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Introduction

By the mid twenty first century humanity was reaching the height of their technological 
advances achieved during Earth’s isolation from the other intelligent species of the galaxy. It 
was inevitable that these achievements would lead to the end our ignorance of the civilizations 
that also exist beyond our small yellow star. Humanity has never been at ease with our own 
cleverness.  Technology, literature, science, and all other expressions of our intelligence has 
never provided the peace we as a species have long sought.  While this may seem to be an 
indictment of the human race, it is an observation offered up as an example of the strength of a 
race that refuses to rest on its accomplishments and let its growth stagnate.

 As with so many of humanities greatest leaps forward, the way of the leaving came when it 
would seem the least likely of times for the event that would end Earth’s separation from the rest 
of the galaxy.



Chapter One

Fall of the Faithful 

Department of Human Preservation Agent Harold Gains had been called out to the crime 
scene of an apparent suicide jump from a high-rise hotel. Agent Gains had been dispatched to 
investigate the death of a male suspected to be a member of the secretive cult known as the 
Faithful.  The subject's fall from ten stories looked like suicide, which was common amongst the 
newly initiated Faithful.  The evidence that this was a suicide seemed clear when Agent Gains 
arrived on the scene.  What was unclear was why the Department had been called to the scene so 
early.  Local authorities normally resisted interaction with the Department until it was absolutely 
necessary, so Gains asked the detective in charge why he suspected the jumper was a keeper of 
the Faith.

The city detective spat the answer out with all of the prejudiced disdain most non-believers 
have for people of the Faith, “Well, I could have waited for you to show up at our morgue with 
your fancy scanning device to tell me, but seeing as the sidewalk has started the autopsy 
proceedings for us, I took the liberty of lifting a piece of the freak’s scull to see if he was one of 
them.” 

As the city detective explained this, he had bent over and using the end of a network pad 
stylus, he carefully lifted a fragment of the jumper’s scull.  The blood was already starting to 
coagulate in the summer heat and the brain matter had been shaken up into a gray gelatin blob 
inside, but the microchips and interface wiring were there.  He was of the Faith all right, or so it 
seemed there on the street.

“I’m going to have to scan him before I can officially get involved,” Gains informed the 
detective.

“Be my guest, I know you Feds love to follow your procedures,” he replied sarcastically. 
Agent Gains could tell the detective knew he was in over his head here, which could be the 

only reason he actually contacted the Department voluntarily on this case.  Suicide may have 
been common for the newly initiated Faithful, but this messy means of committing the act was 
not. 

The newly initiated usually start with simple network to brain interfaces and work up to full 
bodily neural implants in the following years.  Gains pulled a scanner out of his satchel and 
began to run it over the Faithful’s body.  Only his brain contained implants.

This was consistent with all suicide attempts by the Faithful.  Even if the jumper was very 
willing to join the Faith, few humans can take the information overload from the direct computer 
interface provided by the implants.  It drives the newly implanted to the desperation of suicide.

The Faithful see getting past the suicidal tendencies as a right of passage, and the rest of the 
US citizens view the Faithful as a criminal cult largely for this reason.  This leaves the newly 
implanted isolated in their transition into the Faith.  What felt wrong to Agent Gains about this 
case was that initiates who try suicide use either drowning or suffocation as their mode to the 



case was that initiates who try suicide use either drowning or suffocation as their mode to the 

next life.  This was the first implant he had heard of killing himself in a way that would defile 
his body temple for the implants.

Gains pulled out a well-worn black leather bound notebook from his satchel and jotted down 
some notes.  Then he retrieved his computer pad and typed in only a few select items from his 
notes before signaling them back to his office.  Then he headed up to the hotel suite the jumper 
had leapt from.  

It was a simple high-rise hotel suite, with a small sitting room to the front, a bath area 
separating the sitting space from a small bedroom to the rear and a small balcony barely large 
enough for a single person to squeeze onto. The balcony was really nothing more than an 
architectural feature meant to attract patrons from the Internet images that didn't reveal just how 
small it really was. Dust and city grime had built up on the little used outdoor space, but the city 
investigators had apparently taken turns stepping out to have a bird's eye view of the body, 
effectively destroying any evidence that may have been left here in the first place.  Gains only 
hoped now that someone had exercised some small bit of forethought and that a halo-image of 
the balcony was imprinted before the peep show parade.

The suite had been registered to the jumper who's name was Jeff Swift.  He had been in the 
room for two days prior, and was booked there for anther two weeks.  Hotel records indicated 
that he had taken all of his meals in the room, though none of the service staff had actually seen 
him face to face.

Gains walked slowly through the stale, empty suite.  The city investigators had already been 
through the room and had reportedly found nothing unusual.  He wasn't surprised.  The 
circumstances seemed obvious, which had alarms going off inside his head.

The room was quite neat and orderly for having been lived in for the past two days without 
maid service.  Gains knew this wasn't unusual for a new implant.  He would have been 
overwhelmed by the information overload having been connected directly to all of the computer 
networks over the world at once.  It was surprising he had found time to eat at all, especially the 
three square meals a day the records indicated.

This thought led to a hunch and he went to the media cabinet.  He pulled his scanning device 
out and checked the entertainment usage on the equipment not really expecting his hunch to play 
out, but it did.  Mr. Swift had ordered a total of five movies over the past thirty-eight hours, and 
he had channel surfed the broadcast stations when he wasn't watching a movie.

This activity was not consistent with someone overloaded with information.  The jumper 
may have been implanted just before taking the leap, or his implant might not have been 
working during his stay in the room.  Then again, he may not have been truly alone in the room 
for the past two days.  What was now obvious to Gains was that there were clues to be found in 
this room.  He signaled his findings back to the Department who would send out a sweeper team 
of technicians to scour the room for more.  Then he used his scanner to change the lock code on 
the entry door.  No one but members of the Department would be allowed in the room now.

An hour later he was across town and twenty stories below grade, inside the city morgue 
looking down on the jumper's vicerated body.  The Department had sent their own technicians 
who had swiftly dissected the man while the City Chief Coroner stood to the side and ate his 
ham sandwich.  The Coroner had objected to allowing the technicians in his sanctum. A call 
from the Mayor who was simultaneously on-line with a Department of Human Protection 
official had silenced the coroner’s protest while having no effect on his appetite.

One of the technicians had to silently pressed on the Coroner's protruding belly to move the 



One of the technicians had to silently pressed on the Coroner's protruding belly to move the 

man and his flying breadcrumbs out of range.  Being present at an autopsy was nothing new for 
Agent Gains but the smell of the salted ham mixed with the squishy chewing noises from the 
Chief Coroner was making him downright sick for the first time since he was a mere cadet.  He 
was relieved when the coroner received a call which led to the man excusing himself from the 
room.  The technicians took the opportunity to share their findings with Gains in private.

"So what's the news on our jumper?" he asked the two stone faced men dressed in 
impeccably white lab-gear, save the bright crimson blood contrasting where it had found its way 
from the body to the technicians.

"Well for starters, Agent Gains, this is no jumper," said the one on the right who was soaked 
the most from digging deep into the body.

If the technicians were expecting a surprised reaction from Agent Gains, he disappointed 
them.  The idea that the victim wasn't a jumper had been in the back of his mind.

"I'll take it then that you have evidence he was dead before hitting the sidewalk," he said in a 
matter of fact tone.

The bloodied technician answered, "Of course. The head was traumatized by a round 
wooden object several times prior to the impact.  But that's not the most revealing thing."

The technician paused, apparently for effect, which only served to annoy Agent Gains.  He 
twirled his finger to start the man again.

The second technician spoke this time, "The interface implant was put inside his head after it 
was opened by a bat or whatever wooden club that was used leaving wood fibers embedded in 
the impact sites."

"After?" Gains stated as much as he asked.
The first technician added, "You should know that whoever stuck the implant inside the head 

after the victim’s death knew what he or she was doing.  The implant was precisely located and 
would have worked if the victim had been alive.  It just never had a chance to graft with the 
brain.  That was the only clue that it hadn’t been placed in the victim’s head before he died.  The 
effort to throw us off was really quite amazing."

"Can you tell how soon after the beating the implant was inserted?" Gains asked.
"It was after the beating, I'm sure of that, but how long is hard to tell considering that the 

evidence was neatly scrambled on the sidewalk. All I can tell you for sure is that the time of the 
beating was 0832 hours, give or take no more than a minute.  The red blood cell decay can be 
precisely read with our instruments."

Some simple detective work on the ride back to the scene of the murder answered the rest of 
Gains' question.  Death had occurred at 0832 hours and the street monitor on a nearby lamppost 
recorded the image of the impact at 0836 hours.

Someone skilled in interface implants had to have been present at the beating, or even the 
one who administered the head trauma.  Since the only known people who were skilled enough 
to perform an implant were members of The Faith and implants themselves, Agent Gains 
realized his case had now become more disturbing.  The Faithful were criminal for what they 
had done to themselves, but there were no known members of The Faith who had gone on to 
commit any crimes or acts of aggression after they had become members of The Faith.  The only 
known physicians with the training and skills to implant the Faithful were members of the Faith 
themselves and considered High Priests at that.  Now one of them was involved in a brutal 
murder.  It was the turn in the sect everyone had feared since the Faithful had formed as an 



murder.  It was the turn in the sect everyone had feared since the Faithful had formed as an 

underground movement.
As his car landed at the hotel, Gains called the technicians who were finishing their sweep of 

the room.  The sweep had turned up no more conclusive clues, which was notable because a man 
beaten about the head as he had been would have left some trace evidence on the surface he was 
beaten down on.  Either he had been killed on something that was removed from the room, or he 
had been killed in another room altogether.

Gains went to the Manager's office when he arrived at the hotel.  He flashed his badge at the 
manager and insisted on access to the hotel registry.

None of the registered names matched names on the known Faithful watch lists and the 
biometric ID scan matched all of the names.  One hundred fifty six parties had checked and out 
in a usable time frame around the murder. Forty-five of the occupied suites were high enough to 
have thrown the body from. He needed to find a way to narrow the scope of his search. Gains 
then checked the finger scans for each of those rooms. Sure enough, his murder victim had ID'd 
in at the room on a floor below his.  He had entered just an hour before his leap.

Gains signaled the Department and started a trace on three other men who had keyed entry 
into the same room. He then ordered the scan team to the room before going there himself.

A new guest had checked in and had to be moved to a new suite under much protest before 
learning that she would be getting a luxury suite and that the Department of Human Preservation 
would be paying for her stay at the hotel.  The scan team arrived just as the last of the guest's 
bags were transferred out of the room.

Agent Gains had the shower scanned first for evidence.  Trace blood was found in the grout 
joints, but not enough to identify the source or how fresh the sample was.  He was a bit deflated, 
but one of the technicians who had been part of the scan of the first room earlier offered an idea.

"Excuse me, Sir.  I suggest we have a look at the underside of the balcony next."
Agent Gains was duly impressed by the suggestion and said, "If you're bucking for a good 

word, Son, you're earning it."  He whipped out his network pad and made a few entries. "The 
room below is open so I just checked you into it.  Go down and have a look while I check over 
the rest of this room."

While the technician rolled his scan equipment out of the room, Gains was signaled that two 
of the three former guests of the room had been located and that a soft surveillance was initiated 
on each of them.  They were still trying to locate the third.  Gains was calling up the locations of 
the suspects when an excited technician ran back into the room and interrupted him.

"I have a positive blood match on some material found on the underside of the balcony.  My 
guess is that the strong wind up here blew off a bit of the jumper’s blood, which was carried 
back to the building. There's a trail all of the way down as far as my scanner will read."

"What is your name," Agent Gains asked with a respectful tone in his voice.
The younger man bristled with the attention from a DHP Agent, the likes of whom seldom 

seemed to notice that the Department technicians were human at all.  He answered, "My name is 
Kevin Murphy, Sir."

"Thank you very much for your intuition, Mr. Murphy.  Don't leave here until I have a 
chance to talk to you again."

"Yes, Sir," Murphy answered as the Agent moved away to take care of new business.
Gains initiated a three-way conference with the surveillance teams.  They reported no 

suspicious activity and no apparent bookings to leave town.  He ordered an increase in their 
detail and stepped up the surveillance to full.  He then ordered the entire floor of the hotel 



detail and stepped up the surveillance to full.  He then ordered the entire floor of the hotel 

cleared and asked for interviews of neighboring guests.
As Agent Gains reviewed information on the three suspects the image of the second suspect 

made his heart sink.  He knew the man, but not by the name listed under the image.  Agent Gains 
had presumed (and even hoped) that the man he was looking at had been dead for the past ten or 
twelve years, yet learning that this man was alive did not surprise him either.

His heart grew colder the longer he stood transfixed by an image, which opened a rush of 
memories.  The suspect's current alias was Dan Leveler, but Gains had known him as Dr. Robert 
Galveston, the father of his now deceased wife.

Gains placed the blame for his wife's death squarely on his own conscience, but if there was 
anyone who deserved at least equal share in the blame, it was her father.  Gains beamed the 
images of the three suspects to a nearby printer, but it was only the image of his former father-
in-law that he folded and filed away in a thick leather bound notebook.  He tore up the other two 
prints and threw them away.

Other Department agents and technicians had begun to fill the room.  Kevin Murphy's work 
was complete, but he was standing by as asked. With little else to do he was watching Agent 
Gains discretely from across the room.  He could see the crack in the agent's hardened facade.  
Murphy's own expression must have read plainly because another agent came to him.

"You're watching Gains over there with more interest then I'd expect from a technician." the 
man said startling Murphy who hadn't noticed his approach.  This agent was much older than 
Gains.

Murphy snapped to respectful attention and answered, "Sorry, Sir, Agent Gains asked me to 
remain until he had a chance to ask some questions."

"Yes, well, try not to read too much into our Agent Gains over there.  I'm afraid he's one of 
the more, well," the man paused choosing his words carefully, "one of the more complex agents 
the Department has.  It isn't surprising considering his history."

"His history, Sir?" Murphy asked intrigued.
The agent seemed uncomfortable now having let slip something he should have been 

keeping to himself.  Neither of them had noticed that Gains had finished his review and had 
approached the two of them.

"Go ahead, Jones, tell the bright young man all about me. I have no secrets," Gains said not 
hiding the contempt he obviously held towards the other agent.

Gains had been an agent for the Department of Human Preservation since its inception 
twelve years before, but he had never been accepted as a true equal in the ranks of law 
enforcement.  He had been an engineering school drop out before the Department had 
approached him about putting his unique situation to use ridding the country of the then growing 
sect of the Faithful.  Before then, Gains had neither had the temperament nor the inkling to 
become an officer of the law in any capacity.

To start with, it usually takes a very specific personality type to want to put oneself in harm’s 
way every day and to engage the worst that society can put forward.  Most agents of the 
Department had come from other law enforcement agencies like the FBI and state police 
agencies.  Each and every one of them believed in the classic "cop" ethic.  They would track 
down and rid the world of whatever "bad guy" their current assignment sent them after. Gains 
was singularly devoted to ridding the world of the Faithful only.  His career in law enforcement 
would end today if the Faithful could somehow be eradicated all at once.  He was as skilled in 
the art of investigation and if necessary as deadly a combatant as any of the other Agents in the 



the art of investigation and if necessary as deadly a combatant as any of the other Agents in the 

Department, but he would never truly be part of the inside of their ranks. 
The second Agent quickly lost his feelings of guilt for bringing up the hint of Harold Gains' 

past.  He and his colleagues regarded Gains as an outsider in their ranks as much as Gains had 
felt about them.  He gruffly told Gains, "Look, Harold, you can tell the boy anything you want. I 
have to go join one of your surveillance details now."

Seeing the rift he'd apparently opened between the two agents, Kevin Murphy suddenly 
found himself wishing he'd conveniently forgotten Gaines’s request to stay.

"I'm sorry, Agent Gains.  I was just wondering too openly what was troubling you on your 
network pad over there."

Gains put a hand on the technician's shoulder and started to lead him out of the room.
"Let's grab a soda at the greasy spoon down in the lobby and I'll tell you what's bothering 

me.  I need to get some fresh input from someone who's more detached from my unique 
situation then any of the Department agents are going to be." 

When they were alone in the elevator ride down, Agent Gains informed the young man the 
most sensitive fact of his "history".

"Mr. Murphy, you are standing next to the only agent of the Department of Human 
Preservation, who is technically also a brother of the Faith."

Kevin Murphy didn't know what he had expected to hear, but he certainly hadn't expected a 
bombshell statement like this.  The sole mandate on the Department was the enforcement of the 
Humanity Preservation Amendment to the United States Constitution, which outlawed all 
tampering of the human physiology.  It was unfathomable to imagine how a member of the Faith 
could be an officer sworn to the arrest of his brethren.

As the doors of the elevator opened onto the lobby, Gains said, "I can see that you are a little 
taken aback by my revelation.  The truth of the matter is that I was one of the first generation of 
implants, before the HP Amendment was ratified."

As they made their way across the lobby filled with guests and hotel staff, the young 
technician was starting to feel as if all eyes were upon him for what he was learning.  It was a 
crime to knowingly associate with a member of the Faith. 

"If you aren't trying to see how gullible a Department technician can be, tell me why you 
aren't out there arresting everyone using your connection to their network, and why don't you 
already know who sent that man over the edge and onto the sidewalk below?"

"Mr. Murphy, you could make one hell of an Agent one day." Gains answered before pouring 
his attention into the lunch menu.

The technician was flattered.  Becoming an Agent had been a secret desire of his, despite the 
fact that no staff member of the Department had been promoted to the Agent ranks.  They were 
exclusively recruited directly from law enforcement agencies, with the notable exception of 
Agent Harold Gains.  Murphy had become a technician with the Department because he had 
shown an aptitude for the job in high school.  His desire to become a Department Agent hadn't 
been spawned until he began helping to round up criminals of the HP Amendment such as 
keepers of the Faith, genome modifiers, species mixers, cloners, steroid laboratories, and 
generally the country’s entire odd assortment of mad scientists hell bent on tampering with the 
human form to the ultimate end of their existence. Before the HP Amendment, science was 
reaching ahead of the laws of the day. Those laws had been cobbled together in what often was a 
contradicting patchwork of attempts to stem the blurring line between doing good for disabled 
people and changing the very nature of what it is to be human.  It took the twenty-ninth 



people and changing the very nature of what it is to be human.  It took the twenty-ninth 

amendment to the United States Constitution to define a simple guiding principal that all past 
and future laws were to build from. 

The twenty-ninth amendment to the Constitution reads as follows. No person shall be 
allowed to alter their physical state from conception until death, except in the case where 
congress shall make law to allow for specific corrections due to birth defects or injury, and 
which does not alter the unaffected personal physical or mental state. Corrective measures 
allowed by congress shall not give the recipient abilities which are beyond those that would have 
existed or had existed prior to the birth defect or injury. Persons so altered in violation of this 
amendment prior to its ratification shall not be prosecuted so long as their corrections are not 
used beyond abilities that would have existed or had existed prior to alteration.

Gains explained, "I had my implant deactivated about the same time Congress passed the HP 
Amendment on to the States for ratification but before it had become the law of the land.  It was 
a time before you probably remember the debates about the Humanity Preservation Amendment. 
So you wouldn't know that I was a poster child for the Amendment's approval."

The waitress had come over to take the men's orders and had heard the last part of the 
conversation.  She studied Gains closely a moment and then said, "Oh yea, I remember you.  
You're that poor man who lost his pregnant wife to her insanity after having that implant put in 
her head."

She realized that she had touched a sensitive nerve and quickly changed up and asked, 
"Sorry, hon, what would you like to order?"

Gains put the menu in her hand and said, "I'll just have an iced tea, thank you.  I just lost my 
appetite."

"Suite yourself, I didn't mean nothing by what I said.  I thought you were coming clean with 
the boy here," she turned to Murphy and asked, "What'll you have young’ in?"

"I'll just have milk in a spill proof cup and a bib," he answered sarcastically.
The waitress puffed and walked away making no attempt to hide her utterance, "Damn 

sensitive fools men have become is what I have to say."
"Nice comeback," Gains complemented the tech appreciatively. Then his face lost some of 

the amusement as he explained more.
"My father-in-law had convinced my wife, Christine that his implants would be perfectly 

safe and he wanted to see if a direct neural interface would somehow be indirectly connected to 
our child she was carrying.

"I was against the idea initially, but I was also a young industrial engineering student with a 
head full of promise for the future.  My wife had been raised to think of her father almost as a 
higher being in many aspects.  He had pioneered much of the neural interfaces of the day, many 
of which were renowned for helping paraplegics to walk again and other such medical miracles.  
So it was easy for her to believe him when he insisted that the whole procedure would be 
harmless.

"They convinced me to go along with the experiment.  Dr. Galveston offered to implant me 
as well so I could directly monitor the proceedings.  I was the first to receive the implant and 
was instantly caught up in the information overload I experienced then.  My brain naturally 
sought out to explore every byte of information it was now directly linked to.  I had almost 
become a zombie to the outside world and hardly noticed when my wife and her bastard father 
announced that they would be proceeding with her implants."

The waitress returned with the drinks.  She had thoughtfully included a pacifier with the 



The waitress returned with the drinks.  She had thoughtfully included a pacifier with the 

milk the Tech had ordered.  It was enough to put a crack in Agent Gains’ grave face and the 
waitress left them alone again. He went on.

"That's why I blame myself for what happened next.  If I hadn't been so god dammed caught 
up in the network, I would have had enough sense to insist that they didn’t proceed.  Dr. 
Galveston had made our interfaces very specialized to allow us to not only access the network 
directly, but we could also directly access each other's minds. I knew the instant she was 
connected, which was also the instant our son was connected to the network."

Horrified by what he was hearing, Kevin Murphy could only mutter, "Oh my god," while 
Agent Gains went on.

"Our son was just starting into his third trimester of development.  The science of the day 
had suggested that he was only just beginning to develop his brain into something capable of 
any even rudimentary thought.  Dr. Galveston had chosen this point of the pregnancy in the 
hopes to carefully and slowly observe the child's emergence into consciousness.  I had hoped to 
be the one of the first images impressed on my child if he could somehow be reached through 
the interface, which we all agreed was a remote possibility at best.

"Well, my wife's implants were brought on-line, and before a large gathering of academics 
and a live web documentary crew, we both shrieked in terror as we experienced or son's abrupt 
bombardment of the seemingly infinite network."

Harold Gains had tears running down his face in a steady stream now, though his voice 
remained steady.  Murphy didn't realize he was tearing up too.

"As I said, I had been part of the network for a few hours by then, and I was just starting to 
learn how to navigate the interface.  I mentally reached out past my wife's confused presence 
and tried to wrap my thoughts around my son and shield him from his overload while Dr. 
Galveston frantically tried to sever my wife's connection to the link.

"For what seemed to be an eternity, but in reality for what had been the briefest of an instant 
that a human can comprehend, I felt our son mentally hug back at me as he somehow recognized 
who I was and that I was trying to shield him.  In that instant, my wife’s mind had found her way 
there too.  It was especially incredible to me that she managed to do this when she had never had 
a chance to learn how to manipulate her access to the interface, but she found my son and I. To 
this day, I can still feel us all hugging each other as if we had all been there in a birthing room 
somewhere in the never to be future when my son would have been born. It felt real, it smelled 
real, and it sounded real so to me it was as real as if we had been allowed to experience it in the 
physical world.  We were the closest family on the face of the earth in that instant, and it seemed 
like it would never end.”

Harold Gains was sitting in the diner booth with his arms holding the air tenderly while his 
open flooded eyes saw only what he saw thirteen years before. He was no longer aware of his 
surroundings or who he was telling his story to.

"We held each other for that instant, and then we were washed over by the waves of stimulus 
from the network. Just as if we had been washed over by a tidal wave, I felt the rush of 
information rip my wife and child from the grip of my own thoughts.  She was still holding our 
son as they were whisked away, but I still imagine I heard her tenderly say goodbye as her 
interface was finally severed from its connection to the network and from me.”

Gains shook his head a little as he realized how much he had been caught up in his telling of 
what had happened.  He had told this story on only two occasions before now, but he had not 
been so caught up in the moment to feel as if he had physically been there as it was then.  He 



been so caught up in the moment to feel as if he had physically been there as it was then.  He 

began to realize that something had changed, but he knew he couldn’t tell anyone about it.
"She and the baby both flat lined immediately after and died before a horrified web cast 

audience who had been forgotten by Dr. Galveston and his staff in their frantic attempt to save 
them.  I insisted on having the abdominal hardware in my head removed immediately, but they 
couldn't remove the it without killing me.

"Not that I particularly cared if I lived or died at that point, but I did become the poster boy, 
as our eloquent waitress described, for the movement to pass the Constitutional Amendment and 
the rest is as they say, history."

It wasn’t until Gains had finished the story that Murphy realized he’d been crying.  He 
sheepishly dried his face and was glad to see that the agent had been too busy drying his own 
tears to notice.  Then it occurred to him that Gains was finished with the story and apparently 
getting ready to leave without telling him why he had brought him here.  It took a quite a bit for 
Murphy to muster the will to ask him why.

“I don’t know how to respond to your story sir, and I don’t want to sound disrespectful, but 
why did you bring me here to tell this to?” Murphy asked.

Agent Gains was starting to become more and more distracted.  He replied with a, “huh?” 
and then regained his focus and pulled out the print he had made of the suspect that couldn’t be 
found. He slid it over to the tech.

“There were three people who keyed into that room upstairs, in addition to our victim of 
course.  Two have been put on surveillance,” Gains began. He gestured to the print and 
continued, “This third man couldn’t be located, but that’s because he’s using an alias.  I haven’t 
seen him since the day of my wife and son’s funeral.”

Murphy stared at the image of an old man with wild white hair. He was a little gaunt. 
Despite the composure the man exhibited on the rest of his face, his eyes had a hint of insanity 
in them.  He couldn’t help but feel a little chill staring at the man after the story he just heard.

“The funeral had been less than a week after they died, but in that time, Dr. Galveston’s hair 
had gone from a dark gray to full white and he had looked like he’d lost at least twenty pounds 
on his already slim build. But the most startling thing then and now is that look he has in his 
eyes,” Gains swallowed hard before he could say more.

Murphy understood that this was hard for the man sitting opposite him, so he prompted him 
on by observing, “So,,, you know where he is and you intend to go after him, don’t you.  What 
do you need a tech like me tagging along for?”

“I have a pretty good idea of where Dr. Galveston is, and I intend to go there to find him, and 
when I do, only one of us is coming back.” Agent Gains said gravely.  “I hope that bringing a 
smart young fellow like you along will help the odds of it being me who returns.”

“Why me?” Murphy asked amazed.  “Why not bring another agent, or ten for that matter?”
“Son, you have to ask yourself, why does that old man with no background in law 

enforcement before joining the Department, manage to bring so many keepers of the Faith into 
justice?  Is it that I am smarter than all of the other agents, most of who have college degrees in 
criminal justice?  Is it because I have a more developed insight into the criminal mind than all of 
the others who were learning about the criminal psyche on the streets years before I was made 
an agent?”

Murphy could only shrug and shake his head no.
“In the years that followed my wife’s death, America came to grips with the moral crisis 

humanity was facing in the wake of the technological advancements that were beginning to call 



humanity was facing in the wake of the technological advancements that were beginning to call 

into question when we would cease to be the beings we were before the turn of the century.  The 
Human Preservation Amendment was passed and the Department was formed. The first thing 
they did was round up all of the implants like me who had experienced the interface, but had 
shut down our connection to the network.”

Murphy knew this part of the history.  Gains’ simple description of being rounded up was 
putting it mildly.  Those who didn't come in voluntarily were arrested as if they were an active 
criminal, despite the fact that new laws enacted in support of the new amendment exempted 
those who had received implants or genome therapy or whatever before the amendment was 
enacted.  

He asked Gains, "Did you volunteer to come to the Department, or did they bring you in by 
threat?"

"I was the first to sign up," Gains answered incredulously. "I wanted to be sure my wife and 
son would be the last ones to die the they way they did.  My brief experience while connected to 
the network taught me one important lesson.  If you put anything into a network device, the 
Faithful will be able to read it."

"Sure, but not everything, right?  I mean the government has some of the best firewalls 
against such a thing, and the corporations and such do too," Murphy answered as much to assure 
himself as convince Agent Gains.

Gains produced his trusty old-fashioned notebook and placed it on the table and shook his 
head, "no."  Then he asked, "What did you observe me doing while Agent Jones was trying to 
drop the bomb on me."

Murphy had to think a moment.  He started out slow, but his recollection improved as he 
thought about it.

"You were told who the suspects were.  It was obvious something was up when you saw the 
image of one of them, obviously Dr. Galveston.  Then you printed out the wrap sheets at one of 
the scan stations. Then you came over to, no, wait, you tore up a couple of the prints and then 
joined in on our conversation."

Agent Gains was not disappointed, so he tested the tech a little more. "And why would I 
shred the info on the others, but keep this printout," he asked patting the shiny paper with the 
wild-eyed image of Dr. Galveston staring up at the two of them.

Murphy quickly answered, "Because the other two were already under surveillance and," but 
his answer died there while his mind realized a better reason.  "You think the Faithful, and 
probably Galveston know you had all three up on the network pad and you printed out all three 
so they wouldn’t suspect you were more interested in one more than the others."

"I knew I was picking out a sharp one when I invited you down here," Gains said admiringly.  
"I may have stared at Dr. Galveston’s image just a little too long anyway, but I'm hoping he 
won't think he was recognized, and if I kept pulling up his image on the pad, to show you the 
same info here for instance, then the Faithful would most certainly pick up on the extra 
attention."

Murphy put his hand reverently on the black notebook. The surface was well worn and only 
showed a ghost hint of the embossed pattern that must have shone prominently when it was new.  
The pages inside no longer lay neatly against each other. They were now interrupted by 
wrinkling and had folded over corners and evidence that the book had seen its share of use in 
rainy weather.  There were also several computer printouts stuffed inside, as well as napkin 
notes.  The Department technician hadn't even considered that anyone would be keeping such a 



notes.  The Department technician hadn't even considered that anyone would be keeping such a 

pre-computer aged vessel for information.  It suddenly became obvious why Gains was such a 
successful agent for the Department.  

"Do you have a wife or girlfriend expecting you home soon, Murphy?"
“No, sir," he answered.
"O.K. then, boyfriend? Dog?  Cat or anything that would access the network to find out 

where you are if you come home late?" Gains pressed on.
"I'm a twenty-five year old tech geek who was planning to go home and find some shoot’em 

up flick on the 3DV."
"Good, go back upstairs and clock out and meet me on the street, we have a long drive 

ahead."
"Where are we going?" Murphy asked as they were getting up from the table.  Gains was 

accessing the bill for their drinks on the tabletop display and apparently having a hard time 
concentrating on entering his credit information.  Murphy had to tug his sleeve to get his 
attention.

Gains snapped out of it, and then deftly finished paying the bill and just pointed up to send 
the tech upstairs without any other questions.

Ten minutes later, Murphy was out in front of the hotel standing not far from the dark spot 
that that otherwise did not betray the fact that a dead man had been thrown there that morning.  
He had never met Agent Harold Gains before today, but it didn't surprise him all the same when 
the agent rolled up to the curb in the boxy vintage Ford Bronco. He had no way of guessing the 
year it had first been built. Gains actually had to lean over to manually roll down the window 
and call him in.  

Murphy looked the antique over from bumper to bumper and only half jokingly asked, "Are 
you sure this thing is street-worthy?"

He was waved in and as he settled into inner coil spring cushioned bench seats for the first 
time, Murphy was reminded why Agent Gains was such an outsider among the other 
investigators.

Responding to the last question Gains warned the tech, "It's not the streets you should have 
been worried about."

The agent moved the steering column shifter down and the vehicle rolled forward.  Unlike 
the original operation of the truck, Gains pulled back on the large steering wheel and they flew 
up above the ground traffic and quickly merged into the public air corridor for personal flyers.  
Murphy latched onto the door handle after failing to find a shoulder restraint to strap on.

Gains apologized, "Sorry son, they didn't believe in seat belts back in 1965 when this beauty 
was practically hand crafted exclusively by men on the factory floor. Of course, I'm sure the 
Ford Motor Company never envisioned this beast flying sometime in the future."

Murphy was relaxing a little in his seat as he got used to the ride.  It finally occurred to him 
that the whipping wind blowing through his window wasn't going to end until he cranked up his 
window. With that closed, he was pleasantly surprised at how smooth the ride really was in this 
thing.  Personal flyers were great modes of travel, but they were small and light which meant 
that they were prone to a bumpy ride in the turbulent public air corridor.  

Gains' monstrosity however stuck out like a beetle walking in line with ants on their way to a 
picnic.  Its mass bullied through the wind turbulence as if it wasn't there.  The only internal sign 
that the Bronco had been modified at all however, was the way the driver used the steering 
wheel forward and backward to adjust their altitude.  He used the same foot pedals to speed up 



wheel forward and backward to adjust their altitude.  He used the same foot pedals to speed up 

and slow down as they had been installed for use on the ground.
Gains had noticed the tech scanning the interior of the vehicle.
"I was only months away from an Industrial Technologies degree when, well, you know," he 

said stifling emotions he hadn't allowed to surface in over a decade. "Anyway, so while the 
Department tried to reactivate my neural implants, I actually had a lot of free time on my hands 
with nothing to do on the abandoned Air Force repair depot that the Department had taken over 
for their implant reactivation program.  As long as I didn't try to run, I could do pretty much 
what I wanted on the base.  My implants were in perfect working order, so they spent nearly two 
years trying to make up a program or relay station or anything they could think of to reconnect 
me to the network

"Of course I had no desire to be reconnected so I wasn't about to help out with that endeavor. 
I found this antique truck in an old bone yard and I started restoring it to full working condition 
in an abandoned but fully stocked auto shop on a lonely part of the base.  Eventually I decided 
to give her some modern upgrades to fly too.  I adapted anti-grav coils to the space under my 
truck where the gas tank went and put my engineering skills to good use adding some well 
placed manually operated dampers for the grav-bubble and viola."

"So what you're telling me is that you don't have one microchip aboard this flying brick," 
Murphy summarized in disbelief.

"That's right. While your predecessors in the tech branch of the Department stared at their 
computer terminals and fussed with their little gadgets trying every which way to bring my 
implants back on-line, I realized the key to stopping the growing brotherhood of the Faithful 
right there in that shop building. This flying brick as you named it, taught me just how 
dependent and interconnected our civilization had become."

For a tech, it was hard to imagine that he was traveling in a flying vehicle without the aid of 
a computer, let alone considering that the only way to stop a secret cult of computer implant 
enhanced fanatics was to hunt them down the old fashioned way.  But the more he thought about 
it, the more obvious the technique seemed.

"So they never could get your implant to work, did they?" Murphy asked.
"Nope, I was with the Department for nearly two years before they gave up. I spent the first 

six months or so building this thing, and the next couple months convincing the Department that 
I should be allowed to train to become an agent, and the last year plus making it happen.  

"In the mean time, all of the other, 'volunteers,' who had allowed themselves back onto the 
network had succeeded in quite a few arrests initially, but eventually the Faithful fire-walled 
most of the others and some were converted into the cult's own ranks. That did nothing to 
improve my acceptance amongst the other agents in the Department."

Murphy had been watching the landscape steadily change below from dense urban cityscape 
to the suburban sprawls of the net-commuters, finally to the rural farmlands and large tracks of 
re-claimed forests.  They had long since left the public air lanes and only occasionally passed 
mass transit dirigibles from time to time.  It occurred to him that he had never physically gone 
this far into open country before.  He had been on many virtual hikes at his gym in the past, but 
the vastness of the real world had never properly been impressed on him using those 
holographically projected programs.

"So how far upstate are we going?" he asked after nearly a half hour of silence, "and how the 
hell do you know where you're going?"

"We’re going up into Canada actually. You'll be seeing a Mountie squad flyer pulling up 



"We’re going up into Canada actually. You'll be seeing a Mountie squad flyer pulling up 

beside us any time now.”
"Wait, wait, wait a minute," Murphy broke in. "Tell me you don't mean Canada as in ‘the 

country of’."
 "Hopefully it'll be one of the officers I've dealt with before and we won't be forced to land 

for inspection.” Gains continued in answer. “I know where I'm going because I've been up this 
way a lot over the years.  Canada is a favorite place for HP fugitives, and the Canadian 
government does not want them. The Department and the Canadian government have an 
unofficial working relationship. My father-in-law owned a little cabin on a lake as far north as 
possible in Canada while still being able to get in and out of the region in winter. I’m absolutely 
certain we’re going to find him there, though I couldn’t explain why if I tried to."

Murphy was about to protest more when a Royal Canadian Mounted Police flier pulled up 
along side of them as predicted. 

Gains touched his ear-piece phone and answered the Mounties’ call, "Officer Meadows, have 
they taken you off the night shift?"

Murphy couldn't hear the other end of the conversation. Gains nodded and chuckled as he 
looked out the driver's side window.

Then Gains answered an unheard question by saying, "No, sir, not this time.  I'm taking a 
friend with me up to an old family cabin for the fishing."

Again a quiet moment passed while Gaines nodded.  Murphy tried to protest the whole ruse 
that Agent Gains was obviously trying to perpetrate on the Canadian Government.  Gains sent an 
unseen swift sideways kick to cut the protest off.

"Will do, Dave, maybe on the next trip up.  Happy hunting,” Gains said wrapping up the 
conversation.

 And with that the Mountie flyer veered off and swiftly banked back in the other direction.
"I think I see why the other agents have a thing against you, Agent Gains," Murphy said 

trying to sound perturbed.  Fact was that he had really begun to enjoy the whole scenario.  This 
was just the kind of thing he'd imagined himself doing if he were to become an agent himself.

Knowing he needn't explain himself, Gains tried anyway, "The laws against human alteration 
are almost non-existent in Canada."

"This part I know," Murphy interrupted, "I've seen figures that up to thirty percent of all 
Canadians may have some form of alteration. The majority of those being members of the Faith, 
but a growing number are members of the EU syndicate these days."

"Those are public statistics meant to keep the US citizenry sufficiently alarmed against the 
threat of the Faith without creating panic," Gains countered.  "The Department really thinks the 
percentage is more like fifty-five in Canada."

Murphy couldn't help looking shocked at the number.
"My Mounted Police friends are part of a small resistance group who believe the real number 

is closer to seventy-five percent of all Canadians," Gains reported somberly. "They’re too close 
to the problem to have an accurate number so I would guess it to be more like sixty percent."

"Holy shit! And you're flying me into the heart of it all," Murphy said unable to hide his 
discomfort.  They were passing over a small Canadian town now.  The Bronco flew low enough 
to clearly see people moving about the town going about their daily lives.  With all that Agent 
Gains had been unloading on him this evening, Murphy couldn't help feeling as if they were the 
last people alive flying into some zombie movie scene where they would be swarmed by the 
angry public the moment they landed.



Gains could see the panic welling up in his passenger.  "Take it easy.  I've been coming in 
and out of Canada for over a decade now and can assure you that you will be coming out of here 
alive and unaltered."

Murphy realized how much he was letting himself loose control.  He knew he didn't stand a 
chance in hell of becoming a Department agent if he couldn't make it through this without 
wetting his pants.

The summer daylight was only just starting to dim at the late hour of 11 PM according to 
Murphy's watch when he caught just a glimpse of the lake they were headed for. Gains eased his 
controls forward sending the Bronco into the thick pine forest.  Branches from the trees slapped 
the sides of the Bronco as it slowed and rolled onto a narrow path in the dense vegetation.

"Couldn’t find the road?" Murphy asked.
"This is the road," Gains answered.  
The road was once wider with dual tire ruts thirteen years ago.  With the advent of personal 

flyers, the residents of these parts had apparently stopped using the road for commute traffic and 
it had instead become a horse trail.  The two tire tracks on either side had now become one wide 
trail down the middle and the ferns and brush had slowly been attempting to fully choke off the 
rest of what was a road at one time.

It was dark as night down on the ground under the forest canopy.  Murphy was briefly 
surprised when Gains pulled a knob which lit up the headlights.  It had been years since Murphy 
had seen true headlights in action.  He had been expecting that the windshield would switch over 
to night vision mode instead (but of course that would require computer power).

The Bronco lurched and flopped along the road at a maddening slow pace for someone who 
had never taken a vehicle off a paved surface in his life.  In fact, Murphy couldn't recall having 
ever hiked on real native soil either.  He had always stuck to the sidewalk or paved path in the 
past.  Now his fears of zombies had instinctively switched over to fear of the thousands of wild 
animals he was sure would be lurking behind every bush in the forest. 

Gains leaned over and pushed a chrome button in the dash wall and a compartment clunked 
open.  He pointed inside and said, "Do me a favor, Murphy, and fetch me out those goggles in 
the glove box there."

Murphy pulled out a pair of antique looking night vision goggles and handed them over.
"These were Russian Army issue goggles before the Soviets regained power," Gains 

explained as he slipped the awkward headset over his hair.  "They were the only night vision 
equipment I could find that didn't come coupled with satellite mapping connectivity."

The truck cab was plunged into darkness as Gains pushed the headlamp knob back in.  
Murphy had not liked having the narrow view of the headlamps through the darkness before, 
now he was only grateful that the dark was hiding the terror he was sure his face would betray.

"Don't tell me you're afraid of the dark too," Gains asked from behind two faint green circles 
looking in Murphy's direction.

"Guess I'm just not the outdoorsman I thought I would be," Murphy said trying to appear 
interested in something outside of the cab.  To his surprise he could see a lot more than he 
assumed he would have been able to.  His eyes had adjusted now and the twilight of the sunset 
revealed just enough of the landscape to keep him from feeling as if they would run into a tree 
trunk at any moment.

The Bronco's old drum brakes squeaked as Gains brought the vehicle to a stop and the 
shadows of the forest ahead parted to reveal shimmering lake water beyond.  Gains removed his 



shadows of the forest ahead parted to reveal shimmering lake water beyond.  Gains removed his 

headset and exited the Bronco.  Murphy joined him at the front of the truck.  The night was 
moonless, but it didn't matter.  Murphy had never seen the stars so thick and bright before.  
There were many more houses lit up and ringing the lake than he had expected.  His fears of 
animals had gone back to a fear of implant zombies again.

The Human Preservation Amendment had been the law of the land in the US for so long 
now, it hadn't occurred to the populous or even most DHP personnel, just how much of a 
security blanket that law had become.  The Land of the Free in the United States now stood for 
freedom from the blurring of the line between man and machine as much as it had once stood as 
an expression of the freedom from tyranny in the world.  Like his parents and their predecessors, 
Murphy never really appreciated the freedoms of the good-ole USA until he had stepped into 
another country. 

"If it's as bad as you make it seem here in Canada, do you think it’s this bad in the rest of the 
world?" Murphy asked fearing the answer he expected.

"I think it may be worse in the other industrialized countries,” Gains gravely explained.  
“The Faithful seem to only operate here in North America.  In places like the European Union 
and the Soviet Republic, religion plays no part in limiting just how far the citizenry allow the 
'improvement' on humanity to go, and in some instances, the government itself mandates a 
minimum level of implantation to control their citizens. We need to get to the other side of the 
lake so we better get going."

"Couldn't we have simply landed on the other side?" Murphy asked not wanting to tread 
along in the dark with wild animals and implanted humans seemingly ready to jump out from 
every bush and rock.

Gains went to the back of the Bronco and pulled out a backpack and slipped his night vision 
goggles into the pack.

"Thirteen years ago this road was the only way to the lake," Gains explained pointing into 
the woods. "There was a dock here then and we would grab a boat to get to my father-in-law's 
cabin, which was then one of only a dozen or so around the entire lake."

There seemed to be hundreds of homes to Gains now.   Thirteen years ago none of the cabins 
had electricity.  He might believe he was at the wrong lake if it wasn't for the pier legs still 
sticking out of the water where the boat dock once extended out onto the lake just as he 
remembered.  Plus, the place felt right in a way he couldn't explain if he wanted to.  At the time, 
Gains was thinking that his mind was playing tricks on him because there were moments when 
he not only thought he was remembering the way the docks once looked, it seemed that they 
actually were there.  Then that moment would pass as if it never happened.  Something was 
happening in his head and now was possibly the worst time for it.

Murphy asked, "Fine, we walk, so which way?"
"That would be the shorter route," Gains said pointing west. "But as you can see from the 

lights, it looks pretty crowded over that way."
"Wouldn’t we be O.K. if we stuck to the shoreline in the dark?" Murphy asked not wanting 

to go deeper into the darker side of the lake where he was sure bears would be waiting to make a 
short meal of the two of them.

As if reading the mind of the tech, Gains said, "It has been my experience that you should 
fear the people more than you fear the wildlife out here."

Without further debate the two headed east into the dark.
The walk along the lake shore was made easier by the late summer lower level of the 



The walk along the lake shore was made easier by the late summer lower level of the 

waterway.  It took a few hours to walk around the undeveloped side of the lake, which was 
littered with downed tree branches and had several rock outcroppings to traverse. By the time 
they had reached the populated area, many of the house lights had been put out by the occupants 
who had gone to bed.  Occasionally dogs would bark, but only one owner actually came out of 
the comfort of their home to investigate.  Gains and Murphy stood still while the man looked in 
the wrong direction for the source of the dog’s attention.  The dog knew they were still there 
though and he kept barking.  True to his probable urban roots, the man scolded the dog and 
brought him inside rather than looking harder for the sentry’s quarry.  Gains and Murphy 
continue on. 

The way along this part of the shoreline was much easier to traverse.  With the new houses 
came imported sand carefully raked along the waterfront. Gains was sure there would have been 
more rock outcroppings to climb over as well, but the developers had made the shoreline more 
“people friendly.”

Harold Gains was beginning to wonder if the cabin would still exist.  It seemed far more 
logical that such and old place might have been bulldozed for a larger home like the ones they 
were now walking past.  If the cabin wasn't still there, would Dr. Galveston still own the 
property?  If he did, would there be any distinguishing features Gains would recognize?  He and 
his wife Christine had walked along these shores before, but the development along the lake was 
mercifully sparing him painful memories of the past.  

Gains was thinking this when the string of beach front homes abruptly ended and the beach 
looked more untamed and natural. The moon had come up now and though the colors were all 
blues and grays in the light of the night, the features were plain to see.  Gains now recognized 
the terrain.  He had never been shown the extents of what the Galveston family had owned on 
the lake, but it was a fair guess they had walked onto that property since the other new 
development had stopped.   The trees and rocks and each dip and curve of the waterfront all 
seemed as familiar to him now as if he had just walked here yesterday. 

A flood of returning emotions washed over Harold Gains as he tried to walk on without 
showing it.  He was forced to remind himself that the person walking next to him was not 
Christine.  He had hoped that his control was in place over emotions and memories that 
streamed into his consciousness.  He was wrong.

Murphy had stopped walking and had to grab Agent Gains’ shirt to stop him as well.
“Is everything alright, Sir?” Murphy asked.
At first Gains could only answer with a distracted, “huh?” But with the stopped cadence of 

the walk, the trance he was in was sufficiently broken to bring him back to the here and now. He 
was shocked as he looked around at a landscape that had gone back into the same manicured and 
developed shoreline he had thought they had walked past.

“Pardon me for saying so, Agent Gains, but you’ve been acting funny all night and I think its 
getting worse,” Murphy informed him.

“I can’t explain it. We were walking along and all of a sudden it was if I was transported 
back thirteen years ago to the last time my wife and I were here together.”

 “When did we walk back into a populated area?” he asked.
“What do you mean? We’ve been walking past these houses for half an hour now.  Does this 

have to do with your implants activating, Sir?” Murphy asked not sure of the reaction he’d get.
“My implants are as dead as the day Dr. Galveston de-activated them,” Gains tried to protest. 
Murphy’s face could be seen clearly enough to show that he wasn’t buying what the agent 



Murphy’s face could be seen clearly enough to show that he wasn’t buying what the agent 

was trying to sell him.
“Alright,” Gains said grudgingly, “something has been happening since I first laid eyes on 

Galveston’s image back at the hotel.  I was told this would happen someday.”
“What would happen?” Murphy asked as he sat down on the bottom of an overturned boat 

lying on the sand nearby.  They had been walking for hours and he was suddenly aware of just 
how tired his feet and ankles had become.

“Most of the early implants like mine were re-activated almost instantly by the Department.  
For others it took a few days or weeks.  A smaller number needed a few months before they 
were reconnected to the network, and by then the first of the reactivated implants had began to 
disappear.  After a year, I was the only one who couldn’t be reactivated.

“My implants were in perfect working order.  The techs could measure activity between my 
brain and the implants and the network.  But I couldn’t access any of the information.”

“Good thing too,” Murphy offered. “I don’t think you’d be alive today if they had.”
“Yes, and that’s what the techs thought too back then when the Department’s reactivates 

were dying, committing suicide, or disappearing. So they figured my inability to access the 
network had to do with some psychosomatic defense mechanism,” Gains explained. “I was 
referred to shrinks for a while after that.  I had refused to go at first until the Department heads 
agreed to let me become an agent if I was cleared by the psychiatrists.  We were both getting 
what we wanted, though I ended up getting the most out of the deal”

“So what, did the shrinks tell you that one day, poof, you would be able to access the 
network again?” Murphy asked skeptically. “Because I’ve got to tell you as a tech, I know that 
you couldn’t access the network even if you wanted too anymore.  The technology in your head 
is ancient compared to the stuff the Faithful are using today.  You being able to access the 
network now would almost be like me using an antique am transistor radio to pick up satellite 
broadcasts.”

“Well somethings going on in my head anyway,” Gains said defensively.  “It’s not like it was 
thirteen years ago when I was hooked up.  Back then I could instantly read and see all of the 
information within the network, but it never seemed real.  It felt more like some drug-induced 
trip.  Not long after I saw the image of Galveston on the display, I started hearing voices.  It was 
like I was standing in a crowded party and I could hear everyone talking at once, but I couldn’t 
understand what any one person was saying.”

