this point how much farther the attacks have spread.” 
 
    Jeanette tried to take in what this stranger was saying “Could you please take these restraints off? They are cutting into my wrists.” 
 
    “Just one minute and I’ll call someone. The last thing I want is for you to be uncomfortable,” I said as I punched the intercom button. 
 
    In a matter of minutes, a hospital staff worker entered the room. Sweat dripped from his brow, and his eyes were glassy as if he hadn’t slept in days. He walked towards Jeanette and in a soothing voice stated,” “Well, Davis here feels it would be okay to take these restraints off. Do I have your word that you will stay calm?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I’m not going to do anything.” She wondered why they would feel she was a threat to anyone. 
 
    The worker gave Jeanette a warm smile as he reached down to undo the straps. 
 
    “If you need anything call,” he said as he exited the room. 
 
    “Walk with me. We can talk at the same time,” I said as I helped Jeanette down from the bed. She appeared to be a little unsteady on her feet, probably due to the effects of the drug. 
 
    “Okay, but where are we going? I’m still not sure about all this. After all, you did kidnap me from my room in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “I need to check on something in the control room and thought you might like to look around. You know, maybe get something to eat. You must be starving by now.” 
 
    “I am a little hungry, but I’m more interested in knowing just what is going on here.” 
 
    “Okay, I owe you that much. Keep it in mind, however, that most of this won’t make sense to you.” I reached over and took her hand in mine as we walked down the corridor. 
 
    “A few months ago, I came to work at Interplay. You were also employed there. A lot of strange unexplained events took place, one of which included your kidnapping.” 
 
    A confused look came over her face.  
 
    “No, not this time. Your prior kidnapping was arranged by Interplay. I don’t know for sure what took place, but the next time I spoke with you, all recollection of Interplay or your team members were erased. You were moved to an undisclosed location. Top officials of Interplay turned up dead. Employees were either missing or killed. It became necessary for me to go into hiding until I could sort things out. I know this is a lot to take in and I probably sound like a lunatic to you, but believe me, I’m telling you the truth.” 
 
    He was right; this was a lot to take in. Maybe he had lost it. She didn’t even know him, and she was supposed to take him at his word.  
 
    She stopped, leaned back against the cold concrete of the interior wall, and decided that it was just too much to take in right then. She would have to take it one step at a time. Somehow, she knew down deep inside her heart that this man was not any kind of threat. 
 
    “Jeanette, are you all right? You look a little pale,” I said as I steadied her on her feet. “Do you need to rest? There is a seating area just up ahead.” 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    “Come on; I think you really need to rest a minute.” 
 
    We walked along the narrow corridor to a large atrium. Just across the room, we could see workers rapidly stacking provisions. I recognized William among them. He glanced my way and gave me a wave. I was getting Jeanette settled into her seat, as he approached us. 
 
    “Jeanette, I’m sorry we had to put you in such disturbing circumstances. I guess Davis explained to you that we were only concerned for your safety and really didn’t have any alternative,” said William as he took a seat beside her. 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “You’re at STRC underground headquarters. We formed this group when it was obvious to us that the government had taken a turn for the worse. Events were happening that were disturbing, and we had to plan for our future. It looks like we were right. You will have a chance to meet everyone this evening when we get together for the meeting. Please join us.” 
 
    “Thank you. If Davis is so kind as to help me, I’ll be there. 
 
    “You bet.” Nothing could keep me away. Sure, she couldn’t remember the closeness we once had, but right now I would settle for any chance to be near her. 
 
    We were about to leave the atrium when an ear-piercing sound blasted throughout the corridor. People appeared from everywhere and rushed to prepare themselves according to the emergency plan. They had rehearsed it for many months, and now the sounds of danger sent a chill through everyone. 
 
    We followed William to the control room at a hurried pace. I was worried that Jeanette might not be able to keep up, but I guess the fear had produced a spurt of new energy. She held my hand tightly as I pulled her along. Within seconds, we were both standing in the center of the control room. Workers sat viewing the monitors in disbelief. One by one spacecraft hovered over the compound building entirely surrounding it. 
 
    “This is it. Let’s hope this compound can sustain the attack.” 
 
    I stood facing the monitors and somehow seemed to see what everyone else had missed. Around each spaceship was a golden ring of bright light. These were not Fallen spaceships. They were Zarion. 
 
