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DEDICATION

To Doc Travis, one hdl of aphyscist, without whom this book
would have made exactly no sense.

Author's Comment

There are afew ddiberate mistakesin the physicsin thisbook (for
reasons of security) and I'm sure there are some that are undeliberate.
All migtaakes, intentiona or unintentional, should be laid upon my
doorstep.

CHAPTER ONE

The explosion, later categorized asin the near equivalent of 60
kilotons of TNT and centered on the Univerdty of Central Forida,



occurred at 9:28 am. on a Saturday in early March, acam spring day
in Orlando when the sky was clear and the air was cool and, for
Florida, reasonably dry. It occurred entirely without warning and while
it originated at the university the effectswere fet far outside its grounds.

The golfers at Fairways Country Club had only amoment to
experience the bright flash and heat when the fireball engulfed them.
The two young men on University Boulevard selling "top name brand
gereos' that they "couldn't return or their bosswould kill them™ didn't
even havethat long. The firebal spread in every direction, awhite ball
of expanding plasma, crisping the numerous suburban communities that
had spread out around the university, homes, families, dogs, children.
The plasmawavefront crested a tremendous shockwave of air that
blasted like atornado outwards, destroying everything inits path. The
shockwave spread to the south asfar as U.S. 50 where early morning
shoppers were blinded and covered with flaming debris. It enveloped
the speeders on the Greenway, tossing carsup to ahdf amileinthe
clear air. It spread to the north amost to the town of Oviedo, erased
the venerable community of Goldenrod, spread asfar as Semoran
Boulevard to the west and out to Lake Pickett to the east. The rumble
of the detonation wasfelt asfar away as Tampa, Cocoaand Ocdaand
the ascending mushroom cloud, roiling with purple and green light in the
early morning air, was visble asfar awvay asMiami. Flaming debris
dropped into Park Avenue in Winter Park, setting the ancient oaks
aong that pleasant drive briefly ablaze and crushed the vestibule of St.
Paul's Church.

Troopersin the motor pool of Charlie Company, Second Battalion,
53rd Brigade, Florida Army National Guard, who were pulling post
deployment maintenance on their Humvee and Hemet trucks, looked
up at the flash and cringed. Those that remembered their training
dropped to the ground and put their arms over their heads. Othersran
into the antiquated armory, seeking shdlter in the stedl cagesthat
secured their gear when they were a their civilian jobs or, as seemed
much more common these days, deployed to the Balkans or
Ashkanistan or Irag.

Specidigt Bob Crichton was compiling losslistsin his cubicle when



he noticed the rumble. The unit had returned only aweek before from a
year-long deployment in Iraq and everyone seemed to have "combat
lossed” their protective masks. Unit protective garmentswere at less
than thirty percent of proper inventory. It was stupid. Everybody knew
that sooner or later the riffs were going to hit them withaWMD attack,
chemical, radiologica or even nuclear now that Pakistan was giving the
Saudis of, dl people, nukes. But nobody liked protective garments or
masks and they "lost" them asfast asthey could. Convoy ambush?
Damn, theriffs must have grabbed my mask. Firefight? Whered that
protective garment go?

Helooked up to where his diploma from the U.S. Army Chemica
Corps Advanced Training Course hung and saw the glass shatter even
beforeit fell off thewall. He blinked his eyes twice and then dove under
the metal desk and clamped his hands over his ears, opening his mouth
to equalize the pressure, just before the air-pressure shockwave hit.
Even over the sound of the explosion, which seemed to envelope the
wholeworld, he heard the sound of the big windowsin the armory
crashing to thefloor of the parade hall. There was asound of tearing
metd, probably one of the old girdersthat held up the roof of the
parade hadl, then relative slence except for adistant screaming. He
waited amoment, catching cresking from the old building but figuring it
was as safe as it was going to get, then climbed out from under his desk
and headed for the company commander's office.

Thefirgt sergeant and the operations sergeant werejust pulling
themselves out from under their own desks when Crichton burst
through the door without knocking, normdly acardind offense but he
figured thiswas as good atime as any to ignore the directive.