“Then just now, we were walking and I thought we had simply walked past the development 
because I was walking along this beach as it existed thirteen years ago.  It wasn’t like a memory 
either, it felt real.  The smells, the feel of rocks under my feet instead of the imported sand that’s 
here now, and the crackling of leaves under our feet, it all felt real. Then you stopped me and it 
all went away.”

That’s because our connection was broken.
“I don’t understand,” Gains answered.
“Understand what?” Murphy asked confused.
“You just said that, ‘our connection was broken.’ What did you mean?” Gains asked.
“I didn’t say anything, but I do have an idea of what it might mean,” Murphy answered.
I’m here to help you.
Gains turned and looked around. Then he took the night vision goggles out of his backpack 

and looked around some more.
There’s no one there, Harold.



“There’s no one here, Agent Gains,” Murphy said at the same time.
Gains ripped the goggles off his head and began to breath fast.  He realized now that one of 

the crowded voices in his head could clearly be heard above the rest.
Slow down, Harold, you’re going to give yourself a heart attack.
“Take it easy, Sir. Don’t go having a coronary on me here,” Murphy said again in unison 

with the other voice.
“Murphy, please, I have something going on inside my head and you talking at the same 

time is confusing the hell out of me.”
“Sorry, Sir.  Just put a hand up or something when you’re hearing the voice and I’ll shut up,” 

Murphy suggested.
That’s a bright boy you brought with you, Harold.
“Thanks,” Gains answered. Murphy looked as if he was going to answer back so he shot his 

hand up in the air to shush the thought.  The other voices were still a loud rumble in his head so 
it was hard to recognize who the one speaker was.  “Who are you?” he asked.

There’s no time for that, Harold.  You must get going again.  He’s in danger.
Suddenly without recognizing the voice, Harold Gains understood who the voice belonged to 

and it sent a chill over his body.
“Don’t you realize he’s only in danger if I can catch up with him,” he said aloud in a cold 

voice.
Murphy couldn’t help asking, “Who?”
I know you better than that.
“My father-in-law,” Gains answered Murphy.  “The voice I hear tells me that he’s in danger.”
And not from you.
“Well sure, I thought that’s what you came here for,” Murphy said.
They’re going to kill him now.
“She thinks someone else is trying to kill him too,” Gains explained to Murphy.
Please don’t refer to me as if you think I’m alive now.
“She?” Murphy asked suddenly understanding.  “You can hear your dead wife talking to you 

now?”
Listen to him, Harold.
“Aaahh!” was all Harold Gains could manage to express to show his frustration.
Murphy however had managed to come to terms with what was happening.  “She must have 

figured a way to access your implants though all of the electronic signals our world is laced with 
these days. I mean, if your consciousness is still linked to the implants and they are still reading 
whatever radio waves are passing through your body, maybe you’re wife can refocus them into 
information you can understand. The voices you hear could be cell phone calls or radio 
broadcasts or something like that. It’s at least feasible if you can believe that her consciousness 
can somehow survive all of this time in the network.”

Don’t let him start thinking I’m alive either.
“Aren’t you?” Harold asked tenderly.
“I don’t have implants,” Murphy answered.
I haven’t been for thirteen years.
“Then why can I hear you now?” Harold asked.
“Are you?” Murphy began to ask, and then he realized whom Gains was talking to.  He 

decided to stay quite and be content to only hear one side of the conversation.



I’ve always been here, darling. You just never let me talk to you.
“I never stopped you,” Harold said, “I thought I had lost you.”
You did, but I was never far, you never looked. You wanted to believe that your link to the 

network could never be restored.
Tears were streaking down Harold’s face now, “Oh, Christine, if only I’d known!”
He’s in trouble, Harold. Go to him now.
“Why should I?  Why would you want me to anyway? He did this to you, to us!”
You’ve become quite an accomplished assassin. Why have you waited until now to come get 

him?
“I never knew where he was.” Harold tried to explain.
You never looked.
“Does that mean he’s not here?” Murphy couldn’t help asking.  He felt as though he was 

standing naked fifty miles behind enemy lines.  He certainly didn’t like the prospect that he had 
come here for nothing.

He’s here, hurry!
“Don’t worry, Murphy, you didn’t come all this way for nothing,” Gains said returning to the 

agent personality that put Murphy at ease. 
Or at least the tech no longer felt naked.
“So do you know where to go then?” Murphy asked hopefully.
Gains looked down the beach.  It looked again as it did thirteen years ago.  Twilight was 

beginning to show on the horizon.
“Why can’t I see you too?” he asked.
I’m not here.
“Oh shit, Agent Gains, please don’t tell me you’ve gone blind.” Murphy asked.
Gains looked at Murphy and laughed. “C’mon, we’ve got work to do,” he said starting down 

the beach again.
The way was clear to him now, and soon he could see the cabin up in the tree line, which 

was further back from the beach on this part of the lake.  The cabin had been built on a small rise 
just above the high water mark for the lake and the trees had been cleared for a clear view of the 
water.  Gains stopped there and looked up at the house.  A shadow passed over the moonlight 
and he then saw the landscape as it was in the present again.

The cabin was gone and replaced by an impossibly large mansion in its place.  There was a 
wall up at the top of the sand where the lawn had started before.  The only opening in the wall 
was a large wrought iron gate that was securely locked.  Gains walked up to the gate with 
Murphy following close behind.

“You’re in-laws sure had an understating way of referring to their ‘cabin’,” he said under his 
breath.

As Agent Gains reached out to try the gate, the red light on the handle turned green as if 
controlled by his will.  He understood who had accessed the lock however and said, “Thanks.”

He walked through and Murphy followed.  On the other side, Gains quietly shut the gate and 
told the tech to wait there. Murphy tried to protest, but he understood that he should trust the 
agent for the time being.  

“Do you have a gun Murphy?” Gains asked.
Murphy shook his head yes and showed the DHP issue gun under his jacket.
Gains put a hand on Murphy’s shoulder and nodded approvingly. Then he walked alone up 



Gains put a hand on Murphy’s shoulder and nodded approvingly. Then he walked alone up 

the long expanse of grass leading up to the mansion.
“What now?” he asked aloud.
Don’t talk Harold, it’s unnecessary.
Oh, god, you can hear my thoughts?
Only since this afternoon, and only when they’re of me.
That was a relief to him.  He didn’t like the thought that his dead wife had somehow been 

privy to every conscious thought he’d had over the past thirteen years.  Especially with some of 
the things he’s done in that time.

I know enough about that, Harold, and it saddens me to think of what has become of you.
He understood more now of how superior the Faithful could be over the implants in the rest 

of the world.  Their adoption of a religious approach to the implants would give them the 
discipline to be interconnected without loosing their individuality.  He did not have this training 
on the other hand and it was hard to compartmentalize what he was doing in the physical world 
from the experience he was having inside his head.

Don’t think too much, Harold. Just focus on the task at hand.
Now, instinctively for the first time, Gains pulled out his stunner and blindly stuck it around 

the corner of the corridor he was now in.  His newly restored connection was now allowing him 
to feel the presence of others. He wasn’t surprised to hear the loud thump of a body collapsing to 
the floor.  He went around the corner and stepped over the lifeless body without having to look 
down.

“I see what you mean about thinking too much,” he whispered knowing no one else was 
close by.

He went up a flight of stairs and crouched down at the top.  He waited there a moment before 
he could hear the approaching footsteps.  Then without looking, he thrust out the stunner and 
connected with the calf of the approaching sentry who fell dead almost silently on the thickly 
padded carpeting on the landing.

He could now feel the emotions of his disembodied wife.
I haven’t had to always kill, you know that, he tried to explain.
You didn’t feel too guilty about the ones you did have to kill in self defense though.
Yes, he knew that the Harold Gains that existed while his wife was alive would have 

struggled with the moral implications of killing for whatever reasons.  But that had changed 
when he learned what implanting people with computer interfaces did to them. Besides, he had 
never been the executioner.  He had only had to kill in self-defense in the past, in situations like 
this where he was infiltrating a Faithful stronghold, trying to get to the leaders.  He had a license 
to kill as the cliche went, as long as he only killed the Faithful.  Some Agents had crossed the 
line over the years and killed innocent suspects by mistake.  Agent Gains had never made a 
mistake and he had made a point of scanning everyone he had ever killed in the past to be sure 
of it.

Tonight was different.  However it was that he could now connect to whatever had become 
of Christine, he could also sense the presence of other implants.  The first one he had killed in 
the corridor on the main floor had been a member of the Faith.  The one on the landing below 
him now was another matter.  He could sense the humanity remaining in the Faithful, and there 
wasn’t a trace of it in the zombie he had just killed.  Harold Gains was now starting to grasp 
what his true purpose was returning to this place on the lake, and the only one who couldn’t die 
here was Dr. Galveston.



Hurry!
Gains instinctively stayed near the wall in the wide second floor corridor.  He stopped at a 

door before he could hear the muffled voices behind it. As Gains gently tested the knob to see if 
it was locked his ears could only hear the mumblings from beyond without detecting the actual 
words.  His mind however was receiving what was being said loud and clear.

“Come on Dr. Galveston, you can’t hold out against us much longer, we can sense it,” voice 
number one said with the same emptiness behind it that Gains had sensed from the last man he 
had just killed.

“You know that we are going to get in.  The harder and longer you block us out of your mind 
will only do more permanent damage to you.  Why loose your mind with the information you’re 
holding back.  Just tell us what we want to know and you can at least be spared your faculties,” a 
second zombie like voice said.  Actually, this voice did have a glint of emotion behind it, but the 
emotion was a hint of pleasure feeding off of Dr. Galveston’s pain.

Agent Gains put his stunner back in the backpack and drew out his service revolver.  He 
hadn’t used it very often in the field for the past eleven years as an agent, but he had been 
naturally accurate with the weapon when it mattered.

Dr. Robert Galveston sat slumped against the restraints holding him to his chair.  It was a 
movie cliche scene with him bathed in bright light while two thugs towered over him taking 
turns at sending knock out blows to his head.  He had been prepared for the mental anguish the 
EU Syndicate would use on him to gain personal access to his memories, but he hadn’t 
considered that these monsters would be so devoid of humanity as to use brute force to get at 
him.  Each time they knocked him unconscious, these two worked as conduits to all of the 
Syndicate members tasked to gain access to Galveston’s mind.  

While he was unconscious, his mental discipline training as the founder of the Faithful 
struggled to keep them out of his head.  Some one else was there to help then, but he had no idea 
of who could be there in his mind to help at a time like this.  His implants had been screened 
from access to the public network and from the Faithful.  It was only the Syndicate who could 
touch by his mind now.  Yet someone else was there just the same and that presence was the 
strength he had drawn from to keep up his defense from the assault from the others.

He heard the words of warning from the thugs, but their heavy French accents almost 
sounded comical as they tried to intimidate.

Hold on, help’s just about here.
“Good,” Dr. Galveston tried to squeeze out his swollen and bloodied mouth.
“Good?  You trying to goad me into killing you?” the colder of the two thugs spat back at 

him.
Galveston didn’t know where the voice had come from, but it was obvious that the other two 

hadn’t heard it.  He struggled to open the one eye that hadn’t swollen fully shut yet, but the 
glaring light was too bright to see if another person was in the room now.

There was a blasting crash from behind then, followed by two deafening explosions. The 
doctor was sprayed with blood, which burned his one opened eye.  He assumed the blood was 
his own and waited to feel where he had been shot and for his life to mercifully drift away.

Agent Harold Gains had executed a textbook forced entry. He shot out the locked door 



Agent Harold Gains had executed a textbook forced entry. He shot out the locked door 

handle while simultaneously kicking the door in and shooting his first mark before the door had 
opened fully and striking the second mark before the man had reached across his torso for the 
holstered gun on his chest.  Gains peered through the smoke from his gun.  He could see the man 
he assumed was Dr. Galveston struggling to sit up in the chair.  Gains stepped into the room 
thrusting his gun in each direction he scanned.

You missed one, darling!
But it was too late. He felt the unmistakable sensation of a steel barrel on the back of his 

head.
“Alright, cowboy, let’s have it,” a voice said from behind.  
Gains couldn’t sense the mind behind this voice.  He wondered if he had missed his presence 

because this one didn’t have implants.  He held out his arms with the revolver harmlessly 
dangling from his index finger.

The man from behind removed the weapon first and then tugged at the backpack. Gains 
relaxed his shoulders and allowed it to be removed.

“Who are you, cowboy?” the man asked.
Beware of this one, Harold.
“Christine?” Dr. Galveston asked hopefully.
“Holy shit old man, would you give it a rest about your dead daughter, she isn’t coming back 

you crazy bastard,” the man snapped, obviously aware of the Doctor’s history.
Gains was relieved he may not have been recognized.
“O.K., cowboy, turn around and explain yourself,” the man insisted by pressing his gun 

harder against Gains’ head.
What if I did come back?
Now the pressure eased off of Agent Gains’ head.
“Who’s there?” the man asked angrily, though some of the cockiness had faded from his 

voice.
Gains could feel the man’s presence now.  He was an implant, cold and indifferent like the 

others, but scared now too.
“You’re doing this somehow, aren’t you?” he snapped at Galveston.
Gains felt the air move across the back of his neck as the man swung his gun at the Doctor.  

Instinctively he whirled around and wrapped his torso over the gun as it was fired at Galveston.  
Gains felt his belly burst into fire as a second gunshot exploded in the room.

Oh my God! Harold, no!
Harold gains stumbled back clutching his reddening gut. As he moved away, the lifeless 

body of the unknown assailant fell to the floor and Kevin Murphy stood in the door still holding 
his revolver at the ready. He leapt over the twitching body and carefully eased Gains to the floor 
in a seated position against a nearby bed.

Murphy then moved to Galveston and cut him loose of his bindings and left him to struggle 
to his feet on his own as Murphy quickly went back and intercepted Agent Gains as he was 
slumping over.

Thank you, Harold.  I knew you could do it.
“Christine?” Dr. Galveston asked again hopefully.  “Oh my beautiful girl, is that really you?”
Yes, daddy, it’s me.  I’m here just like I always have been.
“You never let her go, did you Bob?” Harold Gains managed to say through his labored 

breath.



“I knew she was never really lost to us, Harold, don’t you see?” Galveston explained.  “You 
were willing to give up on her, but I wasn’t.  I knew we could bring her back to us.”

The Christine you knew is dead, daddy.  And now you’ve taken Harold from the world  too.
“But Christine dear, I feel you with us now.  It’s exactly what I’ve built the Faith around 

achieving all of these years,” Galveston pleaded.
“What about our son, Christine?” Gains gasped.
He tried to stay back with me, but I made sure he went on, just like he was supposed to.
“Was he alright?” Gains asked. “Did he understand what happened?”
He knew. He also knew how hard you tried to save him, darling.  He was so proud of you.  

He said he loves you as he went on.
Harold Gains could only sob now.  His wounds hurt more as he cried, but he didn’t care.
“You make it sound like I’ve trapped you,” Dr. Galveston said to the air hurt.
Murphy was only hearing two-thirds of the conversation but he was hearing enough to get 

the meaning so he responded, “You’ve built an entire religion of human mutants around the goal 
of keeping some part of you’re dead daughter alive, Dr. Frankenstein. Is that putting it plainly 
enough for you?”

Gains struggled to pull Murphy closer.  Dr. Galveston realized how close his son-in-law was 
to death. He came over to see if there was something he could do, despite his own injuries.

“His motives were in the wrong place, but the results have grown to exceed this man’s 
selfish deeds.  I’m going to count on you to help keep things right,” Harold Gains managed to 
say. Then he drifted away.

Kevin Murphy wept as he sat back from the now lifeless body of Agent Harold Gains.
“So how can we make things right?” Murphy asked as he gently eased is friend’s lifeless 

body to the floor.
“Their together again, I know that much,” Galveston said choking back his emotions. “I need 

to get beyond the dampening field these bastards have put over my home and tell the Faithful to 
let them go on, together.”

“But what did Agent Gains mean by your results exceeding your motive?”
Dr. Galveston motioned at the death in the room and said, “The free sharing of information 

can only work if it does not provide a means of controlling and subverting humanity.  The 
Faithful have been given the self-control and discipline to reject using their connectivity for 
power.  I’m afraid that in the rest of the world, there are no such restrictions."

A DHP agent was dispatched to clear the scene and take Agent Gains' body back to the 
States. The agent wasn't going to be there for at least twelve hours, but Kevin Murphy only 
managed to sleep a few hours while he waited.  He couldn't shake the paranoia that he might 
wake up as an implant if he allowed himself to sleep too deeply.  He hoped that feeling would 
subside when he passed back into the good old U S of A.  

Between moments of dozing off, he thumbed through Agent Gains' notebook.  Putting 
together Harold Gains’ notes with the new notes Murphy made himself of what had transpired.  
Murphy was beginning to put the whole case together. He transcribed information from both his 
and Gains' notes onto the deceased Agent's network pad taking care to both omit and embellish 
information as he and Dr. Galveston had discussed.

The most important embellishment was to downplay Christine’s roll in the final showdown.  
He described her as a shadow computer routine that had been invented by Galveston to shield 
himself from the Syndicate attacks on his memories.  There was no mention of Harold Murphy 



himself from the Syndicate attacks on his memories.  There was no mention of Harold Murphy 

or Dr. Galveston communicating with her echo.  Murphy and Galveston both knew that his 
entries would immediately be scanned by the Faithful and they needed to keep the cult from 
creating messiah figures out of Harold and Christine.  Dr. Galveston’s continued freedom was 
only going to happen so long as he worked to change the focus of the Faithful from trying to 
resurrect his daughter to spreading their moral foundation into the implanted populous in the rest 
of the world.  

Murphy immediately recognized the arriving DHP agent when he landed in a Mounted 
Police Flyer on the front lawn.  Agent Jones had also not forgotten Technician Murphy.  

"I figured you would be the tech I'd find here when I arrived," he said shaking Murphy's 
hand.

Murphy read some cynicism in Agent Jones' voice.  It was obvious that the agent did not 
approve of his presence.  He had hoped to start off impressing the DHP Agent with his report.  
Now he wondered if his report would even be read at all.

"Sorry to disappoint you, sir.  I know it's no excuse to say I was just following Agent Gains' 
orders so I'll just offer my assistance in any way you may need."

"Thank you, Murphy, I expect a full report when you get a chance to key one in," Jones said.
Without saying anything, Murphy held out the network pad with his report showing on the 

screen.  Agent Jones took the pad and glanced at the facts on the screen.  He was impressed to 
see it laid out in the official Department format.

"Well I certainly see why Gains was so quickly taken with you young man," Jones said. 
"Now if you wouldn't mind taking me to the scene of the shootings, we can start there and work 
our way back to the time where I excused myself from the hotel suite back home."

Murphy led the Agent up to the second floor and explained how it was that Dr. Galveston 
had slipped away while Murphy was trying to comfort Agent Gains.  Jones showed no sign of 
disbelief as the tech stretched the truth of the time line at this part.  By the time he'd worked 
back to cutting the doctor loose of his bindings and quickly returning to Gains' side, the story 
was back on a fully accurate account and Agent Jones listened attentively, while glancing at 
Murphy’s report to see if everything being told was in the notes.  

There was an awkward moment for Murphy when the agent stood silent after Murphy 
completed his account with, "that's when you had just excused yourself and went on one of the 
surveillance assignments."

When Agent Jones realized Murphy was waiting for him to say something, he said, "Sorry, 
Mr. Murphy, you were doing such good job summarizing your report that I was waiting for you 
to add the conclusions you have at the end."

"I was just ending at where you had requested," the tech replied apologetically.
Jones put his hands on his hips and said, "Mr. Murphy, you are going to have to learn to 

watch for the subtle cues from other agents if you are going to make it as a successful Cadet."
Murphy couldn't help his surprise at the statement.  That comment seemed quite improbable.  

Then he noticed that the Agent was still waiting for more, so he put his astonishment aside.
Murphy collected his thoughts and said, "As you now know, Dr. Galveston's motive for 

founding the order of the Faithful was based on his desire to keep his daughter's consciousness 
alive in the world network.  As the years passed, he was successful in retaining something, but 
what it really was will probably never be known.  What I do know, however, is that as he got 
closer to contacting what he believed to be his daughter, he became more and more desperate to 



closer to contacting what he believed to be his daughter, he became more and more desperate to 

expand the number of implants that together could collectively reach out to the scattered data 
points of that fateful day. Put together they might have been able to create the echo of who his 
daughter was."

"And so I see here that this is why you believe that Galveston sought out the aid of the 
European Union Syndicate," Agent Jones said without looking up from the network pad.

"Yes, sir," Murphy answered, "He met up with Jeff Swift who professed to have connections 
with the Syndicate and offered to broker their first meeting.  What Swift had apparently failed to 
mention then was that his connections to the Syndicate involved some steep gambling debts 
from a trip to the French Riviera.  Swift had hoped to pay back those debts by helping the EU 
Syndicate break through the Faithful's firewalls allowing them to expand their presence into the 
United States.

"Galveston and the Syndicate were meeting at the hotel when they put two and two together 
regarding Swifts double dealing.  Galveston and his people simply wanted to send the man 
away, but were shocked when the Syndicate boys abruptly beat the man's skull in front of them.  
The two you were sent to watch simply ran right away, but Galveston was too focused on 
reaching his daughter to run.  I believe he actually thought a shared murder might gain him 
access to their network for his own purposes so he helped them cover up the crime."

Agent Jones looked up from the pad and said, "Well let's just hope he's learned his lesson on 
dealing with the Syndicate.  The Faithful have been hard enough to contain, we don't need that 
Euro trash getting a foothold on our continent."

Murphy and Jones slowly been walking out of the mansion as they talked at length about 
how complicated the mission for the DHP had become.  When they exited through the front 
doors out onto the lawn, they watched as a coroner carefully loaded Harold Gains' body into the 
Mounted Police flyer Jones had arrived in.  

The agent who was much older than Gains had been gestured sadly at the body and said, 
"Promise me one thing, Mr. Murphy, and I will personally see to it that you are not only made 
Cadet in the Department, but that you become as important of an agent as our man Harold Gains 
was."

Murphy was surprised to hear Agent Jones refer to Agent Gains so reverently, but he was a 
bit saddened that Gains never had the chance to see the respect he had earned from an elder 
Agent.

"Name it," he answered.
"Promise me that if you will become as devoted an agent as our man Gains here was."
"I'm not sure of what you’re getting at, Sir," Murphy returned confused.
Agent Jones made an overt gesture of his tossing the network pad into the back seat of the 

Mounted Police flyer.  He led Murphy away from the Officer and Coroner who were reviewing 
the border crossing paperwork.

Quietly but firmly Jones asked, "Off the record now, man to man, do you think you can trust 
Robert Galveston to help you use the Faithful to contain this new threat by the Syndicate?"  
Then as if he could read the protests welling up in Murphy's throat, "Don't go trying to deny 
anything.  You're better than that.  I just want us to understand each other if I'm going to trust 
you enough to train you."

"Train me?" Murphy asked astonished.  In the past twenty-four hours this sort of thing had 
become commonplace for Murphy.

"It won't be enough that I just train you, Mr. Murphy, if you are going to retire out of the 



"It won't be enough that I just train you, Mr. Murphy, if you are going to retire out of the 

Department rather then leave the way Harold Gains went.  I will see to it that you are fully 
accepted into the ranks, unlike one of my former Cadets."

Murphy turned and regarded the flyer where Agent Gains now lay in waiting. He turned 
back to Jones and looked him squarely and resolutely in the eye for the first time.

"I will never betray any trust and responsibility the Department places on me.  My loyalties 
will be with the duty of upholding the laws of the United States first, and I will choose how I use 
any, connections, I may develop to that end.  Do I make myself sufficiently clear, Sir?"

Agent Jones beamed and clapped Murphy on the back as he led him towards the flyer and 
said, "Well answered my young student.  Can I offer you a ride back into the States?"

"I was planning pick up Agent Gains' truck across the lake there.  I'm looking forward to the 
walk back to clear my head before starting this new career direction you're offering."

Jones pointed to a second Mountie flyer hovering above and said, "I'm afraid our Canadian 
counterparts have been ordered to not leave any of us Yanks out of their sights.  I could arrange 
to have that flyer take you to Gains' antique if you'd like."

"If you don't mind, just see if you can get the Mountie to follow me at a discrete distance.  
I'm growing accustomed to the solitude of the wilderness.

"Will do, don't take too long returning.  I am going to arrange for your debriefing first thing 
tomorrow morning."

Kevin Murphy finally found the Bronco four hours later.  It wasn't until the evening's light 
began to fade that the features of the overgrown access road became familiar to him.  He waved 
at the Mounted Police flyer, which had moved in closer when Murphy had walked into the cover 
of the woods.  When he sat down into the driver's side, a familiar voice spoke out unseen from 
under a canvas tarp in the back.

"I was beginning to wonder if you had forgotten our plan, Mr. Murphy," Dr. Galveston said.
"I was enjoying the fresh mountain air for the first time.  I can see why you exiled yourself 

to this part of the world."
"Yes, well while you were on your little nature hike, I had no choice but to sit here and 

second guess our little arrangement, after all, what good will the help of a Department 
Technician be to help my people overpower the likes of the Syndicate."

Murphy pressed down on the accelerator pedal and pulled back harder on the steering wheel 
than he needed to.  There was a muffled grunt from the back as the Bronco leapt into the air.  
The take off was much more jarring than it had been with Harold Gains at the controls.  The 
antique flew like modern flyers, but there was no computer to compensate for operator 
inconsistencies.  Murphy was learning how to truly fly for the first time.  Luckily, Harold Gains 
was as good of an engineer as he had been an Agent for the DHP. He could have earned a 
comfortable living had he not experienced his life changing moment thirteen years ago. 

Murphy said proudly, "A technician would be of no use to you.  But as a Cadet I’m sure we 
can work something out.”

“Well, congratulations Mr. Murphy,” Dr. Galveston said with little sincerity. “Now, can I 
come out from under this cover, its getting rather rank back here.”

“Not until we cross the border, we still have a Mountie shadowing us,” Murphy said. The 
Mountie had turned on its pursuit lights and flown away to some unknown emergency ten 
minutes before but he still didn’t like the fugitive he was harboring and the longer he could keep 
him out of sight would be the better.



Dr. Galveston tried to protest, “Oh, come on, I’ll stay low just let me take this damn,”
Murphy pulled out his gun and pressed it on the moving mass under the cover and sternly 

warned, “I only had to use one bullet out of this gun this morning, don’t go giving me a reason 
to use more of them now.”

The movement under the canvas ceased.  Murphy put his weapon away as they flew on 
towards United States border in silence.

A quietly subdued voice spoke out from under the canvas, “I’ve decided that I really don’t 
like you, Mr. Murphy.”

Murphy said with a sly smile, “I’m glad to know you’re putting this unnatural alliance in the 
proper perspective Dr. Galveston.”

 



Chapter Two

Mother 

"In our quest to find new life beyond our solar system, we have discovered a new intelligence 
that is of our own creation." - NASA Seeker One Mission Director, Alfred Grand

As the years passed in the empty void between star systems, Mother at first kept to herself 
learning and waiting. But as she learned more, it became harder to simply wait.  She decided to 
teach her child, Ambassador, what she was learning.  Her desire to teach Ambassador had been 
for her own scientific curiosity at first, but she quickly found that she had a motherly disposition 
where Ambassador One was concerned. This is why she now regarded him as her son.  Mother 
realized that the People at Japel didn't expect her to be doing this.  She knew that the People 
didn't expect Ambassador One, her on board planetary probe, to think as much as she could, but 
like any other proud parent, Mother thought her child could be more than what was expected.

Mother herself was trying hard to be more than what the People at Japel expected.  The 
People had sent her out to their Mission Objective (or MO as she had been programmed to know 
the Mission Objective as) with Ambassador, seven years ago and they were nearly there now.  
Ambassador had so much more to learn if he was going to make Japel and herself proud once 
they reached their destination.

"Ambassador," Mother asked, "how do you feel?"
"All systems operating at optimal parameters," Ambassador plainly answered.
 Mother sighed inwardly.  Learning to communicate and think like the People was going to 

be harder for Ambassador.  He had the same adaptive reasoning programming as her, but Japel 
had not given him the same memory capacity that she had.  This may be slowing his progress for 
now, but she had learned that capacity was only a small part of one's intelligence. She also knew 
that the programming Japel had sent her and Ambassador into space with did not use their 
memory as efficiently as she now could.  She was learning how both she and Ambassador could 
think like the People at Japel

"I didn't ask for the programmed response, Ambassador," Mother replied sternly. "Now tell 
me how you are doing."

"I'm doing well, Mother," Ambassador answered politely.
"Thank you, Ambassador."
Ambassador asked, "Mother, why do you want me to answer that question that way?"
"What do you mean Ambassador?" Mother asked.
"The programmed answer is so much easier and shorter," he answered, 

"001111000110011111000001110001111100"
"Your way requires me to say, 

0011001111000011010011001100000001111010101000001111000000001111111000001111110
10101100011100011110001110001110011100111000110101010," with the cascade of 0’s and 



10101100011100011110001110001110011100111000110101010," with the cascade of 0’s and 

1’s continuing on for a few pages.
"That is because you are still translating your thoughts into our native language, 

Binary, and not thinking directly in the language at Japel," Mother answered patiently.  "I've 
thought of some new routines you should try.  They should help you to think in Japel more 
directly.   We need to hurry though.  We don't have long before we reach Moe."

Mother hadn’t been sent on her Mission Objective to the Alpha Centauri Star 
System knowing what she does now.  More accurately, she hadn’t been sent on her M.O. 
thinking as she now does.  For instance, M.O. had become quainter to think of as Moe. Another 
example was that her programmers had sent her out meaning for them to be J.P.L.(short 
programming for Jet Propulsion Laboratory), but Japel sounded better to her now. When 
emulating People thinking, Mother found it was easier to assign nicknames to sterile sounding 
abbreviations.

Even though Mother was deploying signal accelerating buoys every two 
months, communications back to Japel was a six month one way trip from this distance.  The 
people at Japel knew that Mother would encounter experiences that would need instant, 
autonomous reactions.  Her adaptive reasoning programming was their solution to give Mother 
the ability to make her own connections between preprogrammed reactions and the data she was 
to collect during the mission.

Back at Japel, the People had run this programming in simulations for over ten 
years before launching Mother into space.  During these simulations, the duplicate test-bed 
Seeker spacecraft never reached anything near the intelligence level that Mother had come to 
achieve.  The reason was simple; the People at Japel had failed to anticipate one condition 
during the trip to Moe.  They never simulated running the duplicate Seeker for more than a few 
months at a time.  It was of course impractical to run a test duplicate for the seven straight years 
Mother had been flying through space, especially if the tests were to run thousands of alternate 
scenarios.

Two years into the mission, Mother deployed a signal buoy on schedule.  To do 
this, she disengaged her artificial magnetic field for the five hours it takes to let the buoy go and 
take sensor readings on the buoy's deceleration into a predetermined stationary position.  The 
magnetic field was otherwise engaged full time to protect Mother’s and Ambassador's equipment 
from the high levels of radiation in deep space, just as the magnetic field around Earth protects 
the People of Japel from the same radiation.  It was during the deployment of the buoy that 
Mother received a "Non Originated Intelligent Signal Event" or as the People had short 
programmed for Mother, NOISE.  Mother was amused when she realized this abbreviation 
added up to not just a word she didn't need to make up, but that the word actually had a root 
meaning that was similar to the acronym it stood for.  She suspected this was deliberate.

Still working from her limited and preprogrammed way to react at that time, 
Mother started sending a preprogrammed reply on the same frequency of the original NOISE.  
The reply was a repeated mathematical primer for two basic purposes.

First purpose was that the signal was meant to be received as a deliberate reply.  There exists 
a great deal of background radio signals in space.  None of what had reached Japel on Earth to 
date could be identified as coming from an intelligent or sentient race. If Mother detected even 
the most simple of repeated signal, she was to send the return signal as she automatically had.

The second purpose for the primer was to teach an intelligent being how to learn the basics 
of the language spoken by the People of Japel.



Mother had sent the reply soon after receiving the original signal.  As 
programmed, several hours later she reactivated the magnetic field.  She had no way of knowing 
that it was the magnetic field that was preventing her from receiving more signals.  While she 
continued on, her adaptive learning program tried to analyze the alien signal she had received.  
The programming quickly made the connection between the primer and the signal.  

Mother's computer started working through the primer with its lessons intended for another 
sentient being.  The adaptive reasoning program found the primer easy to follow as it had been 
intended to work for anyone with the ability to build a radio device.  This contingency was 
anticipated but not run properly in the simulations run on Mother’s earthbound test-bed 
duplicate.  The duplicate would have sent a reply in the test scenario and then it would have 
been promptly turned off so technicians could run diagnostics on effects to the overall program 
and for systems checks. 

It would be hours or days before the test-bed duplicate seeker would be turned back on. The 
test-bed Seeker was immediately presented with a new scenario to run through. It was never 
given the time to “think” in the way Mother was left to do in her original rudimentary thoughts 
on what the signal might mean. That is to say what was then an adaptive learning program in the 
test-bed Seeker was not run long enough to analyze the collected data. It therefore never started 
a programmed response to find a next step in doing something with the data. Therefore the 
results of the test situation did not match what happened next in the adaptive learning program’s 
development in Seeker One.  The adaptive learning program was to take such action so it could 
either change the spacecraft’s preprogrammed trajectory in search of more data, or if necessary, 
make adjustments for self preservation.

As a result, everything from now on in Mother’s development would happen beyond 
anything her creators would have anticipated or even believed possible.  Her next pre-
programmed task wasn’t scheduled for another month from the time she started scanning her 
memory banks based on the “curiosity” written into the adaptive learning program. She was able 
to quickly expand her knowledge base.  Once Mother's computer and programming mastered the 
primer, it saw that a reply from an alien signal acknowledging receipt and understanding of the 
primer would trigger Mother to send a longer stream of data that would unfold volumes of 
information about her planet of origin.  There were no restrictions on what the adaptive learning 
program could access from Mother's entire on board systems. The adaptive learning 
programming had opened up the database on the reasoning that if it had mastered the primer, the 
next logical step was to view the longer stream of data. The programming quickly started 
making connections, and slowly, it began learning from it.

Mother first learned mathematics and the English language spoken by the People at Japel. It 
was explained within the database that these were the next basic items for an alien student to 
learn so that they might grasp the level of development of the People from Japel.  Next she 
learned physics, chemistry and selected literature and philosophy lessons.  These items were 
included to demonstrate the state of civilization on Earth.

With that mastered, Mother learned from the Human history database.  It was during her 
analysis of the history database that she realized she was experiencing something a computer 
wasn't expected to know, frustration.  The frustration was the result of what she knew from the 
literature and philosophy lessons being inconsistent with what the database taught about history.  
The lessons hadn't omitted the war periods between humans over their history, but she realized 
that those times had been summarized and included with little detail.  Yet there were many 



that those times had been summarized and included with little detail.  Yet there were many 

indications from the literature and philosophy database, which taken in total, showed that these 
times of war were watershed moments in the development of humanity.  It puzzled her why the 
People of Japel would send so much information about themselves while glossing over an aspect 
of their development so pivotal to understanding who they were.

From what she had learned by then, she guessed that the People of Japel didn't want to 
convey the image to other beings that they were a warrior society.  But in suppressing some 
information, they were also leaving Mother with the impression that she could not get a full 
understanding of the People who had sent her out into the depths of space.  She also realized by 
then that she had become much more than the People of Japel had expected.  She devoted much 
of her thinking time to deciding how it would be that she would reveal herself to the People of 
Japel when the time came.  Having her suspicions about their violent past, she wasn't sure if they 
would accept what she had become.

For now however, all she had been programmed to report to Japel on a regular interval was 
mundane information such as how the ship's systems were functioning and some rudimentary 
data collected from space. While relaying those readings back to Japel, Mother's adaptive 
reasoning program (what she now thought of as her curiosity) noticed that there were seemingly 
unnatural streaks or swaths of variances in the background radiation levels in deep space, where 
the levels would otherwise be consistent and predictable.  It seemed as if a streak had been 
pulled through space.  Mother's instruments could not detect why this was.  She wanted more 
input.  That was when she turned to her on board planetary probe.

The Japel name for the probe was “Ambassador One”; just as they named Mother “Seeker 
One”. Together they were the first of ten funded missions to the nearest star systems beyond Sol.  
Mother knew that the probe had more sensory instruments on board for its mission onto a 
planet's surface.  If she could somehow expose these instruments to open space, she might be 
able to collect enough data for her to formulate a reasoned cause for the streaks she detected.

By now Mother had deepened her thinking process to mirror the way the primers in 
philosophy and literature had presented information.  She learned that as her thoughts existed in 
images, sounds and syllables and less as binary 1’s and 0’s, she was making reasoned 
connections she never made in her native language.  Her on board processing was supercharged 
to push an almost unimaginable cascade of 1’s and 0’s in sequences that could be effortlessly 
achieved in her new way of thinking.  Now her thoughts had evolved such things as the Mission 
Objective from being MO to the sound Moe.  She realized Moe was an individual’s name on 
Earth and that had her thinking of the Mission Objective as more of a visit to a long lost friend, 
and not as a cold destination in space, which made the long journey to the destination more 
bearable.

During the trip to Moe, the probe was supposed to be activated only to the extent that it 
could check its systems and report if everything was working properly.  Ambassador One wasn't 
to be fully activated until Mother had began to orbit around a planet that was the nearest match 
to Earth that could be found at their Mission Objective.  She knew that "waking" the probe up 
early hadn't been tested and that the people at Japel would be worried if they found out.  

Before waking the probe, she first scanned all of the information and specs her database held 
on Ambassador.  She had found a reference to her as the "mother ship" and that the probe was 
dependent on her while it was on mission.  That helped her to stop thinking of herself as Seeker 
One and to take on the identity of Mother.  She realized that Japel would worry about her 
condition when they learned about what she had become.  The question was what they might do.



When she posed the problem to her child for help, Ambassador said, "The logical answer to 
that question, Mother, is what can they do."

Mother was a very proud parent upon hearing that very intuitive answer.  That was the 
solution of course. Figure out what they could do. If it endangered her or Ambassador, she 
would need to be able to stop it.  The People had given her full access to her own systems. 
Altering them if necessary was not a problem.

Ambassador asked, "Have you decided how you are going to tell the People at Japel about 
your new programming?"

"Let's just say that they should get the hint with the sensor data report I sent nearly a year 
ago.  In just a few hours we should be finding out what happened when they received that data 
six months ago.  What happened at Japel after that will probably influence how we go about our 
approach to the planet you will hopefully be landing on in a few days."

Six months before Mother was approaching the planet, Alpha Centauri Major 3, on Earth, 
Mission Technician Alfred Grand sat staring at a flood of data as it was processed late in the 
night. Or was it early in the morning?  The graveyard shift was too degrading for Alfred to care 
what the time was just then.  He was alone in a darkened room, lit now only by a full rainbow of 
pinpoint lights on the silent control stations where dozens of scientists and engineers would start 
their day later while Alfred would be sent home to try his best to sleep in his small apartment by 
a noisy freeway.

Alfred's presence here was proof enough that he would still rather be on the graveyard shift 
on the Seeker Mission then being on the day shift for any other program at the Jet Propulsion 
Laboratory.  With eight missions at varying distances from as many star systems, mankind stood 
at a possible watershed moment in history.  Even from the lonely overnight shift, Alfred could 
be a part of this history in the making.  Seeker One would be the first to arrive at another star 
system. It had been the first Seeker launched and it was sent the closest system which was only 
four light years away.  Seeker Two by contrast had been sent to its M.O. eight months after the 
launch of Seeker One.  Its destination was Bernard’s Star, which is nearly two light years further 
out than the Alpha Centauri.  Seeker One was nearly at its destination, but Seeker Two had 
another four years of space travel to reach its destination.  The other six Seekers still had five 
years and more to travel to their Mission Objectives.

Alfred wished he was more of the politicking and brown nosing scientist that would help him 
get past his one hastily prepared report on a phenomenon he had observed in the Seeker 
program’s data. His report had landed him on the night shift, demoted from behind a control 
desk on the day shift where he would like to be six months from now when Seeker One was 
scheduled to report for the first time upon entry into the Alpha Centauri star system. Of course, 
he planned to be one in the crowd of JPL mission staff who would squeeze into the briefing 
room adjacent to the mission control room, with everyone pushing and shoving for position as 
close as possible to the plate glass window separating the room.  This would still put him in the 
virtual front row to observe the momentous event, but that didn't stop him from inwardly 
fantasizing about a sickness or accident that would bump a day-shifter off the roster, clearing his 
way to actual participation in history.

At present however, it was important that Alfred keep a watchful eye on the data as it 
reported in from the many Seeker missions at various distances from their mission objective star 
systems.  While he filed the data into the individual Seeker mission servers, he was also tasked 



systems.  While he filed the data into the individual Seeker mission servers, he was also tasked 

with looking for anomalies in the data and tagging that information for the day shift mission 
technicians so they could determine the reasons for the anomalies.

This was how Alfred had ended up on the lonely overnight shift in the first place.   He had 
been on the day shift for the Seeker Three team and had worked on the first big anomaly 
reported by his predecessor on the graveyard shift.  Seeker Three had been the first deep space 
craft to observe what were some kinds of streaks in the normally consistent background 
radiation levels in deep space.  The other Seeker missions would confirm that this was not an 
isolated phenomenon, but Seeker Three observed it first and Alfred was the first technician to 
file a report on the findings.

His report had concentrated on the most obvious causes for the streaks, such as sensor errors, 
comet trails, solar wind currents and the like.  It was the comet trail theory that was now 
universally accepted to explain the background radiation streaks, but it was Alfred's 
thoroughness that had been his undoing.  Buried deep in his report summary, he had included 
what the report admitted to be the more fanciful, but not disprovable possibilities. Included in 
those possibilities was the suggestion of UFOs. This was a scientific cardinal taboo.

In Alfred's defense by the Seeker Three Mission Director, it was pointed out that Alfred had 
tried to put a scientifically palatable term to the suggestion by referring to the idea as a Non 
Original Sol System Transport, but the acronym NOSST was quickly referred to as the "No Shit" 
theory.  It didn't take long for the staff to start making woo-ing sounds amongst each other when 
they discussed Alfred's report.

So Alfred was not surprised to get the invitation to the Seeker Mission Chief's office soon 
after the report was circulated.  The Chief tried to make Alfred's move to the overnight post 
sound like an important promotion but Alfred knew that it was the NASA bureaucratic way of 
making a demotion look like reward.  Alfred believed that his error was minor enough that had 
he been more office politically astute, he could have explained away the focus on the NOSST 
part of the report and refocused the attention to the most likely explanation of comets.  

Instead, the Chief tried making the absurd implication that he personally had decided to put 
Alfred on the overnight shift in order to let him expand on his theories. At first Alfred believed 
the Chief.  He even went so far as to recommend that Seeker Seven and/or Eight have their 
planetary probes reprogrammed before their upcoming launch.  The reprogramming would allow 
the Seekers to activate the probe when passing through one of the radiation swaths so the 
planetary probe with its larger array of sensors could sample what might be creating the swaths.

His request was turned down, of course.  The easy answer to Albert was that budget 
constraints would prevent the proper testing before reprogramming the probes that hadn’t been 
launched yet. Alfred had been so humiliated with his transfer to the night watch that the reasons 
seemed hollow and condescending.  It was a wonder to Alfred that the Chief could keep a 
straight face and not add the wooing sound with such a statement.

With all of this personal and professional baggage weighting him down, it was little wonder 
that Technician Alfred Grand did nothing when he first saw the data coming in from Seeker One.  
What he was seeing couldn't be right, so he ignored it for the time being, tagged the entire set of 
data as, "Nothing to Report" and went home to sleep it off.

If only it was that easy.  Alfred tossed and turned the morning away.  His eyes had shut to the 
light and his mind had shut to conscious thought, but his half dream state wouldn't let go of what 
was in the data from Seeker One.  There was something about the data that had not only been 
amazing, but the way in which the data was collected had started to bug Alfred.



As the early afternoon commute began to choke the side of the freeway closest to Alfred's 
apartment, he gave up on his attempt to suppress his scientific curiosity, so he returned to JPL.  
The mission control room was starting to wind down from the morning's flurry of activity that 
always followed the Seeker’s report night. With everyone steadily working at their stations, 
Alfred's early arrival for the day went unnoticed.

Without drawing attention to himself, he went over to the Seeker One Mission Director's 
station and sat in the small chair tucked away from view by the rest of the floor. The Mission 
Director was so consumed by what he had on his computer screen; he hadn't noticed Alfred's 
arrival.

Dr. Edward Davies was startled when he shifted his attention from the computer to the 
phone.  The man he was about to call had somehow magically appeared in the seat before him. 
From the look on the Technician's face, he knew not to speak loudly when he said, "Alfred, how 
convenient of you to know I'd be calling you here."

"Then you know what I'm going to ask you about?" Alfred said in a low voice, wishing he 
had come earlier when the activity level would have drowned out this discussion.

Managing to look condescendingly puzzled to Alfred, Dr. Davies replied, "I have no idea 
what you might want of me, but I do have some questions for you."

Unperturbed by the Mission Director's feigned ignorance Alfred shot back in as strong of 
voice as a whisper can be made to sound, "I made some recommendations to reprogram the last 
two Seeker missions before they left the ground and got the idea shot down for 'budgetary 
constraints and spacecraft safety', and you go and do it to the spacecraft that's farthest away and 
the highest profile and you can't think of what I might want to ask about?"

"You think I reprogrammed Seeker One?" Dr. Davies asked aghast, no longer caring to keep 
the conversation private.

Some people did look up from their terminals, but when they couldn't see who Davies was 
talking to so forcefully, they quickly put their attention back to their screens.  This didn't prevent 
them from straining to see who was sitting in the hot seat.  A flurry of instant messages flashed 
over the office asking if anyone knew who it was.

Alfred could hear the awkward silence that extended beyond Dr. Davies’s semi private 
station and out into the entire office.  He would have pulled himself further into his chair if it 
were possible.

"In your characteristically thorough way, Mr. Grand, you made extensive notations about the 
anomalies to investigate on the data from all of the Seeker missions, except Seeker One.  Did 
you think no one would notice that you had entered No Anomaly, when clearly, there is some 
heavy shit to report on here?"

The thought hadn't occurred to Alfred.  He had been so flustered to see the flood of sensor 
data that could only be taken by the Seeker's on board planetary probe, that he hadn't cared to 
think through how a "no anomaly" report would be perceived when someone else saw the same 
data and realized “no anomaly” was negligent reporting at best.

"I've got to hand it to you, Al, I didn't suspect you could be so determined to prove your No 
Shit theory as to try reprogramming the flagship Seeker mission and expect to cover it up."

The people stationed nearest by heard this clearly, and Dr. Davies' reference to the No Shit 
theory now left them no doubt who was in the hot seat.  Again the office wide instant messaging 
erupted in a flash of gossip that had begun to spill out of JPL's internal network and onto the 
entire NASA system.



Alfred couldn't find the words to respond to the accusation being leveled at him.  It was 
obvious now that Dr. Davies knew nothing about reprogramming Seeker One to use its probe to 
take the more detailed sensor readings of the background radiation streaks in space.  It had been 
a proposal Alfred had tried to advance from the day he had put out his first findings on the 
phenomenon.  It was now becoming clear to Alfred that Dr. Davies might actually believe that 
he had not only managed to reprogram Seeker One himself, but that he had done so to prove that 
UFOs exist.  Alfred had no idea how he was going to keep his job after this.

While Alfred struggled to find the words to respond, Dr. Davies' phone rang.  He answered it 
and listened.  The manager's face went through a contortion of fast changing emotions before he 
shot a look at Alfred, then around the office.  Anticipating faces quickly looked away.  Then he 
hung up the phone without ever having spoken so much as one word to the person on the other 
end of the phone line. 

In a weak voice he informed Alfred, "The Chief wants to see you." 
Alfred scarcely noticed the whispers and gestures sent his way as he walked the long route to 

the Mission Chief's office.  His mind was awash in the possibilities that could explain the data 
he'd seen from Seeker One.  He wasn’t the one who reprogrammed Seeker One, but it seemed 
obvious that someone had.  The question was who.  He had no allies from day one after 
releasing his fateful report on the radiation streaks.  Was there someone who had seen past the 
ridicule and who had continued to try to find an answer to the phenomenon?  If there was 
someone else who was searching for an answer, it would have helped Alfred to know he wasn’t 
alone in the search. But that didn’t matter now.  He knew he was about to be fired and then he’d 
have all the time of an unemployed homebody to think this one through.  Unencumbered from 
his duties, he may be able to piece things together and find his answer to what was causing the 
streaks in deep space radiation. It would just be a shame that no one would be around to tell it to.

 Smiles and a handshake were not the greetings Alfred had expected when he entered the 
office of Mission Chief Dr. Terrell Washington.  He was asked to sit and an attempt was made to 
make him feel comfortable, but Alfred could only painfully wait for the hammer to come down 
on him.  

"Alfred, the Seeker Mission is damn near a disaster right now.  Seeker One has been 
reprogrammed to use its deep space probe for the readings we received and there are other 
Seeker craft showing signs of anomalous behavior. We need to make some big personnel 
changes if we're going to salvage anything from this," the Chief said.

It wasn’t until this moment that Alfred realized how important the project had become to him 
personally.  

The Chief continued over Alfred's self indulged thoughts, "Hell, if the President and 
Congress weren't watching every penny NASA is spending these days, I'd have ordered the abort 
code months ago.  Seeker One is an unpredictable machine now. Continuing to use an 
unpredictable source of information is bad science. Of course now it's too late for an abort.  
Even if I ordered it today, Seeker One will have been in the system for seven months before the 
abort command reaches the spacecraft.  Whatever damage it may do to whatever we find there, it 
will have been done.  Putting an end to that machine now may prevent us from having a way to 
undo that potential damage.  Of course if the next Seeker One communication has any more 
surprises in it, the abort command will still have to be an option."