    “William, don’t panic. Alert everyone that these are not enemy ships. They are here to help us.” 
 
    “You heard Davis, cancel the alert for now.” 
 
    Buttons were pushed, switches flipped and the alarm winded down to a low hum. For now, things were back to normal, but for how long we wouldn’t know. 
 
    Jeanette and I decided to continue on to the kitchen area since the alert was finally over. However, the spaceships were still standing guard outside waiting. It gave me a feeling of immense peace just knowing that they were there. 
 
    We finished eating, and I walked Jeanette back to her room. It had been a stressful day for her. There was just too much for one person to digest at one time. I glanced at her and saw that she was smiling at me. 
 
    “Gee, what did I do to deserve such a sweet smile?” 
 
    “You know, you aren’t such a bad guy. I might just grow to like you a little.” 
 
    “That would be all right by me. You’re pretty likable yourself. I think you better get some rest before tonight. It’s going to be an interesting meeting and a chance for you to meet the rest of the group.” 
 
    I leaned over the bed and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “I’ll see you later. Sleep well.” 
 
    As I left the room, I glanced back, watching her turn on her side and pull the covers tightly around her. I was glad she was finally starting to trust us. It would make it easier when the final countdown came. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    Everyone had crowded into the main meeting hall. Jeanette stared in amazement at all the men, women, and children present. The question of why everyone had taken refuge there still puzzled her. 
 
    William slammed the gavel down, and silence filled the room. 
 
    “As you are all aware, we are completely surrounded by some type of alien spacecraft. After consulting with Davis, I trust that they are friendly and mean us no harm. I’ll let him explain it to you.” 
 
    I took my queue and made my way up to the front of the room. I stepped up to the podium and took my place next to William. 
 
    “Hello, everyone. As most of you know, my name is Davis. Up until about a month ago, I was employed at Interplay. I found it necessary to go into hiding and join the rest of you here due to some disturbing events. What you don’t know, is that as we speak, there is a battle ensuing for control of our Earth.” 
 
    A tall, thin, man got up from his seat, cleared his voice, and mustered up the courage to speak, “Davis, what are the ships outside waiting for?  Why haven’t they fired on us by now?” 
 
    I scanned the crowd and saw the scared look on most of their faces. Children hugged up close to their parents. I was confident that I was dealing with a group terrified by uncertainty. 
 
    “This is going to be hard for most of you to believe, but the spaceships outside are actually guarding us. We have nothing to fear from them. It’s the Fallen that want to control Earth.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and continued trying to convince this room of uneasy strangers that I had something to say that was of utmost importance to their survival. I could sure use some divine intervention about now. I said a quiet prayer for courage. 
 
    “The fight for planet Earth has been going on for some time now. While at Interplay, I ran across a diary with entries relating to the Fallen. That is the first time I even knew of their existence. Some of the personnel at Interplay were involved in the takeover and would stop at nothing to make sure everything went according to their plan. I lost a couple of colleagues who got too close to figuring out what was going on. That’s when I decided to change my identity and go undercover.” 
 
    “Are you trying to tell us that your friends were murdered?” said a very distinguished man sitting close to the podium. 
 
    “That’s what I’m saying. Most of you have met, Jeanette. She used to work at Interplay with me, but because of Interplay’s memory wiping techniques, she doesn’t remember. She has learned to trust me, and I’m hoping that you will too. The only way we will survive this is to stay here and rely on the Zarion to protect us.” 
 
    Whispers began to fill the room as group members began to talk among themselves. 
 
    William stepped down and walked towards where some of them had gathered into a circle. 
 
    “Listen, people. I trust Davis with my life, and if he says we have nothing to fear from the Zarion, then I believe him. We have to be strong and band together if we are going to survive.” 
 
    I glanced over at Jeanette who was sitting quietly and taking in all the conversations going on around her. She looked frail and tired. It had been a tough time for her. I flashed her a quick smile as I stepped down. 
 
    I was about halfway to her seat when a high pitch sound echoed throughout the room. The alarms were going off again. 
 
    William yelled out instructions and everyone scattered. Mothers grabbed their children, scooping them up into their arms, as they dashed from the room. I sent Jeanette along with one of the mothers and told her to stay until I came for her. She shook her head in agreement, and I watched as she left the hallway. 
 