"Nobody goes outsidefor at least thirty minutes, Top," he said,
bouncing from one foot to the other in the doorway. "And | need my
survey teams, that's Ramage, Guptill, Casey, Garciaand Lambert. And
assoon asit'sclear | need aplatoon to start filling sandbags for the
Humvees"

"Sow down," thefirst sergeant said, Sitting down in hischair and
then standing up to brush crumbs from the drop celling off of it. The
first sergeant wastall and lanky. Up until the last year held been the



chief investigator for the Lake County Sheriff's Department. When they
got deployed, ignoring the Soldiers and Sailors Act, held given the
sheriff his okay to appoint his deputy to the job. So when they got back
he took acut in pay and went back to work as a sergeant. Give him a
crime scene and he knew where he was a. He even was pretty good at
recovering the company from amortar attack or a convoy ambush. He
was one of the best guysin theworld at training his troops to sniff out
hidden explosives, weapons and other prohibited materia s-he thought
of it as shaking down a dedler's house. But nuclear attacks were anew
onefor him and it wastaking him aminute to get his bearings.

"l can't dow down," Crichton replied. "l needto set up a
radiological station before anybody can go outside even after thefirst
thirty minutes™

"What'swith the thirty minutes?' Staff Sergeant Wolf asked. The
operations sergeant was medium height and well over what the Army
consdered acceptable weight for hisheight. And it wasn't muscle, like
the CO's driver who was africking tank, it wasfat. But he was pretty
sharp. Not unflappable, he was clearly taking even more time to adjust
than the first sergeant, but smart. When he wasn't in one third-world
shit hole or another he was amanager of aKinkos.

"Falling debris," Crichton asked. "Wedon't know it'sanuke. It
probably was but it could have been an asteroid hit. They throw chunks
of burning rock into the stratosphere and they take awhile to come
down."

"Top?" Crichton heard from behind him. The chemica specidist
turned around and saw that the mortar platoon sergeant had come up
behind him while he was talking. The platoon sergeant, a staff sergeant
who was addivery manager for UPS when he was home, showed a
physique devel oped from years of throwing often quite heavy boxes
through the air. It was running to fat now that he worked behind a desk
ten months out of the year, but he till was abig guy you wouldn't want
tomeetinadark dley.

"Get Crichton hissurvey teams" the first sergeant said, looking at
the suddenly irrelevant papers on his desk. " Send Sergeant Burell
around to get everybody insde until the dl clear sounds. Then get with



the rest of the platoon sergeantsin the Swamp. Wolf, head over to
battdion, seewhat'sup.”

"Where'sthe CO?" Crichton asked, looking at the closed door at
the back of the room.

"At breakfast with the platoon leaders and the battalion
commander,” thefirgt sergeant answered, dryly. "We can handle this
until they get back. Go."

* % %

FLASH isthe highest priority communication in the military
directory, superceding even Operationd Immediate. Satellitesin orbit
noted the explosion and computers on the ground automatically
categorized it asanuclear explosion.

"Holy shit!" the Air Force sergeant monitoring the nuclear attack
warning console muttered, his ssomach dropping. In the old days he
would have picked up aphone. Now he hit three buttons and
confirmed three separate pop-ups sending a FLASH priority message
to the Nationa Military Command Center in the bowels of the
Pentagon. Then he picked up the phone as srenswent off inthe
normally quiet room in Sunnyvae Cdifornia

* % %

Thewonder of military communications and computers meant that
the President of the United States got word that a probable nuclear
attack had occurred on Central Floridaawhole thirty seconds before
Fox broke the news.

"I know we can't say who did it, yet," the Presdent said camly. He
was at Camp David for the weekend but most of his senior staff was
on the phone aready. "But I'll make three guesses and only two of
them count.”

"Mr. President, let's not jump to conclusions" his nationa security
advisor said. Shewas aspecidist in nuclear strategy and had been
doing makee-learnee on terrorism ever since the attacks of September
11, 2001. And thisdidn' fit the profile of aterrorist attack. "Firgt of dl,
nobody thinks that they have access to nuclear weapons of this sort.
Radiological bombs, maybe. But this appears to be anuclear weapon.



However, the target makes no sensefor aterrorist. It has been located
precisdy as being on the grounds of the University of Centra Florida.
Why waste anuclear wegpon on a university when they could useit on
New Y ork or Washington or L.A. or Atlanta?’

"| gottago with the NSA on thisone, Migter President,” the
secretary of defense said. "This doesn't fed like an attack. What's the
chanceit could have been some sort of accident?”