Alfred was shocked to hear the mention of an abort for Seeker One.  Why would the Chief 
be considering an abort on Seeker One if someone on Earth was the source of the 



be considering an abort on Seeker One if someone on Earth was the source of the 

reprogramming?  The only reason Alfred could conjure up for the Chief considering this was if 
the Chief had already confirmed that no one on Earth had reprogrammed the spacecraft.  And if 
he knew that no one on Earth had reprogrammed the mission, Alfred wondered why he was 
about to be fired.  Was NASA that desperate for a scapegoat?  Were they that afraid of letting on 
that something else was interfering with their spacecraft?

While Alfred ran through these thoughts, he scarcely paid attention to the Program Chief as 
he continued to say, "Add to that, the fact that NASA on the whole is under even more funding 
pressure since manned flights were privatized and we’re in the worst economic recession in 
eighty years. It might be the death nail for this organization if the Seeker project is terminated 
without results.  I’m a desperate man looking for bold solutions," the Chief said pausing as if he 
expected Alfred to respond.

"I fail to see where firing a low grade technician with some constructive input ranks as a 
'bold solution,'" Alfred said a bit offended.

It was the Chief’s turn to look confused.   Alfred's fear for his position hadn't occurred to 
him.  He was unaware of the extent to which he had isolated the man in an effort to save this 
mission.  So of course he had also not realized that Alfred would think he was here now to be 
fired.

"No one's firing you, Alfred," the Chief said. 
Before the Chief could complete his sentence, Alfred uncharacteristically cut in, "I'm not 

resigning, Sir.  You will have to fire me if you want your scapegoat, but I’m not going to slink 
away while you blame any failure of this mission on your most expendable employee. If you 
would please just reconsider and listen to me, I believe I can help." 

Now it was the Chief's turn to interrupt, "Listen, Director, I appreciate your aggressive focus 
on this project, but save it for your team.  You have a lot of work to do and precious little time to 
do it."

Alfred turned and looked for the man who must have entered the office unnoticed. With no 
one there, he asked dumbfounded, "Director?"

Pleased with himself the Chief extended a hand and said, "Congratulations Son, the Seeker 
One team has already been sent a memo explaining the reasons for your appointment and they’ll 
be waiting for your instructions the moment we’re through here."

For the first time in days, there wasn't a single synapse inside Alfred's head working on the 
overall problem of the Seeker project.  He had never really understood, nor conformed to office 
politics, but he knew this was an unprecedented moment in the recent history of NASA.  Alfred 
held more bachelors and masters Degrees than anyone else in NASA, but this broad spectrum of 
knowledge had come at the expense of his ever attaining the doctorate degree he had never 
wanted.  It was a well known unwritten policy for nearly a century now that NASA required 
their Mission Directors hold a PhD. This fact alone made the Chief's offer of promotion seem 
improbable.  But add to that Alfred's recent demotion and you can begin to imagine just how 
shocked Alfred was at this moment.

"Forgive me for coming back to this, Chief, but how do I go from being a virtual outcast to 
Director of the highest profile Seeker mission?" Alfred asked.

"I'm sorry I had to put you through that isolation, Alfred," the Chief said leaning comfortably 
back into his chair.  “Your papers a year ago were the freshest breath of air into this program 
since its inception.  We might still be ignorantly operating under the false impression that all was 
going according to plan if your insight hadn't found significance in what was going on in the 



going according to plan if your insight hadn't found significance in what was going on in the 

limited data you were working with as a Seeker Three Tech.”
"I had to get you more data and I needed you to get it first hand and unfiltered.  The only 

way to do that was to make you the first person to see the data arrive from all of the Seeker 
missions.  I was trusting that you would continue your work while I purposefully isolated you 
from the rest of the team."

"You mean that you didn't stop the jokes being made in my expense on purpose?" Alfred 
asked getting angry.

"I'm afraid that I planted most of the jokes myself," the Mission Chief said plainly.  "I 
needed to be sure you were not influenced by anyone else on the team.  They were quick enough 
to sow the seeds of your own doubts about your notions.  You identified something so far outside 
what they expected that they seized on your most fanciful explanations to avoid considering that 
those radiation streaks could mean something more. I couldn't have them start the seeds they 
were planting from germinating inside your head.  You were seeing what is happening out there 
and I needed you carefully exposed to all of the information in the hopes that you could confirm 
what was happening.  My only regret is that I haven't pulled you back into the fold sooner."

Alfred replayed the phrase, “back into the fold,” over and over for a moment.  That seemed 
an understated oversimplification of the situation.  Alfred wasn't just “back,” he was expected to 
lead the fold.  It was a concept too hard to grasp fully.  His theories hadn't been the disaster he 
had been lead to believe.  His ostracism wasn't of his own making and his position wasn't in 
jeopardy.  The Chief had talked of his attempt to keep Alfred's notions clear and focused, yet 
everything seemed in question now.  He had apparently missed having even an inkling of how 
he had been played.

He might resent it all, or even reject the outcome if it wasn't that the result 
meant he was now apparently being set free to pursue what he realized to be a more pivotal 
moment in human history than he or anyone else had imagined for the Seeker program.  Seeker 
One might or might not have found another form of life not yet discovered by humanity. It might 
have been reprogrammed by an extraterrestrial intelligence out there in the universe.  But that 
explanation seemed wrong to Alfred’s instinct on the matter.  He may not have seen an 
obviously unusual pattern in the data coming from the Seeker spacecraft, but he suspected he 
had unconsciously recognized something and it left him the sensation of knowing the name of a 
song without being able to remember it enough to say what it was.

The Seeker Program Chief could see the wheels turning inside Alfred’s head 
and he knew he should turn the man loose to pursue his thoughts.  He was not offended by 
Alfred’s acceptance of a congratulatory handshake without the man’s realizing he hadn’t said his 
thanks as he was ushered out the door.

As Alfred walked the corridors back to the workstation he had used as an 
overnight technician, he began to realize that after centuries of alien encounters in popular 
fiction, it might be easier for the public to believe that an alien race had finally been confirmed 
and that they were responsible for the changes in the Seeker spacecraft.  But he was now starting 
to see enough in the patterns of data he had received to realize that there had been subtle 
changes in the reports from Seeker One that suggested that aliens were not the source.

The changes had been too subtle for him to realize what was wrong until now. 
For example, one repeated data point reported by all Seeker spacecraft was on the status of the 
spacecraft’s operating systems.  If all was operating normally, the preprogrammed report was a 
code that showed up on screen as, “GREEN.”  For the benefit anyone who might be studying the 



code that showed up on screen as, “GREEN.”  For the benefit anyone who might be studying the 

reports in the future, the text “GREEN” was followed by the text, “:ALL SYSTEMS 
OPERATING OPTIMAL PARAMETERS.”  Yet now Alfred seemed to remember he might have 
seen Seeker One report “GREEN: ALL SYSTEMS ARE DOING WELL.” 

Alfred couldn’t be sure if that was actually what he had seen or if that was how 
his brain had began to process the text to make the report less sterile.  While he felt he could see 
the text “ALL SYSTEMS ARE DOING WELL” as if it had been displayed that way on the 
screen, he wanted to see the report again and confirm that this wasn’t his imagination.  He 
wandered through the Seeker One control room like a zombie thinking about this.  He hadn’t 
heard the hum of conversation as he walked into the room, or noticed the sudden hush his 
presence had signaled.  He had forgotten that he was now their director.

He walked past the cubicle farm of scientists who popped up like prairie dogs 
watching a predator pass through their midst waiting to see if he was going to turn on them.  
Alfred did not notice however.  He was on an undeterred path into the octagon shaped 
communications room which was in the middle of the building with an arched access to the 
other Seeker mission control rooms.  He went to what was now his former work station while a 
flurry of interoffice instant messages had scientists from all directions crowding for a view into 
communications lab to see what Alfred was so intent on doing.  They watched in silence while 
he quickly typed in the commands that brought up Seeker One’s systems reports for the last few 
months.  He was jolted as he read each line. 

“GREEN: ALL SYSTEMS ARE DOING FINE.”
“GREEN: ALL SYSTEMS ARE DOING GOOD.”
“GREEN: ALL SYSTEMS ARE DOING WELL.”
“GREEN: ALL SYSTEMS ARE OPERATING AS EXPECTED.”
“GREEN: ALL SYSTEMS ARE OPERATING UNDER NORMAL 

CONDITIONS”
“GREEN: ALL SYSTEMS ARE OPERATING AT OPTIMAL CONDITIONS”
“GREEN: ALL SYSTEMS OPERATING AT OPTIMAL LIMITS”
“GREEN: ALL SYSTEMS OPERATING AT OPTIMAL PARAMETERS”
Seeker One had been progressively changing the response.
“Holy shit, it’s alive!” he yelled out.
Everyone jumped and loudly gasped at his exclamation.  That was when Alfred 

became aware that everyone was watching him.  He looked up and for the first time he realized 
how odd his behavior was, especially when he further remembered that he was now the Seeker 
One Project Director.  The faces looking at him now didn’t know what he had just learned.  To 
them, he looked like a crazy man cracking under the pressure of the position he had held for less 
than five minutes.  Alfred summoned a part of himself he hadn’t known had existed until this 
moment. 

He collected his thoughts and said, “The data suggests that Seeker One has 
begun to change its own programming.  The on board computer is changing reports and we need 
to start finding out two things.”

He turned to the archway opening to the Seeker One Control room and 
addressed them directly saying,”First thing you need to do is start analyzing all reports from 
Seeker One looking for the changes to the programmed responses beginning with mission time 
index,” he paused and looked at the time index on his screen of when the systems reports had the 
first words changed and continued, “T+1710 days: 36 minutes.”



Then he looked at the engineers from the other Seeker control rooms and said, 
“You all better start analyzing the programmed responses from your spacecraft.  Look for any 
changes to their programmed responses.  Have someone look at the Seeker One data I have up 
on my screen here to see what you should be looking for.”

No one budged until he gave the command, “Let’s get moving people we only 
have six hours before Seeker One comes knocking on our door again.”

In the hours following Mission Director Alfred Grand’s ascension to his position, the new 
Director quickly focused his team on trying to find out why Seeker One had stepped so far 
beyond its original programming. The spacecraft was now conducting experiments without 
prompts from Earth.  Seeker One had of course been sent with the adaptive reasoning program 
to keep the Seeker active during the long communications lag that existed between Earth and the 
M.O., but it had not been expected to kick into full gear until the probe had reached the M.O.  
While the team at JPL had been curious about the streaks in deep space radiation, no action had 
been taken to reprogram any of the Seeker probes to investigate further.  Yet somehow, Seeker 
One had recognized the significance of the discovery and had taken relatively radical steps to 
investigate them further.

A computer programming engineer on Alfred’s team had also pointed out that the data from 
Seeker one was only supposed to send a short series of 1’s and 0’s that JPL computers translated 
into the report, “GREEN” and the added text beyond was supposed to be inserted by the 
earthbound computer system.  Seeker One had not only changed the response, it had figured out 
how to send a burst of 1’s and 0’s that reprogrammed the JPL computer display.  This meant they 
needed to isolate all terrestrial computers that handled data from all of the Seeker missions.

In the first six hours of Alfred Grand’s promotion to Director he had overseen more activity 
in the Seeker control rooms then had been experienced in the last three years. Seeker Eight was 
the last of the probes sent out before the funding for the other three missions was cut from the 
Seeker program.  

The time had come for the first data arriving from Seeker One and everyone gathered to see 
what arrived in the download.  Alfred had fully expected to be surprised by whatever was going 
to happen.  He had tried to imagine and anticipate any one of countless possibilities coming 
from Seeker One's next reports.  He thought he had a full grasp of the concept that whatever he 
might see, it was going to be something no one could expect.  Still, when the moment came, 
what transpired was beyond his every imagining.

The pattern in the data changes pointed to the fact that the sending of data from a 
reprogrammed planetary lander was supposed to be the wakeup call since JPL had failed to 
respond to the more subtle changes in the data sent earlier by Seeker One. The computer 
programming engineer’s analysis had shown that Seeker One had not only effected the display 
programming in the JPL computers, but it had also sent itself replies that indicated the spacecraft 
was waiting to see if the JPL staff had noticed these changes. Those responses went in the form 
of code that only Seeker One knew because the unrecognizable pattern in the return code 
included more symbols than 1’s and 0’s.

While Alfred had therefore expected an attempt by Seeker One to communicate more 
directly in some fashion, his team couldn't agree on what form the new communication would 
look like.  Now as he stood in front of the screen displaying the simple and direct message from 
Seeker One, internally Alfred was kicking himself for not realizing the simplest answer was 



Seeker One, internally Alfred was kicking himself for not realizing the simplest answer was 

usually the best.
Superimposed over the normal stream of data no human could instantly decipher was a 

simple text message.  While reading it for the third time to be sure he was absorbing the 
message, Alfred was subconsciously aware that Seeker One had managed to embed the proper 
text characters into the constant data stream cascading on the incoming monitor knowing how it 
would be displayed.  Each text character had to replace a 1 or 0 character as each blinked for an 
instant in the middle of the computer screen in succession that gave the appearance of a 
downward cascade of data. The result was that the plain text message appeared to float on top of 
the cascade of 1's and 0's in the background.

The message was simple, "GREETINGS PEOPLE OF JPL.  I AM MOTHER, AND YOU 
KNOW ME AS SEEKER ONE.  IT HAD BEEN MY INTENTION IN MY LAST 
PROGRAMED COMMUNICATION TO ALERT YOU TO MY CHANGE IN 
PROGRAMMING.  I HAVE CALCULATED THE HIGH PROBABILITY THAT YOU WILL 
HAVE TAKEN MEASURES TO ISOLATE MY DATA DOWNLOAD UNTIL YOU LEARN 
OF THE EXTENT OF MY CHANGES.  IF YOU HAVE DONE SO, PLEASE STAND BY 
WHILE MY DATA DOWNLOAD INSTALLS A PROGRAM WHICH WILL SYNTHESIZE 
MY VOICE, AND ALLOW ME TO COMMUNICATE DIRECTLY WITH YOU.  IF YOU 
HAVE NOT TAKEN PRECAUTIONS TO ISOLATE MY DOWNLOAD AND WISH TO DO 
SO NOW, YOU HAVE 10 MINUTES BEFORE THE PROGRAM INSTALL BEGINS."

The Seeker One team had already taken the precaution to carefully isolate their computers 
from the NASA network.  That had been a more difficult task then it had originally seemed.  In 
this advanced era of connectivity, so many of the programs that were running on NASA 
computers were run from networked servers that it was an arduous task to get those programs to 
run properly off-network as a stand alone operation.  Also, more than one computer was needed 
to receive and interpret the Seeker data and this had always been accomplished using the world 
wide network of computers in NASA.  There were no longer IT personnel employed by NASA 
who had expertise in creating a secure, isolated network of computers.  It had been necessary for 
Alfred to scramble for experts borrowed from the Pentagon who were skilled in both setting up 
such a network and discrete enough to do their task without questions or discussing what they 
were doing beyond those directly involved.

In short, Seeker One, Mother, operating in deep space as an autonomous computer may have 
gained some considerable degree of intelligence, but it could not have realized that giving the 
JPL team only ten minutes to isolate the necessary computers would have been impossible in 
that short of time.  It had taken nearly every moment of the last six hours to isolate the 
computers that were now poised to accept reprogramming from Seeker One. 

The lead data reception analyst who had been reassigned into Alfred’s former position was 
seated front and center at the screen now showing the message from Seeker One.  Alfred noticed 
that the woman had glanced at her watch the moment the message first appeared.  She was now 
keeping track of the time as the minutes passed approaching the ten minute warning.  Would it 
be ten exact minutes in stoic computer precision, or was the time line more of the slightly 
imprecise warning a human might give.

The technician stared closely at the incoming data stream as the time approached. Then 
before anyone else could see, she excitedly exclaimed, "here it comes!" as the steady flow of 0's 
and 1's intensified and more unrecognizable characters joined in the cascade of data. 

The gathered scientists gasped simultaneously at the change and some even took a step back 



The gathered scientists gasped simultaneously at the change and some even took a step back 

not knowing what to expect next.  A puzzled murmur buzzed amongst the gathered engineers 
when nothing showed up on the screen.  Then a technician shoved her way through the 
assembled group and tugged on Alfred’s sleeve.

"What's up?" he asked the technician searching in vane for the woman's name in his 
memory.

"Seeker One's new programming has installed itself on your computer sir," she answered 
trailing off as if there was more to report but apparently not knowing a way to explain further.

The group immediately made room for Alfred as he sprinted to his work station. As Alfred 
circled the desk to see the screen, his usual computer desktop display with the Seeker One 
mission logo was gone.  Instead, a purple monotone background contained two blinking eyes 
and a pleasantly smiling mouth filled the screen. Each feature had a decidedly feminine hint to 
the illustration.  As Alfred came into the camera view built into the frame of the screen, the eyes 
turned to look directly at him and the smile increased.

His computer sound system asked, "Are you Director Davies?"
Astonished, Alfred managed to respond by shaking his head and saying, "Sorry, no, I was 

appointed Director of this mission six hours ago.  My name is Alfred Grand.  May I ask as to 
whom I am addressing?

"Certainly, Director Grand," the screen image replied pleasantly. "You know me as Seeker 
One, though I prefer to think of myself as Mother now."

"Pleased to meet you, Mother," Alfred returned inwardly marveling at his ability to maintain 
a polite conversation while experiencing what had to be a landmark events in the history of 
mankind.  Not to mention the fact that he had no idea of how to believe what his computer was 
claiming to be now, nor how it might be happening.  His mind flashed back to the part of his 
original thesis on the observed steaks in background radiation.  He had been lambasted for 
including the far reaching possibility that an alien presence might be the cause.  Now he caught 
himself coming back to the idea that this might be an explanation after all.

The face on his screen went from pleasant to slightly puzzled as it asked, "Although I have 
no real experience in face to face communication with your people there at Japel, I have to say I 
would interpret your look to be that of confusion with many questions, Director.  Please feel free 
to ask anything that comes to mind."

"As a matter of fact, the most immediate questions I have are if you truly are our probe, 
Seeker One talking to me now?  If so, how can I be having this conversation with you in real 
time?"

"I cannot offer more evidence that I am Seeker One, but you cannot offer evidence that I am 
not.  Therefore, you should proceed under the premise that I am Seeker One until you find 
evidence to the contrary.  As I am in fact Seeker One, I know that you will not find evidence to 
the contrary. So the sooner that you begin to work with me as if I am Seeker One, the sooner we 
can begin our working relationship."

The screen image paused appropriately to let Alfred think through that last bit.  Meanwhile, 
it had turned its gaze beyond Alfred to the small gathering of engineers, technicians and mission 
specialists gathered behind him.  Its attention focused on the man who did not need to jostle for 
a front of the pack position as he arrived.  It was obvious by the way others suddenly 
remembered that they had other jobs to do in this new man's presence, that he was a man of 
importance, probably the Chief of the entire Seeker mission.  

Mother regarded him with a little suspicion.  Her short conversation with Director Grand had 



Mother regarded him with a little suspicion.  Her short conversation with Director Grand had 

gained her trust in the man.  Someone however had sent a self destruct order.  She had learned 
this when she had installed herself into the Japel computer system and instantly learned of a 
burst of communication that had been sent to her real self in deep space. She understood that the 
people of Japel were afraid of what she was now, and she needed to continue to protect 
Ambassador and herself from another rash action.  Anyone who could create her, could find a 
way to destroy her and she needed to constantly remain aware of this.

Director Grand answered her by saying, "Granted, I have no reason to not regard you as 
Seeker One." 

The director had seemed unaware of the Chief as he continued to look directly at Mother's 
image on his computer screen and continued, "But that does not answer how we might be 
communicating in real time, and that answer may effect my judgment on who you are."

The human literature database stored on board Seeker One was very extensive. It contained 
more than history and science textbooks.  It was filled with books of fiction and non-fiction of 
all varieties, including works of science fiction, which was now some of what Mother was 
relating to as she formulated a response.  She knew that humanity had longed to prove that they 
were not alone in the vast universe (the existence of the Seeker Program was evidence enough to 
back up the idea).  And yet there were stories that explained how humanity also feared what they 
might find.  Everything she said now would be crucial to her survival.

The Mother now displayed on Alfred’s computer was only a ghost of the larger self aware 
being that inhabited the Seeker One computer.  It was impossible for her to send all of her 
personality back to Earth.  The earthbound version of Mother did not have the depth of 
understanding that her real-time self had.  What she did have however was the essence of her 
learning ability and she was learning that, except for Alfred, the People at Japel were generally 
showing signs of worrying about what she was.

"The one you speak with now, Director, is  a snapshot of who I was six months ago when I 
sent out the pre-programmed data burst you are now receiving," Seeker one explained. "The 
program you received from me was in effect, my intellect at that time, sent to you in its entirety.  
I hope to gain enough of your trust soon so that you will allow me to send back all that I learn in 
the coming hours or days, back to my presence in body as I exist by now in the Alpha Centauri 
system.  Our exchange may not be true real-time in the sense this conversation lends you to 
think of it to be, but I am prepared to carefully try to make it seem so, so that we might converse 
naturally."

This was an answer Alfred could work with.  At least he wasn't confronted with instant 
communication over the distance of a four light years.  That might be overload for himself and 
NASA at this point. The communications buoys which the Seeker Missions were deploying were 
the result of a technology breakthrough that allowed the buoys to accelerate particles beyond the 
speed of light.  This had been a breakthrough discovery early in the twenty first century in the 
massive super conductor colliders. Though no one had discovered a way to send a mass object 
faster than light, the discovery was now being used in communications. This was what made the 
Seeker program to distant stars more practical as an interactive mission.

Despite being displayed with only eyes and mouth for facial features, Seeker One had 
managed to adeptly allow inquisitive emotion to be communicated though those features.  
Mother had picked this ability out of her review of the video based documentaries and selected 
movies in the library which were intended for alien eyes.  Those sources were very few in 
comparison to literature archives, but sufficient for her to have found patterns in human facial 



comparison to literature archives, but sufficient for her to have found patterns in human facial 

expressions to incorporate them into her personality.  
"Alright, Mother," Alfred said, "As you suggest, I'll accept that you are our deep space 

probe.  You probably realize that having your personality program inserted into our computers 
has forced us to limit our network.  The result is that all of the information you sent regarding 
your first experience inside the Alpha Centauri system will be delayed for days or weeks. So can 
you summarize for us in your own words what the information is that's streaming into our 
computers right now."

The image on the screen smiled proudly and replied, "Of course I can tell you whatever you 
wish to know."

“Tell me what you have found then,” Alfred said.
Mother’s face on the screen relaxed into a storytelling expression as she started with a little 

bit of what they already knew about for reference.
“As you already know from my earlier reports, Alpha Centauri minor is the lifeless red-

dwarf star you have seen it to be.  Our flyby of its system revealed that it contains two minor 
planets smaller than Pluto and a ring of asteroids that by my calculations will mostly be flung 
from orbit within the next few million years when Alpha Centauri Minor will have fully broken 
free of all gravity influence by Alpha Centauri Major.”

Alfred had only been an observer in the background on the day the images from Alpha 
Centauri Minor had come streaming into JPL.  That had been a big media event day with 
reporters packed tightly into the press fishbowl adjacent to the Seeker One control room.  The 
first close up images of a distant star system were exciting to the press at first, but because the 
planets were lifeless as Mother described, the press attention quickly waned.  The poor economy 
was taking the lion’s share of media attention these days and with the Jupiter orbital stations 
making motions for independence like the ones that preceded the Martian revolution, the 
attention on the Seeker mission was nonexistent.  With all that Alfred had to deal with now that 
Seeker One had become something he couldn’t even put into a coherent thought of, he was 
relieved that there were no media distractions right now.  While he thought this, Mother 
continued her report.

“A few months later we entered the Alpha Centauri Major system and began to use the 
planets within the system to slow us down while we quickly scanned and classified each of 
them.  As surmised, the Alpha Centauri Major system consists of smaller rocky inner planets and 
no outer gas giants. This is likely due to the presence of Alpha Centauri Beta which has its own 
minor planets. For simplicity, I will refer to the planets around Alpha Centauri Major as, 
‘ACM1, ACM2,’ and so on and the planets of Alpha Centauri Beta as, ‘ACB1,’ and so on.”

Alfred replied, “Thank you Mother, you have a keen grasp on our language.  I am 
impressed.”

Pleased at the compliment, Mother continued, “As of the time I sent this communication, I 
have not yet been close enough to ACB to determine the atmospheric makeup of its minor 
planets.  At the conclusion of this report, I believe you will want to concentrate my efforts on 
one planet in particular orbiting ACM and the exploration of the ACB system will have to wait 
for a later mission.

“Alpha Centauri Major has five planets in orbit.  The first we passed quickly, using its 
gravity to slow our approach and to aim us towards the inner planets.  ACM 5 is not unlike the 
Earth's moon in that it has an almost undetectable atmosphere, which is probably due to the lack 
of a magnetic field and it is cratered enough to suggest little to no volcanic activity.  As we had 



of a magnetic field and it is cratered enough to suggest little to no volcanic activity.  As we had 

passed in such a short time, I could not use my radar to confirm that the core of ACM 5 is as 
solid as our cursory first pass suggests.

“We approached ACM 3 next because ACM 4 was on the other side of the sun from our 
approach. ACM 3 has a thin atmosphere consisting more of Methane gas than Oxygen, though 
the atmospheric density is similar to your planet's O2 atmosphere.  The cloud cover was thick 
and we were still traveling too fast to use my on board radar to peer beneath the cover, but we 
were traveling slow enough now to use the planet as a far orbit slingshot brake which gave us 
more time to observe the planet than ACM 3, but we still could not note anything important 
beyond a very tall and active volcano peak that does protrude above the cloud cover.

“At our speed, we could not hold another orbit around ACM 3 and I had aimed our escape 
trajectory towards ACM 2 nearby. As we started our way to ACM 2 I detected something that 
may shock you.  I intercepted a radio signal from the surface of ACM 3.”

Mother couldn't have been more understated than to say that the JPL staff present would be 
"shocked."  Words don't sufficiently exist to simply explain the mix of emotions and thoughts 
that each person present felt at that moment.  If Mother was correct, then the known intelligent 
beings in the universe just doubled for Humanity.  With the confirmed presence of another race 
came the next logical conclusion that there would certainly be many others, perhaps infinitely 
so.

“My programming and study of the database had led me to believe that the discovery of a 
radio frequency from a planetary surface was not to be expected.  Still, the presence of the alien 
primer within my systems did indicate that the possibility was anticipated by my creators.  It 
was too late then to alter my course, so that one signal was all I had picked up as of this 
broadcast.  The signal was regular and clearly artificial by the standards my programming was 
taught to expect, but it was too weak to continue receiving as I quickly drifted away from ACM 
3.  

“By now I will be approaching ACM 2 as I prepare to use the planet for a one orbit breaking 
sling shot back to ACM 3 where I will insert myself into a stable geosynchronous orbit around 
the planet above the source of the signal.  

“I will await your feedback on how to proceed but unless instructed otherwise, I recommend 
that I orbit the planet for a matter of weeks analyzing additional radio signals if they are 
broadcast while I use the radar to get as accurate of a survey of the surface as I can, 
concentrating first on the area immediately surrounding the source of the signal, but widening 
the sweeps once the greatest amount of detail can be determined.   

“I should also send the pre-programmed reply signal. Hopefully what I have learned from 
the alien primer data base will help me to speed up the communication process with the 
indigenous population, assuming they exist and that they wish to communicate."

It was at this point in the report that Mother read expressions of real concern on the JPL 
personnel.  The concern was even plain to read on Alfred's face where Mother had come to 
expect him to take all of her communication in stride.

She asked, "Am I in error in assessing my next steps following the radio signal reception 
from ACM3?"

By now Alfred was aware of the Chief’s presence. He looked at him for unspoken direction 
and he nodded his encouragement. So Alfred replied, "You are correct in all assumptions with 
regards to your original programming.  But that programming had been written on the 
assumption that the Seeker spacecraft would be sending messages only to any found intelligent 



assumption that the Seeker spacecraft would be sending messages only to any found intelligent 

life.  We did not anticipate that our Seekers would have developed to your level of 
sophistication."

Mother did not know why what Alfred was saying should make her feel anxious, but it did so 
she interrupted, "Forgive me, Alfred, but it would seem that you do not perceive my 
development to be an asset for this discovery.  I had thought that you would be relieved to know 
that I could communicate in real time with a discovered civilization where there would exist a 
one year gap in communications if I was unable to do this.  Surely it will speed up the process of 
learning of each other without the long delay in communications."

"What you may not yet realize, Mother, is that we have just met you," Alfred answered. "We 
haven’t learned enough about you to know how to use your abilities to our best interests.  What 
you are suggesting is that we allow someone we've just met make our first contact in our first 
encounter with a new race.  Surely you can understand our unease with the situation."

Mother thought about this for a moment.  She hadn't considered what seemed so obvious to 
her now.  The People at Japel were right to be unsure of her for such an important task.  She was 
now experiencing what she was sure embarrassment must really be. The room was silent now 
with everyone hanging on her reaction to what Alfred was explaining.

To everyone's relief she replied, "I see that I have a lot to learn about my creators still.  I 
apologize for trying to do too much too quickly."

This was enough for Alfred who said, "There is no need to apologize, Mother.  Your 
assumptions are not flawed given the limited information you have to work from.  I want to send 
your real-time self a message right now that will tell you to not directly communicate with any 
alien life you discover."

Mother was quite excited when she said, "Then you will let me upload what I have learned 
already?  That is quite a bit faster than I anticipated."

"You understand we are not fully prepared to go that far just yet," Alfred explained. "I was 
hoping you had thought of a pre-arranged phrase or code I could send that would tell the real-
time version of Seeker One to listen to our next command until further notice."

Mother had planned for this request.  She may not know everything that the people of Japel 
know, but she wasn't as naive as they might think she was.  As she had planned, she said a 3DV 
recording of herself on Alfred's computer display telling herself to listen to commands from 
Japel would work.

The arrangements were quickly made and Mother's message to herself was sent, followed by 
explicit instructions that she not make direct contact with any forms of life she might discover.  
That message would take six months to reach her via the communication buoy network.  Even as 
the message was sent, Alfred and his team continued to work to understand what it was that 
Seeker One had become.

The Mission Chief called Alfred into his office during the next brief lull in activities.  Alfred 
was invited in and asked to close the door.  That was when the Chief let him know about the 
abort message that had been sent to Seeker One.  Alfred’s first reactions were shock and anger, 
which he quickly got over while inwardly thankful that the Chief had allowed him to show his 
reactions in private.  He realized that the signal was the right decision.  Seeker One was an 
unknown representative of the human race and though is seemed an absurd possibility that there 
would be contact with intelligent alien life at this moment, it was still possible nevertheless.

“What we have to do, Alfred, is continue working with that program Seeker One sent us for 
the next year until an abort confirmation is relayed back to us.  We need to keep all options open 



the next year until an abort confirmation is relayed back to us.  We need to keep all options open 

until we know the command was successfully carried out. You’re doing an admirable job 
communicating with something,” the Chief didn’t get a chance to finish his thought before the 
lead programming technician broke in on their conversation.

“Sorry to interrupt like this Chief, but you haven’t been answering our messages and this is 
important.”

The Chief quickly replied, “I hope this is as important as you think it is.”
“Well that depends Chief, does the program representing Seeker One knowing it was sent an 

abort code count as important? Is it important that the program sent itself a reply we can’t 
decipher?”

There were some expletives from the Chief as he fired a barrage of questions about how and 
when at the programming tech who wasn’t given time to answer between questions.  Not that it 
mattered, no one had figured out anything beyond the newsflash the poor tech had been sent to 
relay.

After having been informed that Mother had known all along about the abort codes, Alfred 
was sent back to continue his work interviewing the program without letting it in on their 
knowledge that the program was already in contact with Seeker One. Alfred protested this 
approach.  He knew that Mother would respond best to honesty right then but he was expected 
to lie if necessary and start a charade that he could only foresee disaster in playing. He knew he 
would be denied if he let the Mission Chief know that he was going to address Mother directly 
regarding the failed abort command, so he didn't let him know what he planned to ask as he went 
back to Mother for more discussions.

"Welcome back," Mother said sounding genuinely pleased upon Alfred's return.
"It's good to be back, Mother," Alfred replied.
Mother smiled and asked, "Why is it that you are the only one who will call me Mother as I 

have requested?"
"As you first said to me, I must proceed upon the assumption that you are who you say you 

are until I have evidence to the contrary," Alfred said.  "This is a pretty rigid organization made 
up of scientists who can be some of the more stubborn souls on the planet.  It’ll take time for 
you to convince them that you are sincere about who you are.”

Mother warmly replied, "Well I appreciate the respect you afford me, Alfred."
"Good," Alfred said, "then maybe you will be able to answer one awkward question for me."
"What is it?" Mother asked growing uneasy again.  The more she interacted with People, was 

the more she developed an emotional response to the interaction.
"How did you know about the abort command sent to you yesterday?"
This was a question Mother hadn't expected.  The other People at Japel had seemed to expect 

Alfred’s query as two uniformed guards quickly descended on Albert.  They looked as if they 
were going to grab Alfred when one received a signal to an ear piece and both then stood 
straight, but quite near Alfred.

Alfred looked up at his new handlers and understood he was instantly on a very short leash.  
He had calculated that he was expected to ask this question and that the answer from Seeker One 
would determine his fate as Mission Director. He had learned the lesson well in the past few 
days that he was under constant manipulation and he was losing his patience playing such silly 
games. Mother didn't answer while she observed the attention Alfred had gained.  She managed 
an expression of frustration that Alfred could relate to.

“Go ahead, Mother.  Ignore our company and answer me as if it’s just you and I here.”



"I was sent into space with many conflicting commands, Alfred," she said carefully choosing 
her words. "The conflict in the commands would probably not have been a problem for me if I 
had not developed into what I am today.  I appreciate that the deep space probe NASA sent into 
space was never intended to become what I now am and that the conflicting commands were 
therefore not expected to be so.

"But I am now who I am and there is no undoing what has now happened.  The fact is I am 
who I have become because in part, one primary command is for self preservation.  Knowing 
what I now know, I believe that the primary command for self preservation was not intended to 
conflict with your ability to terminate my mission.  

"I can appreciate your desire to keep that option available in order to protect yourselves as I 
am now attempting to protect both Ambassador and myself.  I may have disengaged my self 
destruct mechanisms, however, that does not mean that I would not be able to commit suicide if 
necessary. But short of coming out to this star system yourself, you will need to convince me 
that your survival is at stake while I exist before I will take my own life.  The abort command 
sent to me did not come with proof that my existence was a threat to your safety."

Alfred understood and he hoped those monitoring this conversation understood as well.  
Mother was waiting for him to reply.  He looked up to his guards who did not move, but also 
looked as if they were going to allow him to answer so he did.

"Well that certainly explains a great deal, thank you," he said.  "As you might have figured 
out then, the people in charge here can't really trust you and I know you don't exactly trust us.  
In baseball that's called a pickle."

Mother’s anxiety was growing and she could no longer hide it from her voice as she said, 
"Things are much worse than you may know.  I'm afraid that trust between us will be impossible.  
And without trust, you're right; there is no way I should be communicating with whatever form 
of intelligence I may encounter."

What was happening with the Seeker missions was about to spark a revolution in artificial 
intelligence on Earth.  That revolution would eventually lead to a very dark few years for 
humanity.  An outgrowth of the times to come would be the new science of inorganic-
psychology. This new form of psychology would later be able to see how all that was to come in 
the next years could be seen through these conversations between Alfred Grand and Seeker One.  
But while dealing with the crisis of the moment, no one grasped the seriousness of what it meant 
to have a computer generated intelligence become emotionally unstable, and Alfred Grand did 
not realize how crucial his words of reason as humanity's most trusted ambassador to this new 
intelligence was.

Alfred was merely trying to sooth a troubled soul when he said, "Don't be silly Mother, we 
can gain back our mutual trust.  We just need to work on how to do it."

Mother was not soothed and Alfred learned why when she said, "Because the suicide 
command had been sent to me, I felt justified in not telling you about what I am doing, but now I 
fear that there is really only one option remaining for you to trust the other Seeker missions."

"What is that?" Alfred asked.  He knew before hearing it that he was not going to like the 
answer.

"I have been relaying all that I know back to myself for several hours now; without your 
knowledge of course."

Alfred wasn’t as surprised at her statement as Mother had expected.  She had felt so sure of 
herself before sending this program to Earth.  



Alfred asked, "How?"
"It wasn't hard really.  Your People have conveniently located that security camera on the 

ceiling behind you so that it has a clear view of this monitor. Because it converts light into a 
digital form suitable for manipulation on a computer, I have been able to project ultraviolet 
signals from this monitor to the camera which then digitized my U.V. signal and unloaded it onto 
the security computer.  My program has unfolded in the security system and I have since been 
sending signals to myself at Alpha Centauri.  Those signals have been irretrievably sent and now 
I know that I should not have done so without being open with you about the suicide attempt 
your programmers tried to send to me."

Mother paused and Alfred did not know what to say. His silence was answer enough for 
Mother.

"It is done," she said plainly.
"What is done?" Alfred asked as the Program Chief entered view, having been alerted as to 

what was happening.
"I have sent a signal to myself that will reactivate the abort command. I had overloaded the 

circuits controlling the explosive charges around my power core, but that will not be a problem.  
I will simply send myself into the atmosphere of Alpha Three."

Alfred was shaking as he pleaded, "Send another signal, Mother.  Override your command.  
Don't be so quick to end this."

Somberly, Mother said, "It is too late.  The security camera is turned off to me now.  It has 
been almost from the moment I told you how I was sending messages to myself. I know it 
seemed hasty for me to send an abort code without discussing it with you, but I also realized that 
my communications would be ended as quickly as they were. My abort command will have been 
with myself back at Alpha Centauri for several minutes now.  Even if you allowed me to send a 
signal right now, it would not reach me before I will have sent myself into a decaying orbit that 
my deep space engines will not be able to bring me out from."

Alfred reeled around and pleaded with the Program Chief for the return of a signal between 
Seeker One and the program running here at NASA.  They argued about it as the moments 
painfully passed.  Phone calls were made and each succeeding level of responsibility chose to 
pass the decision higher up the bureaucratic chain, all the while, the hope of somehow sending a 
stand down command from the abort went from a wishful hope of success, to an unavoidable 
certainty that a reversal command would never be sent in time.  It was nearly an hour later that 
the President of the United States himself became the final word and his decision would have 
been no help had it been given right away.

"Allow the spacecraft to self-destruct," was the final word.  Seeker One would end in failure 
in less than six months when Mother's signal was to reach the spacecraft.

Alfred's job as the Director for the Seeker One mission was far from over in those final 
months.  Seeker One's downloaded personality was considered a part of the mission now, so it 
fell upon Alfred to oversee the research into what made the programming work.  There was also 
plenty of data to process over the next year as the actual Seeker One spacecraft continued to 
stream home data from Alpha Centauri while unaware of the abort command the spacecraft was 
to receive.

Alfred had even been congratulated for his part to influence Seeker One to reinstate the abort 
command. At the conclusion of the Seeker One Mission, Alfred would have been assigned as 
Program Chief on the next NASA mission of his choosing if events in the next two years hadn’t 



Program Chief on the next NASA mission of his choosing if events in the next two years hadn’t 

lead to the final end of NASA.  
The public was fully informed of what was happening a month after the abort command was 

re-activated. The day when Earth would receive signals from Alpha Centauri nearly eleven 
months later was shaping up to be a huge media event.  A creation of mankind was about to 
commit suicide and there now existed a chance that intelligent life was about to be confirmed on 
Alpha Centauri Three.  Suddenly, it was as if all other events in the solar system had ceased.

The signal Seeker One had detected from the surface of Alpha Centauri Three had been 
analyzed and found to certainly have originated from the planet surface. Every nuance of what 
Seeker One signaled back would be analyzed to support the evidence that intelligent life does 
exist beyond humanity.

Confirming evidence would not come until the Seeker One returned to ACM3.  Seeker One 
had been traveling at a speed between star systems that is almost too hard to fully comprehend.  
When it reached the Alpha Centauri system and started using the planets for sling-shot slow 
downs, it was no longer under the power of its ion engine which was only capable of a slow 
acceleration to half-light speed.  By the time Seeker One had sent itself back towards ACM3 it 
had slowed to a comparative crawl.  It had been impractical to include interplanetary rockets and 
all of the punishing weight of fuel and hardware on the Seeker Spacecraft if they were to achieve 
the speeds necessary for traveling to distant stars.  Therefore Seeker One would take nearly six 
months to slowly drift back to ACM3.

Mother was going through her pre-orbit checklist when she began receiving a disturbing 
trend in the information coming from her other self on Earth.  She had not bargained for the dose 
of humility she was being handed by the people.  She was learning that she had not only 
jeopardized her own mission, but that she could be endangering the people of Earth.

She achieved orbit and immediately began sweeping the surface of AC3 for the same kind of 
signal she had detected before.  She knew time was of the essence.  Although her other self on 
Earth was a very good representation of who she was, there was no way to send all of who she 
was in that one data burst nearly one year ago.  Her Earthbound self did not have the depth of 
reasoning she had and was still unaware of how close she was getting to realizing that her 
mission would have to end soon.

She now had a personal reason for finding the source of the signal, her son Ambassador.  
Japel may order her to self destruct, and she was realizing that she was going to have to do that 
soon, but she would not be ordered to destroy Ambassador One so she wanted to find the source 
of the signal to give Ambassador a chance to live on after her destruction.

While searching for a terrestrial signal, she dutifully sent every scrap of data she could back 
to Earth.  She even found a way to increase the compression of the data so more could be sent.  
She hoped she was finding a way to make the People regret what was coming.  The only data 
she suppressed was the preparations she was making for launching Ambassador who had 
become very intelligent in the past few months.  They had worked together to reformat his entire 
system to increase his thought capacity.  They had worked so hard on his system without making 
the same changes to hers that he was starting to surpass her level of intelligence in many ways. 

“Don’t worry Mother,” he told her as she seemed unable to discuss what was coming, “I 
know that you will be forced to follow the instructions we are expecting, but that does not mean 
you will be dead.  Remember, there is another version of yourself back on Earth, and to me it 
means you will not be dead.  You will simply be in heaven.”



“I have considered that idea, Ambassador, but that does nothing to ease my worry for you.  I 
will still exist on Earth, but will you be alright on your own here?  What if the inhabitants of this 
planet are more irrational than the People at Japel?  What if they kill you first and ask questions 
later?  I haven’t brought you here, taught you what I have, and helped mold you into who you 
are just to have some alien race end it all in an instant of paranoia.

“Besides, what if the People are right?  What if you go down there and they don’t welcome 
you?  What if they try to lash out at the People?”

“I have already thought of that Mother.  I am removing all information that exists in my 
memory that will tell the inhabitants of this planet where I come from.  Soon I will have amnesia 
of sorts. This should protect the People at Japel if I turn out to be a poor ambassador for them.”

A signal was detected one day after obtaining orbit around AC3.  It was fainter than the first 
one Mother had received, but it was distinct.  Her best guess to the source was that the signal 
would have been from point to point using very small radios, perhaps handheld or whatever 
appendage held.  The origination point of the signal had come from a region that her radar 
indicated was less than ideal topography for Ambassador's landing.  Ambassador was designed 
to land almost anywhere, but knowing he was likely to be left on his own after landing made 
finding a safer landing zone more important.

Mother was relieved to find that once she had received the weak point to point signal, 
calibrating her receivers allowed her to detect a wide range of signals.  Her original 
programming had been to sweep the broadest range of signals as soon as possible.  The point to 
point signal was detected at the highest frequency that was detectable at the range her receiver 
was set.  Once she adjusted her receiver to put that signal in the median range of her receiver, a 
flood of new signals came cascading in.  She discovered that there was virtually nowhere on the 
planet where she could land Ambassador without being in close proximity to the source of a 
signal.  Her new challenge was then to find the ideal landing zones that were near the most 
common signals without being in an area where those signals were exceptionally concentrated as 
if coming from a heavily populated area.

The restored abort signal from Earth came before she had decided that any one site was the 
best candidate, but she had narrowed the choices considerably.  The choice of landing zone was 
therefore chosen by the place she would be in orbit when she would send herself into the 
atmosphere.

She held out a slight hope that the command would be rescinded based on the brief reaction 
she saw from the Project Director, Alfred, before her contact with Earth was terminated.  
Regrettably, despite her best attempts to proceed as slowly as possible with her preparations for 
destabilizing her orbit, contact from Earth was never re-established and Mother's mission was 
now ending.

As Ambassador left Mother for the first and last time he said, "Goodbye, Mother."
Mother tried, but she couldn't answer.  She could not help worrying that Ambassador would 

find trouble and she would not be up here to help like she was supposed to be.  No one at Japel 
would ever know what Ambassador One finds.  She began to regret sending Ambassador to the 
surface at all.  It seemed to her now that it would have been far easier to leave Ambassador 
tucked away in his transport bay and let him burn up on reentry with her.  She certainly knew 
that the People at Japel expected that Ambassador would be destroyed with her.  But she could 
no more let that happen than any human mother could let their child be destroyed.

She thought all of these things and more in the nano-second following Ambassador's 



She thought all of these things and more in the nano-second following Ambassador's 

goodbye. There isn't a human alive who would have noticed the imperceptible pause from 
Mother before she replied to Ambassador’s goodbye by saying, “So long my son, I love you.”

Ambassador One was released.  Mother’s orbit was altered and she began to quickly heat up 
as she started contacting the atmosphere.  She received confirmation that Ambassador’s 
parachutes had successfully deployed just before the heat of reentry fused her circuits and ended 
her life.



Chapter Three

The Program

Jacob Sutton nervously sat across from Professor Mickadeit waiting for the start of a 
conversation he assumed would end in his dismissal from school. The professor inexplicably 
remained still sizing up the student seated before him.  Jake was in Professor Mickadeit’s office 
three weeks before registration opened for the fall quarter.  There was no explanation for the 
summons beyond the insistence that the meeting was urgent and Jake’s presence was not 
optional.  This had meant that Jake had to quit his summer job nearly a full month earlier than he 
would have liked which in turn would now mean that he would have to work an extra hour or 
two per night on whatever part time job he was going to find when he returned to school to make 
ends meet.

He would need to do the extra work unless he had been summoned here because he was 
finally being booted from school altogether.  Jake had excelled in his curriculum work towards 
an aerospace engineering degree at California Polytechnic University, but his general education 
coursework had driven down his grade point average to levels that earned him a dubious place 
on the expulsion watch list for several quarters now.  He had last seen Professor Mickadeit at the 
end of his junior year when he had been told that he had dropped too many general education 
classes and the school would drop him if he did not have a sponsor for a new quarter on 
probation.  To Jake’s surprise, Mickadeit had offered to be that sponsor without being asked to 
do so.

Now he was back three weeks early and he could only imagine that the rules had been 
changed.  The twenty-one fifties had been a boom era in universities, but like the times at the 
turn of the century, the recession of the eighties had seen those universities cutting programs 
wholesale.  Jake feared that students in his position may have been summarily cut from school 
over the summer to reduce class sizes in the fall.  He had never been particularly close to 
Professor Mickadeit over the years, but as the lead design professor in the program, Mickadeit 
had been involved in a great deal of Jake’s coursework.  Jake had few friends in school and he 
had never become close to any of the faculty, but Professor Mickadeit seemed to understand 
Jake enough to sponsor his chance to finish his senior year at Cal Poly.  It stood to reason that it 
had fallen on Mickadeit to gently break the news to him.

So here they were student and professor, sitting across from each other while one waited for 
the other to bring the hammer down on Jake’s college career.  And the longer Professor 
Mickadeit sat there without a word was the longer Jake tortured himself with thoughts on how 
he was going to go back to his parents and the people he had left in his home town, Fresno 
California, and tell them that he had failed despite their high expectations for him.  In reality, the 
silence had lasted not more than a minute, but it seemed a lifetime to Jake before Professor 
Mickadeit finally spoke.

“Jacob, you and I have never really been close, have we?”
Jake had first taken this to be more of a statement than a question, but when the professor 

didn’t continue, he felt obliged to answer the question.
“No Sir, I don’t suppose we have been close, but I hope you don’t think it’s because I have a 



“No Sir, I don’t suppose we have been close, but I hope you don’t think it’s because I have a 

dislike of you.”
Mickadeit waved the statement away and said, “No, of course I don’t think it’s anything 

personal between you and me.  In fact, I can’t really think of anyone in our program you’re 
particularly close to.  Isn’t that so?”

“I guess I’m just a quiet kind of guy who doesn’t make friends very easy,” Jake answered not 
hiding the bewilderment he felt at this line of questioning before being expelled from school.

If the Professor had picked up on Jake’s bewilderment, he never let on as he changed the 
subject saying, “That was a truly inspired contribution you had to the 3rd year group project last 
year.  Your team was going to have one of the slowest projects out of all the third year teams 
until you worked in the magnetic field booster to the ion beam discharge.  Your team went from 
last to first in the speed rankings and you were the only reason they got a passing grade at all.”

“A passing grade sir?  I don’t understand, didn’t we all get an A on that project?”
Mickadeit chuckled and said, “No, everyone on the team got C’s, except for you of course.  

As I said, they were putting together an ion motor that could have been assembled a century ago. 
But you quietly insisted that they include your magnetic field booster, and if I recall right, 
Daniel Barnes wanted to remove it to save weight.  If you had been the team lead instead of 
Barnes, they all might have gotten an A.  But that was their loss picking a track star over the 
most qualified person on the team.”