    I caught up with William just outside the control room. As we entered, I glanced over at the monitors, and the images were frightening. The Zarion ships seemed to ensue in a fierce battle. There were rays of bright lights flashing all around outside the compound. Ships sent their penetrating beams back and forth. Some hit their mark, and others bounced off parts of the rock wall surrounding the compound. The walls of the facility shook, equipment swayed, and then dropped to the floor, just missing one of the controllers. 
 
    “Get down everyone. Cover your head. This could get rough.” 
 
    William picked up the radio and called the sleeping quarters hoping to catch Paul and get a report on the condition of the rest of the facility. 
 
    “Hello, Paul. Are you there?” 
 
    William waited for an answer, and when he didn’t get one, he clicked the radio and repeated the command. 
 
    “Paul, do you hear me? Come in.” 
 
    “Davis, I can’t get an answer. Maybe you better take a couple of men and make sure they’re okay down there.” 
 
    “Sure, right away. I’ll call you.” 
 
    Tom and Robert scrambled to my side, and we quickly made our way down the dark hallway. The blast had cut out our electrical backup for the lights. Apparently, this wasn’t the first time they had to find their way around the building blind. 
 
    Robert quickly felt along the wall and pulled out a couple of lanterns from the supply cabinet. A bright light lit the once darkened hallway, to reveal the body of a woman and a small child lying motionless in the corner next to the cabinet. 
 
    “Oh, it’s Eleanor.” 
 
    Robert knelt down next to the body of his wife and child. He reached over and felt for a pulse, knowing in his heart that they were gone. 
 
    Tom walked away to the corner of the room and keyed the mic on his radio. 
 
    “William, come in. Can you hear me?” 
 
    Tom waited what seemed like an eternity, and then William’s voice echoed through the receiver. 
 
    “Tom. What’s up?” 
 
    “We’re just at the end of the hallway. You need to send a couple of men. It’s Robert’s wife and child. They’re dead.” 
 
    The mike was silent, and then William cleared his throat and spoke again. 
 
    “Go ahead with Davis. Let Robert know that someone else is coming. There may be more casualties. I need that report.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll keep you posted.” 
 
    As we continued down the hallway that opened into the sleeping quarters, we could still hear Robert’s loud sobs, as his body rocked back and forth while holding the lifeless body of his child. 
 
    In the distance, we could see a faint light and moved slowly towards it. We were almost to the area that housed all our supplies. As we approached, we could see the group of women, and children huddled together in the center of the room. They had pulled mattresses and whatever else they could into a pile and were all snuggled beneath them terrified. A small child spotted us and started crying. The mother clutched her to her side trying to comfort her. 
 
    I scanned the room looking for Jeanette. She was in a far corner of the room holding onto the leg of the bed. I walked over talking to her while trying to pry her fingers loose. 
 
    “Jeanette, come on let go. It’s okay. I’m here now.” 
 
    Another powerful blast hit and the whole building shook again throwing me into Jeanette. I grabbed her and held on, shielding her with my body. 
 
    “Come on, we have to get out of here,” said Tom as he pulled some of the people to their feet. Children let out high-pitched screams and sobbed as they were ushered from the room by their parents. Everyone scrambled to their feet, fighting to keep their balance while exiting the room. 
 
    Jeanette and I were the last ones out, and I grabbed the lantern Tom had left for us. As we stepped over the debris from the blast, I could see the rest of the people running as fast as they could down the hallway towards the bomb shelter. STRC had made up a particular room with extra thick walls for just that purpose. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Back in the control room, William tried to watch the monitors and did so with high concentration. He anxiously waited for a call from Tom regarding the rest of the compound. Evacuation of the rest of the people to the bomb shelter was inevitable. It was their only chance for survival. 
 
    William, unable to contain the apprehension any longer, keyed the mic. “Tom, come in. What’s going on down there?” Another blast hit.  “Tom, can you hear me?” 
 
    “I’m here. Boy, this is a mess. I’ve evacuated all the women and children to the bomb shelter. How are things there?” 
 