"l don't know that much about UCF," the NSA admitted. She had
once been the dean of amgjor college but for the last few years shed
been holding down the nationd security advisor's desk in the middle of
awar. Her stated ambition after leaving government servicewasto
become the commissioner of the Nationa Football League. "But | don't
think they're doing anything in the nuclear program, I'm pretty surel'd
remember that. And you just don't get accidents with wegpons.
They're hard enough to get to go off at dl.”

"So we'rein aholding pattern?"' the President asked.
"Yes, dr," the secretary of defense answered.

"We need to get a statement out, fast,” the chief of staff said.
"Especidly if we're pretty sureit wasn't aterrorist attack.”

"Have one made up,” the President said. "I'm going to go teke a
nap. | figurethisisgonnabealong one."

* % %
"Okay, Crichton, what do you have?'

The battalion headquarters of Second Battalion was collocated in
the armory with Charlie Company. At the moment the Battalion, which
should have had a staff sergeant and two specidistsasanuclear,
biologica and chemica wegpons team, was without any of the three.
Crichton had for the last year been the only trained NBC specidistin
the entire battaion. He reflected, somewhat bitterly, that while hed
been holding down the work of astaff sergeant, a sergeant and six
other privatesit hadn't been reflected in a promotion.

"None of my instruments are reading any increase in background
radiation here, gr," the speciaist temporized. The meseting of the
battalion staff and company commanders was taking placein the



battalion meeting room, asmal room with alarge table and itswalls
lined with unit indgnias, awards and trophies. The question hit him ashe
walked through the door. Crichton had been told only two minutes
before to "'shag your ass over to battalion and report to the sergeant
magor." At thetime he'd been prepping his survey teams.

Radiologica survey teamswere taken from within standard
companies and sent out to find where the radiation was from a nuclear
attack. It was one of the many scenarios that the Army kept inits
playbook but rarely paid much attention to. The privates and one
sergeant for the company's team had been chosen months before and
should havetrained in the interim. But there were dways more
important thingsto do or train on, especialy on adeployment. So he
was having to brief them at the same time as he was trying to read al
hisinstruments, prepare a NUCREP that was probably going to be
read by the Joint Chiefs and make sense of the readings, none of
which, infact, made sense.

Heknew dl the officersin the room and, frankly, didn't like them
very much. The battalion operations officer, amgor, stayed on active
duty as much as possible because his other job was as a school
teacher, el ementary level, and soccer coach. Asamagjor he made three
times as much asacivilian. He could run anybody in the battaion into
the ground but the only reason he managed to keep his head above
water in his present post was his S-3 sergeant, whose civilian job was
operations manager for alarge tool and die distributor. The battaion
executive officer wasasmal town cop. Nice guy and, give him credit,
in good shape despite the Twinkies but not the brightest brick inthe
load. How he made mgjor was a huge question. The battalion
commander was agood manager and a decent leader but if you asked
him to "think outside the box" he'd get abox and stand outside of it
while he thought. And there was nothing, so far, that fit in any box
Crichton could imagine.

"Thethingis, gr, thisdoesn't look likeanuke at dl, Colond," he
admitted.

"Looked one hell of alot like onewhere | was standing,” the XO
replied, hisbrow crinkling. "Big flash, mushroom cloud, hell of abang.



Nuke."
"No radiation and no EMP, sir," Crichton said, shaking his head.
"No EMP?' the battalion commander said. "Areyou sure?'

"What . . ." the Charlie Company commander said, then shook his
head. "1 know I'm supposed to know this, damnit, but | don't. What in
thehdl is. .. what wasit you said?"

"EMP, gr," Crichton replied. "Electromagnetic pulse. Basicdly, a
nuke makes like agiant magnetic generator along with everything e se.”
Hereached in his pocket and pulled out acell phone. "1 called my mom
totell her | was okay and not to worry. Didn't think about it . . ."

"That's okay," the battalion commander said. "Everybody did the
samething.”

"Yes, gr," Crichton replied. "But | meant | didn't think about it until
| hung up. Nukethat size, sir, the EMP should have shut down every
electronic devicein East Orlando. | mean everything that wasn't
shielded. Phones, computers, cars. But everything works. Ergo, it was
not anuke.

"Look, Crichton, | got acdl, apersond cal, from the Chief of
Staff," the battalion commander said. "I mean the Army Chief of Staff.
Theré'saNEST team on the way to check this out, but he wants data
now. What do | tdl him?

Crichton cringed a that. The Chief of Staff was going to tell
whatever he said to somebody even higher up. Probably the President.
If hegotitwrong. ..