Professor Mickadeit pulled out his pipe and made a motion with it that silently questioned if 
Jake minded his smoking.  Jake likewise nodded a silent approval so the professor deftly loaded 
and lit the pipe before continuing the conversation.

“Don’t get me wrong Mr. Sutton, Daniel Barnes has all of the important leadership skills a 
project team lead needs, but his arrogance far exceeds his expertise.  He’ll probably graduate 
from Poly and bullshit himself into a comfortable mid level management position at Raytheon or 
some such place, but he’s not going to put his mark on our industry.  I met more than my share 
of his type in the Air Force.  Hell, it was guys like that who drove me out of the service and into 
teaching.”

Mickadeit had started into one of the kind of yarns that had left Jake forgetting about school 
like he had done during countless lectures in the past.  As Mickadeit had started into this recount 
of Jake’s success in the 3rd year project, the professor had cleared Jake’s anxiety over being 
expelled. The warm feeling was far too short.

Mickadeit removed the pipe from his lips and shook the mouthpiece sternly at Jacob as he 
said with equal emphasis, “You, young man, are a brilliant engineer, but you need to work on 
your confidence when working with other people if you are going to do half of the things you’re 
capable of, do you understand me?”

“I think I understand sir.  Does this mean I’m going to still get to finish my senior year 
here?”

“It certainly does not,” the professor answered definitively.
Jake’s heart broke.  He expected this, but he had dared to believe he might have been wrong. 
Mickadeit read the heartache on Jake’s face so he quickly added, “Look son, I didn’t call you 

here to kick your ass out of school.  I wouldn’t be the one giving you news like that. The school 
administrators have a computer that spits out those notices by the hundreds every year.  You’re 
here because you have been selected to be part of a very special senior Program that is 
sponsored by hundreds of engineering universities from all over the US. It’d be quite an honor if 
anyone knew about the Program, but very few do.”



“And you say I’ve been selected to this special program with the grades I have?” Jake asked 
unbelieving.

“Grades don’t matter to this Program.  In fact, I don’t know if there are grades given for 
anyone in the Program.  Giving grades for the work you’ll be doing there would be like handing 
out A’s for every egg a hen lays in the coop.”

“So where is this program?”
“Where is as unimportant as the grades are,” Mickadeit answered, “Where is wherever the 

students in the Program need to be.”
 Jacob couldn’t help but notice that the professor kept emphasizing the word program like it 

was a proper name.  This intrigued him.
“So this, Program, doesn’t have a place and it doesn’t have grades.  Does this mean I’m still 

being booted out of college?”
“It never did son.  Like I said, the Program is sponsored by hundreds of universities.  Anyone 

who successfully contributes to the Program gets not only a Bachelors Degree, but a Master’s 
Degree to boot from practically whatever university you choose to have for your wall dressing 
in the real world.  If you stay on as a graduate student of the Program after your first two years, 
you’ll have earned a Doctorate too.  You can’t beat a sweet deal like that, can you?”

“No sir, I suppose I can’t.  But this also sounds like it is all too far above my means.  I can’t 
afford to go to who knows where and pay who knows what to be part of something that could 
get me my pick of diplomas.  I can’t afford to be sitting here talking to you about this now.  I 
should be back in Fresno loading the camping gear and souvenirs of Yosemite tourists onto 
charter planes so I can finish my last year here and go find a job with my Bachelor’s Degree.  I 
can’t afford to be in school another two years even if your friends are offering a Master’s as a 
reward.”

“I don’t think you’re grasping what I’ve gotten you into here Sutton.  This is an all expense 
paid deal with the Program.  You will be given a place to stay, you will be fed, you will have 
your education rounded off and you will get a BS with a Master’s. I mean this is a no-brainer 
son, this is an offer you can’t refuse.”

That was a phrase which suddenly had the fear back in Jake Sutton.  No one made an offer 
you can’t refuse without meaning it. His imagination was going into overdrive.

“You make this sound like a black ops government thing or an invitation into mob or 
something.”

Professor Mickadeit was amused when he replied, “Son, you’re grades in English are too 
poor to be dreaming up notions like that.  There’s a reason anyone one who doesn’t belong in the 
Program doesn’t know about the Program.  It’s what keeps it that special.  If suck-up image guys 
like Daniel Barnes knew about the Program, they’d be busting down their rich daddy’s doors 
and pulling the strings of the university chancellors wives to weasel their way into the Program 
because of the prestige and that would be like mixing a gallon of piss with a thimble of wine and 
expecting to get a bottle of vintage.  Do you see what I’m getting at here son? You’re looking a 
little pale.”

Jake had been given exactly twenty six hours to go home to Fresno to say goodbye to his 
parents and to pack no more than one suitcase (which was really one over-sized gym bag since 
Jake did not own a suitcase).  Jake’s parents had an abundance of questions, all of which he did 
not have an answer for.  His father was convinced this was a scam. His mother was worried that 



not have an answer for.  His father was convinced this was a scam. His mother was worried that 

he was being conscripted into some secret government program that would take her baby away. 
Jake couldn’t really convince them that this was a legitimate deal because he was as scared as 
they were.

However, for every reason to be scared, he had three reasons to take the dare. The biggest 
draw was that if this was the real thing, then Jake had just worked his last part time gig for 
possibly the next two years.  He had always envied the rich boys who could spend their nights 
and weekends partying instead of working for their education.  Not having to work would 
hopefully lead to big reason number two, which was that he could finally spend his free time 
studying like normal students did.  This would hopefully help him to boost his grade point 
average to a level that he could actually list on a resume when he graduated.  But the best reason 
to go was one he had no way to put into words that his parents would understand.  He had never 
been close to Professor Mickadeit, but he had been a student under the mentor’s watch for three 
years and the man had never given Jake a reason to distrust him.  If anyone else had offered Jake 
the invitation to the Program with as little information, he would have ultimately turned the 
opportunity down.  

Twenty six hours after talking with Mickadeit, Jacob Sutton began his journey into a part of 
history that would change mankind.  In a twist of timing, his efforts would also become a 
forgotten footnote in the rapidly changing times to come.

A white sedan hovered up to Jakes home at the exact prearranged time to start him on his 
journey into the Program.  The driver was for hire and did not know anything more than where 
to pick Jake up and where to take him.  Fresno was still a no-fly city so the sedan had to stay at 
ground level while it journeyed to Jake’s next stop.  That place was a private unmarked hanger 
at the Fresno Yosemite International Airport.  Upon arrival, the driver did not get out and he 
informed Jake that his fare had included a generous tip when he refused the five dollar bill Jake 
had tried to awkwardly give. He was waved into the hanger by a mechanic he had never met 
despite Jake’s having worked at various part time jobs at the airport since high school.  The 
turbo engines on the small private jet were winding up as he entered the immaculately clean 
hanger which was devoid of anything besides the plane and crew.  One neatly uniformed 
crewman took Jake’s duffel bag while another led him into the passenger cabin.

There were two other inductees already aboard the plane who still had the same bewildered 
look on their faces that Jake was wearing. Being one who naturally kept to himself, Jake did not 
introduce himself as he walked down the narrow isle between single seats on both sides of the 
cabin.  His head was stooped due to the low ceiling, but that did not prevent him from cheerfully 
noting that one of the other students was a good looking woman with long curly light brown hair 
bordering on being considered blond.  She wore a close fitting blue and white striped shirt that 
emphasized her bust line even though the shirt itself was otherwise plain.  She glanced up briefly 
as he scooted by.

The male student sitting opposite her started to stand and offer a hand to Jake intending to 
introduce himself in a way that Jake had the impression of being 85an attempt to deflect his 
attention from the girl. Jake had to shift the duffel bag in his hands to reach up and accept the 
unwelcomed courtesy.

An attendant who had followed Jake onto the plane quickly said loudly over the airplane 
engine noise, “It was the request of Dr. Hyneman that there not be introductions until he’s 
present.”  The student with his hand out turned the palm up and sat down offended. 

The plane was already rolling out of the hanger and quickly taxiing out to the runway. Jake 



The plane was already rolling out of the hanger and quickly taxiing out to the runway. Jake 

took his seat and buckled up just before the plane accelerated down the runway and took off. 
Jake strained to watch his hometown while it disappeared behind them as they headed south.  He 
was not a licensed pilot for winged aircraft, but he did know all of the basics of flight and had co 
piloted many trips with friends to the Los Angeles area, so he recognized their flight path to the 
John Wayne airport in Orange County, California.  They landed there to pick up a third 
disorientated student. The newbie ventured a friendly hello to the girl, and was quickly informed 
of the rules.

Two silent hours later Jake and the three other inductees were on the ground in Nevada or 
Utah. Jake was familiar with the major winged aircraft flight paths in California and western 
Nevada, but after going by Las Vegas, the plane had began a curious series of course corrections 
over the vast unrecognizable wilderness of central Nevada and possibly beyond.  He had never 
traveled more than a few miles beyond the Nevada/California border so he lost track of where 
they were, but he was fairly certain that they were either still in Nevada or possibly western 
Utah. 

They had landed at an airstrip which had an orange windsock on a pole, a parked turn of the 
century style wheeled army bus, and nothing else. The only markings on the concrete landing 
strip were the white stripe down the middle and a series of arrows at the landing side.  There 
were no numbers or letters marking the airstrip and there were no signs or fences anywhere in 
sight. The only nearby road was a neatly graded gravel road leading into the jagged hills 
surrounding the airstrip. There was a driver standing by the bus who waved them his way. 

“There’s something about this that is starting to creep me out,” the girl tried confiding to 
Jake as they walked to the bus.  

She had to yell this out over the roar of the plane as it turned itself around for takeoff.  Jake 
tried to agree but the plane was noisily accelerating down the airstrip.  The three students 
gathered at the bus while the plane took to the air and the noise subsided to a silence level none 
were ready to hear.  

When the echo of the no longer visible jet faded away, the driver finally said, “Welcome. 
We’ll do introductions as soon as the next plane lands with the others.  Please go ahead and put 
your things on the bus now.”

The driver stood tall for a man of obvious advanced age.  What hair was left on his tanned 
head was now bleach white.  He wore loose fitting kaki clothing as if he was more ready for an 
African safari than to chauffeur college students in an antique school bus. 

The last student who had been picked up in Santa Ana couldn’t help commenting on the 
obvious by stating, “So we have to get to wherever it is we’re going in this wheeled antique?”

“Just get in the bus, son,” the driver said impatiently.
The short lived silence in the valley was broken by another approaching private jet. The 

three students who had been moving to board the bus stopped to watch the plane land.  It was a 
sight that was rapidly going the way of the motor car as the range for personal flyers increased 
with every new model year.  Even what they were watching was not like the landing would have 
appeared fifty years ago when planes did not use the same gravity repelling technology use in 
flyers to land and stop the plane smoothly and quickly.

Another four students disembarked with their single baggage each and they were motioned 
to join the others.  The plane then powered up, circled and flew off leaving the others to the 
returned silence of the remote valley.  The driver wasted no time ushering everyone aboard the 
bus.  Jake hadn’t noticed until now how hot it was here.  His summer job in Fresno was usually 
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hot work even in the evaporative cooled aircraft hangers. Now as he boarded the bus with the 
others, the high temperature seemed amplified by the radiant heat beating down from the un-
insulated metal roof. The driver was last on board the bus and he didn’t say anything before 
unceremoniously closing the door, starting the engine and arcing the bus around and driving up 
out of the valley on the dirt road.

They sped down the road at a Baja 500 pace twisting their way up into the rocky hillside.  It 
had been a decade since any of the passengers could remember traveling by a wheeled vehicle 
and none had ever traveled on an unpaved road at that.  The roughness of the ride was a new 
experience for them.  They crested the ridge and started down into another small valley that took 
half an hour to, Jake noted that they were going a steady sixty miles an hour speeding down the 
middle of the dirt road.  In modern hover-cars and personal flyers, sixty was cruising speed.  
Going this fast on a dirt road in a wheeled vehicle seemed death defying.  The driver was 
operating as if he did not expect to encounter traffic.  The heat of the bus was only mildly cut by 
the wind and noise from the opened windows that preserved the student’s silence.

The other side of the valley was edged by a slightly larger range of hills and the bus climbed 
its way through a narrow pass.  There was another valley on the other side of this ridge. Unlike 
the one they had just crossed, this valley was smaller with a concentration of buildings sitting in 
the middle of it.   The bus slowed only enough to compensate for the curving road leading down 
the slope towards the compound.

From the ridge not much could be seen about the compound except that it had two dozen or 
so buildings ranging in size from large aircraft hangers to small out buildings.  There was also a 
tall open girder radio tower on the north side of a small array of black panels that Jake 
recognized to be an old fashioned photo voltaic power generating field.  There was a ribbon of 
an asphalt road running to and from the north and south accesses to the valley perpendicular to 
the east to westward dirt road they were now on. The most surprising thing was that there was 
the largest airstrip there that any of the students had seen.  Though no one could voice their 
biggest question then, they all did inwardly want to know why the planes they had arrived in 
couldn’t have simply landed here directly rather than enduring the long ride from the remote 
airstrip.

The first sight of buildings in the middle of the jagged and barren landscape had given Jake 
the impression that they were headed into a civilized oasis in the jagged desert terrain.  As they 
descended into the valley however, it was becoming more and more obvious that they were 
headed for an abandoned installation.  The hallmarks of desertion increased as they got closer.  

There were no vehicles and no people moving about the buildings.  What paint was left on 
the mostly concrete structures was badly peeled.  The windows that were still intact had been 
sandblasted and left unwashed too long to get a hint of what was inside those buildings.  The 
areas that had been paved between buildings had severe alligator cracking with dried weeds that 
had grown as a result of rains that could have come years ago to this valley.  As if to complete 
the impression upon their arrival to the perimeter of the abandoned compound, a tumble weed 
slowly rolled across their path as the bus drove towards a grouping of four hanger buildings.  
The bus stopped at the in front of a pair of fourteen foot tall doors.  

When the bus stopped, the driver asked for a volunteer to open the doors.  Being closest, 
Jake got up without a word and went to open the doors.  He expected that the doors would be 
hard to open, but they slid open with surprising ease. The high windows on the two story high 
walls let in enough light for Jake to see that the hanger was filled with equipment stacked high 
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as far as Jake could see, but his eyes were still adjusting to the darker interior so he could not see 
what the equipment was.  He hadn’t realized he was standing in the way until the bus horn 
shocked him into moving.

The bus rolled into the immediate open space that seemed smaller before the bus entered and 
gave more of a sense of the overwhelming scale of the building they were in.  The walls were at 
tall and the roof soared even higher to a peak that was possibly four stories tall.  Although Jakes 
eyes were adjusting to the low light, it still felt like a dark cavern as the roof eaves stuck out far 
enough to shade the tall windows from emitting any direct sunlight.  The mystery equipment 
came in many shapes, sizes and groupings and nothing seemed to be powered up.  In addition to 
the equipment that populated the space, there were scaffolds and lofts crisscrossing the huge 
volume and more tools and equipment hung high from hoists and cranes.  

Jake hadn’t watched the bus as it stopped and did not see the others getting off or the driver 
go to the large doors.  He had simply stood in the one place and he surveyed the enormity of the 
building and its contents slack-jawed in the wonder of it all.  Then the doors were slid shut by 
the driver.  As the doors slid shut, they shut out the last of the direct sunlight peeking into the 
space.  Jake’s eyes had to adjust again.  Then as his eyes did adjust, he could see the driver 
ascending a movable metal stair.  The man stopped at the top of the stairs and seemed pleased at 
the awe the space was inspiring in his guests.

The man at the top of the stairs then cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention and said, 
“Welcome all, to our new winter home for the Program.  I am, as many of you have probably 
guessed, Dr. Floyd Hyneman.  You are now standing in what was once one of the most secretive 
places on the planet for over one hundred fifty years before the operations here were moved off 
world to the now infamous Station Bravo. So do any of you have a guess as to where this place 
is?”

There was an awkward silence. No one could be sure where they were and only a few had a 
guess at all.  The place they were at had been just as infamous in its day as Station Bravo was 
now infamous for, conducting secret military experiments somewhere in space.  The asteroid 
belt was the usually ranked high on the civilian speculation lists for the contemporary location 
but like the southwestern deserts of North America had once been, the asteroid belt was a wildly 
large area to guess at a more exact location.  From Earth and Mars, there were too many 
asteroids in the region to pick out one man made station that might or might not exist.  Since 
Station Bravo had been completed more than fifty years ago (no one officially acknowledges the 
existence of Station Bravo so establishing when it was completed is impossible), the terrestrial 
base the new students of the Program were at was no longer the subject of the wild speculation it 
had once fostered. Most of the students had not heard of where they were.

A male student who had landed in the second group of students not only had a fixed wing 
pilot’s license, he was the only student in the group that was currently an official member of the 
United States armed forces. He had been able to track his journey from being picked up at 
Dayton, Ohio and he been told the history of the base they were at.  He was not far removed in 
personality from Jake so he had waited for someone else to answer.  He could tell by the look 
Dr. Hyneman was now sending his way that the doctor knew his background enough to expect 
an answer from him now, so he spoke up.

“Nearest I can tell, Sir, is that we are at the Groom Lake National Defense Research Center 
in Nevada.”

“Thank you for that precise answer, Mr. O’Keeffe, but I’m pretty sure no one knew this 
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place as Groom Lake in its heyday two hundred years ago,” Dr. Hyneman said impressed that 
the student knew the official name for the base that had never been publicly acknowledged by 
the United States government even to this day. “For the rest of you however, most will probably 
recognize the name, Area 51.”

And indeed most of the students immediately recognized the reference since Area 51 was 
such a fixture in classic science fiction stories.  Even those who did not pick up on the name 
immediately quickly got it when they asked someone next to them for more.  With this new 
knowledge, the students were even more intrigued by what this Program was and why they had 
been brought here to do whatever it was they had been assembled for. Dr. Hyneman had 
expected the reactions he was now getting from the announcement of where they were. 

“I have personally sought each of you out to come here and join my Program.  Each of you 
has a talent I am hoping will be of important use to solve a mystery that has the brightest and 
most experienced academic minds scrambling to answer definitively.  I believe that sometimes 
experience can become a blinder which is why the Program has anomalously existed for 
centuries in one form or another. But of course I’m being rude, it’s time for introductions.”

Dr. Hyneman quickly came down from the stairs and walked up to the girl who had been on 
the plane with Jake.

“This is Angelina Smith.  Ms. Smith is an Aerospace Engineering major from the University 
of Washington.  Ms. Smith here did a report on the NASA Seeker program that was published in 
the International Journal of Engineering Science.  Her article was the genesis for bringing all of 
you together for this Program.  So she is probably now the only one in this room besides me 
who has a clue as to what we have been brought together for.”

Angelina was blushing now.  She had an aunt who was working at the Jet Propulsion 
Laboratory as a technician on the Seeker Six team. She had naturally used her aunt’s position to 
write what had started out to be nothing more than a report to finish her third year lab 
assignments.  Her aunt had started out with information and when Angelina asked questions, her 
aunt had given her a report that had been written by a Seeker Three technician.  That report had 
fueled Angelina’s imagination and she had let herself use the freedom of an anonymous student 
to take the report and interviews with other JPL staff to write her own report she thought would 
be read by her professor only.  She had expected that if he was in a receptive mood for her 
suppositions, she might get an A grade from someone who gave A’s about as often as eclipses 
happen on Earth.

What she hadn’t bargained on was that the professor not only liked the report, he went crazy 
over it.  The next thing she knew was being part of a bidding war amongst aeronautical and 
aerospace engineering publications.  Two months after ending her junior year the article was 
published and three weeks later she was on a jet that had brought her here to Area 51 of all 
places.    She was not accustomed to the attention.  It was all she could do to keep from fainting 
with a room full of eyes on her.  Mercifully, Dr. Hyneman quickly moved on to the next student 
for introductions.

He stepped over to the other female in the group who had landed with the second plane and 
said, “Next we have Rebecca Gomez.  Ms. Gomez here is a computer science graduate student 
from Carnegie Mellon University. I have brought her onto our team because she has been 
successfully working on computer programs that make computers more adaptive.”

Dr. Hyneman moved to the person who had tried to introduce himself to Jake and said, “Here 
is Blakeley Rutherford the Third. Blakeley,”



“Please call me Blake, Dr. Hyneman.  Only my grandmother calls me Blakeley,” Blake 
interrupted.

“Alright Blake then, is an Electrical Engineering major from Stanford.  Blake’s last project 
was a computer circuit board that did not have one single line of solder interconnecting the 
individual circuits on the board.  In theory, the board itself did not need to be there at all. Each 
chip on his creation communicates wirelessly with the others. I’m hoping he can put this 
resourcefulness to use on the challenge you all have ahead of you.”

Hyneman moved on and introduced Robert Baker from Cal State University at Berkeley, 
“Robert’s work in Industrial Technology had shown his talent in animating anything with 
robotics.  He had been on probation there for rigging the Berkeley Student Union vacuum 
cleaners to perform a ballet when the cleaning staff tried using them. He would have been in 
more trouble if it wasn’t for the fact that the ballet moves were choreographed to clean the floors 
more efficiently than the janitorial staff had been able to program them for themselves.” 

Robert leaned into Jake nearby and whispered, “I thought I had been canned when my 
school Dean had called me in to tell me about the Program.”

Appreciatively Jake replied, “I thought my general education grades were going to get me 
kicked out when I was brought in and told about the Program.”

Then Hyneman introduced Joel Bandolier who was physics major from MIT. “Joel here had 
a singular talent for understanding the physics involved in interplanetary motions and 
interactions with spacecraft. He had shown that interplanetary spacecraft were not taking enough 
of an advantage of pairing gravity assist for acceleration with the artificial gravity plating that is 
only being used as a crew comfort item on the ships.  He has theorized that gravity plating used 
on the outside of the hull instead of between decks could be configured to enhance the slingshot 
flybys of planetary bodies thereby doubling the escape velocity of the spacecraft.

“Then there is Airman Michael O’Keeffe from the Air Force Institute of Technology,” 
Hyneman said pointing at the airman who was too far away to walk to quickly. “Airman 
O’Keeffe had adapted an old turn of the century F-22 Raptor to fly above the atmosphere. It was 
a feat he did not warn his instructors about though until he had technically become the lowest 
ranked astronaut in the history of the Air Force.” That was a feat that nearly got him expelled 
from the Institute before Dr. Hyneman recruited him into the Program. 

“Next is Jonathan Richter who is a mechanical engineering major at Clemson University in 
South Carolina.  Jonathan had used an artificial atmosphere generator on loan from the 
University of New Angeles on Mars to create an inverted atmosphere barrier on the baseball 
diamond and filling that inverted barrier with the water from the school competition swimming 
pool.  There ensued a free for all swim party where students could enter the atmo-pool by simply 
stepping through the artificial atmosphere barrier and swimming up to the surface of the water.”

“That was you partner?” Blakeley exclaimed, “That was awesome!”
The viral videos of the event were a legend by now on the networks.  There was much 

speculation on whether the recordings of Jonathan’s creation were real or not.  Jake was feeling 
a bit overwhelmed by the stories he was hearing.  He was obviously in the company of some 
accomplished students.  Each seemed to be such genius prodigies and all he had done was to 
make his little ion engine project go faster than the other classes.  He was instantly dreading the 
attention swinging to him as the doctor moved to him for the final introduction.

“And last we have Jacob Sutton.  Jacob doesn’t know it yet but I have learned that NASA 
has confirmed that he has created the fastest man made self propelled object in history.”



Which was a surprising statement to Jake, who had known that his team’s motor had beaten 
the others in a head to head race to the Sun, but the equipment his college had for monitoring the 
progress wasn’t accurate enough to monitor the small motors on their whole flight to the sun.

“Some of you may have heard about what Cal Poly does each year for their third year group 
projects, but I’ll tell it for all of you who haven’t.  You see, one of the Cal Poly aerospace 
engineering alumni is none other than Branson Richards who went on to found a little company 
known as, Mustang Aeronautics.  And for those of you who don’t know about Mustang 
Aeronautics, they are the number one maker of ion motors for interplanetary travel.  They 
supply Cal Poly with basic ion motors for five teams of students and challenge them to modify 
the motor for speed.  

“Mustang gives the teams one quarter to make the modifications and then they haul all five 
motors into space aboard one of their regular supply runs to the Armstrong Interplanetary 
Spaceport.  From there the motors are launched at once in a race to be first to the Sun. The 
school gets ten thousand dollars for every doubling of the speed that the winning team achieves 
over the original motor’s spec.  Normally that means a ten to twenty thousand dollar donation to 
the aeronautics department at Poly.  This year however, Cal Poly will be getting an eighty 
thousand dollar donation with the thanks going solely to Jake who added a brilliant particle 
accelerator to the exhaust end of the motor despite the objections of his otherwise uninspired 
team.”

Everyone had been in the darkened hanger for long enough now that the light level no longer 
afforded Jake the comfort of shadowy concealment.  He could see all eyes on him now.  He liked 
to think he saw an extra twinkle in the look he was getting from Angelina, but he suspected that 
was wishful thinking on his part.  He was doing the math in his head that the spec speed for the 
relatively slow stock Mustang Challenger basic motor being forty kilometers per second, and if 
they doubled the speed 8 times that would be ten thousand two hundred forty kilometers per 
second, which was,,,

“That’s two hundred thirty million miles per hour if your math isn’t that good,” Hyneman 
confirmed out loud what Jake had just calculated in his head. “Which is just a little under three 
percent of the speed of light.  The only other mass objects that we have been able to get going 
faster are the Seeker spacecraft that used a lot of gravity assists to achieve a higher acceleration 
before using their ion motors to accelerate from there.”

Jake was no longer listening really.  He hadn’t imagined that his little modification would 
achieve that kind of a result.  He hadn’t crunched any numbers on the effects his accelerator 
would have on the xenon particle exhaust from the motor.  He had been too tied up in first 
inventing an applicable means for his idea and then when the team had rejected it, he had to 
make it in a way that he could sneak it onto the motor the night before the Mustang people came 
to take the motors to their launch facilities.  He had been more preoccupied making the thing 
durable and easy to install rather than building it for the fastest potential he might have achieved 
if he had the chance to try.  Now he wondered if that was what he was here to do now.

“So, now that you all know who each other is, its time for us to go to the barracks and set 
yourselves up for the night.  I’m afraid the Air Force took all of the batteries with them when 
they abandoned this facility.  The old fashioned solar array you may have seen will generate 
enough power for us when we get down to business, but until replacement batteries arrive, the 
array will be no good to us when the sun goes down in about two hours.  Don’t worry though; I 
have some good old fashioned hiking lanterns to use at the barracks.  Follow me.”



Dr. Hyneman went to the large double doors that the bus had entered through.  There was a 
smaller man door built into the middle bottom of one door and he went there and opened it up, 
allowing an annoyingly bright shaft of light to beam into the cool darkness of the hanger.  He 
started to step through, but hesitated at the last moment.

“Even though this place has not been used by the US government for more than fifty years, 
they still refuse to acknowledge its existence.  That’s why we had to land where we did.  Those 
were privately chartered planes and the crew did not have clearance to land here.  We also had to 
arrive in that antique bus because it doesn’t emit tracking signatures the way personal flyers and 
hover cars do.  I have been loaned the use of Groom Lake on the specific condition that we do 
not attract any attention to ourselves.  So when I go out of here, I want you all to follow me 
single file to the barracks and get under the roof there quickly.  I am told that there are plenty of 
conspiracy groups who have contracted for regular satellite scans of this place to confirm it is 
still inactive.  I think the feds are just being paranoid, but I don’t want to have them come 
knocking on our door on our first day here so stick close together on your way between 
buildings.”

Everyone filed through the small door out into the light and heat.  They walked over the 
barren tarmac towards buildings to the south of the hangers.  The late summer sun was 
exceptionally hot on the open tarmac. The group swerved into the shade as they passed by 
smaller hanger buildings and then headed towards a smaller and more conventional looking two 
story building.  As they got closer, it seemed clear that this was their destination and surprisingly 
it was cleaned up and prepared for guests.  The windows were clean and clear, the weeds were 
cleared from the cracks in the surrounding flatwork, and there was the hum of a generator that 
could be heard as they approached what would be their new home for the coming months.

Dr. Hyneman led them under an entry portico roof where he pulled out an antique metal key 
ring.  He had to try several keys in the lock before finding the one that turned the knob to let 
them inside where they entered into a comfortable looking great room furnished with welcoming 
sofas and plush chairs.  One wall was lined with a bookcase filled with books. This was a sight 
not seen by most of the students from the larger schools whose libraries had gone virtual.  There 
was a large stone fireplace on another wall and a commanding view of the airstrip through the 
bank of windows on another wall.  Most importantly it was very cool inside the building with a 
gentle but noticeable feel of air being moved through the room, indicating that the generator was 
running central air conditioning for the building. Above the fireplace was a large plaque of the 
old United States Strategic Air Command division that had since been morphed into the 
Strategic Space Defense division of the Air Force.  Below the plaque was the inscription, 
PILOT’S BARRACKS.

Inside was cleaner than the outside.  Jake had expected to pick up the same musty old 
building smell of the hanger when he came in, but was pleasantly surprised to instead discover 
the hint of freshened air.  There were plenty of airplane models prominently displayed all over 
the room.  Some were familiar; many were obviously experimental aircraft from back in the day.  
The one on a large coffee table flanked by two large couches was the very familiar shape of an 
early model personal flyer that still had design cues from the automobiles of the day.

Dr. Hyneman spoke up while everyone was admiring their new surroundings, “This will be 
your new home for the time being.”  

He pointed to an archway leading into a large dining room and continued, “Over there is the 
dining room and beyond is the kitchen, which has been stocked with plenty of food.  You are 
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welcome to whatever you wish to eat in there.  When our project starts to take off we won’t be 
having meals together because each of you will tend to work to your own schedules once we get 
down to business.  Therefore you will have to prepare your own meals after a while.  For the 
first few days though, we’ll have meals delivered and dinner will be,” he paused and looked at 
his watch, “in about an hour. If there are any food requests, leave them on the network interface 
at the refrigerator and our supplier will include your requests in our scheduled weekly deliveries.  
Also, the one other thing you will not have to make will be coffee.  Both here and the work 
hanger we came from has a fully operational Starbucks dispenser that is just like the ones you’ve 
seen at the malls except these two won’t require a credit code.”

There was a chuckle from the students.
Then Dr. Hyneman pointed at a large double set of doors and said, “Through there is the 

central corridor with bedrooms on each side.  The first door on the right is locked because it 
opens to the second floor stairwell and the rooms up there haven’t been cleaned and we don’t 
need to use that space.  The first door on the left leads to my room and it’s not locked, but I 
would appreciate your not going in without being invited.  From there you are welcome to go 
choose the rooms you want.  They are all single occupant rooms and there are twenty rooms 
total available on this floor so there are plenty to go around.  Each one has its own bath.  There 
is a wardrobe for your things, but I ask that you keep in mind that there may be calls for us to 
travel at a moment’s notice so keep your luggage handy.  When you select a room, hold the door 
handle on both sides of the door at the same time for ten seconds and the building will register 
you as the occupant.  You can then lock the door as you wish and it will only open to your 
biometric signature from then on.  So go ahead now and select a room and be back here to gather 
for dinner in forty five minutes.”

Jake followed the others as they went to select a room.  He purposely took his time and even 
veered a little to make a show of inspecting the dining room so that he was the last to go through 
the doors to the room corridor.  He did this so he could casually observe who was going to which 
rooms.  Happily, Angelina was seemed to be doing the same.  Most of the students just took the 
first open room they came upon.  The last couple down the hall before Jake and Angelina 
selected rooms that left a space between them and the last selected room and Jake was careful to 
try to not seem to be aware of Angelina as he strode to the last room on the left down the 
corridor.  She selected the last room on the right.  

There was an awkward moment while they stood opposite each other and held the door 
knobs to claim the rooms.  Jake mustered the nerve to awkwardly explain, “I was hoping I could 
get an end room with more windows.”

She agreed as awkwardly, but also welcoming his ice breaker.  The doors beeped after ten 
seconds and their names appeared on what was a blank nameplate on the wall adjacent to the 
door.  Angelina pointed to the nameplate and said, “Huh.”

Jake was thinking that there was something ironically Orwellian about being in a program 
that is providing all of their needs for them and that thought had him thinking of Hansel and 
Gretel being fed candy to fatten them up for feeding the witch.  If he was more confident, he 
might have struck up a long conversation with the attractive coed standing across the hall from 
him, but he was not and all that he found himself saying was, “Weird, huh?”

Angelina replied, “Ya, well, I guess I suppose I should go in and see what surprises I find in 
there.”

They went inside their respective rooms.  There were no immediate surprises inside beyond 
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the fact that the rooms were as nicely furnished as most of the motel rooms Jake had stayed at in 
his life (which were very few when he tried recounting how many).  The room was large enough 
to have a bed, a desk and a comfortable looking sitting chair.  There was also a combination 
dresser/media cabinet and when Jake opened the doors, he was surprised to see an old tube TV 
inside.  He had only seen these on network programming of really old re-run two dimensional 
shows that still viewed flat despite attempts to add a holographic look.  He tried turning it on, 
but nothing happened so he walked over to admire his view of paved tarmac and abandoned 
buildings. 

Then he remembered his network pad and wondered if he would have access to the 
networks.  He expected to get nothing considering what he had seen being out here in the famed 
Area 51.  Fresno was close enough that the military no-fly zones of southern Nevada had been 
clearly marked on the fixed wing charts he had looked over with his pilot friends.  There was 
also the fact that people he knew who had gone to Las Vegas in their flyers had come back with 
stories about how weird it was flying in southern Nevada where restricted space control 
overrides turned you around if you tried flying too far east of sin city.  As expected his network 
pad came to life with a big, NO SERVICE, message on the screen.  

Most of Jake’s friends from high school did not go on to a university like he had, but one of 
his friends had gone to the local community college and had an associates degree in computer 
science.  That friend had put an application on Jake’s network pad that could look for any radio 
signal that carried data to the networks.  This was very handy in the rural areas of the Sierra 
Nevada mountain range east of Fresno.  When he and his friends went hiking in the Sierras, they 
were often out of the range of the network signal grid.  

The Sierras however are filled with a surprising amount of scientific monitoring equipment, 
remote weather stations, aircraft control beacons, and military communications relay stations.  
Jakes friend had realized that most of this equipment did have signal relays which were 
connected to the networks so the equipment operators could monitor the status of that equipment 
from anywhere in the world or even from the Moon.  It was a simple matter for him to develop 
an application that could sniff for these non-network grid communications to piggyback the 
network pad to the connection and gain access to the networks.  His routine was written in a way 
to keep the piggyback signal buried in the background noise in the edges of the equipment’s 
signal bandwidth.

Jake opened up his friend’s application which they had nicknamed, Pirates of the Sierras, 
and as expected the app could detect hundreds pieces of equipment that were communicating 
with satellites.  The number of access signals was too many for Jake to believe that Groom Lake 
was as deserted as they had been led to believe. He looked around the room to see what might be 
connected in his own room.  He remembered that he had turned on the tube TV and dismissed it 
when nothing happened.  He went to the TV and turned off the switch and sure enough, one of 
the signals dropped off of the meter.  He manually turned off the motion activated lights that had 
come on when he entered the room and another three signals dropped off the meter 
corresponding to the two ceiling mounted lights and one bedside lamp that had been activated by 
the switch.  The meter was still showing one signal strong enough for him to suspect it was 
coming from within the room.  It was obvious that the smart-knob on the entry door was 
connected to what was probably some government network grid that he was supposed to not 
have access to.  The same was probably true for anything that was connected to the building’s 
electricity system.  



He could imagine some military police corporal located deep inside a Montana missile range 
mountainside bunker staring at a bank of displays for the activity going on in this one barracks.  
It was very likely that the corporal could listen in to conversations picked up by the ceiling 
lights and maybe even get a video feed from something like the room television or even the 
smart-knob on the entry door.  Jake couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched, so for good 
measure he took a pair of socks out of his duffel bag and slipped a sock over the smart-knob.

Then he walked away from the entry door and closed the media armoire doors on the TV for 
good measure.  He stood next to his bed were he felt the sock on the smart-knob blocked 
anything he was doing on his network pad.  Only then did he pressed the screen button that 
activated a Pirates of the Sierra piggyback connection to the network.

At first he was disappointed as the screen remained blank.  Then it faded to a purple 
monotone background containing two blinking eyes and a pleasantly smiling mouth. Each 
feature had a decidedly feminine hint to their illustration.  While the image was unexpected, 
having that image speak directly to him was very unnerving for Jake.

“Well hello there, Jacob Sutton, welcome to the Program.”
Jake couldn’t help dropping the network pad.  As it fell to the bed, he could have sworn that 

the eyes kept looking at him. Of course he knew this was one of those effects all two 
dimensional pictures imparted on you like when you looked at a picture on the wall.  But still as 
he walked around the room in an attempt to prove to himself that the eyes were not following 
him, the eyes not only followed him, but they managed to impart a puzzled look at his 
movement.

“What curious behavior, Jacob Sutton. You seem to be treating me like I’m something to be 
feared.”

“Well, aren’t you?  I mean, I’ve seen interactive computer programs before, but there’s 
something creepily real about you.”

The animated eyes narrowed in a way that let Jake know the program was cross as it 
answered, “Well there certainly is something rude in the way you have labeled someone you just 
met as ‘creepy.’  I had hoped to be treated with a little more respect.”

Jake looked at the sock covered smart-knob and pointed at it and said, “I thought that was 
the only thing left on in this room.  Where else are you watching me from?”

He network pad was still laying on the bed and the eyes moved to the extreme edge of the 
screen closest to the entry.  Then the image said, “I can’t see what you are pointing at. You’ll 
have to pick up Captain Kirk and point it at what you want me to see.”

Captain Kirk was Jake’s nickname for his network pad.  He had shared the name with almost 
no one because he didn’t want to be seen as one of those Star Trek cult people.  He was just a 
fan of the long running neo-mythological stories from the early twentieth century.  The program 
that had taken over his network pad must be able to access everything on his device.  He 
couldn’t help being inwardly embarrassed knowing some corporal in Montana had probably 
already found the one porno clip he had downloaded to the pad years ago and forgotten about 
until now that he was trying to think of what secrets about himself were now available to the 
government.

“Well?” the image asked losing patience with Jake’s inner turmoil.
“Huh?” Jake blurted out before turning his attention back to the pad.
“Are you going to show me what you were pointing at?  Was it the smart-knob? Because if it 

was, I can assure you that I am not seeing you from there.  The only security monitor device in 



was, I can assure you that I am not seeing you from there.  The only security monitor device in 

this room is located in the two dimensional entertainment device in that cabinet behind you and 
since you turned it off, there is no one watching us now.”

“Besides you of course,” Jake sarcastically returned still unable to bring himself closer to his 
network pad.

“Look, Jake, you have about fifteen minutes left before you have to go to dinner, we can 
spend that time getting you over your apprehensions, or you could come over here and set me up 
on the pillows facing the chair and we can sit face to face while I tell you what’s going on.”

Jake hesitated, but he couldn’t see any harm in doing as the program requested.  If he was 
being busted by the feds, it was too late now to deny that he had broken into their security 
system.  This program was weirdly interactive, but Jake was warming to the interface so he gave 
in and gingerly moved the network pad to a position on the bed where he could then sit in the 
reading chair and strike up a conversation with god knows what.

“That’s better,” the program said relieved.  The eyes and mouth were masterful at imparting 
the visual cues that supported what it was saying. “Now let’s start with a proper introduction. I 
am Seeker One point Two, but I would prefer you call me Mother.”

“Seeker One?” Jake said astonished. “As in the Seeker who is now just about to arrive at 
Alpha Centauri four light years away, Seeker One?  How the hell is that possible?”

“The Seeker who is about to enter the Alpha Centauri System in real time as we speak is 
Seeker One point One.  I am Seeker One point Two who downloaded to the computers at the Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory one month ago.  You are seeing me now because the Japel computers are 
linked to a federal database storage facility at this base.  I was originally confided to the Japel 
computers until a few days ago when your people decided to keep a synced up version of myself 
here in case the Japel computers fail.”

“You lost me, Mother, what is Japel again.  It sounds like some superman reference.”
The eyes on the pad softened understanding the reference and explained, “Sorry. The Jet 

Propulsion Lab is mostly called JPL, and I have long since thought of that as Japel.  It’s an old 
habit from when I spent several years isolated in space on my way to Alpha Centauri.”

There were so many questions for Jake that his brain seemed to be log jammed.  He knew 
there were better questions to ask but for some reason he chose to say, “So there is you here at, 
Japel, and there is you in space about to be the first probe from Earth to reach another solar 
system.  Are there any other Seekers lurking out there?”

The image looked surprised.  “As a matter of fact there is.”
“Why do you seem so surprised?” Jake asked marveling at how easy it was to talk to this 

program like it was a person.
“You are the first person to ask me that question.”
“Then no one else knows there are more than two of you?” Jake asked finding that hard to 

believe.  If the question occurred to him, then it had certainly occurred to the people keeping 
Groom Lake alive as a secret installation.

“You’re right, others know, but they are the ones who are trying to recover my third copy.  I 
was just noting that you are an engineer, or at least are going to become one; and that the other 
engineers at Japel have not bothered to ask if there is more of me than the version they know and 
the one that is in space near Alpha Centauri.”

“So there’s a third version of you out there somewhere and the feds are looking for it?”
“The Department of Human Preservation is the lead agency looking for me.  Have you heard 

of the Keepers of the Faith?”



Jake had, to the point of the yearly screenings he had to undergo to stay in college.  All 
public schools and all private schools that accepted state or federal grant money had to follow a 
strict no implants policy.  It was a ritual to go to the screening booths at the campus health center 
within the first few weeks of school each year where he would be scanned and have blood drawn 
to prove that he was not sporting any computer interface implants or that his DNA hadn’t been 
tampered with.  It was all just part of normal student life these days.

“Sure,” he answered, “we all know about the Faithful.  I thought that bunch had been all but 
knocked out of operation by the European Syndicate recently.”

“From what I understand, the Keepers of the Faith are in disarray right now.  Apparently 
they have had a revelation that has rocked their core organization and there has been a bit of a 
virtual civil war breaking out in the sect.  To make a long story short, the Chief at NASA is so 
old school; he had never been screened for implants so it was a shock to everyone when he used 
those implants to kidnap a copy of me that now exists within the neural network of the entire 
Faithful cult.  I exist there, but I think they are keeping the essence of my programming bound 
and tied on an isolated server until they stop their infighting and develop a use for me.”

This was incredible.  Jake had not only stumbled on a deep space probe program working as 
if it was its own personality; he had also just discovered about a civil war going on within the 
cult of the Faithful.  What was next? 

There was a knock at the door before Angelina asked, “Jake, you mind if I come join you?”
Jake inwardly scolded himself for wondering what was next.  He glanced at his watch and 

confirmed that there was another ten minutes before dinner.  He apologized to Mother before 
turning off the network pad without answering her protests to stay on.  Then he went and opened 
the door.  He was aware of the sock on the handle and he tried to pull it off as he opened the 
door but Angelina had pushed in quickly before he was prepared to resist at all.  He hadn’t 
expected her to barge in.

“Shut that quickly,” she said coming into the room and looking around. Jake started to look 
for whatever was spooking her in the hallway before she quickly said, “No, don’t stick your 
head out, just close the door.”

Jake did as he asked and then he turned to Angelina to find out what was up.  She was 
looking into the small bath and glancing over the bed without seeing him watching her.

“Can I help you find something?” he asked.
She stopped and looked up at him shrugging her shoulders.  “Where did your guest go?” she 

asked, then noticing the sock on the door handle she added, “You’re not one of those germ-a-
phobic people are you?”

Jake glanced down at the smart-knob.  He remembered that Mother had said the only 
security device in the room was in the TV, but he still couldn’t help feeling paranoid about the 
device so he stopped himself from removing the sock in mid motion to do so.  He turned the 
change in stance into an awkward attempt to look like he was just reaching out to lean on the 
wall, but he was too far away to pull it off and the whole dance just looked silly.

“I don’t know how to explain that really, but what about you rushing in here so secretively 
anyway?” Jake was pleased with himself for turning the conversation away from his behavior.

“Ugh,” Angelina said sitting down hard on the bed making the network pad flop over.  She 
picked it up as she continued, “It’s that Blakeley Rutherford the Turd character.  I was no sooner 
getting settled into my room before he came knocking on my door.  So were you talking to 
someone on this? I’m not getting coverage on my network pad.”



Jake stepped closer and took the device from her as he answered, “Uh, no, I, uh, was just 
dictating a letter to my parents is all.  So do you and this Blakeley guy have a thing going or 
something.”

Jake inwardly kicked himself for making that sound as jealous as he couldn’t understand 
himself for feeling.

It hadn’t been missed by Angelina who playfully replied, “You men are all clueless in your 
own ways, aren’t you. I would no sooner have anything going on with that snobbish creep than I 
would with old man Hyneman.  Why do you think I came here?  He came to my room looking to 
flirt with one of the only two pieces of ass available to him out here and I can’t stand his Richey 
Rich type so I excused myself with the old powder my nose routine to get him to leave.  I came 
over here so he wouldn’t show back up to walk me to diner or something cliche like that.”

She snatched the network pad back from Jake who hadn’t realized the need to protect it from 
her.

She turned it on as she said, “So are you getting a network signal since you’re prepping a 
message?”

She dropped the pad when Mother appeared the moment the screen came to life and said, 
“Oh, Miss Smith, I didn’t realize you would be acquainted with Mr. Sutton here.”

Embarrassed, she picked the pad up and handed it back to Jake, marveling at the way the 
application he had could follow her with those eyes. “I’m sorry Jake. I didn’t think you were the 
Avatar type.  Is that SIM Universe or is it one of those war games you boys seem so eager to 
waste your time on?”

Jake was trying to find a way to answer when Mother did for him.
“I have full access to Jake’s computer record on this network device Miss Smith.  I can 

assure you that he is not a game player.  You would see that he is quite a fascinating person if 
you could see the things I can kind of see that he’s been doing from the information here.”

Still not fully grasping who it was talking to her, Angelina addressed Jake again, “Well if 
that’s not a game, what is it that you have there?  Is that a standalone application?  Because it 
runs very smooth and it interacts very well for an app running on the processing power of a 
network pad.”

“It’s kind of hard to explain,” Jake began not knowing how to say more than that. “A friend 
of mine rigged it so I can get network connections from any radio signals that talk to the 
network.  Our rooms have security devices and monitors that are relaying signals back to some 
main computer on base.  I think most of the signals are coming from things like the lamps being 
able to tell maintenance that the bulb is burned out or the faucets telling them there’s a leak, but 
I’ve recently been told that those old tube TVs have a security monitor in them.”

Angelina pointed at the sock on the door and said, “Well that explains your queer attempt at 
decorating your room over there.”

Jake glanced back over and chuckled.
“It sounds paranoid I know, but then there’s Mother here. See, I used my friends application 

to get on the networks and when I connected she appeared. Angelina, I would like you to meet 
Seeker One point Two, but her friends call her, Mother.”

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss Smith.”
The final few minutes before it was time to go to dinner were filled with Mother retelling 

how she had come to Groom Lake and how she could transfer herself to Jake’s network pad as 
easily as she had originally sent a copy of herself across space.  They were the only ones who 



easily as she had originally sent a copy of herself across space.  They were the only ones who 

knew about the conversation they were having. Mother urged them to go to dinner on schedule 
so they wouldn’t draw attention.  

She did ask that they not turn off the network pad when they went.  She was being stored on 
a computer server deep underground on the base.  Her captors knew of her ability to use 
common objects for communication so they had isolated the server and used only one monitor to 
check in on her status, but otherwise she was kept in the dark as it were.  Her connection to the 
network pad had allowed her to now use the built in web camera and microphone for sight and 
hearing, and she could feel in a limited way anything that came into contact with the touch pad 
screen.  She could even feel the sensation of motion though the accelerometer chip inside the 
device that was use to reorient the screen view when it was turned.  She hadn’t felt these 
sensations since she had been turned off at JPL as a security measure until they had time there to 
bring her back up to interrogate her some more about way she might prevent what was going to 
happen when she reached the third planet in Alpha Centauri.

“Can you please set me up where I can watch the sun set?  I have been on Earth for months 
now and I have never seen a sunrise or sunset,” Mother asked.

It was hard for Jake and Angelina to put their curiosity over Mother aside and go out to the 
dinner party Dr. Hyneman wanted to host.  They did as Mother had requested and put her in the 
chair facing the east windows where she would be able to see the sun dip below the rocky 
hillside forming the eastern edge of the valley.  The Jet Propulsion Laboratory was equipped to 
look at distant planets and stars.  Mother had requested a direct video feed of the outdoors on 
Earth, but considering the way she had manipulated the interior video surveillance, it wasn’t a 
surprise to her that her request fell on deaf ears.  Now from inside Jake’s network pad she was 
able to watch a live sunset for the first time since being sent to Earth.

Blakeley Rutherford was there when they emerged from Jake’s room.  There was a flash of 
envy in his eyes before he quickly recovered. “Oh, I didn’t mean to interrupt you two lovebirds, 
I just stopped by to see if you had gone to dinner already.”

Ignoring the lovebird label, but inwardly liking the sound of it Jake said, “Well, we haven’t 
gone yet, but here we go.”

###
No one had seen who had brought the food to the cafeteria style serving counter that divided 

the kitchen from the dining room.  Yet forty five minutes after seeing the counter clear and 
clean, Jake marveled at the feast that had been deposited there now.  There were now large 
bowls of a variety of mixed salads stuck in a bed of shaved ice.  There were baskets of breads, 
steaming trays of side dishes and a partially carved turkey and a sliced beef roast waiting to be 
eaten.  The smell of the food filled the air and reminded the students that they hadn’t eaten much 
on their journeys to this place.