    “Not good. We have to get out of here. I don’t know if we can withstand another blast or not. Put Davis on.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Clear an area in the bomb shelter for one monitor. We have to be able to see what’s coming at us. The battle is still going on. I can’t tell who’s winning.” 
 
    “Be careful. We’ve already had a few more casualties.” 
 
    “See you in a few.” 
 
    I handed the radio to Tom and wasted no time clearing the table in an area of the shelter. All the wiring had already been run so getting hooked up wouldn’t be a problem. I hoped it would be soon. I needed to know what was going on outside. If this was the end, I wanted to be able to tell everyone the whole story about who I really was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    Outside, the earth was becoming desolate very quickly. The Fallen had obliterated all of Washington D. C. and the surrounding area, and all of the population left above ground had died. The smell of burning flesh as it smoldered filled the air with its nauseous fumes and penetrating rays exploded all around. 
 
    The giant flying ships with blinding white and yellow light came at those left above ground from all directions. The airport terminal was the first to go. Those on board the jetliners, watched out the windows in awe, as their families on the ground became vaporized never knowing what hit them. Then, the passengers on board the planes met their end in a fiery explosion, when the beams of the Fallen hit their mark. 
 
    The next target was the communication centers for the entire planet. All telephone systems went dead. People were immediately cut off from everyone and everything they knew. Television stations were unable to broadcast any warnings, and the radio towers had been hit with a blast that knocked out the satellites in orbit. Astronauts would continue to float uncontrollably in space, before eventually being burnt up in the atmosphere. 
 
    The railway systems were inoperable due to the tracks no longer being there. People ran from smoking train cars screaming, and those remaining were killed instantly in a blast of fire. 
 
    It seemed as though the Fallen were winning their campaign to not only take over Earth but to demolish it. Then they would begin their re-seeding operation. A new colony of slaves would be created and used in whatever cruel way they chose. 
 
    Around the planet, the Fallen spaceships were completing their missions. All major cities no longer existed. All that was left was to set up headquarters in the once Washington D. C., which now would be called Bergodas. 
 
    The Fallen rationed all supplies to keep control over what inadequate food supplies there were. Water was scarce, and consumption of it caused a new strain of sickness from which there was no cure, just unbearable torment from which they prayed for death to come. 
 
    Lucius was the ruler of Earth. His face was a maze of scars acquired from previous battles, and one look in your direction was enough to make your pulse race and your breath quicken. 
 
    His head was oval shaped, and he had deep-set eyes encased in slits, from which a penetrating beam of energy vaporized his victims. His skin was covered with layer upon layer of green translucent material, changing color depending upon the light source, and the rage that dwelt within him. His mouth was round and filled with many razor-sharp teeth. 
 
    He had strength unmatched only by his enormous size, that made him tower over most of his adversaries, and his name was known throughout the planetary system. 
 
    The Fallen had destroyed their planet, and in search of a replacement, they had been observing Earth for quite some time. There had been reports of alien spacecraft sightings, but they were dismissed as the ramblings of lunatics. The Fallen had been discreet in their observations, and when the planet was unaware, they went in for the kill. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Everyone had been evacuated to the shelter, and we were now able to monitor the battle ensuing outside. The building rocked and swayed, just as the heavy steel door was secured in place. 
 
    The monitor flashed with rays of bright light, and then everything blackened. So much for monitoring, we were operating on faith now. This definitely would do the job of convincing everyone to follow me was more of a challenge than I expected. How would I convince these people to leave the safety of the shelter, abandoning every rational thought they possessed, and follow me into what by all common sense, meant only danger for them? When the time came, that is what my mission would be. It was their only chance for survival. 
 
    William raised his hands motioning for the crowd of people to come to attention. His loud voice broke my intense concentration. 
 
    “People, I need everyone’s attention now. Please quiet down. Davis needs to explain what we need to do next. You need to keep an open mind. After all, whoever thought we would be facing attack by alien beings, but here we are. What he has to tell you may seem unreasonable under the circumstances, but due to what I’ve seen firsthand, he’s telling the truth. My brother trusted him with his life, and so do I.  Davis.” 
 
    I stood before the people, scanning all the faces that now looked frightened, and confused. A hush of silence filled the room, and I swallowed hard, praying for the Zarion to give me the words I needed to convince them. 
 