"Right now this. . . event isnot consonant with anuclear attack,
ar," the gpecidigt sad, firmly. "Thereis no evidence of EMP or
radiation. Nor . . ." He paused and then squared his shoulders. "Nor
doesit gppear to be an asteroid strike.”

"A what?' the operations officer asked.

"Look," Crichton said, thinking fast. "Sir, you ever seeamovie
cdled Armageddon? Or Asteroid?'

"That's sciencefiction, right?' the mgor scoffed. "1 don't watch that
sort of guff.”



"An asteroid probably wiped out the dinosaurs, sir,” Crichton
explained, trying not to sound asif he was spesking to achild. "It'snot
sciencefiction, it could happen at any time.”

"But wed get warning, right?" the XO asked. "There's some sort of
agroup that watchesfor that sort of thing. They thought one was
headed thisway a couple of yearsago . . ."

"No, sr, wewouldnt," Crichton said, shaking his head. "Not unless
we were extremely lucky. Spacewatch can only scan about ten percent
of the sky. An asteroid can comein from anywhere. But, again, there's
no evidencethat it'san asteroid strike. Asteroids will pick up debris,
lots of it and big debriswhen you get afirebd| likethis, described as
this one was which was that it seemed to be a ground level. Chondritic
meteors can do an airburgt, that's probably what happened in Tunguska

"They teach thisin NBC school ?* the operations officer asked.

"No, gir, but there have been recognized impactsinthelast ten
years, thisisred information,” the chemical specidist said. "Do you
want it?"

"Go ahead, Specidig,” the battalion commander said. "But your
point isthat this doesn't appear to be ameteor.”

"No, sr," the confirmed. "I've caught what | can from the news
while I've been running around. Therésabig ball of dust over the
explosion site and news helicopters have been staying away fromiit for
safety reasons. But they've noted that the damage path is damned near
circular. Very unusua for ameteor.”

"Why?' the XO asked.

The Specidist Sghed. "Angles, sr.”

"Sit, Crichton,” the battalion commander said. "Then explain. Thisis
al new to me, too."

"Thanks, Sr," hereplied, grabbing achair, then holding his hands up
likeabdl. "Thisisthe Earth, right? For the damageto be circular it
would have to have comein straight.” He pointed towards where held
had his hand cupped, then pointed from the sides. "But ameteor can
comein from any direction. It'smuch morelikdy that it will comein at



anangle. Andif it hits" he clapped his hands together and then fanned
them out, "it's like throwing arock into amud puddle. Mot of the mud
splashes away from the rock. Some splashes straight up. Some, alittle,
gplashes back. They think the one that took out the dinosaurs hit down
inthe Y ucatan. 'Splashes fromi it hit in Europe and up in the tundra.
The plasmawave crossed most of North America. Say one camein
from the west for this. Firgt of al, we should have seen, have reported,
some sort of air-track. ‘A shooting star in the day.' Then, we should
have had flaming bits of rock raining al the way from here to Cocoa."

"Whichwedidn't,” the battalion commander said, nodding his head.
"The Orange County Sheriff's department wants to send a helicopter
into the areato assess the damage and find out what's going on. They
have their own chemical and biological response person, but they want
amilitary presence who knows something about nukes. All we've got
for that isyou. Will you volunteer for the misson?"

"Yes, gr," Crichton said, hiseyeslighting.

"It could be dangerous,” the commander pointed out.

"So was driving Highway One, Sr," the specidist replied. "But I'd
givemy left arm to be on the first survey team. For usit'slike being the
first one through the door isfor infantry. Thisisthe mother of al doors
for an NBC specidig.”

"Okay," the battdion commander said, smiling. "I'll givethem acdl
and then call the Chief of Staff."

* % %

"Well, that wasthe Army Chief of Staff," the defense secretary
sad. It wasforty minutes from Washington to Camp David by UH-60
Blackhawk helicopter. Three had been dispatched and picked up the
national security advisor, the director of homeland security, the defense
secretary and the Chief of Staff. The Vice-President was aboard Air
Force Two circling over the Midwest but in contact by speaker phone.
"He's been talking to thelocal Nationa Guard commander. His survey
teams so far report no evidence of radiation and there was no EMP.
He also saysthat it does not appear to be a meteor strike. I'm not sure
about how high a certainty to put on that, he's gpparently depending



upon the opinions of a private and evaluation of meteor strikeisnot
part of histraning.”