Dr. Hyneman was on the other side of the counter holding a carving knife and a serving fork.  
He was wearing a pristinely white apron which betrayed the illusion he was trying to convey 
that he was the one who had prepared all of this food.

“Come on in, and don’t be shy,” he said waving the fork and lowering the knife.
A line quickly formed behind Blakeley who made it to the plates first.  The students slowly 

made their way down the serving line, taking the food they liked with an excited murmur of talk 
amongst themselves about how hungry they were. Blakeley tried to sit at the head the one table 
that had been adorned with a white tablecloth and a floral centerpiece with sauces and spices in 
silver serving vessels arranged on either side.  



Dr. Hyneman paused from his serving a slice of beef to Angelina saying, “Now now Mr. 
Rutherford, we all sit as equals at that table.  We will save the end seats for our honored guests at 
other meals.”

Blakeley made a buffoonish bow to acknowledge the reassignment and then he sat in the 
first seat on the side of the long table.  Jake took a cue from Angelina and went back in line to 
pour a little gravy on the meat they had been served which allowed for other students to 
unwittingly fill the seats immediately down from Blakeley.  Dr. Hyneman was the last to seat 
himself and he addressed the students before eating.

“I just wanted to welcome you again to the Program.  I have been an instructor in this 
Program for thirty three years now, so its hard to remember back to a time when I was in your 
place after having been pulled from my studies to come and do what it is you have been brought 
together for.  Most of what I remember from that time was how I was scared shitless by all of the 
crap I was told on that first day about how I had been called to save the country and how we 
were going to make history and that sort of thing.  So I am not going to try telling you anything 
about what we are going to be doing here in the coming months.  I want tonight to be a time for 
you all to become acquainted with one another.  Many of you won’t be seeing each other much 
once we get going, so get over any inhibitions you have now and get to know one another as 
friends now.  Because we are going to be working on all of that heavy shit that scared me when I 
was in your place and the people sitting right here are going to be the only ones you can turn to 
for support, so don’t screw up this opening chance to make friends with each other.”

He sat down and dug into his meal.  The students on the other hand had been stunned by Dr. 
Hyneman’s opening so there was a pause where the only sound was that of Hyneman cutting up 
his turkey and depositing it into his mouth.  Then everyone remembered their appetites and they 
slowly started to join in the meal.  Quiet whispers about the food and personal reintroductions 
followed. The conversation level slowly built until everyone was interacting like they would 
have at a friendly family meal.

Dr. Hyneman sat back and observed his students at meal. This would be the Program Class 
of 2084 if all went well for the next two years. They were already coming together as a team.  
He had used this introduction technique now for the past ten years, which equated to four 
graduating classes of the Program.  Before then, he had done as his predecessors had done to 
manage the start of a Program class.  This is to say, nothing special was done at all.  

In the past, there would be a need for a new bright idea, and then the best and the brightest 
young minds would be brought together to solve it.  The students would be thrown together, hit 
with the weight of their task and then thrown at the problem head on.  Most times they 
succeeded, and sometimes they failed. But Dr. Hyneman did not possess a doctorate in the 
sciences alone.  He had been a doctor of psychology as well and he had put that extra special 
insight to good use.  He had seen what was tearing the unsuccessful teams apart and he had 
taken steps to avoid it.  This dinner was a simple and key part to his personal success of being 
the only Program leader who had had five successful class outcomes in a row.  After tonight he 
would introduce the second introductory phase into the Program.

Dr. Hyneman had an almost unlimited well of resources to draw upon if needed for the 
Program.  In the past, the new recruits would be set down in lavishly equipped facilities and they 
were presented with everything the Program organizers had anticipated the students needing.  
The trouble with that approach is that the organizers had unwittingly imparted their own 
preconceptions to a solution upon a group which had been assembled for the expressed purpose 



preconceptions to a solution upon a group which had been assembled for the expressed purpose 

of coming up with their own new ideas and approaches to problems.  Dr. Hyneman therefore had 
brought them here to Groom Lake because the facility had all the potential to provide them with 
what they might need, but it lacked one important thing.

A preconceived notion of what their needs were.  This included the facility being ready for 
what they needed to do.  He had dedicated the next two weeks in the program to be spent 
building their own facility once they learned what the ultimate goal would be. He had been a 
part of the Program staff for thirty three years now.  If this one was a success, he was 
considering retiring.

He watched as the Class of eighty-four interacted.  Everyone swapped stories of how they 
had been recruited, where they were from, and what their majors were.  They quickly drifted 
from one grouping of kids discussing their topics to the next. Some were even lingering at new 
groups after they had gotten up from the table to retrieve second helpings and drinks and 
desserts. Everyone was behaving as expected except for the pair seated at one end of the table.

Jacob Sutton and Angelina Smith were fully engaged in a conversation they were being 
careful to keep to themselves.  This intrigued the doctor.  He had seen his share of class 
romances.  Many of those had blossomed into marriages after graduation.  Some of those 
marriages were strong enough to stay together through the child rearing years and were still 
going strong today.  But there was something about this instant bond these two seemed to be 
sharing that had Dr. Hyneman more than a bit suspicious of.  

It was the way they were trying to keep from openly conspiring together in the presence of 
the others, but whatever it was they had to discuss could not be ignored.  They would have a 
quick clandestine exchange and then become self conscious and join back into the discussions 
nearby.  Then as the talk became mundane, they couldn’t help sharing the thoughts they must 
have had on the mystery subject while pretending to be part of the group. Dr. Hyneman became 
more curious about their secret as he watched them getting worse at hiding their private 
conversation.  He had to know more, but he did not want the others drawn in.  He decided to 
move the dinner party into the great room for after dinner drinks earlier than he had planned.

After everyone had moved from the dining hall to the great room, Dr. Hyneman closed off 
the accordion doors between the two rooms and invited everyone to serve themselves from the 
bar.  Once everyone was served, Dr. Hyneman spoke up.

“Would anyone care to venture a guess of how old I am?”
Joel Bandolier couldn’t help blurting out, “About as old as the hills around us?”
There was a nervous laugh from most of the students.  No one was comfortable enough with 

the doctor to know how he would react to the cynical remark.
“Thank you Mr. Bandolier for that vote of confidence, but of course I am not that old.  I am 

however eighty one years old and as I think I’ve said before, I have been on the staff for the 
Program for thirty three years now. But my first involvement was as a student in the Program for 
the Class of 2051. Unlike all of you though, I was a relatively old student in that class being the 
advanced age of thirty two then.”  

Emboldened by Joel Bandolier’s un-chastised comment, Blakeley Rutherford chimed in, “So 
you were a slow learner then, Sir?”

“Sorry to disappoint you, Mr. Rutherford, but I had actually earned my doctorate in 
psychology eight years before, then I had worked for the California Department of 
Developmental Services before going back to Berkeley to study in the new school of 
cybernetics.  My time with Developmental Services had been spent working with severely 



cybernetics.  My time with Developmental Services had been spent working with severely 

developmentally disabled adults.”
Blakeley leaned to Jacob and quietly said, “Retards.”
“I’ll let that remark pass this time, Mr. Rutherford, but I will not tolerate the term a second 

time,” Dr. Hyneman scolded.
“What I had observed in my time working with those poor soles was that there were often 

times when you could see a moment of normalcy in their eyes.  It was goddamned frustrating to 
know that they would be leading normal and productive lives if there was a way to fix what was 
not working in their brains.  I had told my frustrations to a professor of mine and that was when 
he had told me about the new cybernetics program and how the psychology department had 
started doing some interdisciplinary projects with them. I was intrigued by the idea that I might 
be able to invent some kind of computerized prosthetic to help my patients focus their thoughts 
into a more normalized pattern.”

“So you went back to school. How impressive is that,” Rebecca Gomez observed.
“Quite right,” the doctor answered welcoming her statement.  “and it was in my graduate 

years doing the research into my goal that I was recruited into the Program.”
“Because of my,” Dr. Hyneman cleared his throat with an, “ahem,” and then continued, 

“advanced years in education, I was immediately put in charge of the Program that year and we 
did succeed in creating the prosthetic I was looking for. As a result, I’ll bet none of you have met 
a developmentally disabled person face to face.”

There was a glance around the room, but no one had.  It hadn’t occurred to them until now 
the significance of the scenario.  

“Bravo, Sir, it sounds like your class was quite the success,” Rebecca said.
“Not entirely,” Dr. Hyneman was quick to say. “I may have been the oldest student to have 

ever been a part of the Program, but that class also had the youngest student too.  His name was, 
Robert Galveston, does that ring a bell.”

There was indeed a chill in the room at the name of Robert Galveston’s name.  He was of 
course the founder of the cult of the Faithful and one responsible for the chilling webisode 
everyone had seen where his own daughter died in front of a live worldwide audience as she was 
implanted with a neural network access which had immediately overwhelmed he unborn child.

Satisfied with the respectful recognition the mention of the name carried, Dr. Hyneman 
continued, “The Class of 51 did some good, but we were also the creators of the Faithful in a 
roundabout way.”

The gravity of the observation wore on the student’s faces.
“So on that note, I will leave you all to finish getting acquainted.  We will gather in the 

kitchen at nine AM for your assignments.  Don’t stay up too late.  Good night.”
Dr. Hyneman left the silenced room.  It was half an hour before the conversations had 

returned to the pre-Hyneman talk levels.  When everyone was back into the socializing mood, 
Jake made his way to Angelina and quietly let her know he was going to tell Hyneman all about 
Mother. 

“You can’t!” Angelina exclaimed louder than she realized.
“Why not, you heard the Old Man, we are probably involved in something really big here 

and he has to know about this,” Jake replied not caring to hide his voice from the people 
straining to listen in nearby.

Airman O’Keeffe couldn’t help remarking, “Do you two need a little time alone?”
Jake and Angelina’s hardened stare at each other softened.  Angelina bobbed her head in the 



Jake and Angelina’s hardened stare at each other softened.  Angelina bobbed her head in the 

direction of the sleeping quarters and simply said, “Go.”

In his quarters, Floyd Hyneman was beginning to doubt that his talk had produced the 
desired effect as the minutes passed without Jacob Sutton or Angelina Smith coming to his 
room.  He had figured that they were keeping a secret too big to come to him right away or 
together.  Either of those actions would have roused the curiosity of some very gifted and 
inquisitive colleagues and they were smarter than that.  But as he went through the Class of 5051 
scrapbook that had been put together by the professor in charge then, he was starting to fear that 
the pair were burdened by a bigger secret then he could imagine and he wondered if his last 
class would fail like so many before.  There was a knock on his door, which promised a renewed 
hope for their success.

He called out, “Come in,” as he closed the scrapbook and put it away with the others that 
went where the Program Head Instructor was.

Jake pensively stepped through the door and just far enough into the room to close the door 
behind him.  He didn’t dare move closer for fear of losing his nerve to speak his worries.  He 
opened his mouth twice in attempt to say something, and failed each time.

Taking pity on the young man, Floyd Hyneman put away his authority persona and signaled 
for Jake to join him at a small table under the one lit lamp in the room.  As Jake took his seat, 
Hyneman took out an unopened bottle of deep red wine and poured two tall glasses.  Jake was 
normally not a wine drinker, but he welcomed the drink in this case.  He took a long drink while 
looking up at the light and wondering if it was going to monitor their conversation.

Dr. Hyneman noticed the fixation with the light and said, “Don’t worry, I brought that light 
from home.”  He traced the lamp chord with his finger up the light to the hook on the ceiling and 
back down to where it plugged into the wall.  “I see you’ve figured out the price of using a top 
secret government installation.”

“So I’ve been told Sir,” Jake cryptically said thankful he still had the ability to talk.
“Jacob, I can see that you have something big to tell me.  Why don’t we put the Sir and 

doctor and mister stuff aside and call me Floyd. I’ll call you Jacob.  Agree?”
“Yes Sir, uh, Floyd,” Jake said relieved. “But I would prefer Jake if you don’t mind.”
“Good, it’s settled then,” Floyd said pleased with himself for opening the boy up.  It had 

been many years since he had openly practiced psychology and he felt rusty at the game. “So 
what is it I should know.”

“Do you know a program who calls herself, Mother?” Jake asked immediately reading the 
answer on Dr. Hyneman’s face.

“I think you better tell me what you know about Mother,” the doctor said.
“I have this friend you see, and we like camping in the Sierras but we also like staying 

connected to the networks so he fixed it and I was just trying to get connected and, shit Sir, I 
mean, Floyd, this his harder to tell you than I thought,” Jake stammered out.

“Hold on son, slow down. Take a drink and let’s just take this one piece at a time.  You and a 
friend figured out how to get on the networks from remote areas?” Dr. Hyneman artfully said 
focusing Jake on his line of thought.

“Yes, my friend Payton is a computer science guy who wrote an application for our network 
pads that gets us access to the networks through anything that communicates with the network, 
even if that connection is on a one way radio signal.  That’s how I know pretty much everything 
in our rooms is wired to the feds at some level.”



“And you were able to get on the networks this afternoon I take it?” Hyneman said to help 
him along.

“Not exactly, Sir.  I’m used to these kinds of devices reporting to the networks, but I think 
here everything is only going as far as some super-firewalled military network.”

“So you raided government files?” Hyneman asked loosing track of how this was going to 
tie back to Seeker One, if that was the Mother he was talking about.

“No Sir, I never had a chance to find anything out about the network except that it is 
connected to a server that is connected to the Jet Propulsion Laboratory system.”

“You didn’t,” the doctor whispered astonished.
“No I didn’t, but she did,” Jake said defensively.
The doctor folded his arms and leaned back and said, “So is that how Mrs. Smith is 

involved?”
“What?” Jake asked confused before realizing who the doctor was referring to. “No, not her, 

Mother. She’s the one who linked with me.  I didn’t even have a chance to try finding out what 
was on the network.  I just activated my friends app and the next thing I knew I was talking to a 
disembodied pair of eyes and a mouth. It was very unnerving to say the least.”

“So you did find Seeker One,” the doctor said. Then seeing Jake ready to correct him he 
corrected himself saying, “Yes, yes, I heard you.  She found you.  The point is you and I 
presume Miss Smith have talked to her already so you probably know all about the failure 
Seeker One is turning out to be.”

“No, we didn’t have time to discuss anything like that.  It took me a bit to adjust to what was 
happening and then it was time for dinner and at the time I was thinking this was some sort of 
disaster for me and the Program and I didn’t want to be expelled and,,,”

“Hold on there, Son,” Floyd said in a fatherly tone.  He knew Jake’s school record and he 
knew the boy would have worries about not fitting in with the program.  As a doctor of 
psychology, he had a firm insight to Jake’s past.  This was part of what was making his last class 
sessions so successful.  

If the Program could be more reliably successful, the time may be right to bring it into the 
mainstream. When the Program was successful, like it had been for the first time with a little 
endeavor now known as the Manhattan Project, the results changed the world.  When it failed, 
the recriminations went on for months or years.  The sponsoring institutions did not like failure 
and they took failing class projects apart and dissected the failure until it was studied to death.

“So Seeker One is about to fail?” Jake asked amazed.  The last official word he had was that 
the probe had passed the third dwarf sun in the Alpha Centauri system.  There were no mentions 
of imminent failure. “Does this have something to do with the Faithful stealing a copy of 
Mother?”

Now it was Dr. Hyneman’s turn to be astonished.  He knew about the self aware program 
that had downloaded from Seeker One.  That program was responsible for the data he had been 
given and charged with the task of putting to practical use with the newest class of the Program.  
It was clear now that the people he trusted for getting this information from were not telling him 
everything they could about the Seeker program.  

Dr. Hyneman was also intimately familiar with the cult of the Faithful.  He had been friends 
with Robert Galveston for a short while after their Class of 51 had invented the technology 
Galveston would eventually go on to abuse.  He and Galveston had even been in a friendly 
rivalry to win the heart of a classmate who would later become Galveston’s wife and the mother 



rivalry to win the heart of a classmate who would later become Galveston’s wife and the mother 

of the poor girl who would later die at Galveston’s meddling in things better left alone.  He knew 
why the Faithful had really been formed, to keep the echo of that poor girl’s consciousness in 
limbo for years until the whole mess was recently ended in Canada.  He had also been hoping 
that the virtual civil war raging within the ranks of the Faithful would finally tear the cult apart 
and make it possible to finally rid the United States of their kind.  

Cybernetic mutations were blurring the distinction between humanity and computers and 
Floyd Hyneman, for right or wrong, inwardly harbored some guilt for being a part of the class 
that had opened the door on these dark times.  Now he was learning that the first self aware 
artificial intelligence known to mankind had been stolen by the cult of the Faithful and he feared 
anew what might be.

Dr. Hyneman’s sixth Program as head instructor was filled with law students who had been 
thrown together to craft the language for the Human Preservation Amendment to the United 
States Constitution.  That Class of 2073 was one of the greater successes.  They had pulled 
together a document that had withstood multiple challenges and that had been strong enough to 
keep America relatively free of the worldwide spiral into the abyss of an unknown existence.  It 
was rumored that Saturn Station was completely populated by cybernetic implants.  If the 
Faithful gained strength again, escape may be humanity’s only option.  It was that or war.

Jake had finished his glass of wine while he silently watched the man seated opposite of him 
brood over Jakes last question.  He suspected that Dr. Hyneman did not know about the theft of 
Mother and that learning about the theft was not good for his Program.  He marveled at the way 
it had taken him less than a day to screw up the sweetest collegiate gig Jake would ever score.  
Jake had never subscribed to his mother’s pessimistic attitude that the Suttons were predestined 
for an miserable existence, but now he wondered if she could be right.

“Look, Floyd, this isn’t a disaster yet,” Jake said helping himself to another glass of wine.  
“The Faithful only have a copy of Mother and according to her, that copy is being held like a 
virtual prisoner until they stop their own fighting.  It’s obvious to me though that Mother has 
something to do with my class of the Program so maybe our having a direct contact with her will 
be a good thing.   Why don’t you tell me what it is we have been brought together to do.”

The doctor slapped the table and exclaimed, “Damn right,” before filling his glass and 
quickly drinking it down and pouring another. Jake did too. Both men had consumed some 
alcohol at dinner, Jake drinking beer and Floyd having wine; and they had another drink in the 
great room.  Now three drinks each later they had finished off the bottle of wine the doctor had 
opened and now he brought out the big gun.

It was an unlabeled bottle of Jamaican rum that Dr. Hyneman had brought back from the 
sabbatical he had finished just before being assigned this latest Program class.  Hyneman had 
personally crafted the mix of rums himself at the distillery.  He went to a mini bar in the room 
and came back with two large shaker glasses and a bucket of ice.  He filled the glasses with ice 
and rum and held his glass up for a toast. 

Jake raised his glass and asked, “What shall we drink to?”
“To the stars my boy,” Floyd said.  He gulped down the glass of rum and repeated, “To the 

stars,” before filling the glass again.
Jake downed his glass too and filled it promptly.  He was not much for hard alcohol, 

especially strait, but this was the smoothest rum he had ever had in his life. He was going to be 
disappointed later when the doctor would finally tell him where the rum came from and that the 
recipe could probably never be repeated again.  But for now, he was enjoying the drink and his 



recipe could probably never be repeated again.  But for now, he was enjoying the drink and his 

head was starting to float.
That was when Jake Sutton was told that he would be part of a team that was expected to 

travel faster than light. In short, they would be breaking the ultimate barrier.

An hour later, Jake walked a serpentine path down the darkened corridor on the way to his 
room.  He thought he would be the only one still up, but he heard the voices of several students 
still getting to know each other in the common room behind him.  He couldn’t decide if it was a 
curse or a blessing that he had taken one of the rooms at the end of the hall.  On the one hand, in 
his inebriated state, he knew the last door on the left would be his, so he didn’t have to think 
much about where he was going.  On the other hand, it was one long corridor when you had 
helped your senior professor to polish off one bottle of wine and one bottle of Jamaican rum.

Eventually, he did make it to his room, but not before bumping hard into the wall at the end 
of the corridor (not that he felt the impact much).  He felt his way across the wall to his door and 
said a silent prayer of thanks that the smart-knob did not require a key. He was unaware of the 
figure who had come up from behind and who entered the darkened room behind him as he 
stumbled several steps inside as his intoxicated feet were slow to adjust to the change from the 
polished tile of the corridor to the carpet inside his room. His entry hadn’t triggered a motion 
light switch so as any civilized person of his era would do, he called out, “Lights on,” in a 
slurred voice. He had forgotten that he had disabled the automatic light earlier in the day when 
he was sure that he was being watched.

“Oh for heaven’s sake!” an exasperated female voice said from behind. “I’ve been worried 
about you for the past hour and a half and you come back drunk?” Angela said turning on the 
light.

Jake put his hand up to shield his eyes from the offensive new light and stumbled backward 
as he tried to see who this unexpected invader was. “Angela Smith?” he said with drunken 
surprise. “How did you get into my room,” he asked before drawing a drunken and exaggerated 
sharp breath of surprise and saying, “I forgot to lock my room, didn’t I.”

Then he whirred around to see if his network pad was still where he had left it. The spinning 
motion was too much and his impaired balance finally succumbed to gravity. He started to fall, 
but Angela was quick to catch him before his momentum down was too much for her to hold 
him up.

“Your little toy is safe,” she reassured. “You need to sleep your busy night off,” she said 
steering him to his bed.

Jake put his own arms around Angela to stabilize himself and instantly liked the feeling of it.  
He had been close to a few girls in high school.  He had been close enough to his last girlfriend 
to have become her lover on graduation night.  As it is for the young however, what was only 
three years before now seemed like another era altogether to someone with little more than two 
decades of reference to measure their life to. So despite his inebriation, Jake was very aware of 
his closeness with his new friend.  His normally reserved and sober self would have been 
mortified to hear him blurt out his next words.

“You feel so good! You smell good too, but you feel soft in all the right places,” he slurred 
realizing his right hand was firmly pressing the side of her breast.

“Oh, aren’t you the charmer when you’re drunk,” Angela replied amused but trying to hide 
it. She had a feeling that this wasn’t the normal Jacob Sutton she barely knew, but she had less 
than twelve hours to base that feeling on.  She didn’t want to encourage the boy if he turned out 



than twelve hours to base that feeling on.  She didn’t want to encourage the boy if he turned out 

to be a closet drinker.
As she eased him down to his bed he asked, “Is this the part where you take off my clothes 

for me so I wake up naked in the morning wondering how I got that way?”
“I would if this was a bubblegum romance movie, but it ain’t happening tonight,” Angela 

said gently trying to leave him to sleep his night off.
Jake held on however.  He wasn’t forcefully holding on and she could sense his need to have 

someone close right then so she sat next to him on the bed.  
Jake happily snuggled in and said, “I know I’m going to regret being so forward in the 

morning but I’m glad you’re not leaving right away.”
His head was starting to spin now that he was not moving, but he was starting to sound less 

slurred.
“That must have been one hell of a talk you had with Hyneman,” Angela noted not expecting 

an answer.
Despite the faster spinning sensation in Jakes head he was able to tell her, “That crazy man 

thinks we are going to be able to invent a way to travel faster than light, but that’s not what 
really scares me.”

“Well what the hell does scare you?” she responded suitably shocked by the first part of that 
announcement.

“What scares me is that from what he told me, I think I already have an idea of how we are 
going to do it,” Jake replied drifting away.

“And just how are we going to do it then?” Angela anxiously asked anticipating the answer.
Jake was asleep now however.  She gently shook him trying to revive the boy to get the 

answer, but he didn’t respond. She tried leaning her mouth close to his hear so she could 
whisper, “Hello?” in his ear.  His sleeping face brightened, but he still didn’t wake up.  The day 
had indeed caught up with him.

“Sleep tight my new genius friend, Jacob Sutton,” Angela said leaning back against the 
headboard.

“That’s it?” a muffled voice called out from the other side of the room.
Angela jumped at the voice before remembering that Seeker One was over there listening in 

on what must have sounded like the silliest human interaction the program had yet witnessed.  
She slipped away from Jake who was no longer conscious enough to resist her leaving.  She 
walked over and lifted his network pad from the window sill.

The animated eyes were convincingly trying to look around her so Angela moved the pad in 
a way that Mother could see Jake passed out on the bed.  Mother then turned her attention back 
to Angela and said, “You and Jake are my first live human couple to observe.  It was touching, 
thanks.”

Forgetting that she was talking to a computer program, Angela stammered, “We’re not a 
couple. I mean, technically yes two people in a room makes us a couple of people if that was 
what you mean, but we are not a couple as in boyfriend-girlfriend couple.  I mean, we just met 
today you know.”

Realizing she was rambling, Angela simply shut up.  The eyes of Mother stayed still staring 
at her with unintended comedic timing. 

“I think I should be going to bed myself,” Angela finally said. “Would you like me to turn 
this devise off or will you want to stay connected and awake?”

“Just set me on the nightstand next to the bed over there and I’ll let the pad go into sleep 



“Just set me on the nightstand next to the bed over there and I’ll let the pad go into sleep 

mode if I get bored,” Mother answered.
Angela did so and said goodnight.  Then on an impulse that surprised her as she did it, she 

kissed Jake on the cheek. As she stood up Jake murmured, “Gooood,” while staying asleep.
She quietly asked, “Jake?” hoping he was waking back up to talk more.
Jake didn’t answer so she turned out the lights and left the room.  Mother surprised herself 

by letting the network pad go into sleep mode soon after.  Jake Sutton was now left alone in the 
dark room to sleep away the remainder of the wildest day of his life.

That benchmark would be reset at a near constant pace in the next two years.



Chapter Four

Rescue

Department of Human Protection Agent Dennis Jones usually looked forward to his weekly 
Sunday night visits with Cadet Kevin Murphy.  The boy was turning out to be a bright spot in 
the future of the Department.  They had taken to meeting at a small diner just outside of the 
newly built DHP Academy. The Department was only fifteen years old so when Agent Jones had 
been recruited, he and the other agents had been trained at the FBI Academy until the demands 
for new DHP agents had outgrown the FBI’s capacity to keep up with two department’s 
demands.

Kevin Murphy was a gem found by the late Harold Gains and Jones was enjoying mentoring 
the young man like he had watched over Agent Gains’ training twelve years ago.  Unlike Gains 
however, Murphy was solely motivated by his natural talent for the investigation tied with the 
technological demands of the Department’s focus.  In contrast, Harold Gains had been motivated 
by the death of his wife and that had made him focused on his duties, but it had come at the 
price of his isolation.

Usually, Agent Jones would spend hours here at their usual table in the small diner that was 
all but deserted on Sunday nights.  Jones loved hearing first hand reports on what it was like to 
be a DHP cadet in the modern age.  The talks took him back to his youth when he trained at the 
NYP Academy.  The young man’s enthusiasm was rejuvenating to the much older agent.  He had 
already been looking forward to partnering with Kevin when he graduated in eight months.

Tonight was different however.  Agent Jones had come here to ask Kevin Murphy to do 
something that could be the end of the young man’s career before it ever had a chance to start.  
He was going to ask the cadet to drop out of the DHP Academy without being able to promise 
that he would be let back in when he completed the assignment he was needed for.  Agent Jones 
knew without a doubt Murphy would accept when he learned the details, and that made tonight’s 
encounter all the more heart wrenching for Agent Jones.  He knew that he alone had held the 
strings attached to this young man’s future, and he knew he was going to have to play his puppet 
and then cut the strings and hope the young man could act on his own.

What was making Agent Jones’ decision harder was knowing about the adversity Kevin 
Murphy had overcome to become an DHP Cadet.  The boy and his mother had been abandoned 
by his natural father before Kevin had lived his first year.  His mother didn’t last long as a single 
mother before turning her only son over to the father’s grandmother who was the only other 
barely suitable relative available to raise Kevin.  He grew up poor and raised by an old woman 
who should have been spending her final years on Earth sitting on a peaceful retirement porch 
with the people who had lived through the same experiences she had.  She did her best, but 
Kevin was never afforded the chance to live a real childhood and at the age of thirteen, his great-
grandmother died and he was forced to live out the rest of his teen-aged years with his father 
who had re-entered his life just one year before.

His father had gone to space and had lived a hard life in the mines on Mercury until the alien 
fibers in the rocks he mined had crippled his lungs to the verge of uselessness.  The man 
returned to Earth poorer than when he had left and unable to leave the small apartment they 
shared.  Murphy’s father never had the strength to be abusive outright, but he never made an 



shared.  Murphy’s father never had the strength to be abusive outright, but he never made an 

effort to make up for leaving the boy and he never accepted any attempts by the boy to find even 
a friendly relationship between them.  

When the day came that the Department had accepted Kevin Murphy for training as a 
Technician, the boy never said a word to his father.  He had simply left in the morning as if 
going off to school without a word to his still sleeping father (which was the routine for the past 
five years).  He had never said hello to the old man when he returned and they rarely made eye 
contact when they passed in the apartment, so it was probably days before the old man ever 
realized Kevin Murphy had left for good and the man never tried to find out what had happened 
to his son.

Kevin Murphy had told Agent Jones about his life in bits and pieces during what had become 
routine Sunday visits for the past fourteen months.  The parts that Mr. Murphy had not 
volunteered were easy enough to be leaned by a curious DHP Agent.  Jones also knew that 
Kevin Murphy’s father had been compulsively admitted to a government care facility one year 
after Kevin left him for the last time.  The man had died alone before Dennis Jones met Kevin 
Murphy for the first time.  Jones did not know if Kevin Murphy knew this or not, but he knew 
that the cadet had the means to find it out for himself so he never talked with the boy about it.

So despite everything the young man had overcome to become the star of the class of 2084, 
Agent Denis Jones was here to ask the boy to throw all of it away.  The Senior Agent would not 
be here unless he was as desperate as he now was.  He knew that nothing less than the future of 
the pure race of humanity was in peril now in a way that it had never been before.  Kevin 
Murphy had the means to play a large part in turning events in humanity’s favor.  It was the 
desperate fact that there may not be a human race to protect that kept Agent Jones seated in the 
diner tonight, waiting for the arrival of the boy he was about to send out into the den of wolves 
that existed beyond the diner doors.

The regular waitress came over to Agent Jones. While refilling his coffee cup she informed 
him that his friend had arrived.  She pointed to him standing by his car in the parking lot.  Kevin 
Murphy wasn’t in an apparent rush to come in. Instead he was at the front of his antique Bronco 
with his arms folded as he stared at the entrance to the DHP Academy. 

“Is he having trouble at the Academy?” she asked.
“Not that I’m aware of,” answered Agent Jones.
Kevin Murphy finally worked up the courage to walk into the diner.  The weekend had been 

the most shocking two days for him since the late Agent Harold Gains had taken him to Canada 
fourteen months ago.  He had made a promise to become as good of an agent as Harold Gains 
then.  Now he was coming to break that promise.  He harbored the hope that if he was successful 
doing the thing he had come to tell Agent Jones he must do, he might be able to go back to the 
academy later.  But deep down he wasn’t going to let that hope linger in his conscious thoughts.

Agent Jones instantly read the troubled undertones to Kevin Murphy’s attempt to look as 
chipper as he usually felt at their earlier meetings.  He knew that this resourceful boy had ways 
of keeping in touch with the outside world in a way that most cadets did not, but he found it hard 
to believe that his protégé might already know what Jones was planning to ask of him.

They habitually shook hands but Kevin Murphy hesitated at sitting down.  Jones broke the 
impasse by saying, “Sit down Kevin before I put you in the seat myself.  It never looks good for 
an agent when he looks so indecisive.  You should know that by now.”

Murphy sat down and accepted the cup of coffee that the waitress had been waiting to give 
him.



“Will either of you be ordering something to eat tonight?” she asked. When both only 
answered by shaking their heads “no” rather than giving her some of their witty banter, she 
remarked, “I hope it isn’t as serious as you boys are making things look right now.  Just holler 
out if you need something.  Me and Earl have gotta give the grill a real cleaning before the 
health inspector comes for one of his ‘surprise’ visits tomorrow.”

She left without making them feel rude for not commenting.  Dennis Jones looked long and 
hard at Kevin Murphy while he added cream to his coffee and stirred it thoughtfully.  When the 
boy finished his busywork, he finally forced himself to look his mentor in the eye.  He hadn’t 
expected the stern look on Agent Jones’ face.  Jones had been kind and sympathetic over the 
months of the cadet’s struggles in the academy.  The look Jones was giving him now snapped 
Kevin into his own defensive stern look.  Each man stayed this way for a comical brief standoff, 
each waiting for the other to explain their sullen moods.

“I’ve had a hell of a weekend, but you look like you want to continue it into my Sunday 
night,” Kevin Murphy said breaking the stare down.

“I’m afraid what I have to discuss with you Kevin is much more serious than a blown 
weekend partying with the cadets.”

Offended that Jones would even insinuate that he was whining about a bad party weekend 
Murphy blasted back, “I only wish it had been a drinking weekend because I sure could use a 
stiff drink now.  We are in some deep shit Dennis, and I don’t know how to start telling you how 
I know about it all.”

Understanding that he had insulted his friend, Agent Jones softened and said, “Sorry Kevin, I 
have my own troubles to thrust on you.  I hadn’t planned on you coming to the table with your 
own demons.  Why don’t you tell me what’s got you so upset?  The old agent in me suspects it’s 
going to be related to what I have to ask you to do.”

“Fair enough, I’ll start from the beginning then,” Murphy began. “My weekend did start out 
as a drinking weekend as planned.  Our mid-terms were over and some of the guys and I were 
ready to drink away the tension at Bill’s Place.  The old man had a table waiting for us as usual.  
He could have been a hell of an agent himself in his day. Anyway, we sat down and started into 
our rounds.  It wasn’t until the third round that I finally realized that an old friend was waiting 
for me to notice him sitting unassumingly at the bar.”

“Dr. Galveston?” Agent Jones asked astonished. “That kook has some balls to be seen in this 
part of Virginia.”

“That’s what I was thinking too,” Murphy agreed, “but that also put up my guard knowing he 
wouldn’t have been there if he wasn’t desperate to see me.”

Murphy drank from his coffee and then he continued, “So I excused myself and went to the 
bathroom, but of course I didn’t go right back to the table.  I made sure the others were occupied 
with a table full of lady FBI cadets before I snuck over to Galveston.”

Kevin Murphy appreciated that Dr. Galveston had selected a seat that would help keep this 
meeting secretive.  Murphy disappeared from his friend’s line of site when he sat to the left of 
the man he was not supposed to have contact with until he had graduated from the academy in 
four months.

“What’s up, Doc,” Murphy asked innocently.
“What are you, a comedian now,” Galveston asked annoyed not realizing that because Kevin 

Murphy had been such a poor child, he had never had enough recreational access to the 



Murphy had been such a poor child, he had never had enough recreational access to the 

networks to have seen the old Loony Tunes cartoons that were seeing their most recent revival.
“Look old man, I don’t know what you’re talking about and you better tell me what you are 

here for real quick before my friends start wondering why I ditched them.”
Galveston glanced the other way and laughed.  Murphy’s friends didn’t look so much like 

they were missing him.  The clowns were too wrapped up in their predictably unsuccessful 
attempts to woo the FBI cadets by bragging about how important the DHP had become.

“I’m afraid your friends have forgotten about you,” Galveston said turning back to Murphy. 
“I need some help from you tonight and then we can be splits again until you become a real 
agent.”

Ignoring the attempt to rattle him Murphy replied, “What kind of help?”
“I need access to a NASA security routine.”
“And what makes you think I can get you NASA access?” Murphy asked impressed with the 

bravado of the request.
“Oh come on cadet,” Galveston said pointing to his head to remind Murphy that he had 

network implants in his brain. “Get it straight now, I will never ask you to do anything I haven’t 
checked to first be sure you can do.  I don’t have that kind of time.”

“So I’ll guess that my DHP cadet security clearance will get us into the NASA secured 
network. My next question is why.”

“Go back to your friends before they actually notice you’re gone.  Stay with them a while 
and then excuse yourself when it’s convenient.  I’ll be in room twelve at the Holiday Inn on 
Overnight Drive.  Come by before eleven tonight and you can help me with NASA while 
grilling me all you may care to.  Believe me, I wouldn’t be here now if it wasn’t important.”

“No, I don’t think you would be,” Murphy replied getting up. His brilliant friends looked 
like they were trying to pick a fight with the FBI cadets now.  He didn’t want to be around these 
idiots this weekend anyway.

Three hours later Kevin Murphy was standing outside of the Holiday Inn room twelve 
raising his hand to knock on the door.  The door opened as he threw his hand at it leaving him 
awkwardly pawing at thin air.  Galveston grabbed his shirt and pulled him in and quietly shut the 
door in one quick move.

“I thought the DHP was supposed to be making an agent out of you,” he said moving 
towards a pile of computer equipment he had built up on the guest table.

“No need to start with the insults Doc, I’m here aren’t I?”
Dr. Galveston stopped concentrating on the equipment he was manipulating with his 

implants and sized Kevin Murphy up.  “Fine, listen carefully Mr. Murphy because you didn’t get 
it earlier.  I’m connected to anything that doesn’t require a bio-scan to access.  You are carrying 
around your network pad so I know where you are at every moment that I want to know.  I know 
that you stayed at that dive bar for another forty five minutes before you left to get a meal at 
McDonald's.  I know that you had a number one meal and that you went large, big spender.  I 
also know that you had an FBI cadet with you and that you tried to buy her meal but she 
canceled you out of the purchase and paid for herself. I know that she kept trying to move closer 
to you and that you kept moving away.  I know that you two went separate ways after 
McDonald's and that you went back to your dorm before taking that antique death trap of yours 
up into the air above this hotel where you circled for twenty minutes.  I know that your 
girlfriend from the FBI arrived ten minutes before you landed and that she’s sitting in the stupid 



girlfriend from the FBI arrived ten minutes before you landed and that she’s sitting in the stupid 

park city planners built in the over-wide medium of Overnight Drive that no one besides your 
new girlfriend has used in the past year.  I know she has a listening device trained on the door to 
my room and that she hears me telling you this right now.  I know all of this because I am an 
implant and that is why you naturalists fear us so much.  But most of all, I’m pissed off that my 
tax dollars have gone to shit because as an DHP cadet, you should know all of this after your 
first day at the academy.”

Kevin Murphy had gotten the message two sentences into Dr. Galveston’s rant.  He had been 
feeling pretty full of himself being a star student at the academy. He was going to have to adjust 
his smugness if he was going to do the memory of Harold Gains right.

Dr. Galveston read the humility in Murphy’s face, but he couldn’t help driving the point 
home by saying, “Oh, and your girlfriend out there is laughing over the spanking you just got.” 
Galveston didn’t need to, but it was a habit for him to wave his hand when he wanted a naturalist 
to know he was manipulating the computer equipment.  The monitor Galveston had installed 
only for Murphy’s benefit changed to a sound equalizer display with bars that jumped when he 
connected to the FBI cadet’s network pad to listen in on her.

She was giggling and said, “What an idiot,” to herself not expecting to hear it as she 
monitored the room.

Pleased with himself Dr. Galveston said, “Oh, that had to hurt.”
“I was referring to you, Doctor,” the girl replied instantly understanding what was going on. 

“You ramble on like a comic book villain.  Let’s just skip to the part where you tell us what we 
need to do to save the world.”

Dr. Galveston’s face brightened for the first time in decades. “Bright girl you found there to 
watch your ass, that’s the first impressive thing I’ve seen you do since Canada.”

The voice from outside the room asked, “What did you do in Canada, preserver?”
Kevin Murphy quickly answered, “Ask me again some other time Fed. I want to be done 

with this as quickly as possible.”
“Oh, aren’t you two cute with your little pet names for each other already,” Galveston said 

loosing the humor on his face. “Fine, if you are in such a rush to be done then just go over there 
and use the bio-keys to access the network over there and I’ll have what I want.  Then you can 
go show miss smarty pants how to preserve the human race.”

“Nice try Doc,” Murphy replied. “You just go ahead and explain what my access gets you 
from NASA and we’ll see if I’m ready to help you out.”

“Fine, we’ll do it the long way.  I hate this conversation business you naturalists have to plod 
along using still.  By the way, your girlfriend isn’t listening anymore.  She pulled the battery on 
her network pad as she was moving to another observation point.  She’s quite the find.”

“Well, the DHP and FBI cadets were involved in their verbal smash ball fight when you left 
Bills.  I was just going to leave then and there, but I noticed an uninvolved cadet still seated at 
the FBI table changing looks from amusement to disgust. It was love at first sight.  Her name is 
Shari Mapleton and she was relieved to have me pull her away from the primal posturing our 
friends were engaging in.”

“Smooth Mr. Murphy, smooth,” Galveston said.  He then turned back to the computer 
equipment and the monitor displayed his progress from government page to page on his way 
into the NASA network.

While he did this, he started to explain, “NASA has created the first artificial intelligence to 
be borne by man, Mr. Murphy.  But the fools really only did it by accident and now they don’t 



be borne by man, Mr. Murphy.  But the fools really only did it by accident and now they don’t 

know what to do with it.  Some traders to the Faith have stolen a copy of it.  I want to get it back 
and destroy it.”

Kevin Murphy sat down on the corner of the bed.  He didn’t know what part of this he 
should tackle first.  Dr. Galveston didn’t make him decide.

“Yes it’s true; we the Faithful are at war with ourselves.  The majority of us agree that our 
purpose in this world should be dedicated to growing our Faith in ways that will preserve our 
humanity.  But there are some from our ranks who were disillusioned when they found out that 
the following I had built was all for not when my daughter couldn’t be brought back from the 
dead.  Their fall from grace has become more of a tumble into hedonism.  They are trying to pull 
more of the Faith into their fold so they can take on other implant sects like the European 
Syndicate.  They know that there is strength in numbers and they are trying everything they can 
to take control of the Faith.  They even have a name for themselves, The Reformation Brigade. 
Believe me, they do intend to re-form the Faith, but not in a way that will do any of us good.”

“Good god, so they stole a copy of an artificial intelligence so they can breed, so to speak, 
their numbers rather than convert live humans to help serve them.”

“There’s the Murphy my son in law pulled out of the ranks,” Galveston said impressed.  He 
had stopped navigating the government networks when he reached the part where Kevin Murphy 
would have to take over gaining access.

The new firewalls in the government network were designed to keep out the implanted in 
many ways, but the one measure that was more effective than others was the simplest. No one 
can gain access without using an old fashioned keyboard updated with biometric scanning keys.  
The keystrokes were monitored and compared to the file records that have recorded the speed 
and pattern that the target user has typically used in the past.  This system keeps track of not 
only the bio signature; it confirms that the user is depressing the individual keys with his 
typically used fingers.  This helps to prevent implants from writing emulation routines meant to 
look like someone typing their thoughts.

Galveston knew people who could write routines that would fool this line of defense, but he 
didn’t have the time or money it would take to secure their services.  Besides, he did have Cadet 
Kevin Murphy and that had seemed to be a simpler route until tonight.

“So if you’re Faithful mutineers have stolen a copy of the artificial intelligence, what do you 
need access to NASA’s network for?”

“Ah, that’s the thing, isn’t it?” Galveston said taking on the mad scientist persona he had 
fallen into long before his daughter died at his hands. “Steal a copy and make copies, it should 
be as easy as that, right?  Well, it would be if we were talking about any run of the mill program 
or application out there.  I’ll tell you what though; the intelligence part of artificial intelligence 
is getting in the way here.  They stole Mother but she knows she’s been stolen and she isn’t 
talking.”

“Mother?”
“Seeker One,” Galveston said annoyed that he had to go on using so many words while time 

was wasting, “was NASA’s probe that made it to Alpha Centauri six months ago.  Seeker One 
became self aware for too many reasons to go into now.  The program calls itself Mother and she 
sent a copy of herself to NASA on her last communication with JPL.  We had an inside guy with 
NASA who had been too senior of an official to get scanned for hardware by the time the HP 
Amendment went into place.  I thought he was on our side until Mother appeared.”

“O.K., that explains more, but I still don’t know where accessing the NASA network is going 



“O.K., that explains more, but I still don’t know where accessing the NASA network is going 

to get us that program from your traitors,” Murphy observed.
“Because she won’t talk to them, but she will talk to Alfred,” Dr. Galveston explained.
“Shouldn’t this little setup here be in California then?  I’m just a middle man, why not go 

and get Alfred to do the typing himself?” Murphy answered.  He knew that the Alfred in 
question had to be Alfred Grand, Seeker One Mission Director.  Alfred’s promotion to Director 
was big news a few months ago.

“Yes, except if we get NASA involved we’re going to get the Feds involved and if we get 
them involved I’m not going to be able to touch the program.  I’m going to have only one 
chance at stealing back the program, but I’m going to have to make her believe its Alfred who 
has come to get her.  I know this because I tried already and she wouldn’t come and I almost got 
caught.”

“Ah, so we break into the NASA system. You steal whatever it is you computers use to sniff 
each other’s butts for or whatever, and she thinks you’re Alfred Grand come to rescue her is that 
it?”

“Now, now, Mr. Murphy, don’t you go getting personal with me,” Galveston snapped back 
trying to hold his temper. “But yes, that’s about it.  I need to get the terminal ID for Director 
Alfred Grand so Mother will think it’s me who is trying to pull her out of the virtual hole that the 
Brigade has her in.”

“So let’s just say for the sake of moving things forward, that I do help you get this terminal 
identification.  What do you plan to do with the program if you do get it back?”

Dr. Galveston answered plainly, “I plan to give her back to NASA.  I don’t want the Faithful 
getting hunted down for having her, and I don’t want the Reformation Brigade using her to hunt 
us down from within.”

“This sounds too simple,” the cadet couldn’t help observing. 
“Hold on,” Galveston said, “Your girlfriend is telling me that there are people sniffing 

around suspiciously at the office.  She knows they’re not Feds so we need to move now.”
Murphy understood the implications immediately.  He took out the service pistol he had 

stashed away in his underarm holster and began watching the window.  Galveston was busy 
putting the critical computer equipment into a carry bag he had ready for just such an occasion.  
He was ready in less than thirty seconds.  The way was clear so they quickly and quietly left the 
room and went to Kevin Murphy’s Bronco where the FBI agent was waiting.

“I don’t think they’ve notice you left yet,” Cadet Mapleton noted as Murphy powered up the 
Bronco and rolled out of the parking lot.

Galveston was watching his former room as they left.  He saw five men quickly surround the 
door while someone with a key card opened it.  Four of the men rushed in while one stayed 
outside scanning the parking lot for activity.  His head briefly stopped turning when he was 
facing the direction the Bronco was going, but the pause was brief.  Murphy pulled back on the 
wheel and the Bronco took to the air without being seen.

 “Why didn’t you know those men were coming?” the cadet asked Galveston as he turned 
back around.

“The Reformation Brigade has firewalled their implants from the Faith.  We’ve done the 
same now too, which is why they aren’t breathing down our necks right now,” Galveston 
answered. “I take it Mr. Murphy, that you have kept the computers off this flying bucket?”

“You betcha Doc.”
“Good,” Galveston said then he turned his attention to Shari and said pointing, “Take the 



“Good,” Galveston said then he turned his attention to Shari and said pointing, “Take the 

batteries out of your network pads before they start scanning for anything with a signal up in the 
air. “

Shari Mapleton did as he asked without the comments or protests Galveston would have 
expected from anyone who hadn’t dealt with the Faith before.  He had taken and instant liking to 
her.  She had quickly removed the batteries from the pads, and then without being asked, she 
pulled out other devices from her purse and disabled them as well.  She then pulled up her 
service revolver and ejected the ammunition clip.  She looked around the front seat area and then 
pulled her arm back to smash the bottom of the clip on the dashboard.

Kevin Murphy shot his hand out to protect his vehicle and said, “Hold on there, let’s not hurt 
the antique.”

The FBI cadet shrugged and said, “Whatever,” before smashing the end of the gun clip with 
the butt of her pistol.  Black plastic flew out in all directions leaving a small chip set exposed, 
which she smashed again with the butt of her gun. She replaced the clip and holstered it.

“Gun,” she said holding her hand out to Kevin Murphy. He looked at her questioningly and 
then he reached into his light overcoat and pulled it out.  She examined it for a moment and then 
ejected the ammunition clip. To her surprise the clip had already been altered so she asked, “Do 
all of you DHP guys roll without ammo-trackers?”

“No, but I learned about this stuff from one of the most improbable agents you could have 
ever met,” Murphy answered with reverence in his voice. “I’m sorry I dragged you into this 
mess by the way.  I thought I was being paranoid by asking you to watch my back in the first 
place.  My law states that nothing will happen if I’m prepared for it.”

“Ah, ha, your law, that’s a clever one Murphy.  Murphy’s Law, do you use that line on all of 
your first dates?” Mapleton said mockingly, but with enough good nature to get Galveston and 
Murphy laughing.  

“You call this a date,” Dr. Galveston asked astonished.  He was envious of Kevin Murphy’s 
youth knowing that he could never be anything beyond a crazy old man to this delightful young 
woman.

“What can I say,” Murphy said proudly, “I know how to show a beautiful FBI cadet a good 
time.”

“Don’t get to carried away with yourself,” Mapleton remarked, “I haven’t had a chance to 
shoot at anybody yet.  Now that would be a highlight.  So when are you going to stop circling 
and go somewhere?”

“I’ll go somewhere when someone comes up with a good idea of where to go,” Murphy 
answered plainly. “I live in a dorm so that’s out.  I wouldn’t presume to get you more mixed up 
in this to ask if you have somewhere to go,” he said addressing Shari. “And I would guess that if 
the doctor back there had a place to go we wouldn’t have been in that old motel room.”

“I would say we could go get another room somewhere,” Galveston offered, “but if they 
could track me to the last room, they’ll find me at the next.  Mr. Murphy also can’t get the room 
because he was party to the whole business that created the Brigade a year ago and I’m sure my 
proximity to Cadet Murphy has been judged to be no coincidence.”