    “William’s brother and I were friends, as well as, close co-workers. Over the course of my assignment at Interplay, I intercepted unauthorized communications between the Fallen and Interplay. 
 
    I glanced around and saw some of the crowd whisperings to each other, and fidgeting nervously, in their seats. I took a deep breath and continued. 
 
    “A few months ago, I was visited by a Zarion elder who informed me of the role I was to play in all this. I was a little more than shocked and disturbed by his message.” 
 
    I could see the disbelief on their faces. I slowly continued. 
 
    “What came next was a little hard to follow at first. It seems that the Zarion and the Fallen have been battling since the beginning of time. The Zarion used Earth as a seeding base. I’m their first Zarion/Human, and my role was chosen for me before my birth.” 
 
    A gasp came from the crowd. I knew that I would definitely need William’s help if they were going to be willing to follow me at all. I paced in front of them and continued talking. 
 
    “You can imagine the issues I faced knowing my identity all my life was really a lie. I know with all my heart that this is my destiny. Sometime before the end as we know it comes, and I’m in the dark on this one, we will all have to take a leap of faith, go outdoors and wait to be beamed aboard the Zarion ships.” 
 
    I had barely uttered this last statement, when the room that once was so quiet you could hear a pin drop, suddenly erupted with loud shouts of, “He’s a lunatic, he will get us all killed.” 
 
    Another very nervous woman clutched her two children tightly and screamed, “I’m not taking my children out of here. We’ll all die.” 
 
    William stood next to me and waved the crowd to be silent. There were more loud shouts and angry looks throughout the room. The noise finally quieted down, and William began to speak, “Listen, I know this is hard to swallow, and it’s not something that can be proven. I do believe Davis. He’s been in our corner all along, and a strong ally. I don’t know how we could have made it this far without him.” 
 
    A man stood and shouted at William, “What Davis is asking us to do is suicide. If this shelter is our only protection against the Fallen, why would we leave it and go outside where we are all in danger?” 
 
    William continued trying to comfort the crowd who was by now very much out of control. 
 
    “Listen, please. Due to the devastation of our planet already, we can’t possibly think that this shelter, could possibly keep us safe forever. We have no weapons to defeat them. Davis is offering us all a chance to live. To what life we are going, I can’t tell you, only that we will survive. Isn’t it worth the risk? After all, people what is the alternative?” 
 
    The crowd began milling about the room. Discussions among them broke out in every corner. Finally, Jeanette, stood facing the group and began to speak. She drew strength from the depths of her soul and spoke in a voice so loudly; it even amazed her. 
 
    “I know I’m new here, but feel that I have something you need to hear. There are parts of my memory that I no longer am able to recall. It’s been erased, or so I’m told. I don’t remember knowing Davis, but for some reason, I do trust him. William is right. What choice do we have? We stay here and most likely we will all die. I don’t know about you, but I’m not ready to accept that end. I want to live. Therefore, I suggest you put aside your fear of the unknown and do what he says.” 
 
    The crowd grew amazingly quiet and listened to Jeanette. The group became calmer. 
 
    The man who spoke before stood up and began to talk, “Listen, everyone. What she says makes sense. What choice do we have? The unknown is scary, but knowing if we stay here, we will most likely die, is more frightening to me. Let’s give Davis a chance. William’s our leader, and he trusts him.” 
 
    William waved for the man to sit and began speaking again. 
 
    “We don’t know how long we have before the evacuation of the ships will take place. Davis, I’m sure will get some kind of a signal from the Zarion when the time is right. When that happens, I want each of you to exit outside slowly. Each person will stay with their family and walk quickly to just under the ships. I can’t force you to go, but we don’t want to leave anyone behind either.” 
 
    A woman’s voice rang out from the back of the room. 
 
    “So, are you saying we can stay if we choose to?” 
 
    “That is your decision to make, but I want to remind you, that you are only waiting to die if you stay.” 
 
    William and I spent what seemed like hours trying to convince each of the people of STRC to make preparations for evacuation. The crowd had scattered throughout the shelter, each discussing their options in private conversations. Families with children were torn about whether to go or not. They wanted to believe us that where we were headed, was better than what awaited us here, but how could they be sure. 
 