"The private agreeswith FEMA,," the nationd security advisor said.
"And Space Command. The evidenceis not consistent with ameteor
impact and I'm suspicious of meteorsthat hit research fecilities.”

"So what wasit?' the President asked. He had taken atwenty
minute catnap and now paced up and down the room occasiondly
looking at the TV. "What's the estimate of casudties?'

"We don't have one so far," the director of Homeland Security
sad. Technicdly he should have given the FEMA report, Sinceit was
under Homeland Security. But he liked and respected the NSA so he
didn't make an issue of it. He dso was phlegmatic by nature, aman
who never hurried in acrisis but stayed cam and made rapid, rationa
decisons. Many thought that he had been tapped by the President
because he was the former governor of an important swing state but it
was his unflappable manner that had gained him the post. "FEMA
didn't want to give even awide estimate but the lowbdl | extracted
from them wasfifty thousand.”

"My God," the President whispered.

"Yes, dr, itisvery bad," the director admitted. "Buit it's contained
and loca emergency services are responding aswell as can be
expected.”

The phone rang and was answered by the national security advisor,
who held it out to the President. ™Y our brother, Sir.”

"Hey, Jeb," the Presdent said, camly. "A black day."
llYall
"Okay, right away. Good luck and God Bless."

He handed the phone back and nodded at the Homeland Security
director.

"That was an officid request from the governor to declare astate of
emergency. | think this counts.

"I'll tell my people,” the director said, standing up and walking out
of theroom.



News helicoptersthat had been loitering near the dust-ball zoomed
in on awhite and green helicopter that bore the logo of the Orange
County Sheriff's department asit approached the scene of devadtation.
An area could now be seen that was stripped clean of dl vegetation
and homes athough some foundations remained. The helicopter came
in dowly and hovered low, tirring up dust from the ground to add to
the pal that was drifting lightly to the west.

"There goesthefirgt survey,” the defense secretary said, quietly.
The Nationd Military Command Center had dready sent in its estimate
of casuaties. NMCC had programs and protocols dating back to the
Cold War for estimating casudties. The estimate they had given him,
backed by high end modeling that had taken a series of servers nearly
fifteen minutesto run, said that the FEMA estimate was low.

By nearly an order of magnitude.

* % %

"Wejust picked up somedugt,” Crichton yelled, cracking the door
on the hdlicopter and holding out the wand on his Geiger counter.
"Hold it there."

"You surethisis safe?' the Emergency Services guy shouted, his
voice muffled by hischemicd suit and dmost impossible to hear over
the sound from the rotors.

"No," Crichton responded. "But you want to diein bed?’

The Emergency Services guy, Crichton hadn't caught his name, was
used to responding to spillson 1-4 in Orlando. He knew all about how
to contain a dumped tanker truck of carbon fluoride. He even knew
about containment and cleanup of adumped load of radioactive
material. But responding to a nuke was pretty much outside of his
normal job description.

It wasfor Crichton, too. But he at least had manuasto go by. And
held boned up, fast, as soon as he got detailed to the mission. He knew
the sections on ground survey backwards and forwards but al he knew
about aerid survey was from the books and they assumed that the
helicopter had been fitted with externd systems. No externd systems
were available s0, leafing to the back of the manua, held found the



section on "field expedient agrid survey." Which was much less detailed
than the standard methods. Get close to the destroyed zone, staying
upwind from the site, kick up some dust and get areading. If it was
hot, back the fuck up.

His counter was reading normd.

"Thisisnt anuke" he muitered.

"What?' the pilot shouted. There wereinterna headsets but they
wouldnt fit over hisgesr.

"It'sclear!" heydled back. "Goin closer.”
"How clos=?’

"Ascloseasyou can get,” Crichton said. "Or set it down and I'll
wak!"

The chopper inched forward, dowly, as Crichton kept his wand
out againg the prop-wash. Still nothing.

"Set her down!" Crichton ydlled. "Were till clear! | need aground
reading.”

"Y ou sure?'

"Thereis no radiation!"

"I've got the same," the Emergency Services guy said, looking over
at Crichton. "This doesn't make sensel”

"No, shit," the specidist muttered.

"Wait," the copilot caled back. He had been looking out to the

front asthe pilot searched for areasonably flat placeto land. "Y ou can
see something at the base of the dust cloud.”