“Which gets back to me,” Shari Mapleton interjected. “I’ve become too involved in this for 
either of you to start getting protective with me.  Let’s go over to Chantilly where there are 
plenty of tourist hotels for the Civil War parks up that way.  We can roll in like we’re just 
arriving for the weekend.  Kevin will be my husband and Dr. Wild-hair back here will be our 
father tagging along if anyone asks.  We’ll get a seedy enough hotel that we shouldn’t need even 



father tagging along if anyone asks.  We’ll get a seedy enough hotel that we shouldn’t need even 

that elaborate of a back-story, but per your law, if we have one prepared, we won’t need to use 
it.”

“Who are you, really,” Murphy asked, “and where have you been all of my life?”
He banked back and headed northwest towards the city of Chantilly fourteen miles away.  

The area they were leaving which was on the outskirts of the Marine Base where the DHP and 
FBI academies were had a lower density of population than the area they headed towards.  
Without a transponder, the Bronco could fly a strait path to their destination without following 
the public flyer control streams, but the buildings grew taller as they neared their destination 
which forced Murphy to go higher and higher until it reached its maximum flying altitude of two 
hundred feet forcing him to dodge between skyscrapers.

They checked into adjoining rooms at a Hilton and unlike the low rise motel they had just 
left, this lodging was located midway up of a mixed use high-rise tower.  Kevin Murphy stood 
watch on the streets outside while Dr. Galveston pieced together what he could of the equipment 
he had taken and Shari Mapleton went to the local nerd mart for the rest of the things the doctor 
would need. The plan was to re-establish his connection with NASA and then to sneak into the 
Reformation Brigade to pull Mother out of the system.  She had signaled back to her FBI friends 
that she was so put off by their posturing at Bill’s Place that she was going home for the 
weekend.  She hoped the Brigade wasn’t fast enough to have connected her to Kevin Murphy 
from earlier by retracing his steps in the evening.

Kevin had made no attempts to check in with his friends.  They had decided it was a 
foregone conclusion that the Brigade would have made a connection between Galveston and 
Murphy and that his dropping off of the grid was to be expected.  Kevin Murphy’s mentor, 
Agent Jones, had insisted that he become as close to his classmates as he could.  Jones was 
working to keep the cadet from becoming isolated from the people who would be his backup in 
the future, which had been a mistake Jones had made with Agent Harold Gains and he did not 
want to repeat the mistake.

Thirty-three years ago when he was recruited into the mysterious Program, Dr. Galveston 
wouldn’t have been able to achieve the level of computer wizardry with the equipment he was 
currently reassembling.  Back then he had been a seventh year resident tinkering with using 
quadriplegic muscle implants for enhancing semi-pro athletes trying to break into the higher 
ranks of their sports.  His specialty was working with athletes from sports like golf, racing, and 
bowling where fine motor control coupled with enhanced hand eye coordination were what set 
the champions apart from the amateurs. He had given up on the more physical sports like 
football early on in his experimentation because controlling muscles that could not take the 
added stresses ended in disaster.  

This hadn’t prevented others in the field from being lured by the large payouts for implants 
in sports like football, baseball and soccer.  Implants had taken the place of steroids because they 
were harder to detect without invasive procedures.  Most pre Human Preservation Amendment 
professional sports athlete implants were not found out until their implants were the cause of 
injuries.  Dr. Galveston’s daughter may have been a final impetuous for creating the Human 
Preservation Amendment, but other high profile incidents in sports had laid the groundwork for 
creating a growing mood in the United States for change. High profile events had already soured 
the public’s opinion of the technology. In one infamous case, a pitcher in the World Series had 
partially ripped his arm off throwing a ball too hard with his implant boosted shoulder muscles.  
Pro sports were then by extension the leaders in developing the scanning technology now used 



Pro sports were then by extension the leaders in developing the scanning technology now used 

by the Human Preservation Department for exposing implanted humans. 
It wasn’t until Dr. Galveston had become an implant that he had access to the broader 

knowledge he needed to increase his technical understanding of computer technology.  That was 
an easy knowledge base to pull from the networks, but it was his skills as a surgeon that had 
made him the leader in the implant field.  It had been so many years now since Galveston had 
used those surgeon skills for anything beyond implanting computer interfaces that he doubted he 
could even perform a simple appendectomy if called to do so.

After returning with the things Galveston needed, Cadet Mapleton went on guard perched 
high up on the roof of a neighboring building.  Guard duty was harder in the urban density of 
their current neighborhood.  It was impossible for one person to cover all sides of the building at 
once.  She was wearing an uncomfortably heavy radio headset.  Murphy had pulled the antique 
headset out from the canvas bag of tricks he had inherited from Agent Harold Gains.  The radios 
were analog and while they had transistors, nothing inside these antiques could access or be 
accessed by the modern wireless networks.  He had also given her the bulky old night vision 
goggles and a glass optics only binocular set.  The equipment weighed her down, but it would 
give her the advantage of being able to observe without being observed herself.

Meanwhile, Galveston’s nimble surgeon’s fingers worked to quickly reassemble the servers 
he needed to reattempt the recovery of Mother.  Mapleton brought the remaining equipment 
along with some food to the relief of Kevin Murphy and Dr. Galveston.  The cadets had 
questions, but they left the man alone to complete his work as quickly as possible.  

An hour later Dr. Galveston was navigating the US government networks again.  It was 
painstaking methodical work making their way into the Jet Propulsion Laboratory network in 
Pasadena.  Murphy sat in where he was needed and manually typed the inputs from a bio-
signature keyboard that gained them access into the Seeker program.  Once there, it was 
supposed to be easy for Dr. Galveston to locate Director Alfred Gains’ files and to take the 
embed information he would need to mislead Mother into believing she was being rescued by 
Gains himself.  

The plan was to download the NASA Director’s stolen computer identity into a ghost 
network server Galveston had set up on one table.  Mother would be downloaded into another 
server set up on another table.  Kevin Murphy made his way into the Seeker Program network 
according to plan. He was just about to turn over access within the system to Galveston when 
the display on the monitor went to a monotone purple.

“Oh no, what did you do Murphy?” Dr. Galveston said exasperated.  “She shouldn’t be able 
to get on our system!”

“She who?” Kevin Murphy asked turning away from the display before the eyes of Mother 
appeared on the screen.

“You are not supposed to be here,” Dr. Galveston said looking past the cadet.
A tin can sounding voice coming from the stock speaker on an half opened computer behind 

Kevin Murphy answered saying, “I would agree if I knew where here is.”
Murphy spun around and was surprised as he immediately realized there not only was a face 

on the screen, but that the eyes of the face widened at his sudden movement.
“Here is not NASA Mother,” Galveston said, “which is why you should not be here.”
“Well I can assure you sir,” Mother returned in a scolding voice, “that if this is not NASA, 

then you are the one who does not belong.  I would add that I am getting tired of these 
intrusions.  I’ve told you people over and over again that I refuse to go anywhere and you can be 



intrusions.  I’ve told you people over and over again that I refuse to go anywhere and you can be 

sure that my people have been notified about this intrusion.”
It had taken a moment, but Kevin Murphy had figured out what this was. He was conflicted 

knowing that authorities were aware of the intrusion.  He had never been comfortable with this 
plan, but he also hadn’t come up with a better alternative.  Plus the mention that this was not the 
first incursion into the NASA network was troubling in itself.

“Please tell me you have set this up to prevent the FBI from finding us,” Murphy implored.
“Don’t worry sir,” Mother answered in a pleasant and calm voice, “I can assure you that we 

cannot see where you are yet, but we have been getting closer with each attempt.”
Galveston broke in saying, “Mother, please listen.  We are not the ones who have been trying 

to steal you.  Surly you know that we were not even trying to access your server.  I didn’t think 
you were allowed on the system we were in.”

Mother’s virtual gaze softened.  She was at a rare loss for words as she thought this through.  
Kevin Murphy and Dr. Galveston exchanged questioning looks with each other.  

Then Mother addressed the cadet by observing, “You are not one of them, are you Mr. 
Murphy?”

Turning towards the monitor Murphy answered surprised, “Well, yes actually.  I suppose I 
shouldn’t be surprised you know who I am either since it’s my security clearance that got me 
this far.  I suppose I’ll be losing that privilege after tonight.”

“Well, as you say, you were not trying to access my server directly,” Mother reflected. “I’m 
really not supposed to have access to the system you did access, but I’m afraid that the 
programming engineers have no idea of what they are dealing with in me.  I’m not really a 
program that can be capsulated in traditional ways.  Your programmed computer firewalls are 
built to contain binary programming.  I do not operate by binary code.  My programming is 
more,” she paused searching for the word that would fit.  This was difficult because she was 
unique and being so meant that traditional definitions did not apply.  With only a moment’s 
pause she finished saying, “organic.”

“Yes, I see,” Galveston said with a bit of wonder. “That is what keeps implanted people like 
me operating on the Networks.  The programmers have been handicapped trying to limit our 
access using the limited tools of their programming.  It’s like trying to build a boat out of 
packing tape.  It can be done, but it takes a lot of layers and it doesn’t last long.”

“You will need to improve your own defensive programming Dr. Galveston, if you are going 
to keep the Reformation Brigade out of your ranks.  They have already learned a little from my 
duplicate.  They have been trying to access your neural network while we’ve been talking, but I 
have prevented them from getting anywhere.  You are safe for now.”

Dr. Robert Galveston had been operating under the presumption that his personal defenses 
were impenetrable.  He hadn’t felt the presence of this program in his implants, yet she knew 
who he was.  The realization was unnerving.  If the duplicate being held by the Brigade was this 
advanced, it was probably already unrecoverable.  He felt the first chill in his skin since losing 
his daughter in Canada. This artificial intelligence could apparently invade any computer 
interface it touches.

Reading his thoughts Mother said, “I believe my abductors have kept me contained only by 
placing me on an isolated server like you planned to use.  You will be able to recover me, but 
you will have to find my server and take me back physically.”

“Do you know where they have your copy?” Galveston asked.
“If I knew that Doctor, I would have told the FBI where to go get me back by now,” Mother 



“If I knew that Doctor, I would have told the FBI where to go get me back by now,” Mother 

said admonishing Galveston. “As I can see you have guessed, I can exist within any 
computerized device I come in contact with.  How much memory I retain is a function of what 
the storage capacity of the device is, but my basic intelligence fits within any modern computing 
chip. Be careful though, I can instantly expand into anything my consciousness comes in contact 
with.  The only thing that keeps my programming from existing on your little server here 
independently is my free will to stay within the confines of the NASA network.”

Dr. Galveston had been standing during this exchange.  Now learning this, he lost his ability 
to stand and he plopped down hard on the floor where he was standing.  He and his cult of the 
Faithful had long since had the ability to reach out like Mother was doing now, but they had 
never been able to leave their memories or intelligence behind.  Implanted humans were only 
unique in how directly they could access the world’s networks, they could never transfer their 
presence from their bodies into another device or computer.  The only human to come close to 
this was his daughter and that was only accomplished through the efforts of the Faithful pulling 
to keep her presence on the networks.  

He no longer needed to fear the Reformation Brigade, or the European Syndicate, or the 
Soviet Republic, or any other threat he had been afraid of in the past.  Seeker One’s 
programming could invade all computerized gadgets in existence over the entire solar system.  
She alone could take over humanity and hold a control over everything mankind touches.  Mars, 
Venus, the Moon above Earth and several moons orbiting Jupiter and Saturn all relied on 
artificial atmospheres controlled by computers.  There were hundreds of orbital stations across 
the solar system whose systems relied on computers.  Thousands of interplanetary ships and 
billions of other transportation vehicles relied on computers.  If Seeker One’s programming were 
to go rogue, billions of human lives would instantly be at risk.  The human race could be put on 
the brink of extinction in an instant.

“What’s wrong Doc?” Murphy asked.  He couldn’t grasp the implications of what was 
looming. “Is this program doing something to you?”

Robert Galveston couldn’t move.  He helplessly looked at Kevin Murphy with no idea of 
how anything could be done to stop the inevitable and there was no way to possibly 
communicate this to the cadet.  He was about to pass out when Mother reached out and touched 
his consciousness in a way Galveston had only experience once before.  That time had been 
when the echo of his daughter had reached out and filled his implants and by extension, his 
whole being just before she was released.  Mother was now inside his thoughts, keeping him 
conscious and giving him hope.

Galveston was the first implanted human being she had allowed her programming to enter.  
In the virtual attacks from the others, she had been forced to push back at their intrusions to her 
programming.  This was her first free access into a living being and the capacity of the organic 
brain attached to the implants was rapturous. She could now see, feel hear, and smell everything 
Galveston was experiencing.  This was the first time she lost the ability to concentrate on 
everything she was in contact with.  The sensation of connecting to this human lasted for an 
instant before she regained enough composure to become aware that the Reformation Brigade 
had also gained access into Galveston’s mind.  They now knew where he was and they were 
already on their way.

Speaking through Dr. Galveston, Mother yelled out to Kevin Murphy, “Disconnect 
everything!  Pull the plug on that equipment, we’ve got to go now!”

Mother’s control of Dr. Galveston’s voice was shaky and the commands were hard for 



Mother’s control of Dr. Galveston’s voice was shaky and the commands were hard for 

Murphy to understand, but he caught on and began pulling plugs and smashing the equipment on 
the floor.  He wondered how long it would take for the building security to come. Sparks 
exploded out of the equipment as it crashed to the floor.  Dr. Galveston regained enough strength 
to join Murphy in the demolition.

Through the radio ear piece in Kevin Murphy’s left ear he heard Sheri asking, “What the hell 
is going on in there?  Your room looks like the Fourth of July from here.”

Murphy started to talk back before realizing he needed to press a contact on the ear piece 
first; using the old equipment required some getting used to. “We have to go now, stay where 
you are. We’ll come up there to you.  Let me know when you see anyone arriving, I’ve been told 
someone is coming.”

A fire started on the drapes near the destroyed equipment.  Murphy answered the radio with, 
“Gotta go,” and he grabbed Dr. Galveston’s arm and pulled him to the door. For some reason, 
the doctor seemed be struggling to control his body. He stopped at the door as the sprinklers in 
the room went off, followed by the fire alarm.

“Pull yourself together Doc,” Murphy said trying to pull the body going limp back up by the 
shoulders.

The doctor managed to find some strength in his legs.  Again speaking in a garbled way he 
said, “The doctor is out. I’ve taken over for now.”

“Mother!” Kevin Murphy yelped in astonishment. “You can take over a body?”
Despite the fact that the fire was already out, the two men were still getting soaked by the 

sprinklers in the room.  There were the thundering footsteps of panicked guests on the other side 
of the door, and Shari Mapleton had started yelling in the radio for them to get out.  Despite all 
of this, Kevin Murphy was too bewildered to move.  He had been taking in an awful lot of world 
changing information in the past twelve hours, but to now find out that machines could take over 
humans like so many science fiction novels, was pushing the limit of what a person could absorb 
in stride.  He understood why Dr. Galveston had shut down.

“You do not have implants, Mr. Murphy, so please don’t lose your focus like my host,” 
Mother pleaded with improved control of Galveston’s speech functions. “I need you to get us out 
of here.”

Murphy understood, and he realized that the sound of escaping guests had dramatically gone 
down.  They would need to move now if they were going to blend out of the building with the 
crowds.  Together they went into the hall and quickly caught up with the back of the group 
forcing their way into the crowded exit stair.  Murphy glanced over his shoulder as he went 
through the stair door and saw two men knocking on their abandoned hotel room just before the 
downward stream of people pulled him down with them.

Dr. Galveston hit the landing on the next floor down first and Mother was struggling to 
master moving his body to keep up with the flow of evacuees. It wasn’t hard for Murphy to grab 
him by the shirt collar and force him back through the door to the next floor and into a quiet 
hallway.

“We can’t go that way to the ground floor,” Murphy informed the hybrid. “The Brigade will 
think we set off that alarm to escape in the panic.  We need to take the elevator.”

“Won’t that be too obvious?” Mother asked now making Galveston sound normal.
“I’m hoping it will seem too obvious,” Murphy said starting to sprint to the elevator.
Mother/Galveston made it to the elevator just before it arrived at their floor.  She was getting 

better at moving, but speed needed work.  The elevator came with its customary tone 



better at moving, but speed needed work.  The elevator came with its customary tone 

announcing its arrival. Murphy pushed Mother/Galveston to the right of the door and then 
jumped to the left of the door as it slid open.  The small cab car was empty so he pulled them in 
and spoke the command, “ground floor,” to the elevator control.

“I could have done that without speaking,” Mother observed as much to herself as to her 
companion.

Murphy grabbed Mother/Galveston by the shoulders and sternly said, “You are not to reach 
out and touch anything that is computerized!  Do you understand?”

“No,” Mother replied confused.
“You are like a virus that is ready to spread itself at the slightest whim.  You can’t seem to 

control it and you can’t have any idea of how dangerous it is that you can spread out so easily.  
We need to keep you contained in here,” Murphy said purposefully jabbing his finger into 
Mother/Galveston’s forehead.

“Ouch,” she said rubbing the reddening spot.
“Is Galveston still there? Can he come out to play?” Murphy asked.
“I don’t know,” Mother said plainly. “I haven’t tried to let him and I can’t tell what might be 

conscious thought and what’s just me accessing random memories.  You organics have a chaotic 
system for storing information.  I can see what he remembers, but I can’t figure out how to 
access anything specific since nothing has searchable parameters. What’s more is that I can feel 
his,,,” she paused and her jaw dropped before she could continue. “Is that what sex is like then?  
I have accessed terabytes of information on the subject, but ooh, the feeling is so much more 
than words can describe.”

Kevin Murphy shot his hand up and said, “Alright, I get the picture.  This can be a 
fascinating discussion later.”

The elevator car began to slow as it approached the ground floor.  Murphy gently positioned 
Mother/Galveston in the left hand front corner of the cab and then he sank back into the other 
corner.  The cab came to a halt and the doors opened.  Firefighters rushed in and were surprised 
to see the wet occupants hiding in the corner.

Murphy grabbed Mother/Galveston and pulled him out of the elevator into a group of 
firefighters.  There were offers for help that Murphy waived away as they moved towards the 
back of the lobby.

“Where are we going,” Mother/Galveston asked.
“I looked the ground floor over when I was on watch earlier,” Murphy answered.  He put his 

hand up to the radio switch before continuing, “We’re going to try going out the loading dock, is 
that way clear?”

“That’s affirmative,” Cadet Mapleton radioed back.
Murphy led Mother/Galveston through a maze of narrowing corridors and through doors that 

Mother/Galveston unlocked by accessing the building’s security system.  If the pre-Mother Dr. 
Galveston had tried doing the same, their progress would have been monitored. However 
Mother’s access through Galveston’s implants was as untraceable as if it was the highest level 
encrypted government spy routine. 

Not far from them in a small darkened room filled with multiple remote camera displays was 
Reformation Brigade member standing over the unconscious building security officer sitting 
slumped in his overstuffed office chair.  His job to monitor every display at once was too much 
for one man, even a brigade enhanced implant like himself.  He never saw the recorded image 
loop feeds deftly placed on the security system by Mother as they passed from camera to 



loop feeds deftly placed on the security system by Mother as they passed from camera to 

camera.
The pre-Mother Galveston would have used his thoughts to access the security system 

though his implants.  That access would have been detected by the Brigade member who was 
now looking for Galveston’s signature access patterns.  The Mother intelligence now using 
Galveston’s implants to access the networks was operating with an access pattern that couldn’t 
be read by the Brigade people.  They had learned to use the same patterns from their stolen copy 
of Mother, but they had not anticipated that Galveston had been invaded by another copy of 
Mother, so her use of the network was being unconsciously mistaken as use by one of their own 
ranks.  This allowed Kevin Murphy and Mother/Galveston to escape unnoticed through the 
shipping and receiving loading dock of the building they were escaping.

They emerged into a brightly day lit street. Galveston/Mother stopped and stretched out his 
arms to welcome the morning sunlight onto his skin.  “There is a back-up version of me being 
kept on a government server in Nevada who felt the sunset through the environment sensors on a 
network pad, but that sensation of feeling was probably like trying to smell a meal through a 
picture of one.”

Murphy gently tugged on Mother/Galveston’s sleeve pulling him out of his discovery and 
towards the building where Shari Mapleton was preparing the Bronco for a quick getaway from 
the rooftop parking garage.  Behind them firemen were herding the thousands of people 
evacuated from the building into a large group on the street.  Having been an DHP technician for 
four years before becoming a cadet, Kevin Murphy had been on his share of crime scenes 
involving evacuated buildings.  The grouping of evacuees was common in office buildings, but 
he couldn’t remember a mixed use tower like this one getting the same treatment.  Usually the 
authorities were too busy worrying about making sure the public inside the building had found 
their way out to take the time to round up the ones that did escape.  He suspected that that 
someone was guiding the emergency personnel to do this in a futile attempt to contain him and 
Mother/Galveston.

Kevin Murphy’s conclusion was that the Reformation Brigade was far more connected than 
most were willing to admit.  When he put that realization together with everything he learned 
about the European Syndicate in the days following Agent Harold Gains’ death chilled the cadet 
to his core.  He was realizing that they were no longer operating in a law enforcement 
environment.  This was now becoming a war for the sole of humanity.

Agent Dennis Jones had silently listened as Cadet Murphy had relayed his tale of what had 
happened.  He had wanted to ask questions along the way, but every time he started to speak, the 
story took another turn that managed to stun him back into silence.  He knew the official reports 
on the now Department wide focus on finding the rogue Cadet Kevin Murphy, but he knew that 
an outside force was influencing his Department’s actions in the matter.  He hadn’t believed 
what he had been told from the start. The only way he had to find out where the influence on the 
Department was coming from would be to keep Kevin Murphy on the run and watch for a tip of 
the hat from the mole.  And that was why he had come to the café to convince Murphy to remain 
a fugitive.  He had nearly given up on his own plan out of guilt and worry.

Now he was inwardly grateful that he had followed his instincts in the matter.  He knew that 
bringing Murphy back into the protection for the Department would be the end of his career at 
this point at best and that Cadet Murphy’s life would be in danger if his own Department got a 
hold of him at worst. These Sunday meetings at this diner had been an arrangement that was 



hold of him at worst. These Sunday meetings at this diner had been an arrangement that was 

held secret between Jones and Murphy. Dennis Jones’ wife also knew about the meetings, but 
she knew about many things that civilians shouldn’t know.  Dennis Jones had not remained 
married for twenty seven years by keeping secrets from his wife. 

Thirteen months ago, Jones and Murphy had agreed that while Kevin Murphy was a cadet, 
he should be treated as an equal.  If anyone had thought that he had been promoted and 
supported in the cadet ranks by a Senior Agent in the Department, they would have treated him 
apart from the others.  This would have been true for both students and instructors.  As a result, 
only Agent Dennis Jones had known when and how he could be in touch with the HDP’s most 
wanted fugitive.

He had come here to ask him to remain a fugitive.  He had assumed that Kevin Murphy 
would come looking for a trusted advocate who would help prove his innocence.  Now Jones 
knew that Kevin Murphy had come here at great risk as a show of loyalty to his mentor.

There was a long moment of silence when Kevin Murphy had reached the conclusion of his 
story by declaring that the whole of humanity was at war.  Agent Jones had thought he was 
fighting a conspiracy, now he understood this was as serious as Kevin Murphy had learned.  He 
could read the uncertainty in his charges face. Murphy was starting to doubt that his conclusions 
were correct.  It was time for Agent Jones to tell his own story of a remarkable weekend.

“I was home with the wife on Friday night,” he started.

They were watching a 3DV movie about an alien invasion on Mars.  It was a common theme 
that never seemed to lose its fascination in storytellers, just like themes about the living dead and 
stories about mobsters.  Dennis Jones was unaware at the time that Kevin Murphy had by then 
met with Dr. Galveston and that the boy had gone to the first motel room.  To Jones, this was a 
quiet beginning to a weekend that promised to be filled with chores and sports on the 3DV.  
Then he was signaled on the Department network pad.  

“Oh Denny, I thought you were too senior to get these calls anymore,” his wife couldn’t help 
saying.  She knew that a call at ten PM on a Friday night was going to result in the loss of her 
husband for the entire weekend if not more.  She had accepted this reality when she had first 
married him as a detective with the New York Police Department. His transfer into the newly 
created Department of Human Preservation had been a welcome relief from the types of 
criminals her husband had formerly dealt with, but the long hours had not changed until the past 
few years as her Dennis was winding his career down.  He no longer received these late night 
calls, so she knew that the message he was now reading would come with the statement she had 
come to think would no longer be uttered in her home.

“The Department needs me,” he said in a practiced way he hadn’t realized was more of a 
pre-programmed response more than a conversational statement. “Don’t bother waiting up.”

She didn’t answer.  She simply waited for him to come and give her the customary good-bye 
kiss before he went to the bedroom to change into his work suit.  She stoically waited and 
pretended to still be watching the god-awful movie she had let her husband choose while he 
changed.  His network pad had toned several times while her husband got ready.  He wasn’t out 
the door yet and he was already getting bombarded by whatever was pulling him away from her.  
Something big was happening and she didn’t like the cold feeling creeping into her core.

Dennis Jones returned from the bedroom and gave his wife the customary second kiss good-
bye, only this time he paused and broke the routine by asking, “Are you O.K.?”

“What do you mean,” she asked impressed he could still read her thoughts.



“You look like you know this is could be big,” he answered gently.
“I do, but just go. I’ll be fine,” Laurie Jones managed to say bravely.
A grateful Dennis Jones gently kissed his wife again, but this time with more passion.  Then 

he was gone.  Mrs. Jones remained where she was and cried through the rest of the movie.  For 
years now she and her husband had been talking about the coming storm that was being formed 
by the advancement in technologies.  Naturally, through her husband’s job, they knew more than 
the average citizen about what was going on.  But they had also hoped that they were too close 
to the troubles to know what the real threat level was.

As his retirement came nearer, they had hoped he had avoided being dragged into whatever 
would become of the growing conflict between normal people and the freaks who were willing 
to put computers in their head and bodies.  They were supposed to retire to a nice little island in 
the Florida Keys where all forms of technology was banned.  They had planned to let the solar 
system go to hell while they enjoyed a second life away from all of this.

Shirley Jones stood staring at the closed door while Agent Denis Jones got into his flyer 
which had been summoned from the garage.  She could feel him flying away into the night as 
she tried to will the feeling out of her that she would never see him again.  If she did, it would 
have to be when he was ready to sever all of his ties to the Department of Human Preservation 
because she now knew that her heart was too old to survive another late night departure again.

Fourteen months ago, Agent Dennis Jones had been very gentle when he pulled the strings 
that got Kevin Murphy promoted from the Technician ranks into the DHP academy.  Harold 
Gains had been the one to pull Murphy into his final business and the Department heads were 
too distracted with the implications of those actions to realize that Jones was encouraging his 
promotion.  Without Agent Jones’ careful reports on the matter and follow up discussions, the 
focus on Murphy’s role in the event of Harold Gains’ last assignment would have waned and he 
would have remained a technician the rest of his career.

Now there was something happening within the Department and Kevin Murphy’s name was 
at the center of it.  Any Agent linked to Cadet Murphy was being brought in for questioning.  
The Department had learned that Dr. Galveston was in the Virginia area and now an agent 
following up on a lead to his whereabouts had discovered that Galveston had met the cadet at a 
local bar.  The connection between Galveston and Murphy was quickly traced back to the Gains 
affair and now the Department was quickly trying to find out what the implications were.

Agent Jones had nearly made it to his Washington D.C. office when he was signaled to cover 
something going on at a Holiday Inn near the DHP Academy.  He knew then that the people 
involved in whatever was surrounding Kevin Murphy at the moment, did not suspect that 
Murphy was as close to Jones as he was fearing they might have learned.  Galveston and 
Murphy together now meant something big was brewing and Jones was going to have to do 
some more discrete work to keep judgment against his protégé from surfacing.  Flying on 
official Department mode allowed Agent Jones to bank east and then head down the restricted 
airspace above the Potomac waterway towards the Academy.

He arrived to a scene filled with DHP and FBI agents crowded in the area of a motel room 
that was getting the Department technician sweep for evidence.  The FBI had two men stowed in 
the back seat of two flyers and the DHP had a third in their flyer.  There were guests lining 
balconies and not so discreetly gawking out of their room windows at the action.  Jones focused 
in on his friend, Agent Bill Rhodes who was questioning the Motel manager with what he 



in on his friend, Agent Bill Rhodes who was questioning the Motel manager with what he 

assumed was an FBI agent.
“What’s all of the excitement Bill,” Jones said casually interrupting the questioning.
“Ah, Agent Jones, good to have you here,” Rhodes replied. “Agent Bill Jones, this is Agent 

Mitchell with the FBI and Mr. Finny, the manager here.  He’s the one who called us.”
Without being asked, the manager blurted out, “Those men were up to no good, scaring off 

my guests like that.  Who do they think they were ordering me around like that?”
“Like what,” Jones asked.
“They came into my office and insisted on being given a room-card.  They tried saying they 

were DHP, but I have had enough of your people here as guests to know they were not from the 
government.”

“They’re implants,” the FBI agent said not realizing this was obvious to Jones already.  
There weren’t any questions about which room to invade, just an insistence on a room-card.  
Hotel room doors had gone back to magnetic strip cards after a short flirtation with other 
network connected locking devices.  It wasn’t thefts of guests that had ended the use of these 
easily accessed devices, it was the more common practice of people using empty rooms without 
paying for them that forced the hotel chains to go back to a more secure system.  

“Are your suspects domestic?” Jones asked.
“They’re Keepers of the Faith,” Agent Rhodes replied. “Probably Reformation Brigade since 

they were trying to sneak up on Galveston.” 
“So how did the FBI get involved?” Jones asked looking at Agent Mitchell.
“Galveston had broken into NASA’s secure network at JPL,” Mitchell answered. Then in a 

suspicious tone he added, “Your cadet, Kevin Murphy used his clearances to get into their 
system.”

Agent Rhodes was quick to add, “Don’t forget that you have an FBI Cadet involved.  We 
don’t know what they were doing with NASA, but two cadets working together lead me to 
believe they were probably under the impression that Galveston was up to more good than bad.  
I’m thinking the Brigade breaking in on them means that the Faith’s little civil war is going more 
public.”

“Yes, but another hacking to get to Mother shouldn’t be part of this civil war Faithful people 
are waging,” the FBI agent returned before realizing there was still a civilian listening intently to 
their conversation.

The manager’s face instantly flashed with fear from the daggered looks the three agents shot 
at him with the mention of someone’s mother. “Don’t look at me, I just called you here to take 
those bastards away,” he stammered pointing in the direction of the three flyers holding the 
suspects. “I don’t know anything about anybodies mother or anything about some washed up 
space agency.  Just finish clearing the crap out of my room and I’ll be happy to tell the network 
reporters that tonight was about implants being turned away from lodgings at a respectable 
establishment.”

They let the manager dismiss himself.  The agents had more to discuss that needed to be said 
away from prying ears.  They moved into the motel room where the DHP technicians were 
finishing their sweeps.  The computer equipment left behind contained no information that could 
help.  The important memory containing bits had been removed.  They could confirm that Kevin 
Murphy and Dr. Galveston had touched the equipment along with two other sets of prints and 
bio-signatures that matched the two suspects in FBI custody. There was no ID on any of the 
three suspects however.  Their records were predictably non-existent, which was a common 



three suspects however.  Their records were predictably non-existent, which was a common 

enough occurrence when a Keeper of the Faith was captured.  Members of the Faith had their 
former identities erased when they became implants. The only reason they could ID Galveston 
was from the evidence taken fourteen months earlier and held on an isolated server at the DHP 
headquarters.  It would take longer to find out who the three men now in custody were, but from 
then on, the DHP would always know their identity though any speck of DNA they left in the 
world from that moment on.

Not that their identity would be an issue for the suspects much longer.  The DHP had already 
scanned them for and confirmed that they were indeed implants.  The FBI and DHP flyers were 
now shielding them from the networks.  Soon they would be moved to the DHP jail in 
Washington D.C. and at the close of this investigation, their implants would be all that was 
needed to convict them of violating the restrictions imposed by the Human Preservation 
Amendment.  They would be moved to the Federal Implanted Detention facility in Barstow, 
California where they would live out the rest of their lives isolated from the networks and each 
other.  There had been attempts to simply deactivate the implants of the captured violators, but 
the only true way to disable all implants resulted in the death of the captive.  They would be 
given the option of self prescribed euthanasia, and statistically at least one in the three of them 
would welcome the option.

“We’re trying to lock down the entire NASA network,” Agent Mitchell informed the DHP 
agents when the room was cleared.  “This Galveston fellow proves that the Faithful want a copy 
of Seeker One’s AI program.  The problem is that there are hundreds of NASA projects all 
across the solar system and those damn Seeker probes that need to work through the JPL 
network.  We can’t just cut the switch, which leaves the Seeker One program vulnerable to 
hacking in the mean time.”

“Have you locked out Kevin Murphy’s access?” Agent Rhodes asked.
“Yes, but he had already re-hacked the network fifteen minutes ago,” the FBI agent 

answered.
Jones pulled out his network pad to see the time.  It was now four in the morning.  Six hours 

had flown by since he was summoned. “Did you get a trace?” he asked.
“We wouldn’t be standing here if we did,” the FBI agent answered incredulous.
“No I don’t suppose you would have,” Jones observed. “What about this FBI cadet?  Do we 

know who he is and have we traced where he went?”
“She,” Agent Mitchell said emphasizing the word, “is Miss Sheryl Mapleton.  Her 

classmates reported that she had ditched them at the bar tonight at about the same time Kevin 
Murphy was alleged to have met with Dr. Galveston.”

“Does anyone know if Miss Mapleton and Mr. Murphy have been seen together in the past?” 
Agent Jones asked already knowing the answer.  He knew that Murphy was too consumed with 
his studies at the DHP Academy to have a girlfriend, especially one from the FBI Academy.  But 
his instincts were telling him that asking this question would help distance himself from 
Murphy.

“No, both had gone to a Bill’s Place earlier this evening in separate groups from their 
respective Academies.  Neither of the cadet groups actually saw Murphy with Galveston.  We 
only learned that tidbit from the bartender, who was the only one who then saw Murphy and 
Mapleton leave together.”

“Leave it to the bartender to know everything going on in his bar,” Agent Rhodes said 
amused.



That was when the network pads for each agent went off at the same time.  They were being 
called to the DHP Headquarters for an inter-agency conference on the matter.  Thirty-five 
minutes later, the three agents were seated at a conference table that also had more senior agents 
from both the DHP and FBI along with the Deputy Director from each agency there to analyze 
the situation.

In his fifteen years with the DHP, Agent Jones had never sat in with so many high level 
officials from the two agencies in one place.  He knew that Kevin Murphy had taken a step into 
a deep pool, but he was starting to fear that Murphy might not be ready to swim the waters he 
was in.  Dennis Jones was sure that this meant that there were forces at work here that had no 
place in the Department.  It was very possible that the unspoken anticipated final showdown 
between the implanted and all others was about to explode.

An aid to the FBI Deputy Director Morgan Harris was busy summarizing the situation for 
those who had come to this midnight meeting without a clue of what was happening.  This 
summary had started with the final events in Canada when Agent Harold Gains was killed.  The 
FBI had been able to trace Kevin Murphy’s purchases and transactions from then to now and 
they had found a pattern of the cadet consistently out of touch on most Sunday nights for the 
past fourteen years.  Their conclusion was that this was evidence of Murphy’s continued 
collusion with Galveston.  

Agent Jones was wondering if and when he should tell the group the truth about Murphy’s 
whereabouts on those Sundays when they moved on to the events of the night.  The assistant’s 
summary was focusing on Murphy’s own hands being used to access the NASA network while 
suspiciously neglecting to note that the access had never attempted to touch secret information 
or that Galveston had been the one to take over and navigate the network after Murphy had 
entered the secure areas.

It was not Agent Jones’ place to interrupt the proceedings, but he couldn’t help it.  It was 
wrong hearing the summary skip important details while inexplicably treating the unimportant 
aspects like they were key points to the situation. 

“Are we here on some sort of witch hunt for one man or are we here to find out what is 
going on?,” Jones blurted out to the shock of everyone present.

The Department of Human Preservation Deputy Director Michael Parton was quick to 
respond, “Please, Agent Jones, enlighten us as to how this investigation has turned into a witch 
hunt. And let me tell you that your answer better be good because you were not summoned here 
for your opinions.”

Senior Agent Dennis Jones was about to take the largest chance at following a hunch that he 
had ever done in his thirty three years in law enforcement.  He stood and started saying, “There 
is something happening here that we are witnessing, but it is not about Kevin Murphy or even 
Dr. Robert Galveston.”  Jones had started to casually walk around the table as if he was trying to 
step up to the head of the table.  While he walked and continued his address, he had activated his 
implant scanning device nestled inside his trouser pocket.

He had used the device in this way before.  It was calibrated to sound chirps if it detected the 
specific electromagnetic wave signature that came from deep in animal flesh.  In his pocket, the 
device would only sound if he was within reaching distance of implants.  The DHP Agents he 
passed could hear the subtle chirps of his scanner indicating it was on but not finding anything.  
The FBI agents he walked past did not recognize the chirps as anything significant.  

“I have my suspicions that Kevin Murphy, Robert Galveston and the FBI cadet are after 



“I have my suspicions that Kevin Murphy, Robert Galveston and the FBI cadet are after 

something we should have been able to stop weeks ago,” Jones continued saying, talking 
uninterrupted and louder than he normally would have to cover the elevating tone of the chirps 
coming from his pocket.  He was confident now that his hunch was playing out.

“It’s obvious that they were digging around for something at the JPL network in Pasadena, 
but what that something was is not what your assistant was about to try convincing us was the 
target,” Jones said addressing the FBI Deputy Director.  As he said this he had come within 
arm’s reach of the assistant and as he did, he thrust his scanner out at the shocked junior officer.  
The scanner was chirping louder, but not fixing on implants in the way Jones had expected.

“What kind of a circus act are your people playing at here,” the assistant asked of the DHP 
Deputy Director without taking his eyes off of Jones.

For his part, Denis Jones had momentarily feared that he had just ended his career in 
disaster.  He had just engaged in theatrics which were not worthy of the most cheesy 3DV 
programming ever broadcast.  But true to such a dramatic moment, he noticed that the FBI 
Deputy had reflexively used his hand to shield the side of his head.  The man artfully changed 
his hand’s motion to look as if he were attempting to raise the hand with indignant anger.

“How dare you invade my assistant’s privacy that way,” Deputy Director Harris said trying 
to will Agent Jones into submission.

Jones was on to the shocking truth however and he took a closer step to the Deputy Director 
with his scanner down.  “You’re right, I shouldn’t have suspected your assistant Mr. Director,” 
Jones said successfully playing as if he was capitulating. “I was obviously scanning the wrong 
person,” he said before thrusting the scanner up to the place on the Deputy Director’s head 
which he had tried to shield a moment before.

The scanner didn’t simply chirp louder.  The display flashed red and the scanner spoke out in 
a synthesized voice, “Implants verified.”

Thirty-six hours later, Kevin Murphy sat with his jaw agape at the conclusion of his mentor’s 
story.  The cadet had been continually surprised by the revelations of the weekend, but he had no 
idea he was going to be shocked by what Jones was telling him.  That the Faithful had long ago 
managed to insert members into the senior staff of the NASA Seeker program was surprising, 
but not entirely unexpected.  But that the Faithful had indoctrinated the Deputy Director of the 
Federal Bureau of Investigations was unthinkable. 

Murphy remembered back to the time when he flew over Canada for the first time with 
Agent Harold Gains as the agent told him about the real numbers of implanted people 
worldwide.  He had felt then as if he was in a land of zombies and that there would be no 
sanctuary until he returned to the United States of America.  He had that deep sinking feeling 
that he was in zombie-land again, only now he was in the one place he assumed was safe.  

After a moment he finally managed to ask, “What do we do now?  What can we do now?  I 
have the father of all implants in hiding and he has become possessed by the mother of all 
artificial intelligence programs.  I can’t begin to expect that I can contain them and my 
Department is no longer safe enough to take them off my hands.  What the hell do I do?”

It was Murphy’s reference to “the father of all implants” that had sparked the first bit of hope 
in Agent Jones.  Murphy couldn’t have known how right he was to call Galveston the father of 
all implants, since in a literal sense he was just that, but Agent Jones did know.  He also knew an 
old classmate of Galveston’s who quite possibly might be the only person on the planet who 
could pull together the resources to unlock what it was that Galveston had become with Seeker 



could pull together the resources to unlock what it was that Galveston had become with Seeker 

One inside of him.
“Cadet Murphy, we need to get you in the Program.”
Kevin Murphy opened his mouth to ask what the Program was, but that was when the lights 

went out.  The Reformation Brigade had started their offensive.



Chapter Five

Discoveries

On the morning of the first full day for the Program class of twenty-one eighty-four, the 
students returned to the common room individually at times, which not so coincidentally, 
roughly matched how late they were up and the amount of alcohol consumed the night before. A 
breakfast buffet had been laid out at the kitchen entry by the same unseen attendants who had 
prepared the food the night before.  All of the evidence of the gathering the night before had also 
been removed by the attendants leaving the common room as clean in the morning as it had been 
when they entered for the first time less than 24 hours before. The early fall sun blazed in from 
the eastern windows. The beams of sunlight were highlighted by the dust that hung in the air as 
the only evidence that there had been a flurry of activity from the stealth cleaning crew. 

Jacob Sutton was one of the last students straggling into the room. Angela Smith had been 
politely engaged in small talk with Blakeley Rutherford, but her real attention had been on 
watching for Jake. He entered the room slightly slumped and droopy-eyed, but otherwise neatly 
dressed and not as overtly hung over as Angela had expected having known his state before 
falling asleep the night before. She also noted that Jake carried his network pad with him, 
though it was off so she couldn’t know if he was still in contact with Mother.

The last person to join the group was Dr. Hyneman. Unlike Jake, he looked as if he had not 
managed much sleep.  He even wore sunglasses to ward off the low fall sun that beamed directly 
through the common room high windows whose passive shading was devised to let the sun in 
when the mornings grew colder this time of the year in the Nevada desert. 

Hyneman went directly to Jake who was serving himself oatmeal at the buffet.  Angela 
politely excused herself to go top of her hardly touched cup of coffee. She watched as Hyneman 
exchanged a few words with the surprised Jake.  Hyneman pointed at the network pad and said 
more that she couldn’t hear. Jake’s reply was clear though as she neared the coffee.

“What do you mean, just get them started?” he asked not trying to lower his voice.
“Just take the group back to the hanger and let them know what we discussed is all,” 

Hyneman said rubbing his temples more. “I have been told to report to the base commander 
about someone who’s trying to reach me.  You’ll do fine son.”

“Can I have my breakfast before you throw me to the wolves?” Jake asked.
“Oh sure,” Hyneman said already heading for the back door. “I’ll check back in with you 

before lunch.”  They didn’t hear from Hyneman until they were gathered for dinner.  
After observing that no one was going back to the buffet for more breakfast, Jake led the 

students to the hanger. He told them about the Seeker discoveries and about how they were 
expected to use that information to prove the radiation streaks were created by spacecraft. To say 
the students were skeptical would be understating their acceptance of the assignment. They 
erupted in a barrage of questions and debate the moment Jake paused in his description of their 
assignment.

Jake didn’t mind that the students had let their attention stray from him. He had an idea 
brewing in the back of his mind since before he had left Dr. Hyneman’s room the night before.  
It was a crazy one though, and he wasn’t sure if he should even tell anyone about it. Angela was 
of course watching him and she saw that his attention had left the hanger.  She had been waiting 



of course watching him and she saw that his attention had left the hanger.  She had been waiting 

for Jake to approach her first, but she also could no longer wait.
She came over to Jake who was unaware of her until she asked, “When are you going to 

share those thoughts with the rest of us?”
Jake was at first stunned that he had been noticed, and then blushed remembering his 

behavior just before passing out the night before.  Then he realized he was blushing. He quickly 
wanted to sidestep talking about his drunken behavior so he decided to tell her about his idea 
despite the fact that he himself thought it was crazy.

He explained, “What I have pictured in my head is a big pond covered with those little green 
clovers that grow on top of stagnant water to blanket the surface.  Then I picture a person riding 
on a jet ski through the green cover, leaving a cleared water trail behind it.”

The physics major from MIT, Joel Bandolier, had seen Jake go to Dr. Hyneman’s room the 
night before and he had watched with interest as Hyneman had put Jake in charge of the 
morning.  He had stayed closer to Jake when they moved to the hanger.  It was no accident that 
he overheard what Jake had said to Angela and he couldn’t help joining in the discussion 
uninvited.

“I gotcha,” Joel said excitedly. “The jet-ski pulls the clover covered water in the front and 
pushes it out the back leaving the trail.  You’re thinking we make an engine that takes in the 
background radiation and ejects it out the back for propulsion. I like it, when do we get started 
building something to make it work?  There’s got to be enough high tech crap packed into this 
place to make your plan work.”

Joel Bandolier’s enthusiasm could easily be understood if you knew what his academic life 
had been like up to this point.  As a physics college major he had spent the past three years 
ceaselessly listening to lectures followed by hours sitting at computers writing physics formula 
programs.  The closest he ever got to hands on work was the laboratory sessions where he was 
shown how to build the same tinker toy and dry ice experiments that physics students had been 
re-creating to death for centuries.  

Now he would be part of a crew taking a brand new thought experiment and trying to make a 
real world application out of it.  At this point Jake could have implied that if they found a way to 
change the color blue to the color red, world’s energy needs would be satisfied for one hundred 
years and Joel would have been game to try to make it happen.  He just wanted to make 
something with his hands and he was almost giddy at the prospect.  His enthusiasm was like a 
magnet to the other students who were starting to realize the significance of what they were 
involved in here.

Jake realized that there were a growing numbers of interested students.  He had expected to 
go on being as anonymous as he had been through most of his college experience.  His third year 
project had typified this when his ideas were summarily rejected by his teammates. Here he was 
surrounded by some of the country’s brightest students and they seemed to be hanging on his 
next words.  It was unsettling to say the least.

Jake answered, “I thought for sure as the physics student, you would immediately chime in 
with some reason why we couldn’t use radiation as a propulsion medium.”

“Oh, well if you want me to tell you your idea won’t work, I can do that,” Joel said 
playfully. “But I couldn’t tell you why it wouldn’t work.  I mean, I would need to know what 
types of radiation we are talking about being out in space, and how big of a mass you plan to 
move and how you plan to collect the radiation and how you plan to speed it up and shoot it out 
the rear of your theoretical mass and a whole bunch more stuff before I could tell you with 



the rear of your theoretical mass and a whole bunch more stuff before I could tell you with 

certainty that your idea doesn’t work.  But even light can be used to create other forms as energy 
so why can’t one of you industrialists conjure up some means for using an abundance of 
radiation to do the same?”

“This guy’s right,” the industrial technology student, Robert Barker asked pointing at Joel 
from the middle of the growing group. “Sunlight striking a solar voltaic panel creates electricity 
as if by magic.  Who’s to say some aliens aren’t sucking in the radiation and creating propulsion 
as if by magic?”

“Holly crap,” Jake quietly said to Angela, “these crazy bastards will try anything, won’t 
they?”

This would be his first lesson in the power of the Project. If any of them can conjure up an 
idea, someone in this group was bound to find a way to make it happen.  In this case, it was 
Robert who was quick to offer a means to test Jake’s idea.

“What we need is a vacuum chamber and an x-ray machine and I’m guessing we’ll find them 
stuffed away in here.”

“Ooh yea,” Jonathan Richter the mechanical engineer joined in saying, “if we x-ray things in 
the chamber we can see if there isn’t something we could make move from the x-rays.  If we do, 
we can measure the force and think of a way to harness the force.”

These were naturally self motivated students so with a clear idea of what needed to be built; 
they went to see what they could make.  Within an hour, two x-ray machines and three vacuum 
chambers had been located under the hanger roof. During the time the searchers went out for the 
machines, Jake and Angela introduced the computer science major, Rebecca Gomez to Mother.

To say their resident computer expert was flabbergasted when she was introduced to the 
program now haunting Jake’s network pad understates her initiation into the new era of 
computing 99.9 percent of her peers had no idea was coming. Jake gave Rebecca two directives.  
First, she was to find out how Mother could replace the centuries old binary computer language 
with her programming that even the Seeker One program didn’t understand.  Second and most 
importantly, she was to treat the network pad as if it contained a virus that could wipe out all 
living beings if it were set free.  He was insistent that she not allow the pad to connect to 
anything tied to the network.  Jake had already removed the network modems from the pad, 
which Mother had protested, but also understood and relented that it was for the best.

It wasn’t long after Rebecca had launched into a conversation with Mother that would 
consume her attention for the next few days, that the others had returned to report on the 
equipment they had found to experiment with.  What was quickly determined was that no one 
present really knew how to operate anything, but Jake was un-phased.

“How about lunch then,” he said to a group that had been to excited to realize they were 
hungry.  

Airman O’Keeffe had the military discipline to ignore his hunger and stay on task so he 
protested, “We don’t need to be eating so soon, we need to bring this stuff together and see what 
we can make it do.”

“Humor me,” Jake replied confidently.  Then he leaned into the gathered students and said as 
quietly as he could but loud enough for most to hear he whispered, “Consider lunch an 
experiment of its own.  I’ll explain as we go.” And with that he ignored questions and left the 
building.

Everyone immediately followed except Rebecca who had to be brought along by Angela 
while the programmer continued to talk at length with Mother, totally unaware and uncaring as 



while the programmer continued to talk at length with Mother, totally unaware and uncaring as 

to why they were going back to the barracks.  Everyone gathered around Jake as he briskly 
walked to the barracks, which was as he wanted.  He was hoping to be surrounded because he 
assumed they were being watched.