    With each passing minute, the building rocked with each impact, and things within the facility began to tumble. First to take a direct hit, was the storage room, where our food supplies were stored. We quickly salvaged what we could, and moved it to another place. I kept thinking, what’s the use, we’re leaving anyway.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    About a half hour had passed since the last blast had hit. Inside the facility, the occupants were scurrying about, trying to make that one final, critical decision on whether to follow me and venture outside into the unknown. I couldn’t blame them for not blindly buying into what I was telling them. It did seem a little crazy, even to me. 
 
    I was on my way to see how Jeanette was holding up when a strange feeling came over me. I tried to shake it, but it kept getting stronger, and stronger. Something inside of me knew it was time. 
 
    I quickly yelled to William, who was engaged in a heated conversation just out of earshot. As his eyes met mine, I motioned him over. 
 
    “William, you need to get everyone together now. It’s time. We have to hurry!” 
 
    He spun around and yelled in a loud voice, “Quiet, people. Listen up.” 
 
    A hush came over the entire crowd, and they stood motionless, waiting for the announcement. 
 
    William continued in a calm voice, “It’s time. Those of you that have made the decision to come with us, please follow us now to the exit door.” 
 
    Voices broke out again within the group. Some were yelling to their loved ones who had chosen not to stay. The team moved along the hallway to the front entrance door. 
 
    William swung the bar out of the way and pushed the door open. I led the way to the building and the storage yard. The group walked briskly, waiting for instructions from me. 
 
    “Okay, everyone stand still where you are. Prepare to be beamed up,” I said nervously, wondering what was going through the minds of the rest of the group. I knew this was the moment I was destined for, and I had something in common with the rest of the crowd, I had no idea what was waiting for us. 
 
    The Zarion ships hovered overhead while we waited. Jeanette clung tightly to my arm, and I could see that she was frightened. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay. I promise.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can do this. I want to, but I’m shaking inside,” Jeanette said. She shielded her eyes from the bright glow of the rays, that had now enveloped us. 
 
    “It’s a little late for that now. Just hold on to me.” 
 
    All around me members of the group were being lifted into the air, floating within the beams of lights, created by the ships that hovered above. 
 
    Jeanette wrapped her arms around my neck and held on. She closed her eyes for only a moment, but when she opened them again, we were a few feet underneath the entrance to the spacecraft. 
 
    “I can remember now. I never got to tell you." 
 
    “Tell me what?” 
 
    “I never got to tell you, that I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too. I always have.” 
 
    We floated upwards our arms entwined, embraced in a long kiss while entering the Zarion ship. Once we were inside, I was looking at what seemed more like a gigantic ballroom. Huge windows spanned the circular room providing a first-class view of our galaxy outside. From across the room, I heard a familiar voice. 
 
    “What’s next?” asked William as he approached. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. I guess we wait.” 
 
    “Well, what do you say we get a look at what we left behind,” said William as he walked towards the tall windows of the craft. 
 
    “Okay. Are you up for this, Jeanette?” 
 
    “As long as you’re beside me, I’m up for whatever comes next,” said Jeanette giving me a quick smile. 
 
    The rest of the group members that had been beamed up into the ship were all gathered around the windows, and I could hear some of them gasp. 
 
    We made our way over to the windows just in time to watch several of the Fallen ships go spiraling out of control. They had taken a direct hit. The entire cosmos was filled with billowing smoke, and when it began to clear, the earth appeared entombed as a ball of exploding elements. Once again, it had become a hot, boiling mass of primordial soup. 
 
    Several of the group let out loud cries of anguish as they realized that their loved ones had died. Many people shook from side to side, sobbing violently, as the grief overtook them. 
 
    I prayed silently, that whatever waited for us shortly, would somehow clear the memory of all grief from their hearts. 
 
    “Davis. I’m glad you came for me and led these people to safety. You are a true hero,” said Jeanette. 
 
    “I’m not the hero. The Zarion are the ones you need to thank. They are the reason you are safe.” 
 
    “Davis is right, Jeanette. We all have to thank them when we land. Whatever we have waiting for us, has to be better than what we left behind,” said William 
 
    Outside the atmosphere began to change. It was a new dimension, bathed in pure brightness, unknown to any human before. Within what seemed like a matter of seconds, all memories of the past were magically erased from the minds of everyone on board in the same instant. They became filled with energy, and joy so intense, that it emitted rays of light in all directions within the ship. 
 
    The Zarion leader spoke telepathically to me. Our journey was not over but was just beginning. We had remained faithful to the cause, and our destiny. I hadn’t failed the Earth. Earth had failed its test. Greed, jealousy, lust, and hatred had caused its destruction. The saved occupants of our group were now part of the Chosen. We were to take our rightful place at the “Tribunal” at the council of the Almighty Creator. 
 
    The spaceships all touched down in unison. The view before us was one of euphoria. What we were looking at was beyond comprehension for any mortal being. 
 
    In the twinkling of an eye, we had all been changed. Now we had no earthly bodies, only new spiritual ones. We were at a higher level of consciousness, with only thoughts of love, and immense peace. All the questions we ever wondered about the universe were no longer a concern. 
 
    Jeanette and I were separated from the rest of the group and taken to a beautiful building, with doors that sparkled of gold.  This housed the Creator. 
 
    Our Zarion guide led us through the doors and into a large room. In the center of the room was a long table with high backed chairs. The walls were a blue, brighter, and purer than any skies I had ever seen on Earth. The floors were of some kind of brilliant looking marble substance and polished to a glossy sheen. The ceiling above contained an image of the entire universe, and there were galaxies and planets that I never knew existed while I was on Earth. 
 
    Jeanette squeezed my hand, as we were led to a couple of seats at the center of the table. We waited with anticipation, knowing that we were going to meet the creator face to face finally. We were, however, a little fearful out of respect, and knowing what the Almighty was capable of. He was loving, but also able to dispense discipline when needed. He had dealt with those who disrespected and disobeyed, with a firm hand. He was the one and only. 
 
    A loud voice resonating with sweetness echoed throughout the space, “Well done, my children.” 
 
    We turned to see the Almighty Spirit which others had wondered about throughout the centuries. Many civilizations had come and gone, but he remained loyal forever, hoping that someday mankind would see the error of their ways, and avoid annihilation. 
 
    The Almighty seemed to float across the room without touching the floor. Brightness emitted from him in all directions, filling the entire room with peaceful warmth. He was a spirit, not unlike us. After all, we were made in his image. A league of Angels trailed along behind him and stood while he took his rightful seat before us. At his right side was our Savior, the one who had died for our sins. 
 
    Jeanette and I immediately fell to our knees. This was our Creator, our Father of the Universe, the one we owed our entire existence to. We waited for him to direct us.  
 
    “Please, take your seats. Do not be afraid.” 
 
    “Because of your respect and caring for your fellow man you will go back. You and Jeanette are the new hope for future generations of mankind. The Holy Spirit will direct your path and your faith in the Savior will give you the strength to endure. You will be a great spiritual warrior. I am with you always!”  
 
    I listened to the words of the Almighty and was deeply thankful for all he had done for me, and I knew that if he believed I could be a great warrior, then I would complete whatever trials came my way and emerged victoriously. I would have the Holy Spirit as my guide, Angels to clear my path, and the armor of the Almighty to protect me. With Jeanette by my side, we would lead many to the Savior. Hopefully, mankind would get it right this time, but if not, we would be there to help pick up the pieces.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Forty 
 
    In another realm, Lucius walked along the hallway into his cold, dark chamber. It seemed, in an instant, all was lost, but he would not let this be the end.  
 
    Rage grew within in him, making his translucent green skin glow, sending electrical bolts that bounced off the walls and ceilings. The humans would suffer. He would gather more troops, and they would not be able to survive. 
 
    He would not let this temporary setback keep him from his ultimate goal. The Almighty would rebuild Earth once again, and Lucius would spend the time until then building his army.  
 
    The humans were a vain, greedy, people who could be coerced easily into joining his cause. He had been seducing them with every type of enticement imaginable for centuries, and they would continue to fall for his lies.  
 
    Let the humans call on their God to protect them. There would always be those that would buy into his deceptions. Humans were a weak race, and in the end, they would give in to temptation. 
 
    Lucius would instill fear, which would cause them to forget their faith when they were faced with terror. He would use it to his advantage. He was a master at using whatever means were available to create doubt and insecurity within the hearts of man. 
 
    Yes, he loved a battle, and his new army would be ready and waiting. 
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