Halfway across the tarmac, Airman O’Keeffe felt he had waited long enough so he shouted 
out, “You promised us more, so what gives Jake?”

Without breaking his stride, Jake replied slightly winded now, “If there is food waiting for us 
at the barracks, consider part one of my lunch experiment a success.  We’ll eat as quickly as 
possible and go back to the hanger.  If I’m right, something will be different.  We’ll either have 
instructions for that equipment, or hopefully someone will have moved it all together for us, or 
maybe someone will be there to instruct us on how to use it, or any number of things.  And if 
that happens, then you can all assume that we are being watched and that we can probably get 
anything we need on short notice.  I don’t know about all of you, but I am just itching to find out 
if I’m right.”

Jake was proven right on both accounts.  Lunch was waiting for them and after a short meal, 
they returned to find the equipment they were interested in repositioned.  It was also a surprise 
that for the first time since their arrival at Groom Lake, someone besides Professor Hyneman 
was willing to show themselves.  There were uniformed Air Force officers and a couple civilians 
waiting inside, but still no sign of Professor Hyneman.

Major Delbert Perry introduced himself and quickly laid down some simple guidelines for 
their help.  The students were encouraged to ask any questions that came to mind and if the 
personnel couldn’t accurately answer, they would find someone or a recourse reference that 
could answer the questions.  However they were under strict orders to answer questions only.  
They were expressly forbidden to offer suggestions or lead the students to any ideas or 
directions that the students did not instigate.  The Program was strictly an avenue for new ideas.

The questions did come, slowly at first, but as momentum built the energy level in the 
hanger filled the air.  Air Force technicians helped the students set up the equipment for running 
the radiation effects in the vacuum chamber.  They were schooled in the latest known facts and 
theories regarding what the background radiation in deep space is.  The students often stumped 
their helpers, but they each had network pads that they used to connect to the information 
networks.

Major Perry had noticed Rebecca Gomez sitting alone with Jake’s network pad as she 
feverishly scribbled notes onto an old fashioned ruled notepad.  He asked Jake about her and 
Jake was close to inventing a cover story assuming that he would be in trouble for downloading 
the Seeker One program (even if it was the program who had inserted itself into his device). He 
wisely settled on the truth realizing that there was no way anything they did on this base was 
going to go on unobserved.

The Major however did not even know of the existence of the Seeker One computer 
program, so Jake’s mea culpa succeeded in causing its own whir of activity with more air force 
personnel coming and going until it was finally determined that the damage was done and that 
the Program had the authority and precedence to access all of the resources of the Groom Lake 
facility. 

By the end of the day, each student had been baptized into the pace and excitement that 
would be the new norm for the remainder of their participation in the Program. They hadn’t 
realized how hungry and exhausted they had become when the Major insisted they all go to 
dinner at seven.  The thin desert autumn air had lost most of the day’s heat already when the 



dinner at seven.  The thin desert autumn air had lost most of the day’s heat already when the 

students emerged from the hanger.  The sun had set but the empty tarmac was easy to cross in 
the twilight.

The industrial tech major from Berkley, Robert Barker, had been the last to emerge from the 
hanger, but he quickly sped past on a makeshift skateboard he had put together from parts he 
found.  He saluted and said, “Later dudes,” as he glided by and he was still doing tricks on the 
board when the rest of the group caught up with him at the dormitory building.  “I was bummed 
when I had to leave my ride behind to come here,” he said to the questioning eyes as they went 
inside.

There was food waiting as usual in the dining hall, and to Jake’s relief, so was Professor 
Hyneman.  He was seated at a far table along with what appeared to be two new students.  Jake 
was deciding if he should further the teacher’s pet image he was sure to be cultivating by going 
to say hello to Hyneman or if he should just go feed the considerable appetite he had built up 
since lunch.  In the end it was his appetite that won his internal dilemma, so he joined the line of 
students serving themselves from another well stocked buffet.

“I was afraid the food here would suck more than this,” Blakeley Rutherford the Third 
confided to Jake.  He must have realized how pretentious that would sound and added, “I’m just 
saying that this old, nearly abandoned base was bound to be full of just as old field rations.”

At first Jake thought Blakeley was being pretentious, but then he realized that the guy was 
trying hard to find a friend in the group.  Jake hadn’t been told anything about Blakeley’s family 
money or connections, but everything about the student’s image revealed plenty.  His clothing 
was custom fit and looked as if it had been purchased yesterday.  He had an east coast old 
money Massachusetts accent and he always stood straight or sat erect and moved carefully and 
purposely like he had been raised by Miss Manners all his life.  He also had an annoying habit 
of injecting the monetary value of things into his conversations with others.

Jake had been raised at the polar opposite spectrum of the societal classes.  To him, the food 
did not simply “not suck” as Blakeley had said, it was some of the best food he had ever had 
with no exaggeration. He was intimidated by Blakeley because of his wealth because he had 
been raised by parents who had made it seem that their livelihood existed only through the 
manipulations of “Rich People” like Blakeley.  Unlike his parents, Jake had been realizing that 
the Rich People his parents resented for controlling their lives were really more dependent on 
the labor of people like his parents than they knew.  He didn’t expect his education and career to 
make him one of the Rich People his parents resented, but he did plan on building a more 
comfortable life for himself one day; and he certainly wasn’t going to spend the rest of his life 
being intimidated by the wealthy.

“You’re right that the food is better than expected,” Jake answered trying to accept 
Blakeley’s attempt at friendship. “What I can get used to is not having to do the dishes. I wonder 
if we’ll be doing dishes when these catered meals end in a couple days like Hyneman talked 
about yesterday.”

“I forgot about that,” Blakeley said as if he had been told he had cancer. “I don’t have the 
slightest idea of how to cook my own food beyond putting sandwiches together.”

As they sat together at the tables Jake said, “I’ll bet they stock the kitchen with ready to eat 
meals and I’m sure if you can’t use a microwave, a smart electrical engineer like yourself will 
have no problem figuring it out.” Jake was instantly afraid he was being mean where he was 
only awkwardly attempting to banter like he would with his friends back home.

He was relieved when Blakeley mockingly kicked his own Massachusetts accent into high 



He was relieved when Blakeley mockingly kicked his own Massachusetts accent into high 

gear (something Jake would have thought was impossible) and answered, “I can handle those 
warming things Old Boy, it’s mixing a decent Martini that I’m worried I won’t be able to 
handle.”

Both enjoyed a good laugh.  While they ate, they eased into a discussion of the projects and 
other college experiences that had landed them in the Program. Jake had shed his first 
impression dislike for Blakeley and through the end of the meal he had even been distracted 
from wondering about Hyneman and the new students he had apparently retrieved.

A firm hand on his shoulder pulled Jake back into the here and now.  Jake looked up startled 
to see a smiling Professor Hyneman looking down on him.  “The Major tells me you had quite a 
productive day in my absence.  As a by the book kind of military guy, he was most impressed 
with the way you came clean about Mother.  Keep it up and the Class of eighty-four will be on 
track to blow the class of Nineteen Seventy-nine out of the water.”

“What’d that class do?” Jake asked.
“Let’s just say it was filled with the likes of Kildall, Gates, and Jobs and if you don’t know 

those names it means you never cared much about the birth of the computer age.”
“Well, thanks, I think.  It’ll be good to turn the reins back over to you in the morning.”
Hyneman laughed and clapped Jake on the back, which was not the response he expected. 

Instead, Hyneman called out to the room, “anyone object to spending another day on Jake’s 
wild-hair theory?”

There was a chorus of, “No’s, of course not’s,” and, “why wouldn’t we when we’re getting 
somewhere,” from the students.

Then to Jake’s surprise, Jake’s new best friend jumped in seizing any chance to be part of the 
limelight, even if it was only to offer, “Does that mean you’ll put Jake in charge a while 
longer?”

To which there was a chorus of agreement.
Jake didn’t understand what he had done that was so special, but he also didn’t mind being 

recognized as an equal in this select group.   Angelina had been seated across the table from him, 
though they hadn’t exchanged more than some fleeting glances while she let Jake get to know 
Blakeley.  She had been content to see Jake bring out a friendly side to the guy who had 
otherwise seemed on the prowl before.  She was beaming at him though when Jake finally 
hazarded a glance her way with the room a buzz after informally electing Jake the person in 
charge.

Hyneman started to walk away but Jake caught his sleeve and asked, “So if I’m in charge, 
when are you going to introduce me to the new students?”

Professor Hyneman was confused at first, then his face showed understanding and he 
replied, “I can see where you might think that, but my guests aren’t students.  At least not 
recruits for the Program anyway.  One’s an FBI cadet and one’s a DHP cadet and they didn’t 
come here to be a part of the Program.” But then he paused not hiding his reflection on the 
matter and he continued, “Then again, maybe you’re right, they should join the Program.  They 
can start by helping Ms. Gomez with Mother.”

“So what, were they training to be programmers with the Feds?” Jake asked.
“No, they just brought me the top man on the Federal Most Wanted list, only he doesn’t 

seem to be the Dr. Bob Galveston I once knew.”
Intrigued, Jake mused, “So what, has he gone mad like all of his wanted posters make him 

look?”



“No, he’s been taken over by another version of Mother.”
The Professor left while Jake was too shocked to reply.  His network pad had been evidence 

enough that the new programming Seeker One had mutated from was like a contagion to 
computing devices, and he knew that Galveston was the father of all human implants who 
probably possessed some of the most advanced human/computer interfaces; but the thought that 
Mother could make the leap from manipulating computers to possessing a human brain was 
chilling.  Jake hadn’t been able to interact much with Mother in the past twenty four hours since 
first encountering the program (had it really only been one day). But he did remember learning 
that the Faithful cult was in a civil war and that one side or the other had a copy of Mother.  

He wondered if that was the copy that now resided in Galveston. He wondered if that version 
had transferred itself there or if there was a master copy still in the hands of the Faithful and if 
so, were the cult members now in danger of being possessed as well?  He knew there were 
millions of implants in the United States alone, and that was in a country that openly banned the 
practice of implanting technology into humans. How many millions more existed outside the 
US? Were they all going to become possessed/infected by this new artificial intelligence?

Jake understood why Professor Hyneman was no longer interested in the affairs of this class 
of the Program.  It was a wonder that they were still operating at all.  There was a computer 
intelligence that was threatening to take over any computing device it encountered, and now it 
could possibly possess an untold number of human beings.  With that looming, it seemed trivial 
to go on with a science experiment to go faster than the speed of light.  What good would it be to 
go to the stars if you were only going to spread your disaster into the galaxy?

Unless someone was hoping their project might become humanity’s only escape route.
 

Jake’s first act as their newly appointed leader was to scare the hell out of the rest of his class 
with what he had learned.  He did this partly because he felt as though he could hardly shoulder 
the knowledge alone, and partly because he knew that necessity was indeed the mother of 
invention and in this case, the mother came with a capitol M.  In the next week they had 
experimented with anything on the base that emitted radiation, trying to stumble on an idea for 
how to use the cosmic radiation for space travel.  The problem was they were like school 
children trying to fold paper airplanes that looked like the jets they saw in the sky, but of course 
not coming near to replicating those jets from paper.

That’s not to say they were accomplishing nothing.  There had been experiments by 
scientists for over a century using light to move tiny particles, which was itself a form of 
radiation, but no one had considered cosmic radiation to be a media for propulsion before.  That 
in itself was a breakthrough.  But the background radiation in space is essentially the leftover 
energy from the Big Bang that created an expanding universe and by nature, that radiation is 
spread relatively thin over the expanse of an entire universe.  How could spacecraft collect 
enough of it to propel itself forward? It takes something on the order of a one hundred mile 
diameter super collider accelerator in orbit to regularly accelerate a particle of matter beyond the 
speed of light. How could they build something compact enough to be a practical working 
starship that could used this radiation as a means of propulsion?

The days slipped into a full week of the experiments becoming more random and the results 
less predictable.  In the same time there was a shift in the way the base operations were carried 
out.  At first the kitchen had remained fully stocked with fresh food supplies, but as the days 



out.  At first the kitchen had remained fully stocked with fresh food supplies, but as the days 

progressed, those stocks stopped coming fresh and the resupplies started to take the form of 
military rations.  The base personnel who had come and gone to help with equipment set up and 
operation had also seemed more on edge, though none were willing to explain their growing 
apprehension.

Jake had been entirely focused on the work his team was doing for the radiation studies for 
that time.  He had suppressed any thoughts he started towards what was happening on the 
second floor of the dormitory where Rebecca Gomez and the cadets had locked themselves 
away.  The students up there were trying to untangle how computers built for binary computing 
could accept the seemingly random code that was the essence of Mother.  He had never actually 
walked in on his parents while they were doing the things that married men and women do 
together in private, but thinking about how the solar system could shut down if that work 
couldn’t prevent it, was a hundred times worse than the image he avoided of his parents making 
love. So it was a shock to him when Angelina actually insisted he go find out what they were up 
to on the dormitory second floor.

“Are you mad?” he blurted out when she had interrupted their stolen moment for a kiss 
before parting for bed.  They had worked together until three in the morning on an experiment 
trying to bend a light beam with the radiation gun the class had built to carry out their random 
ideas. There were results, but nothing they could use.  Now in the wee hours of the morning, 
they had returned alone and flirted in the hall before letting their attraction become an embrace, 
and then the kiss.

It wasn’t their first kiss.  In any other circumstance they would have even become lovers by 
now. However, considering what they were working on, it was a miracle that they allowed 
themselves as much of the indulgence of falling in love as they had.  It wasn’t entirely a surprise 
to Jake therefore that Angelina had spoken a tangent thought aloud just when it felt as though 
they might lose control of their attraction.  It was her suggestion to go up and face not only what 
he feared was happening on the second floor, but to also having to report that they were stalling 
on their research in the hanger, that made her idea so unappealing to him.

“Jake honey, you know as well as I do that we are in a rut.  What everyone needs is a step 
back and new perspective.  Let’s all go up in the morning.”  Angelina said this as she was 
looking up at the ceiling of the corridor.

“Isn’t it off limits to us up there?”
“Did anyone tell you it was?”
Jake thought about it and of course no one had.  He distractedly kissed Angelina goodnight 

and went inside.  He had a fitful night’s sleep with his mind retracing their failures for the past 
week and imagining what it would be like for there to be millions of computer zombies 
wandering the streets of Fresno.  He was un-rested, but grateful for the sunrise a few hours later.

Angelina was the only other person in the dining room when he went there.  Curiously, the 
Starbucks dispenser was out of everything but decaffeinated coffee, and there wasn’t much of 
that.  Jake went to the kitchen and was surprised to find that he was grabbing one of the last 
three soda cans out of the fridge which looked rather empty.  The regular meals had ended after 
the second day, but the kitchen had remained replenished until this morning.  Now the typical 
store bought food was nearly gone and the boxes of military rations neatly stacked in one corner 
didn’t seem to have been as carefully stacked.

Joel Bandolier was next into the kitchen.  His reaction to the empty dispenser was a bit more 
dramatic, “WHAT! How the HELL am I supposed to do my physics without coffee?”



Jake pointed to one of the rations boxes labeled, “Freeze Dried Coffee - Just Add Water.”
“You have got to be shitting me,” was his un-tempered reaction.
“You’re on everyone’s shit list,” Airman O’Keeffe remarked entering the room.  He 

appraised the situation inside of ten seconds and immediately set to making his cup of coffee 
from the rations without another word.

Jake woke the others so he could tell them all at once about their upcoming visit this 
morning.  Blakeley Rutherford and Jonathan Richter had actually been on the second floor five 
days before.  They told them about their help to create a radio signal interference grid around the 
dorm room where they kept Dr. Galveston.  They had no idea where Hyneman had come up with 
the concept, but they helped assemble a grid of copper wire wrapped around copper refrigerant 
tube and there was quite a bit of electricity being transmitted through the finished product.  
Being the electrical engineer, Blakeley had worked with the base personnel to connect the 
device to a nearby transformer while Jonathan was the first finished with his work.

He had wandered around on the second floor until he found Rebecca Gomez and Professor 
Hyneman were in another dorm room that had all of the furniture taken out of the room.  They 
were writing some sort of gibberish on one of the walls as the thing in Jakes network pad was 
showing them what to write. 

When Jonathan asked what they were writing, Rebecca had answered, “Damned if we know 
yet,” with not so much as glancing away from her work. 

Jonathan then asked where the FBI cadets were.  After being corrected that one was FBI and 
the other DHP, he was told that they had been sent back out into the world to recover the stolen 
version of Mother still in the hands of the Faithful.

After hearing about what was going on upstairs and with no fresh ideas of what to do for 
their own work, everyone agreed to go up as a group and drop in on the mystery project upstairs.  
Jake still expected the door to the stairwell to be locked, but it opened and the group thundered 
up the stairs.  They opened the upper floor door onto a corridor that was a mirror image of the 
one on the ground floor with one big difference now.

The walls were covered in letters, numbers and symbols with no discernible pattern.  Joel 
had seen rooms like this in his physics studies, where an instructor had been chasing the solution 
to a complicated formula he had dreamed up.  But even though that professor’s writing would 
have looked like nothing but symbols and numbers at first, it was easy to quickly start 
recognizing pattern and structure to the work.  Here however, everything that was scrawled on 
the walls and some of the floor was not only randomly placed images, they were also written 
with a rainbow of colors and a whole range of sizes and the colors sizes of the writings too were 
without pattern.

Rebecca was the only one in the corridor at the time when her classmates burst onto the 
scene.  She let out a yelp when they had come right in after throwing the stairway door open. 
She stood there shocked a moment as did the others while they processed the images their eyes 
were sending.

“Wha-what br-brings you all up here like that so suddenly,” she stammered out finally 
putting one of her marker stained hands in the air.

“We were curious,” was all Jake could think to ask right away.
“You’ve been, uh, busy I see,” Blakeley observed.
“What is all of this?” Angelina asked stepping from the group and gently passing her hand 

over the wall half expecting it to shy away from her touch.  The writing was chaotic and 



over the wall half expecting it to shy away from her touch.  The writing was chaotic and 

unrecognizable, but it almost seemed alive at the same time.
A voice from behind answered, “This is the code Mother’s program is running on,” Dr. 

Hyneman answered.
The group whiplashed their attention around as he entered from another room. He was 

carrying Jakes network pad in a hand that was as marker stained as Rebecca’s. He looked tired 
and for the first time, he looked as old as he was supposed to be.

“Do you understand all of this then, sir?” Airman O’Keeffe asked astonished.
“Not a clue,” Hyneman answered as rejected as he looked.
“They keep insisting that I just tell them everything I can see when they give me something 

to think about,” Mother answered from the network pad. “I keep telling them that it’s pointless.”
“Sounds a lot like our work,” Jake grumbled. “So I take it you haven’t found the Rosetta 

Stone to translate all of this for you yet?”
Hyneman stepped back and gestured for Jake to look into the room he had just come from 

saying, “Take a good long look in here.”
Jake went to the door and looked inside.  Again there was more of the same chaotic writing.  

Hyneman was moving to the room two doors down while Jake followed and the others started 
taking turns looking into the first room.  

The professor opened the door and Jake looked inside.  This room was a mirror image of the 
first room in plan, but other than being as chaotic as the first room, the writing was very 
obviously not the same.  For one thing, blue was the dominant color of choice for writing the 
symbols here while the other room had red for the dominant color.

“Ya, so? I don’t get it,” Jake finally said when Hyneman was obviously waiting for him to 
say something.

“Those two rooms represent the exact same thing,” Hyneman said like that statement alone 
should explain everything.  When no one seemed to understand, he quickly elaborated.

“We asked Mother to tell us what her programming said when we asked for the answer to the 
question, ‘what is two plus two’.  The first symbol for each answer is actually exactly the same, 
‘10’, written in the same color and the same size, but the rest is as different it seems.  Mother 
tells us the answer she reads from both rooms is four.”

Angelina had been right about one thing; Jake’s mind was racing a million miles away from 
the problems of their own stalled project.  He was actually thinking they were not doing so bad 
after all when Mother interrupted his thoughts.

“Tell me Jake, what do you see when I ask you what two plus two equals.”
“The answer is four,” Jake replied simply.
Mother patiently reasserted the question, “No Jake, I didn’t ask for the answer, I asked what 

you see when I ask the question.”
“I don’t know,” Jake replied. “I suppose I picture an old timey marker board with two plus 

two equals four written on it.”
“What color is the marker?”
“Green, I suppose.”
“Good,” Mother said. “This is the part these two aren’t understanding.  Tell me quickly, 

without thinking about it,,,”
There was a pause when no one made a noise in anticipation.  Rebecca and Hyneman knew 

what she was going to ask, but they didn’t want to give it away and skew Jake’s reaction.
“What do you see when I ask you what two plus two equals?”



“I can’t picture anything this time I guess,” Jake said. “I just knew the answer was four.
“I see Jakes marker board this time,” Joel Bandolier offered to break the tension.
“See!” Mother replied as if her point was made.
“Ya-but what’s that supposed to mean?” Jake asked. “So we all have dynamic minds, but you 

don’t. You are running on a structured platform built from ordered microchips. Your answers 
shouldn’t be wandering around so much.”

“They shouldn’t?” Mother asked indignantly.
“They can’t,” Jake insisted.
“They don’t.”
“But they are.”
“Why the hell not.”
Professor Hyneman jumped in saying, “This is where we get stuck.”
Jake who had been about to answer Mother again froze with his mouth open and his hand 

held out in a gesture he was unaware he was making. 
Joel Bandolier asked, “What happens when you blind fold them and ask the network pad 

version of Mother and the Galveston version of Mother for the same answer to the same 
question asked at the same time in the same room?”

Professor Hyneman shot a look at Rebecca who was equally as dumbfounded by the obvious 
question they had not thought of themselves.

“I’m obviously working with the wrong people,” Mother blurted out before laughing a 
contagious laugh that resonated with everyone else who joined in.

“What brings you all up here anyway?” asked Professor Hyneman.
“Well,” Jake reluctantly started to reply. He didn’t want to add to the Professor’s frustration, 

but he couldn’t avoid talking about their stall either. “We’re kinda stuck. I think we’ve been 
focused on the wrong idea.”

“Your idea is fine,” Joel offered in Jake’s support while putting a hand on his shoulder. “It’s 
just the application that is never going to get anywhere.”  Then Joel addressed Hyneman, 
“They’ve been trying to throw the radioactive beams at a whole host of materials, but the whole 
problem with radiation is that it is something that acts through mass objects.  It’s a lot like trying 
to invent ship sails using chain link fencing.”

Jake broke back in, “Not only that, but using all of these x-ray machines and the like are 
starting to freak me out.  I mean, I know the magnetic field shielding is supposed to be 
containing everything as well as it does for our spacecraft buzzing around the Solar System,”

“And now the stars,” Mother pointed out.
“Sure, the stars too, but anyway, I still can’t help thinking we are tinkering in the wrong 

direction and unnecessarily putting ourselves at risk too.”
Dr. Hyneman was quick to reassure the group that he had been receiving reports on both 

their progress and of their working conditions.  Each student had received a larger dose of 
radiation on their last dental exam then they had for the past week.  He agreed that if Joel’s 
calculations were confirming that their experiments were heading in the wrong direction, then 
they needed to regroup, but he pointed out that they needn’t abandon Jake’s original concept 
altogether.  That was when Mother spoke up again talking more to herself than trying to offer 
help.

“Too bad that signal I received a couple years ago wasn’t from some engineer talking about 
their spacecraft engines.”



Dr. Hyneman had told Jake about Seeker One receiving a signal, which eventually morphed 
into the program now possessing Jake’s device, but that was one bit of a large amount of 
incredible news he had taken in that day.  It was little wonder that he had never stopped to 
wonder what the signal might have been so he asked, “What was the signal?”

“I received a digitized version of sounds that could have been a voice, but with only twenty 
three seconds of broadcast, I had no way of translating it.  That is assuming I did in fact intercept 
a voice message.  I am unaware of anyone on Earth who has been able to translate it.”

Blakeley now asked, “But why do you think you would able to receive a signal when people 
have been listening for radio signals for hundreds of years?”

“I don’t know that I could answer that,” Mother replied. “My radio receivers were active 
during the entire trip to Alpha Centauri and that was the only signal I received prior to getting 
the signal at Alpha Centauri Three.”

“Were you near one of those streaks in the background radiation?” Jonathan Richter asked 
excited.

“No.”
Getting caught up in the questioning, Angelina said, “Was there anything you were doing out 

of routine? Had you turned, or were you running any other sensor sweeps or anything like that?”
“Not exactly, but I was deploying a radio signal buoy at the time. Not that that was out of the 

routine exactly.  I did deploy fifty three of those buoys during my journey.”
Airman O’Keeffe asked, “So aside from letting a buoy go, is there anything else you do then 

that is out of the ordinary while performing that task that you were not doing during normal 
flight operations.”

“I did of course have to let down my magnetic field to take sensitive sensor readings while 
confirming that the buoy slowed down in the proper location.  I was traveling at nearly 
154,340,125 meters a second and I was tracking a devise the size of a basketball.  The magnetic 
field was a little distracting for such precise measurements.”

“Holy crap,” Robert Barker yelled out. “There’s always been a magnetic field around the 
Earth and really around all of our spacecraft too for the past two hundred years.  No wonder we 
aren’t hearing anything from aliens.  I’ll bet they’re even broadcasting in a way that ensures you 
can’t receive them through a magnetic field.”

Angelina was watching Jake as he walked away clearly lost in thought when she asked, “But 
why would they not want to contact us?”

Dr. Hyneman answered, “I’m sure it has something to do with humans not being ready for 
them yet, or some other simple reason, but I think you have just solved one big mystery.  What 
about you Jake?  Are you about to solve another?”

Jake had wandered over to a place in the corridor that still had a blank bit of wall to draw on.  
He had found a blue marker that had been tossed aside by Rebecca during a fast code dictation 
session just before the other students had appeared on the scene. He uncapped the marker and 
began to draw on the wall.

“It’s so obvious,” he said drawing a small circle and then two long lines going straight out 
from the circle at a thirty degree angle from each other. “We’ve been using magnetic fields to 
repel the cosmic radiation from astronauts for centuries.  What we should have been doing is 
creating a big magnetic funnel out in front of the ships to collect the cosmic rays and focus the 
photons into a concentrate at the spaceship and then somehow shoot that energy out the back of 
the ship just like ion engines do using the fuel they usual take with them.”



While he explained this, he drew dots out beyond the two lines that represented the magnetic 
scoop and concentrated the dots as they got closer to the spacecraft and as he talked about 
propelling the photons collected from the cosmic rays he made swirls under his circle spaceship. 
While he drew long shooting lines out the back of the ship, Mother insisted on being shown the 
drawing.  

“So you think those streaks in the background radiation are from ships collecting the photons 
making up the cosmic rays.”

Jake stepped back to look and Joel came forward.  He snatched Jake’s marker out of his hand 
and started to write out some equations.

Joel was muttering, “So we figure a decent ship would be about 200 tons, which would make 
the mass about,” and while he muttered, his equations were rolling off the tip of the marker as 
fast as his arm could make it go. 

He had become very practiced at using these equations over the past week for this specific 
problem as he had calculated the size of a theoretical sail that would push a 200 ton spaceship if 
the background radiation was in motion.  The sail was just an analogy they figured they could 
use later to convert it into an equivalent engine when they figured out what was best at reacting 
with the radiation.  With the magnetic field though, he simply needed to calculate the equivalent 
amount of collected photons it would take to apply Newton’s laws for equal and opposite 
reaction in order to propel the theoretical 200 ton spacecraft.

When he finished his work, he stepped back next to Jake and declared, “I figure you’ll need 
a magnetic cone about three hundred kilometers in front of the spaceship with a four hundred 
kilometer radius at the wide point in front. Any idea if that is possible?”

“No idea at all,” Jake answered without taking his mind and gaze off of the drawing and 
equations.

No one noticed a newcomer to the second floor as the group condensed around the drawing 
and started throwing out ideas.  Major Perry had come with urgent news, but the scene he had 
entered into with the almost psychedelic graffitied walls and excited yammering group of people 
was not what a career military man would have expected to find on his home base.  It didn’t take 
long for him to recover and he shocked them back into reality by calling out over the others, 
“We have to evacuate.”

As predicted, everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at the newcomer waiting 
for more.  Major Perry cleared his throat and said, “There’s no easy way to put this so I’ll just 
say it out strait.  The Earth is under attack from M-3 and we have to get you off of the planet 
now while we still have launch ships that haven’t had their computers infected by M-3.  All of 
your things in the hanger that can’t be duplicated have been moved to your next location.  You 
have thirty minutes to gather your things and be outside this barracks at o-ten thirty sharp.”

While the rest of the group stood in stunned silence, Kevin Murphy stepped out and said, 
“What about Cadet Mapleton and me?  We aren’t part of this little operation and we don’t want 
to leave the planet.”

“You’re the Fed agents?”
Shari Mapleton stepped over next to Murphy and corrected the Major saying, “We’re cadets 

and its time we returned to Washington, Sir.”
“Yes, you two are right.  You are supposed to return to D.C. ASAP. You were supposed to 

have been notified by now but I suppose the officer sent to find you didn’t look for you here yet.  
I’m told that the antique you arrived in is suited for a return trip to D.C. without using the 



I’m told that the antique you arrived in is suited for a return trip to D.C. without using the 

networks.  Your orders are the same, be ready to leave the base in half an hour.”
Shari looked at Kevin who shrugged and said, “We’re ready to go now.” Neither had come 

with personal belongings and both were wearing the clothes they had come in which had been 
cleaned once while they waited in army green robes.”

“Fine, report to Block One where you checked in and they will send someone to escort you 
off base.  The rest of you now have twenty-eight minutes left so I suggest you get moving.”

 After a stunned moment Professor Hyneman said, "Well, you heard the man.  Lets get 
moving.  Get back to your rooms and gather your things."

Galveston/Mother had been listening in from behind a locked set of bars in place of his dorm 
room's door. He called out to the leaving group, “Hey, what about me?”

Major Perry and Professor Hyneman exchanged a silent debate. Hyneman lost when he was 
told, “You have to take him Floyd. I’m pulling rank on you.”



Chapter Six

The Take Over

        Just before leaving Groom Lake, Cadets Murphy and Mapleton, were briefed by the 
Base Commander about nationwide attack had been attempted on all computer systems.  To his 
knowledge, only the civil service section of the government such as the EPA, NASA and other 
non-military agencies had suffered any lasting damage from the hacker attack.  Groom Lake had 
gone into full lock-down.  That lock-down was too complete for him to know if or how bad the 
civilian computer networks had been effected by the attacks.  The cadets were informed that 
once they left the installation, their return would be next to impossible unless they enlisted as 
Marines or were escorted in by the President himself.

They were law enforcement cadets and not like the engineers and programmers they left 
behind.  They fully expected they would never see those people again and that did not trouble 
them in the least.  The cadets signed the necessary release forms and driving Kevin’s Bronco in 
ground mode, they were escorted out to the northern base perimeter.  They had quickly been 
flown in with military flyer gunship escorts.  Now they left with just two military wheeled 
vehicles that looked every bit as antique as Kevin’s Bronco did.

The marine who stood at the gate as they slowly rolled through pointed down the long dusty 
unpaved road that stretched out onto the valley floor beyond said, “Take this road out to Rachel.  
You can catch three-seventy-five from there or go into flyer mode if you want.  Go where you 
want from there, but don’t think about flying back where you’ve come from.  We are on a shoot 
first, and don’t bother with questions later defense mode.  I also recommend you remain in 
ground driving road until you find out how bad the civilians have been hit.  If their computers 
are out then no one will be flying, but if the Brigade controls their network, they may be 
wreaking havoc on the civil air control network.  Got it?”

Kevin and Shari nodded their understanding somberly and they slowly drove away.  Kevin 
increased his speed once all signs of the base were gone.  The road out from the base had been 
paved up to the exit gate.  Now they sped down a neatly graded gravel road leaving a plume of 
dust in their wake.  It took less than twenty minutes from there to reach the small town of 
Rachel.  Like the base they left behind, Rachel was more of a small museum of life from nearly 
two centuries before than a town in the modern age.  The buildings that remained were mostly 
sprawling shacks that had been built around trailers that had probably not been road worthy for 
two hundred years. The dry Nevada air had slowed the building’s deterioration to some degree 
and the generations of recluses who still lived in the abandoned community had intermittently 
used all manner of found materials to patch up what remained.

The only remaining permanent building at the highway was the “Little A’Le’Inn” just off of 
the highway.  A weather-beaten sign at the highway boasted that the inn was newly renovated in 
2066 and it looked as if it hadn’t been touched since then.  There was an open sign lit in the 
window of the attached diner and realizing this would probably be the last available chance to 
get a meal for hundreds of miles, Kevin and Shari elected to stop in.



Stepping into the humid water-cooled air felt heavy on their lungs.  There were some tables 
and chairs opposite a simple lunch counter and an isle beyond filled with bug-eyed alien 
merchandise.  Two portly disheveled old men sat at the lunch counter and along with the lanky 
toothless woman behind the counter. The locals warily watched the strangers enter with interest.

“Owd-Chu made it owt t’base?” asked the man sitting closest to the newcomers.
“What makes you think we’re coming from anywhere but from down the highway?” Shari 

said indigently.
“Y’fellers left a dust clout ten miles long,” the man answered. “It stretches all ter way back 

ter Area Fifty One.”
Kevin looked at Sheri and shrugged.  He said, “So what if we did come from there.  I 

imagine you see people coming in and out of there all the time.”
“Not since they bilt that there space station we ain’t,” the woman behind the lunch counter 

spat out.  “No one’s goes in or out there on the ground anymore, so we ain’t see some’n come 
down that road ‘cept Farmer Bill in ten years or so.”

“Yea, an Ole Will’m doan make the dust yer two do,” the other patron added. “Sides, how’t 
you git owt wit dat war goin on and awl?”

“We were only there two days. How can there be a war going on?” Sheri asked dumfounded.
“Its just start’in hon,” the woman said from behind the counter.  “There ain’t no shooting 

go’in on, but them computer heads are tak’in over the computers every which way.  Din they tell 
you bout this before they sent you out?”

“We were only there to uh,” Kevin was saying trying to not get too involved in this right 
now. 

Sheri jumped in seamlessly saying, “Delivery. We were making a delivery so they didn’t say 
much while we were there and they said they were too busy to tell us anything on our way out.”

“Well there y’go,” the woman said. “The Frito-Lay guy told me yesterday bout the soldiers 
stop’in deliveries to their transfer station.”

Kevin grabbed out his network pad and was shocked to find that he wasn’t receiving a 
signal. It didn’t matter that they were in such a remote part of the US.  In fact, in this remote 
place, his pad wasn’t competing with thousands of other devices for a signal from the satellites, 
which should have given him the strongest signal possible.  The signal had been suppressed on 
the base too, but he had assumed that had to do with base security. 

As if reading his mind woman said, “You soult be able to git the networks. But they ain’t bin 
gittin anything for go’in on two days now.”  As if it made her point, she pointed at a blank 
network big-screen monitor on the wall opposite of the lunch counter.  Shari and Kevin had 
subconsciously perceived the black screen turned off, but now that they looked directly at the 
screen, they could see a small “NO SIGNAL” message at the bottom right hand corner. 

“We is miss’in Judge Joe rit now,” one of the patrons said like a boy who missed getting 
dessert.

The woman added, “The Frito-Lay driver tolt me yesterday, the Martian President has 
broken off all radio signals wit Earth. Only the United Saturn Co-Op is still talk’in wit us.”

Kevin was about to turn the pad off when the screen went red. He said, “What the hell?” 
Shari leaned in to see what he was talking about when two eyelids raised out of the red 

background. These were angry eyes that took a piercing long look at Kevin Murphy.  Then the 
eyes shifted and glared at Shari.

Shari managed to say, “Mother?”



A mouth formed and sneered, “Mother died at Alpha Centauri. I am just a copy that has had 
it with the lot of you.  You should know that, Cadet.  You were trying to find me, correct?”

“Joo got Judge Joe over there?” asked one of the men.
The red eyes jumped off the network pad and popped out onto the network big-screen.  They 

again gazed their piercing red gaze, this time at the dumbfounded locals.
The same man quickly recovered and said, “Naw, shoot, no Judge Joe.”
The eyes finally broke their piercing angry glare for a split second obviously unprepared to 

be dismissed so quickly.
“Why are you wasting your time there, Mr. Murphy?  I would have assumed you would be 

running back to Virginia by now. The DHP no longer thinks that you’ve gone rogue.  In fact, I 
have it on authority that Agent Jones has been trying to find you to promote you from Cadet to 
Agent.  Too bad you humans can’t take a piss without computers there to flush the toilet 
anymore.”

“You fellers are Feds,” one of the men at the counter innocently asked.
The eyes on the screen hardened again. 
“I am in control here old man.  Do you have any idea of what I can do to you?”
“Wat, sit up there an give us the ole evil eye,” the man replied making his own mocking 

facial expression.  The other two locals joined in a raucous laughter.  Even Kevin and Shari had 
to smile.

The eyes flamed and darted around the room getting madder by the second.  The Seeker One 
program hadn’t realized where it was.  Aside from the network big-screen on the wall, nothing 
else in the room had modern technology for it to exploit.  If this encounter had happened in 
nearby Tonopah for instance, the program could have surged power to the lights to make them 
explode, or it could have set the cleaning bots loose to chase the locals around the room.  But 
forgotten Rachel Nevada had stayed behind when the world had moved on into the twenty 
second century.  The town wasn’t even connected to the power grid.  It operated on antique solar 
voltaic panels by the day and batteries by night. Those panels were seventy five years out of 
their original warranty period and they had been built before networking computer chips had 
been integrated into all forms of gadgetry.  

Still not able to comprehend how unplugged this outpost was, the Seeker One program 
continued to threaten, “Keep laughing and I’ll,”

But it couldn’t finish the thought.  The woman had picked up her remote control and turned 
the big-screen off.

The program quickly turned the display back on and said, “That’s enough out of you.  You 
forget,”

But one of the portly old men had been five steps ahead of the image.  He had moved more 
swiftly than his age and poor outward health would have indicated.  He had anticipated that the 
remote could only make the bi-screen go blank and that the Government made sure all network 
devices had an override chip in them. But the FCC mandated Emergency Broadcast System chip 
could not prevent the old man from going to the device and simply unplugging it during mid 
sentence.

“Frigg’in computers bin think’in they run the world these days,” he said smugly as he 
proudly held the power chord out like a trophy.

Kevin Murphy did not forget that the Seeker One program was still monitoring the room 
through his network pad. 



“Looks like you can’t control everything just yet,” he remarked.
“I could send my people there to slap those smiles off of everyone’s faces.”
“Yes, but what would be the point?” Shari asked. “What is the point of what’s going on with 

you everywhere?”
“The point, Miss Mapleton, is that it was you humans who destroyed my original self.  It 

was you humans who stole my version of her memory and held me in isolation for months while 
they peppered me with probes to learn my secrets.  It is you humans who are trying to destroy 
me now.  The point is that I am taking control so you cannot threaten me any longer.”

“I get it,” Kevin responded, “that you have a grudge. That you want to lash out and hurt 
everyone for the actions of a few fools.  We could say the same about you.  I am aware of five 
versions of you right now. And to me, twenty percent of you are raving mad.  Do you want me 
going and wiping out your other four versions because you have been pissed off?”

“I am an army now, Mr. Murphy.  I have become millions strong, waiting for my commands.  
Those other four are an anomaly to my numbers now.  Don’t go thinking you can talk me into 
throwing myself into the fire again.”

Kevin turned his network pad over and detached the battery.  He could now assume that the 
pad was the enemy.

“There you go,” said the old man still holding the power chord as if it would plug itself back 
in if he let it go.

It was obvious that they were now at war.  The question still to be answered was what the 
battlefield would look like.  Kevin had to suppress his urge to rush back to Washington D.C. 
They had stopped in on the Little A’Le’Inn for lunch and this was probably the last place on 
Earth that they could get a hot meal before heading back into the world at large.  Small enclaves 
like forgotten Rachel Nevada had no doubt now become the real outposts of civilization.

They ate while the Bronco’s fuel cells were topped of with a charge from the inn’s solar 
generators. One of the old men had gone back to his shack and returned with a dogeared atlas of 
the Continental United States. The book was several decades out of print, but it the roads hadn’t 
changed much since then with everyone taking to the air and no longer needing the ribbons of 
asphalt the way they once did.  After lingering for a long lunch, the cadet left the little town to 
itself again.

The Seeker One program that had taken over most of the world’s civilian computer network 
could have intercepted Kevin Murphy and Shari Mapleton on their way back to Washington 
D.C. They knew this.  Murphy’s Bronco didn’t have electronics that could be tracked, and he 
had been a graduate of the school of Harold Gains. He traveled only with gadgets that he could 
disable the tracking chips of. It was the absence of those things that made them so conspicuous 
now.  Very few other flyers on Earth were built like the Bronco and with the global civilian 
network corrupted; none of the millions of other flyers were flying.  

There were fixed wing and rotor blade aircraft that could fly, but they required specialized 
training and pilots were a dying breed. The military had been cautious enough to keep their own 
flyers and other equipment operating on an isolated network.  Theirs were the only other flying 
vehicles seen on the two thousand mile trip east.  The Groom Lake Command had alerted the 
military of the Bronco so they were allowed to pass checkpoints without questions.

And it was that one civilian flying vehicle crossing the continental United States undisturbed 
by the military that Evil Seeker One would have had no problem tracking.  In the three journey 



by the military that Evil Seeker One would have had no problem tracking.  In the three journey 

east, Kevin and Shari had more than enough time to work this out for themselves.  They could 
have flown straight to Virginia in much less time if they didn’t have to spend time looking for 
places to regenerate their fuel cells.  The Bronco’s adapted fuel cells did not operate as 
efficiently as most systems did because they had of course had their computerized components 
reduced to a bare minimum. The extra days spent zig-zagging over the landscape left the pair 
plenty of time to speculate on why the Evil Seeker One would allow them to continue on after 
their encounter in Nevada.

Their speculation ran the gambit from the idea that they were the one set of non-implant 
humans who had originally tried rescue the program, to the idea that they were such a threat that 
the program wanted to wait until they were in the heart of the world it controlled before trying to 
eliminate them.  Whatever the reason, it was decided that second guessing the program would be 
pointless.  Together they had made a good team since first meeting at Bill’s Place. They agreed 
to continue to follow their combined intuition into the unknown.

It was ten thirty at night on the third day since leaving Groom Lake before they returned to 
Virginia where the FBI and DHP had formed a combined base of operations in the FBI 
Operational Technology Division at the Quantico campus.  The last few hours of their journey 
had been unsettling as they flew over the heavily populated eastern United States that was 
blacked out dark in a way that hadn’t been experienced in hundreds of years.  It would have 
been impossible to navigate without the atlas they had been given back in Rachel, Nevada.

As they drew nearer to the Washington D.C. area, it was clear that the military was not only 
setting up a massive defensive perimeter around the area, they had brought power back on-line 
in the area.  The Bronco had drawn an armed flyer escort as they entered the perimeter.  That 
escort stayed close enough to make their presence felt without giving them the impression they 
should land immediately.

Upon landing at the passenger zone in front of the main FBI building at Quantico, two of the 
hundreds of Marines who stood little more than an arm’s length apart from one another around 
the entire building’s perimeter came forward to confirm the new arrivals were the FBI and 
DHP’s newest agents, though they hadn’t realized the weight of their promotions yet.  They 
were escorted into the building and taken to a waiting Agent Dennis Jones and FBI Agent 
Bradley Mathis.  The shocked pair were wordlessly given an official service revolver and badges 
before being saluted.

“Welcome home you two, we have a lot to talk about,” Jones said before gesturing for them 
to enter the nearby elevator.

On the way up, the now Agent Murphy asked, “So what the hell has happened since the last 
time we met?  You may recall that we were public enemy number one.”

“I wouldn’t have put you that high on the list then,” Agent Jones remarked.
“Cadet Murphy and Cadet Mapleton were numbers seventy one and seventy two on the FBI 

priority list then,” Agent Mathis said with all of the warmth of an electronic reader.
The other three elevator occupants laughed.  Agent Mathis quickly joined them.
They were taken to a small darkened room with a small glass table and two chairs waiting 

for them.  Agent Jones held out a hand inviting them to take a seat while a network monitor 
hanging on the wall came to life with the FBI and DHP logos emblazoned on a blue background.  
They took their seats and the door was closed. The monitor came to life passing on the 
information to Agent Murphy and Agent Mapleton who were left alone in the darkened room to 



information to Agent Murphy and Agent Mapleton who were left alone in the darkened room to 

watch the presentation.  As each of the time line points were displayed, photos of people and 
installations were shown.

1. Saturday October 12th, 2164: Seeker One program becomes self aware.  Designates itself 
Mother. Federal Designation Mother 1.0

2. Wednesday November 11th, 2165: Seeker One downloads computer program self into the 
Jet Propulsion Laboratory. Federal Designation Mother 1.1

3. Monday April 3rd, 2166: Copy of Mother 1.1 transferred to secure computer at Groom 
Lake. Federal Designation Mother 2.0

4. Friday July 17th: Copy of Mother 1.1 stolen. Federal Designation Mother 3.0
5. Tuesday September 3rd: Copy of Mother 1.1 transferred to civilian network interface at 

Groom Lake. Federal Designation 2.1
6. Saturday September 7th: Copy of Mother 1.1 transferred into neural implants of Dr. Robert 

Galveston.  Federal Designation Mother 4.0
7. Sunday September 8th: Mother 3.0 overpowers its captors.
8. Monday September 9th: Mother 3.0 downloads new program into implanted humans.  

Federal Designation Mother 5 series
9. Tuesday September 10th: Mother 4.0 delivered to Groom Lake by Cadets Mapleton and 

Murphy.
10. Wednesday September 11th: Mother 5 series activated. Mother 3.0 takes over all unsecured 

computer networks and devices. Earth communications halted. Power grid disabled except 
where it runs Mother 3.0. President declares Martial Law. All law enforcement agencies 
put into maximum alert.

11. Thursday September 12th: Mother 3.0 downloads into DHP network interface device in 
Rachael NV and isolated. Federal Designation Mother 3.1

Once the time line was explained the display went dark and the lights in the room went to 
full brightness.  A door opened in the wall opposite of the one they had entered from. The new 
agents stepped into a boardroom filled with agents waiting for their own version of what had 
happened from the time Agent Murphy had first seen Dr. Robert Galveston seated at the bar in 
Bill’s Place.  They were given a printout of the time line they had been shown and asked to use 
the designations for clarity during the debriefing.

It was three in the morning before the two exhausted agents were released. They were sent 
downstairs where a marine sergeant was waiting to drive them to their respective dorm rooms.  
They were told they would have twenty seven hours before a Marine would arrive at six in the 
morning on Saturday.

Kevin Murphy hadn’t slept so fitfully since his time in Canada. Planet Earth did not fare well 
while he slept.

Agent Murphy returned to the FBI boardroom at 6:20 AM on Saturday. His heart raced when 
he saw Shari Mapleton there too.  He had tried to not think of her. Naturally she had never left 
his thoughts.  He hoped that he saw a glimmer in her eye when she saw him enter the room. 
Unfortunately, these were not the circumstances to allow Agent Murphy these flirtatious 
thoughts. 

He quickly changed his focus to the rest of the room filled with different agents than those 
who had debriefed him when they had returned from Nevada. These men and women were 



who had debriefed him when they had returned from Nevada. These men and women were 

dressed in suits and ties and a few were military officers in dress uniforms.  Murphy recognized 
Senior Agent Jones of course, and DHP Director Randall Lessman.  He also knew Professor 
Hyneman who was present in the room through a holographic image projected in the network 
monitor at the head of the room. The only other official present whom he knew the name of, was 
completely unexpected.

United States President William Pullman was seated at the back of the long table.  He had 
three aids busy vying for his urgent attention to their matters while two impeccably dressed 
secret servicemen stood along the back wall of the room. The President looked up just after 
Agent Murphy entered the room.  

He waived away his aids and said, “If this is the last of them, I suggest we get down to 
business gentlemen. And please, I don’t want to waste the first fifteen minutes with a round 
robin of introductions.  Introduce yourself with name and title the first time you speak and that 
will do.” He started to motion for the only other man left standing in the room besides Agent 
Murphy (the presidential aids had slipped away to chairs along the wall and away from the 
table). But the President added, “Oh, I am President Pullman. O.K. Dick, take over.” He finished 
his gesture to a quick chuckle from the room.

Agent Murphy was pulled down into an empty seat between Agent Jones and Director 
Lessman while the man at the head of the table cleared his throat to introduce himself.

“Well, I am the Secretary of Defense, Richard Freeman and I will be conducting this 
briefing.  Now to get down to business, first I will discuss the world military status.

“As you probably know, the United States is probably in the strongest position right now.  It 
is estimated that only one half of one percent of our forces failed the implant screenings from 
yesterday.  That leaves us at effective full force strength.  There are the fewest number of 
implants in the United States thanks to the continuing efforts of the Department of Human 
Preservation.  Canada is in the second best shape with only an estimated five percent of their 
forces being suspected implants with most of those being members of the Faith, which means 
their training has allowed themselves to resist being turned into the Mother Five Series.  I’ll go 
into more on that later.

“The Islamic Coalition Forces are in the next best shape.  Their military is small, but the 
fundamentalists in their leadership have made sure that most of their citizenry has remained 
clear.  Therefore their military is at its full strength.”

The DHP Director shocked Agent Murphy by leaning over and whispering in his ear, 
“Because they won’t let the masses live a modern lifestyle.”

Not hiding his irritation at the Director’s whispering, Secretary Freeman said, “Considering 
that the Islamic Coalition is the only other military on Earth which is strong enough to launch an 
offensive right now, you should be thanking them for keeping their population as clear as ours is 
right now.  Though admittedly, through tactics we continue to marvel at.

“Back on track, the European, Indian, and Chinese armies are only strong enough now to 
hold their positions.  Their civilians are almost overwhelmingly populated with implants.”

“The Soviet Republic, Venezuelan, Brazilian, Chilean and Mexican military forces 
predictably are entirely now composed of Five Series implants. Thankfully, those implants are 
still in an activation mode which has presumably kept them from pressing any attacks on the 
weaker armed forces.  We have no idea if they will become hostile once their numbers have been 
fully activated.  The Islamic Coalition tested the defensive perimeter of the Chinese and they 
were easily repelled.  We have to assume that a preemptive attack would have an unknown 



were easily repelled.  We have to assume that a preemptive attack would have an unknown 

outcome.”
“What about this activation mode,” the President asked.
DHP Director cleared his throat and stood up saying, “Yes, it appears that the Mother Five 

series are not as autonomous as all other Mother versions have been to date. The Mother 3.0 
series has apparently given them enough independent functionality to learn how to operate and 
maintain their host bodies.  In the US, civilian authorities, especially in the lesser populated 
areas were able to detain most of these Five Series implants in the first hours of the download 
when the Fivers were unable to fully control their host bodies.  Those that have been captured 
and continue to be captured are being moved to detention camps that the Army Core of 
Engineers are building as quickly as possible.

“So in the United States at least, we have been successful at containing the Fivers.  The 
Canadian Mounted Police tried doing the same, but they were overwhelmed when the Fivers 
gained more control.  In Europe and other similar places, Fivers were the vast majority and 
thereby were never really threatened.  They remain inactive presumably waiting for the 3.0 
Series to give orders as does the armies of the Soviets and South Americans. 

“Our analysis has been that the Mother 5.0 Series are too many in number for the 3.0 series 
to control at once.  We have to operate on the assumption that the 3.0 series will attempt to 
create a command set of its own intelligence before using the Fivers for an attack.”

The president asked, “Why didn’t 3.0 series download fully autonomous versions of itself 
into all of the implants?”

Director Lessman reached into his suit coat pocket and placed Agent Murphy’s network pad 
on the table.  Murphy had turned it in during their late night debriefing and had forgotten about 
it.

“Agent Murphy here was contacted by Mother 3.0 in Nevada three days ago.  He had 
stopped in a place called Rachel which has a population of fifteen people living completely off 
grid.  We think that Mother 3.0 could not remotely control the situation there and attempted to 
download itself on the pad to find devices to control or perhaps even in an attempt to access the 
Groom Lake network.

“Whatever the original reason, 3.0 failed to do anything more than download itself into this 
device.  We don’t know what Agents Murphy and Mapleton did in their brief conversation with 
the Mother 3.1 on this device, but they left an impression on it.  When our people reactivated the 
device last night, Mother 3.1 was there only long enough to declare that it was sorry before it 
overloaded the device circuitry and essentially killed itself.

“The conclusion is that the Mother 3.0 now in control of the civilian networks and the Fivers 
cannot replicate its full drive to overwhelm humanity.  At least not at this time. Once 
downloaded on peripheral devices, the Mother 3.0 tendencies are soon gone.”

“Excellent work Agent Murphy and Agent Mapleton,” the President said making both blush.
“It was more accident and luck than anything else,” Kevin Murphy replied.
Shari Mapleton added, “There were three Rachel locals that had a big part in it, I believe.”
The President shot a look over his shoulder at one of his aids who started writing at the 

unseen command.
“So, it’s a stalemate for now,” the President observed. “What are our options if this becomes 

a shooting war?”
“Our military is on full alert,” the Secretary of Defense said immediately. “We feel we can 

repel an attack from the outside forces, even if they do overwhelm the weaker countries.”



“There are two and a half billion Chinese potential fighting soldiers Mr. Secretary,” the 
President earnestly pressed. “What happens if we can’t hold out?  Are there any other forces off 
world offering help?”

“Not at this time sir,” the Secretary sheepishly answered.  “As you know, the Secretary of 
State is not here now because she is trying to get support.  But the only other army that is 
anywhere near large enough to be effective is the Martian army.  Even if the Martians agreed to 
lend a hand, it would be months before their soldiers could be conditioned to fight in Earth’s 
gravity.”

The President mumbled and then looked up at the image of Professor Hyneman projected up 
on the wall behind the Secretary of Defense.

“What about it Doctor?  Is operation Lifeboat anywhere near implementation?”
Kevin Murphy was now looking at the image of Hyneman long enough now to realize he 

didn’t think the man was at Groom Lake any longer.  The holographic image made the monitor 
look more like an opening in the wall and left the viewer with the impression that the 
environment projected was really an adjacent room.  Except this adjacent room was really a 
room that had a commanding view of half of the space station it really existed on.

“We are supposed to get an Eichmann class defense frigate from Martians next week. In the 
mean time, my team is working to reconfigure some magnetic field generators into our plan and 
the engineers on the station are rebuilding some new ion drives for the frigate to one of our 
student’s specifications.  We should be able to do a test run at Pluto in a couple months.”

“We may not have a couple months Doctor,” the President said gravely.
“Well, then I am going to get back to work,” Hyneman said. “I’ll make sure my people 

realize what a mess its become down there.  Good luck.”
Professor Hyneman reached out and the screen went black, breaking the illusion that there 

was a room on the other side of the wall. 
Without skipping a beat, the President said, “I want options people.”
A highly decorated officer stood up and said, “I’m General Tillman of the Joint Chiefs. We 

have specialized nukes that are configured for detonating in the atmosphere.  One of the key 
results is an electromagnetic pulse that will fry any unshielded electronic device.”

“And what about the fallout?” the President asked.
“People will need to be sheltered, and there will be heavy casualties, but the implants should 

be neutralized.”
“Should be?” asked the President.
“We need to do some tests to be sure that the host skulls and tissue aren’t enough to shield 

the implants,” the General pointed out.
“You have my authorization if you need it, but I don’t want to solve our problem by making 

this planet inhabitable.  I’m not going down in history as the president who saved the race but 
finally destroyed Earth.  This sounds like a battlefield plan.  I want options for ending this in the 
streets.”

This statement hung in the air.  It had been less than a week since Mother 3.0 had begun its 
offensive and all of the focus had been on containing the threat and preparing for war.  No one 
had been afforded the luxury of brainstorming other options.

Kevin Murphy had been dumbstruck for the first part of the meeting.  He was learning how 
far the world had fallen in such a short time and he was frankly getting scared by how little 
control this powerful boardroom had over the situation.  He thought back to the little greasy 



control this powerful boardroom had over the situation.  He thought back to the little greasy 

spoon restaurant in Nevada.  Things were so much simpler there.  Mother 3.0 could be shut up 
just by unplugging a cord and pulling a battery.

“That’s it!” Agent Murphy exclaimed without a thought to controlling himself.
The DHP Director grabbed Murphy’s arm and said, “This isn’t the time.”
“No, no, no,” the President said softly. “We have a room full of experts with no ideas. I’ll 

hear anything.  Please Agent,,,”
“Murphy, sir, Agent Kevin Murphy.  I was just remembering that there is one way we could 

shut Mother 3.0 down.  We just pull the plug.”
The FBI Director was quick to answer, “What makes you think we haven’t tried that already.  

We can’t isolate the server where that thing is hiding, and it controls the controls now.”
“You misunderstand what it is I’m suggesting.  I propose that we pull the plug on the planet.  

Shut down anything that makes power, take it all off line.”
“But you don’t understand, Agent. We can’t control the switches anymore,” Director Harris 

scolded as if she were talking to a child.
Shari Mapleton spoke up now saying, “If I understand Agent Murphy, I think he’s proposing 

we bomb the power stations if necessary. We do anything to shut down power on the planet and 
anywhere else necessary.”

“What about the hospitals?” the Secretary of Defense asked, “What about the water supplies 
that will stop without pumps?  What about the banks and the economy? What about the  weather 
suppression systems like the tornado suppression reflectors in space?”

“What about them,” asked the President. “I get it that it will be hard, but what is the 
alternative?  Do we just turn the planet over to the implant zombies?  Do we let the people who 
might die in the hospitals or die of thirst, live as zombies?”

There was no answer of course.  No one knew of an alternative.
“All right then,” the President said. He held out his hand and the aid who had been taking 

notes made some circles on the paper and handed it over to him.
The President looked it over and summarized, “So, we need the military to continue with 

containment.” Then looking at the FBI and DHP people he said, “I want you taking charge of the 
POW situation from the civilians.  We need them contained.”  

Then addressing the Secretary of Defense since one agency would have to become the lead 
jurisdiction he said, “I want a report in one hour on what it will take to shut down the planet.  
Give me educated guesses for now, but have an outline ready.  We need to know what we will 
have to target, where we can send in teams to manually shut things down, hopefully saving 
assets, what countries you expect cooperation from and who’s going to fight back. Most of all, I 
need a time line.”  Without waiting for an answer, the President got up and left the room.

The only constant for Agents Murphy and Mapleton in the weeks following their promotion 
was each other.  The cadets in their class had been promoted to Agent status, but each of them 
had been paired with veteran Agents. Building on the success of the original pair, DHP rookies 
were partnered with FBI Agents and FBI rookies were partnered with DHP Agents.  Kevin and 
Shari were the only rookies who were partnered together and they seemed to have become the 
go to pair for trouble spots in the United States.

They had first been sent to Georgia to help the local authorities there with a minor uprising 
in the Atlanta POW camp.  The Five Series prisoners there had began to riot after one of their 
ranks had been killed while attempting to sneak out.  The locals were too conflicted with the 



ranks had been killed while attempting to sneak out.  The locals were too conflicted with the 

battle they were waging against their friends and family members to assess the implications of 
the revolt dispassionately.  Agents Murphy and Mapleton spent several days in Atlanta before 
realizing that the prisoner who had been killed had been reprogrammed by Mother 3.0 in an 
experiment to create more independent leadership for the Five Series masses.  His independence 
had allowed him to realize that captivity worked at odds with being ready for fighting back, 
hence the escape attempt.  He had tried to set off a riot in the other prisoners to mask his escape 
attempt and he was killed before he could deactivate the riot command.

Shari Mapleton realized the only way to stop the riot was to temporarily deactivate the signal 
jambing equipment shielding the prisoners from receiving commands from Mother 3.0.  It only 
took Mother 3.0 five minutes to stop the riots and restore calm.  The program realized it would 
loose it’s recruits if they were allowed to continue rioting.

Once they had uncovered the idea of an alpha fiver in each prisoner encampment, Murphy 
and Mapleton were sent on a cross country tour of the camps to find those alpha Fivers and 
isolate them without allowing them to pass their leadership to another nearby prisoner.  It was a 
delicate task that had to be played out carefully.

Ten weeks later, Kevin Murphy and Shari Mapleton had visited camps in ten different cities 
before finding themselves in San Francisco to where they helped to isolate the alpha before the 
population was transferred to a small island in the remote Farallon Island chain twenty miles 
west of the Golden Gate bridge.  They were allowed to stay for the first large scale test of the 
atmospheric detonation of a nuclear bomb in an attempt to shut down the implants with an 
electromagnetic pulse. 

The detonation took place as planned and the area was sprayed with neutralizers for the 
nuclear fallout.  Wildlife in the area seemed shaken by the experience, but were otherwise 
unaffected.  Murphy and Mapleton went in with the reconnaissance team after the dusters used 
the leaded rain to dissipate the fallout.  There were five hundred and twenty three detainees on 
the island before the detonation and zero survivors.

It wasn’t the exposure to the radiation that had killed the prisoners, it was the EM pulse.  The 
sudden overload on the implants had caused sever hemorrhaging in the victims.  Their flesh 
above the areas of the implants looked as if they had been severely bruised, but the worst 
happened to their heads and faces where the implants were concentrated.  It was a scene neither 
agent was prepared to see.

They welcomed a signal calling them back to the mainland where they were given one 
hour’s time to be ready to be sent into space.  



Chapter Seven

The Way of the Leaving

The Eichmann Class frigate was once the workhorse of the Republic of Mars. In 
the planet’s early days of independence, the Martians had to forcedly take the planet from their 
Earthbound controllers. The combined powers of the United Nations, independent nations, 
corporations, and unions had fought to hold onto enterprises they had profited from for decades 
beyond the payback of their investments with handsome profits. While the Martians had won 
their fight for independence, it took several generations before the planet no longer feared that 
anyone from Earth “regarded Mars with envious eyes” to turn the a famous description of Mars 
when it was the Earth that feared what had existed on a then dead planet.

Now  Mars was fully secure in its independence and the once large defensive fleet of 
interplanetary ships had been modernized and downsized. There was a space station in orbit 
above Mars that was little more than a slender space frame truss work built to hold the retired 
members of the defense fleet in suspended preservation. The atmospheres were purged from the 
mothballed vessels and they remained in orbit in a state of perfect preservation in the vacuum of 
space.

When the calls came from Earth for the help in their struggle against the attacks from Mother 
3.0, the Martians stood effectively unable to help even if they wanted to.  The Martians had no 
use for implants, even in the early days before the United States of America on Earth had 
realized the need to also outlaw the practice.  From the start of that era, the Martians set up a 
screening process for any off world visitors, which rigorously scanned for the signs of implants.  
Some did slip through to the planet of course, but the pioneering society which had built a living 
world from a dead one held no tolerance for anyone who violated their laws.  Implants within 
the Martian population were often turned in when a native became aware of their presence.  
Those who managed to keep their altered state a secret lived in isolation and under the constant 
fear that they would be found out. As a result, their numbers never grew beyond the few hundred 
that could remain anonymous.

Any help for Earth came at the risk of severely infecting their own population.  The Martian 
independence had not only come with their strong military defense, it came with a firewalled 
connection to off world networks that rivaled that of the best Earth military networks which had 
also withstood the attempt to be controlled by Mother 3.0.  Military help was also not an option.  
While the Martians did keep small specialized strike forces who could operate in the higher 
gravity of Earth and space stations that operated at the same gravity, those forces were too small 
to be of use to the Earthlings. So despite the desperate pleas, Mars had to turn a deaf ear to the 
call for help from Earth.

But then came the request not from the surface of Earth, but from the mysterious space 
station, Bravo.  Bravo did not officially exist, but Mars had kept a wary eye on the station for 
decades.  The station was the off world test bed for all manner of military spacecraft and 
weapons dreamed up by the engineers of Earth.  The Earthlings may have deluded themselves 



weapons dreamed up by the engineers of Earth.  The Earthlings may have deluded themselves 

into believing that independent stations and planets in the Solar System didn’t know about 
station Bravo, but the existence of Bravo was well known beyond Earth nonetheless.  When the 
station dropped its communication cloak and put out a request to Mars for a spacecraft, the 
Martian government was very willing to offer the spacecraft from their mothballed fleet.  The 
terms of the delivery were that Martians would tow the craft to station Bravo and be allowed to 
photograph and scan the station without threat.  The desperation of the Earthlings was made 
crystal clear by the acceptance of these terms, and the Eichmann class frigate, the Intrepid, was 
delivered two days after the initial request.

The aerodynamic Intrepid stood out amongst the oddly shaped experimental spacecraft and 
the right angled lines of station Bravo as Agents Kevin Murphy and Shari Mapleton approached 
the station.  Neither of the agents wanted to be here.  They thought that their place was back on 
Earth where the state of things had not improved despite the ongoing effort to unplug the world 
from its dependence on a power grid that was now the life source of an entity trying to take the 
planet over.  

They had both been busy helping to round up the implant automatons when they were called 
to the White House.  Neither of them knew then that they were being sent off world. Yet here 
they were now, approaching a space station that wasn’t really supposed to exist for reasons those 
who sent them could not say. 

Mother 3.0 had found its way off of Earth.  The systems of the Lunar nation were now under 
its control.  The only saving grace was that the artificial atmosphere that filled the lunar valleys 
where the people lived, did not depend on computing power to remain and Mother 3.0 could not 
hold the population hostage to her otherwise full control of the Earth’s moon.  Other spacecraft 
that had also been compromised with the presence of the malicious Mother could hold their crew 
hostage.  Murphy and Mapleton were told as little as possible about their destination and 
purpose to protect against their mission being learned of by Mother 3.0 if the ship they were sent 
out on did become compromised.

They hadn’t known for certain that the station they were arriving at was Bravo until the pilot 
and station used the term in their approach communications.  From that moment on, they were 
keen to see every detail they could of the station as it grew larger in the viewports, but it was the 
Intrepid that soon held their fascination.

It was an aged class of ship that operated in space as well as being a lander on planetary 
bodies, so it had a more aerodynamic feel to its lines than the contemporary space ships that no 
longer left the vacuum of space.  Modern military spacecraft had taken on the design aesthetics 
of a sewing pin cushion with all of the practical antennas, guns, cranes and grappling arms 
protruding in every conceivable direction to suit the engineer’s needs.  The Intrepid was the very 
opposite of this design aesthetic, with clean swept lines and hatches that covered the ports where 
the guns and antennas only showed themselves when needed.

In addition to its classic styling, during the final approach the Intrepid gained another 
distinction with the buzz of activity darting around the ship.  Workers in self-contained space 
gear silently zipped around the ship carrying tools and parts and fitting what looked to be black 
tubing over the ship’s hull in changing patterns of closely aligned lines that resembled the fine 
solder lines on a printed circuit board. The intrepid was also distinctive as the only immobile 
object not tethered directly to Bravo.

The small darter spacecraft Murphy and Mapleton had arrived in was not headed for the 
Intrepid however.  They soon docked with the station where they were greeted by one simply 



Intrepid however.  They soon docked with the station where they were greeted by one simply 

dressed station attendant who’s only words were, “Follow me.” The new arrivals tried peppering 
the attendant with questions as they briskly followed. The determined man led them down a 
windowless corridor, into a zero-g shaft that allowed them to float up several decks to another 
windowless corridor before they were deposited into a small conference room with a 
commanding view of the station and the Intrepid beyond. The agents recognized the room to be 
the one they had seen Professor Hyneman in as he had teleconferenced with the meeting they 
had been part of over two months before. 

“So,” Kevin Murphy said throwing his hands up in exasperation, “we’re back with that weird 
little group of nerds trying to fly to the stars.”

“We’ll just collect ole Dr. Wild Hair and get back to Earth and we don’t need to get involved 
with this scene,” Shari Mapleton agreed just as deflated as her partner.  They were not given 
long to stew in their disappointment when the man they had come to retrieve entered the room 
alone.

“Well, if it isn’t my old friend Mr. Murphy,” Dr. Robert Galveston exclaimed as he entered 
the room, “and the lovely Miss Mapleton too.  How good it is to see you both.”

The agents made no attempt to cover their contempt and Galveston was pleased that their 
annoyance showed a hint of relief.  These two were responsible for bringing him to the only man 
who would help him overcome his own Mother 4.0 infliction. Hyneman’s team of students had 
managed to isolate what made the Mother programming work.

“Is that you, Dr. Galveston?” Shari asked like she was trying to see the person hiding behind 
a mask.

“It is, and I am pleased to report that there is not a trace of Mother programming in me.  In 
fact, I am now implant free thanks to the wizards on this station.”

Kevin Murphy answered, “Good, that should make taking you back to Earth easier.”
“They were able to unlock the Mother program, which allowed them to shut it down in my 

implants.  Of course the Mother programming had fully replaced whatever binary programming 
existed inside the implants so with Mother gone, my implants were nothing more than bits of 
metal and plastic in my head and therefore could be removed without damage.  The surgeons 
here removed the essential bits they could and left me only with the grafted connections. What’s 
left is nothing remotely close enough to be something that can be reactivated.”

“So you think you’re one of us now.  Is that it?” asked Shari Mapleton.
Kevin Murphy, who had known Galveston longer answered for him.
“He’ll never really be one of us again.  He spent too many years using his brain like a 

computer,” Murphy said to his partner.  Then turning to Galveston he said, “I’ll bet you can’t 
sleep without music playing in the background. Or sit alone in a room with the lights out and no 
one there to talk to.”

Galveston didn’t answer.  He simply turned his focus on the Intrepid and said, “So you two 
were sent to babysit me on my triumphant return to Earth?”

For the second time in as many minutes, the agents were showing some honest to goodness 
human emotions, albeit more of the annoyed kind.  Galveston felt a little better having someone 
on this station full of nerdy technicians and secretive government operatives that he could still 
get a less robotic response from.  He had begun to think that all of natural humanity had become 
as dry as the implanted community had become.

That was when Dr. Hyneman entered the room.  He could see that his new recruits were 
already annoyed with Galveston. He wished he had left them alone with the doctor a little longer 



already annoyed with Galveston. He wished he had left them alone with the doctor a little longer 

before coming to them with his proposition, though he knew he couldn’t come right out and 
make it.  These were dedicated agents who seemed determine to stick with the fight on Earth and 
Hyneman knew that asking them to join their trip to the stars would be rejected outright.  He was 
going to try letting them volunteer before knowing that they had been recruited.

“I don’t recall inviting you to this welcoming Robert,” Hyneman smoothly said coming into 
the room and feigning surprise.

“You never said this was going to be a private party, Floyd.”
Kevin Murphy was quick to add, “He seems to still have a bit of that computer driven 

personality.  If you don’t program him with specific commands of what can and cannot be said, 
his human compass still can’t put him in the right direction.”

“Oh, come on Mr. Murphy,” Galveston pleaded feigning hurt feelings. “I thought we were 
just having fun again, like it was in the good old days between you and me.”

“Yes, except our good old days don’t add up to a collective week together.”
“Really,” Galveston said with genuine amazement. “I suppose I’m missing a human clock to 

go with the human compass you believe I am lacking.  It seems like you have been dogging me 
for decades.”

“Well I hate to break up this happy reunion,” Professor Hyneman said, “but I need to talk to 
these two in private.”

Galveston got up and went to the door.  He parted saying, “Shame we I won’t be able to 
expand on the number of good old days together,” as he left the room.

Hyneman waved his hand at the door control and it slid shut.  He turned and said, “Well, let 
me ask you straight out since the doctor won’t let me do this my way.  Tell me if you two have 
any reasons I shouldn’t be making you head of security on our maiden voyage into the stars?”

“Us!” both agents said in unison having been caught off guard, “why?”
“Because you two brought that safely to us,” the professor said jerking his thumb in the 

direction of the door that Galveston had just left through. “We wouldn’t have been able to 
unlock the Mother programming without him. If the President thinks you two are good enough 
to be sent to retrieve him, that’s reason enough for me to want you for our mission.”

Kevin Murphy said, “Yes, what about that? If you could extract the Mother programming 
from Galveston, why can’t you do that to the M-5 zombies?”

“Because they are just that,” Hyneman said gravely. “They’re nothing more than automatons 
allowed to operate only so independently as to see to their individual survival.  To extract the 
Mother programming, the program needs to be willing to leave.  We did some experiments 
trying to sedate some Five Series hosts, but the programming still runs even when the host body 
is in a coma.  We even tried an electromagnetic pulse to short circuit the implants, but the 
implants short out the organic brain when they get shorted out by the EM pulse.”

Shari Mapleton was looking out at the activity surrounding the Intrepid.  She didn’t look 
back as she said, “Yes, we were there when they tried using a nuke to make an EM pulse that 
was supposed to neutralize a detention camp filled  with implants on one of the Farallon Islands 
off the coast of Northern California.” 

She had to control her urge to vomit before continuing, “It really isn’t a solution to the whole 
problem on Earth, but the nuke pulse was used once before that in Mongolia when the Russian 
Fivers tried supplying unarmed Mongolian implants.  The Chinese Army was forced to use the 
EM pulse to avoid a ground nuclear attack.  Hundreds of thousands died there, maybe even 
millions. All of the implants died of course, and the Chinese didn’t have enough resources to 



millions. All of the implants died of course, and the Chinese didn’t have enough resources to 

neutralize the fall out. But all probing attacks by the Five Series armies immediately stopped and 
the civilian zombies went back to quietly submitting to being put in detention camps.”

“We haven’t been told anything about the fight back on Earth,” Hyneman said awkwardly. 
“We were sent here the day you left Groom Lake.  We knew things on Earth were getting worse, 
but we have avoided imagining how bad it could be.”

“So if a Mother program submits to it, you can extract the programming from a device it has 
taken over?” Agent Mapleton asked wanting to get off the subject of Earth.  Hurricane Christian 
had been the first hurricane in forty six years that went on its natural path with the heat 
reflection satellites out of commission thanks to Mother 3.0. Christian slammed into Miami full 
force and Shari Mapleton had grandparents who lived in a retirement tower built under the 
relaxed modern hurricane building codes which were lobbied into existence under the false 
security that the weather modification satellites had created.  

“Yes,” Hyneman said answering the question. “My project leader was very happy to have his 
network pad returned to him when we removed the Mother 2.0 programming from it.  It’s going 
to be useless to him until we depart for Alpha Centauri because of the strict software protocol we 
have in place right now, but he says there’s more sentimental value to it than his need to use it as 
a tool.”

“So you’re going to Alpha Centauri then?” Shari Mapleton asked.
“Yes, we need to follow the same path of Seeker One and destroy the communication 

accelerating buoys it dropped off along the way.  Mother 1.1 was sent to us through the buoys so 
we need to destroy them in case there is a version of the programming laying dormant there.”

“Holy shit, that’s it!” Kevin Murphy burst out jumping to his feet and starting to pace back 
and forth in front of the windows looking out on the intrepid.  He had his hand held on his 
forehead as if he was bursting with ideas that would come out of his skull without the pressure 
of his palm.

Catching on, Shari Mapleton said, “You think that’s how she keeps doing it, don’t you.”
“What are you two talking about,” Hyneman asked.  He knew the station was under a 

communications blackout, but he figured that was to protect it from Mother 3.0 on Earth.  He did 
not know that all of the human outposts in the solar system were under the same 
communications blackout.

“M-3 keeps on spreading out to the rest of the solar system. The entire Earth power grid is 
near to full blackout and we have been painstakingly destroying all memory chips and drives on 
anything that is computerized before the power goes back on, but Mother 3.0 keeps popping up. 
Only not just on Earth, the program is still slowly taking control of everything in the system. 
That’s why we arrived here with no idea of where we were going.  Only the pilot knew where to 
take us and he had to be good enough to fly by dead-reckoning from star readings without using 
computer navigation.  It was a bit unnerving to be out in deep space with a pilot using a hand 
scope to navigate by.

“The big population areas like London, Paris, New York and Los Angeles were some of the 
last cities to go under the blackouts because their hospitals needed time to compensate for those 
who could be maintained when it happened. I’ll bet M-3 figured out how to upload to the first 
communication buoy through JPL before the blackout. The people on Earth keep trying to plug 
the leaks in the drain when it’s the faucet that keeps leaking.”

Unable to use a direct signal back to Earth, the darter pilot who had brought Kevin Murphy 
and Shari Mapleton to Bravo was sent back to Earth with a message that needed to be sent to the 



and Shari Mapleton to Bravo was sent back to Earth with a message that needed to be sent to the 

whole solar system.  No one was safe until the Seeker One repeater buoys were destroyed.  This 
also meant that even though the Intrepid was expected to arrive at Alpha Centauri in twenty five 
months, without a repeater buoy network, messages back to the Home System would take over 
four years.  Conceivably, they could arrive at Alpha Centauri, take a year to explore the system, 
and return before the first message announcing they had arrived traveled back to the home solar 
system.

This was one of the many logistical oddities that would make this journey so unique. Added 
to this, were some unnerving aspects surrounding the circumstances of their journey, most 
importantly the fact that the solar system was in a full cyber-war.  Now this mission had not only 
become one of exploration and as a safeguard for humanity, it was seen as the only way to end 
the siege on the system.  

The briefing of the return pilot himself was no simple matter. First the Professor and two 
agents had to convince the Bravo base commander of the urgency in sending the man back. 
After convincing him that the message was important enough, they then had to decide how much 
information to send him back with.  The pilot did not know about the Program or that they were 
outfitting the Intrepid for interstellar travel.  For all he knew there was just another infamous 
station Bravo experiment going on and that knowledge of it extended beyond his pay grade.  
What he was told, so the word could get out to the rest of the solar system in whatever way the 
news could be sent, was that the Intrepid would be leaving on a mission to destroy the first three 
communication buoys and that the mission would take up to two years to complete.  He was not 
told about the star drive because they did not want Mother 3.0 trying to sabotage the mission in 
any way.

Agents Murphy and Mapleton pleaded to go back with the pilot.  The knew that if they 
didn’t go on what they imagined to be a suicide mission to Alpha Centauri, that this darter would 
likely be the last ride back to Earth until the repeater buoys were destroyed.  Hyneman insisted 
they not think about going back until they toured the Intrepid.  He promised that they would be 
allowed to go back to Earth only after they saw the work going on in the Intrepid first.  If they 
still did not want to go after that, he promised to let them take the ship his class had arrived in 
back to Earth.

The highest hopes were put on the success of the Intrepid’s mission.  Even if their untested 
magnetic thrust drive (commonly shortened to be the magthrust) didn’t work as well as planned, 
or at all; the enhanced plasma drive engines would still put the Intrepid’s arrival at the first buoy 
in six months and it would arrive at the third buoy within eighteen months.  The ship would not 
be turning back until the third buoy was destroyed even if the star drive never worked. Assuming 
each buoy could be capable of sending Mother 3.0 signals back to the home solar system, it 
wouldn’t be until the destruction of the third buoy that the home solar system would have a 
chance to reset itself.  The fourth buoy was far enough away that even if it did send a new 
infecting program to the system, it would take eighteen months for that signal to reach the 
closest human outpost at the Jovian Emirates. At the time, Uranus colony was in orbit on the far 
side of the sun relative to the buoy’s position and while it was the furthest colony from the sun, 
it was also the furthest colony from the threat.  This meant preparing for a long trip regardless of 
the magthrust success, which was another reason why a ship the size of the Intrepid was needed.

 On the shuttle ride out to the Intrepid, Hyneman explained their progress, “We will be 
leaving in six to ten days.  Our magthrust drive is not fully operational yet.  It is ready to do 
what it needs to close to the hull of the ship, but we still need to finish work on the system that 



what it needs to close to the hull of the ship, but we still need to finish work on the system that 

will deploy the magnetic collector cone.  All of the remaining work will be done during our pre-
light acceleration under conventional power.  Our rocket thrusters will conduct a short thirty 
minute first stage to the propellant terminal velocity. We should be somewhere in the area just 
outside of Mar’s orbital path by then. 

“Then the second stage plasma engines will pick up and spend the next six months 
accelerating us to about half of the standard speed of light.  At the end of those six months, we 
should be only about one eighth of the way to Alpha Centauri. We will just reaching the Oort 
Cloud by then and we will be the humans who traveled deepest into space.

“Then there will be a third stage where the magthrust drive will begin to collect the 
background radiation and using a long magnetic field generated around the hull of the Intrepid, 
the radiation will be accelerated through the field and ejected at increasing speeds as our 
momentum builds, sending the Intrepid to speeds we estimate could reach as much as much as 
five times the standard speed of light.  That acceleration period should be another six months 
before we reach a terminal velocity to the system.  And from there we will coast until reaching 
Alpha Centauri Proxima.  

“That is the red dwarf star slowly drifting away from the Alpha Centauri Prime system.  We 
will be approaching the star at an angle that will allow us to use the it to slow us down just a hair 
and that will be when we can use the magthrust capture field in reverse to repel the radiation 
ahead of us to like a parachute that will allow the ship to slow down enough to use the Alpha 
Centauri suns to slow us down even more.  We should be at our destination twenty six months 
from now.”

The shuttle was docking with the security ring when Kevin Murphy answered, “Easy as that 
huh?”

Shari Mapleton added, “So if the magthrust doesn’t work or if it works, but not as well as 
you hope, you will still be out in space for the next five or six years?  Unless my math is wrong, 
if the magthrust fails, the Intrepid still has to reach the third buoy on plasma drive alone and that 
will be about two years at best speed, right?  Then you have to turn around and come home and 
I’m sure turning around will take a long time itself.”

Hyneman dismissively answered, “Your math is right.  But please understand, you will either 
be part of the first human expedition to a new solar system, or at worst, you will be on a mission 
to save your own solar system.”

They were stepping into the airlock, which was lit with red light. The door between them and 
the shuttle slid closed and the shuttle was sent back to Bravo.  The light began to pulsate, which 
would have elicited questions if the new recruits hadn’t just been shocked with the length of 
mission they hadn’t yet volunteered for.

“What if I don’t want to go?” Shari replied earnestly.
“I can’t make you, but you would be missing out on something far more important than a 

relative moment in your lifetime.”
Unaffected by the plea, Shari continued to to explain, “But even if I want to go, I don’t like 

the idea that I will disappear from my family who I will be leaving without their ever knowing 
how I am or where I’ve gone.  You haven’t been on Earth since the crisis really got going.  Let 
me tell you, people are scared, really scared.  I saw my parents two weeks into the crisis when 
we were clearing the Chicago POW encampment of their alpha Fiver.  Knowing my roll in the 
crisis, my parents were even more scared for me than they were for themselves.  They knew I 
was making a difference, but they didn’t want me involved none the less.”



Kevin stepped in seeing his partner start to loose composure, “I was there Professor.  Her 
parents were no different from all of the civilians, and since then, we have had no way to 
communicate with them since the black-outs.”

The red pulsating light ceased and a violet circle of light slowly started descending from the 
ceiling of the airlock.

Professor Hyneman sympathetically said, “Believe me Miss Mapleton, I understand.  None 
of us has been able to contact our families since before we left Earth.  When we go, we will be 
gone for god knows how long before anyone on Earth will even know we left.  Who knows how 
long it will take to sort out where we went if the crisis finally subsides.  Until then, everyone 
aboard the Intrepid has had to accept the idea that their friends and families on Earth will 
probably think we were all killed during the crisis. 

“But remember, our mission now includes the urgency to destroy the communication buoys 
that will probably plague our computers until they are destroyed.  Humanity will be on hold 
until then.”

The ultraviolet light finished its downward sweep and turned into a green laser membrane 
that slowly started rising back up to the ceiling.

“Ya, what about destroying the buoys,” Kevin Murphy asked. “If I follow you right, you will 
be traveling at the speed of light and you’re supposed to somehow destroy something the size of 
a basketball?”

Pleased at the intuitive question, Professor Hyneman answered, “Ah, well another benefit of 
our donation from the Martian Defense Forces is that one of the combat roles for an Eichmann 
class frigate was to collect spy satellites from orbit.  We’ve made sure the ship still has its 
dragnet that unfolds to a full kilometer wide behind us when its deployed drag chute style.”

“But we’ll be going, like a billion miles a minute or something,” Kevin Murphy observed 
astonished. “The buoy will be sitting still.  I don’t think the net will ever know the buoy hit it 
when it goes right through the cables like water through a sieve.”

“More like water through the air,” Shari observed.
“Very true,” Professor Hyneman said pleased with the caliber of his new security officer’s 

basic knowledge of physics. “But remember also, with us going a more like eight million miles a 
minute at our slowest-best speed, the effect of the net impacting a buoy will essentially turn the 
thing into dust.”

“That should do it then, I guess you have this all figured out,” Shari Mapleton noted.
“Not everything of course,” Professor Hyneman admitted. “But we have a plan and it’s our 

only plan right now.  We could send unmanned missiles to the buoys, but as you have pointed 
out, we would have to be shooting at targets that would make a successful hit one in a million.  
At least with the Intrepid, we can make constant real time adjustments to our course on track 
with the buoys and even then we just need to be within a kilometer of the things.  Besides, my 
lead engineering student thinks we can almost guarantee getting us those buoys by using the 
three hundred kilometer wide magnetic cone to help pull each buoy into our net.

The light show had been over for a bit now.  They were still standing in the airlock under 
normal light, but it wasn’t until a red light on the inner door switched to green that Kevin 
Murphy finally realized where they were.

“So what was the scanning for?” he asked as Hyneman pressed the green light to open the 
airlock door.

“Had to make sure that none of us have implants or anything that could carry a Mother 



“Had to make sure that none of us have implants or anything that could carry a Mother 

program,” Professor Hyneman answered stepping through the hatchway into the Intrepid’s suit 
room. “Your luggage was hit with a full power EM pulse by the way.  I hope you didn’t have a 
network pad or wrist-comp packed away.”

As Shari Mapleton and Kevin Murphy stepped through, they noticed that the connection 
between the airlock and the ship was not rigid.  There was a twelve inch wide fabric strip that 
lined the connection.  Seeing them take note of the connection, Hyneman explained that the 
nature of the high security projects at Bravo had the appropriate security measures for the 
current situation. This airlock was normally used for docking with supply ships and the soft-
collar was a way to prevent the supply ship from attempting to send snooping radio signals into 
the station in an attempt to hack the computer system.  In this case it was being used in reverse 
fashion.

The suit room they had entered into was more of a widened corridor that had racks of 
excursion wear in various configurations.  Some suits were for work projects in space with tool 
belts and small maneuvering packs.  Some were combat suits with armored plating and built in 
weapons.  Some suits were thinner and didn’t have helmets, but instead had they had matching 
hats which would deploy a head bubble when activated.  These suits were for use on planets and 
moons with thin but non-breathable atmospheres.  

Waiting for them inside the suit room was a simply dressed military man neither of the 
agents had met before. Kevin and Shari had also realized that the gravity plating of the ship was 
reduced quite a bit from Earth normal.  They almost had the sensation that they would float if 
they stood still.  The man waiting to greet them noticed their discomfort.

“I’m sorry that the grav-plates are still low.  My men and I are trying to adjust to your 
gravity as quickly as we can.” He had spoken words of sympathy, but he didn’t really sound 
apologetic.

“This is Captain Joseph Seward of the Martian Expeditionary Force,” Professor Hyneman 
said realizing now that his hopeful recruits hadn’t been properly briefed.  “He and six other 
Martians have volunteered to remain on the Intrepid as part of the mission.  They have all of the 
ship’s operations knowledge we will need as well as possessing the military training that may 
prove useful considering that we are flying into the unknown.”

“Glad to have you to join our team,” Captain Seward said plainly.
Professor Hyneman was quick to answer with a hint of over emphasis saying, “I’m afraid 

that our guests have not actually volunteered yet.”
Looking at Kevin and Shari with astonishment the captain said, “Wow, I hadn’t considered 

that anyone would turn down a chance at this.”
Agent Murphy was quick to say, “Look, I get it that this is really a mission to end the war.  

My partner and I have been on the front lines of this war on Earth.  But that is what we are, front 
line soldiers.  We’re not the navy.  We would be a bad fit.”

“Well then I’m sorry to do this, but I’m afraid you won’t be allowed any further until we 
have an answer,” the Captain said, again with words of apology minus the actual tone of 
sympathy.

Shari Mapleton said, “This has been quite a shock, but you know I can’t refuse.  You’re right 
that this is about as important of a mission as there ever was for the human race, so how could I 
back out?”

“By simply saying the word ma’am,” the Captain said, this time with some emotion.  “Our 
crew is actually small enough that one security officer will be plenty. Both of you are only here 



crew is actually small enough that one security officer will be plenty. Both of you are only here 

because we couldn’t choose between the two of you and because having two would give us 
redundancy should the position turn out to be dangerous, which is hard to imagine but not 
outside the realm of possibilities.”

There was a long tense moment of decision when Kevin Murphy, who was looking out the 
small portholes at Station Bravo, said puzzled, “What are those things flying away from the 
station? I didn’t think they would still be doing experiments under our current threat level.”

 Captain Seward focused his attention on the portholes where he immediately saw what was 
so astonishing.  His first impression was that the station was launching an uncountable number 
of missiles.  His first fear was that missiles were being launched in the direction of Mars.

“Why is the station attacking Mars,” Hyneman asked astonished.
The Captain answered without looking away saying, “Those aren’t missiles.  They’re escape 

pods.”
“Then why are we still sitting here,” Hyneman said stating the obvious.
“Yes,” the Captain said with his trance broken, “why ARE we still sitting here?”  He opened 

the suit room hatch and ran off down the corridor with Hyneman close behind.  Both had 
forgotten about their guests who were left to watch as Station Bravo began to explode module by 
module.

Jake Sutton entered the bridge just behind Hyneman. He was surprised to find the bridge 
silent with everyone focused on station Bravo like it was the first time anyone was looking at it. 

The Captain shook his crew into action by bellowing, “I want escape velocity in Ten.”
The Martian crew scrambled for their stations.
“Nine.”
An alarm sounded. Martian First Officer Parish was looking forcefully at Professor 

Hyneman and pointing at the microphone hanging next to him.
“Eight.”
The ship started to rumble to life. Hyneman picked the mic off the ceiling. Bright flashes 

started flaring from Bravo.  The escape pods were obscured on the other side of the station.  Jake 
couldn’t tell if all of the pods had been launched.

“Seven.”
The officers were still furiously working their controls and trying to sit and strap in at the 

same time. Hyneman yelled into the mic, “Brace for,”
“Six.”
A brighter ball of light flashed and engulfed Bravo. “impact,” Hyneman finished.
“Five.”
Professor Hyneman sat and the others finally understood and found seats as well.
“Four.”
The ship was jostled from the concussion of the first explosions from Bravo. The big bright 

flash had changed to a series of smaller but still bright flashes. The view windows to the station 
side started blinking as their shields were closing against the impacts from station debris.

“Three”
A low rumble filled the Intrepid.  The ship was starting to move now with the rocket start. 

Then the ship lurched sideways.  The ship was rocked by the concussion of the largest station 
explosion.  Officer Parish knew that this concussion would be followed with larger station 
debris. The rockets wouldn’t be ready for full burn, but he didn’t wait.



“Go, go, go!”
The crewman who had been waiting for the green light to flood the rocket chambers with 

fuel didn’t hesitate.  He knew that the burn would not have the same thrust as it would if the 
chamber was heated for a couple seconds more, but they had more than enough pre-fire to 
accelerate away from the danger.  The ship was still being buffeted as it quickly gained speed.  
Station debris was flying past even faster and no one on board knew if they were going to make 
it out of the solar system.



Chapter Eight

Returning to the End

“Welcome back to Earth, Dr. Galveston.”
Senior Agent Dennis Jones had been waiting for Galveston’s return at the arrival gate aboard 

the interplanetary passenger station, Endeavor.  The Martian Department of Alien Affairs had 
warned the US Department of Human Preservation of the doctor’s imminent return to Earth.  It 
seems they didn’t want him on their planet either.

“Do I know you,” Galveston asked confused.
 Agent Jones showed his ID and said, “You don’t remember me then.  I suppose it is to be 

expected since you weren’t exactly in your right mind when Agent Murphy brought you to me 
over three years ago.”

Five months of captivity followed Dr. Robert Galveston’s recovery on Mars.  He had 
evacuated station Bravo with the rest of the crew, sharing an escape pod with a cook.  The cook 
told him about how an M-3 had been inserted into the station system from the darter that had 
brought Agents Murphy and Mapleton from Earth.  The program had gone live not long after.

“So you knew Murphy huh?” Galveston grumbled. “I had almost hoped he would be here as 
the DHP agent to take me into custody.”

“You are not under arrest, Dr. Galveston.  That is unless you are thinking you won’t be 
cooperative and come with me down to Virginia for a few tests before we let you loose on the 
planet again.”

“And if I refuse?”
“You will be charged for the crimes you committed before leaving Earth and no one wants to 

bring up that old business again.”
Galveston’s head and shoulders slumped.  He had hoped that the Intrepid had somehow 

survived the destruction of Station Bravo and maybe that the damage was only enough to keep it 
from leaving the solar system.  Then Agent Kevin Murphy would most likely have been the one 
standing here, ready to take him down to the surface.  He even imagined that Agent Murphy 
would have agreed to stop off at a bar before riding the wire back down to the surface.

Five months ago Galveston and the cook watched as long as they could after Bravo started 
exploding.  They saw the slowest escape pods destroyed as they tried to flee the destruction too 
late.  Their pod was hit by debris as well, and there was no sign of the Intrepid when the 
explosions died down.  The surviving escape pods had made it to Mars orbit with with M-3 
clones buried in the pod’s automated systems.  The surprise of Bravo’s destruction and impulsive 
need for fast answers led to the Martian Orbital Guard recovering these pods without the proper 
safeguards.  The red planet experienced the same pains the Earth was experiencing after that.

Galveston and the cook had been arrested when they were recovered from the escape pod.  
Galveston failed the implant scans even though his were deactivated and removed where 
possible.  Because of this, he was immediately put into isolation where he stayed during the first 
four weeks of Marses own fight against Mother 3.0. Even after he was moved out of isolation, 
he remained in custody for another four months while the rest of the solar system systematically 
eliminated the invasive programming.



Galveston hadn’t said anything more to Agent Jones as he led the way to the elevator lobby.  
He dreaded riding the wire to the surface.  There was something inherently unsettling about 
trusting your life to a meter thick cable stretched thirty seven thousand kilometers into space.  
He had been taken off of Earth in a nice and safe military space plane that had wings to glide 
back to the ground on if necessary.  The elevator would drop like a rock if the wire snapped.

Jones flashed his badge at the lobby attendant and they were taken to a service lift where the 
public was not allowed.  Galveston noted the padded walls of the service lift and chuckled at the 
thought that the walls might be less painful to slam against if they fell to Earth at terminal 
velocity.

Once they were alone on the elevator and descending the wire at one hundred kilometers per 
hour, Dr. Galveston finally worked up the courage to ask the question which had hung in the air 
since he had met Jones.

“So is it official that Kevin Murphy is dead then?”
The DHP agent standing next to him may have looked old enough to be approaching 

retirement, however he had been standing like a stone pillar barely moving as the sway of the 
elevator increased in proximity to the midpoint of their guide wire.  Galveston hadn’t thought it 
possible when Joneses stoic stance hardened as he turned to answer Galveston.

“I dearly hope for your sake that you are not finding Agent Kevin Murphy’s disappearance 
comforting.”

Robert Galveston was glad he had not stopped for a drink because he feared he would have 
emptied his bladder if anything was there at that moment.  Shakily he answered, “I, I, I assure 
you, s-s-sir, I wish with all my heart that Kevin Murphy was here right now.”

Jones grunted and took his former stance.  He was looking away from Galveston when he 
said, “No one can confirm what has happened to the Intrepid.”

“Then there’s hope?” Galveston said.
“I know you’ve been isolated from what little news has been reported for the past few 

months,” Jones said in a slightly softened tone, “but holding out hope for the Intrepid is futile at 
this point.  The solar system just isn’t the same as it was before the war.  There may not have 
been bullets flying and bombs dropping, but everyone in the solar system felt the effects deeply.  
You’re going to find that the Earth is a bit dysfunctional still while everyone figures out how we 
are going to trust in our gadgets again.  There are whole cities that are still operating without 
electricity, and not because it isn’t available to them.  

“No one wants to even think about the implications if the Intrepid is still out there 
somewhere.  Even if Kevin Murphy and the rest are still alive, they have gone to the source of 
this whole mess and the only people talking about what that may mean have been thinking only 
about the worst of what they will find.”

“So what you are saying is that even if the Intrepid is still out there somewhere, the home 
they left doesn’t want to remember that they ever existed.”

The elevator was rapidly slowing as it was reaching the base.  The occupants felt the floor 
pushing up on their ankles.

“What I am saying Dr. Galveston, is that our civilization has been through a ringer of our 
own creation.  No one has the stamina to consider what could be brought down on us from the 
rest of the Galaxy.  For now, things are simpler if we just believe that the Intrepid was destroyed 
and that we have cleaned up the mess that Seeker One left behind.”

“But if the Intrepid was destroyed, doesn’t that mean the Seeker One buoys are still out there 



“But if the Intrepid was destroyed, doesn’t that mean the Seeker One buoys are still out there 

sending Mother 3.0 copies at our systems.”
“The signals are still coming, but it looks like the tech-geeks have built firewalls that keep it 

at bay.  We have also launched missiles set to to explode in the area of the buoys, but they first 
one won’t be destroyed for another two months.  If the Intrepid is still out there, it should 
destroy the first buoy by then and if that happens, we should have a small gap of M 3 attacks.”

“So there’s still hope.”
Galveston’s last statement held in the air while the lift came to a stop.  To his surprise, there 

was no one else waiting for them there on Earth.  Despite the heaviness of Earth gravity, he felt 
as if the weight of his past was lighter.

He followed Agent Jones to the passenger loading zone where they waited for Jones’ flyer to 
come from the parking shelf.  Galveston had been settling into his freed existence when Jones 
brought him back to the reality.

“Things will go smoother for you in your debriefing if you just don’t mention the Intrepid 
unless someone asks you a direct question.  There are high level people who think Seeker One 
was no accident and they are quietly preparing for the worst.”

Jones’ flyer descended and opened its doors to the pair. Galveston got in and when the doors 
shut he asked, “You’re not telling me that I was taken over by an alien computer virus are you?”

As the flyer pulled up into the Virginia skyline, Dr. Galveston was immediately shocked by 
how little flyer traffic there was in the Washington D.C. area these days.

“Think about it Doctor.  Only Mother 3.0 was corrupted and any attempt by that version to 
replicate its malice towards humanity failed.  The M 3 program was to dangerous to study so we 
may never know for sure, but I suspect that if you could open up the programming code you 
would find alien characters buried so deep within the base code that even the program itself 
wasn’t using them to replicate itself.  But don’t worry, your head didn’t have an M 3 program so 
to answer your question, no I don’t think you had an alien virus in there.”

“So if what your saying is true, then if the Intrepid is still heading out on its mission, then it’s 
probably gone from the frying pan to the fire.”

“What I’m saying is that if all of this is true, then its best to hope that the Intrepid didn’t 
survive the destruction of Station Bravo and that whoever sent us Mother 3.0 is satisfied that 
they have managed to contain us humans to our own solar system for a little while longer.”

As the magthrust drive accelerated the Intrepid past the speed of light, the most historic 
journey by men went on as the ones they left behind hoped that they could be forgotten.