The base of the cloud was dark, obscuring the light from the sun
that still hadn't reached zenith. But near the ground there was a deeper
darkness. Therewas acrater aswell, one that looked very much like
an enormous bomb hole. The darkness, though, wasn't at the bottom of
the crater. Then an errant gust of wind pushed some more of the dust
aside and the darkness was revesled. It was a globe of inky blackness,
darker than the spaces between stars on a cloudless night. It seemed to
absorb the light around it. And it was hovering above the base of the
crater, right about where ground level had previoudy been.



"It lookslike ablack hole," the copilot yelled. "Back away!"

"No!" Crichton yelled. "Look at thedust! If it wasablack holeit
would be pouring into it!" For that matter, he suspected that if there
was ablack hole that large the helicopter and most of Forida, if not
the world, would be sucked into it faster than it could be seen. The dust
wasn't being sucked in but he noticed that what dust went in didn't
Seem to be coming out.

"I'm calling the news service choppers and getting onein herefor a
visud," thepilot ydled. "Y ou're sure therés no radiation.”

Crichton glanced at the counter that had been forgotten in his hand
and then shook hishead. "Still quiet.”

"Okay," the pilot yelled then switched frequencies and muttered on
the radio. Crichton looked out the window and noticed one, and only
one, helicopter inching closer; apparently the need to get a scoop did
not outweigh common sense. He turned back to look at the ball, which
didn't seem to be doing anything and shouted in surprise as something
dropped out of the bottom and hit the base of the crater.

It was agiant insect.
No.

Itwas. .. It had black and red markings, mottled, not like a
ladybug but some of the same color. It was. . . his sense of perspective
zoomed in and out oddly. It couldn't be aslarge asit looked, but if it
wasnt, then the pilot in the front seet was a child and hishead the size
of baseball. Crichton shook his head as the thing, using too many legs,
wriggled and got to its feet. It was the shape of aroach, colored red
and black and it had . . . more, way more, than six legs. It looked . . .
wrong. Everything about it waswrong. It scared him more than any
spider, however large and they got pretty damned large in Florida, held
ever seenin hislife

It wasn't from thisworld. Not in thistime. Or from any timein the
past. And, hopefully, not any timein the future. It wasfrom. ..
somewheredse.

It wasdien.

"Oh, Holy shit"



CHAPTER TWO

"Mogt of the faculty of the university was, presumably, off-campus
when the event occurred.” The briefer was from the FBI, which was
one of adozen agenciestrying to make sense of the "event.” No name
had stuck to it, yet. It was not "Pearl Harbor Day" or "9/11" or "the
Challenger." It wasjust "the event.” The day Hill hadn't passed. By
tomorrow, or the next day or the day after that some glib newsman
would hang amoniker on it that would stick. But for right now, glued to
their TV, tying up the phonelines, peoplejust referred to it asthe
White House spokesman had as "the event.”

"Presumably because many of them lived near the campus,” the
briefer added. "The presdent, however, lived in Winter Park, outsde
the blast zone, and one of our agents contacted him. The center of the
event, wherethe. . ."

"Globe," the National Security Advisor prompted. "Or hole,
maybe.”

"Wheretheglobenow . . . floats. . . was where the high energy
physicslab used to rest.”

"Indugtria accident,” the President said, then laughed, humoroudly.
Hed by now seen the Defense Department estimates and the " updated”
esimatesfrom FEMA, which were climbing higher asthe day
progressed. "The mother of al industrial accidents. Who?"



"The president was unwilling to directly point fingers but we believe
that it was probably an out-of-control experiment by thisman," he said,
flashing adightly Asan-looking face onto the screen. "Professor Ray
Chen, Bachdors degree and Ph.D. in physics from University of
Cdifornia. Third generation American despite hislooks. Formerly a
professor at MIT. Professor of advanced theoretical physics at
University of Central Florida. He apparently moved there, despite a cut
in pay and relative prestige of the facility, because of the wegther in
Bogton."

"Why not Cdlifornia?’ the President asked then waved his hand.
"Never mind, irrelevant.”

"Only dightly Mister President,” the nationa security advisor said.
"Thank God it was UCF and not MIT or JPL. We'd belooking at a
million dead if it was either of those. And | know, vaguely, about Dr.
Chen. But not enough.”

"Bob," the President said, turning to the national science advisor.
The science advisor was not normaly part of the inner circle but held
been cdled in for obvious reasons. His degrees, however, werein
molecular biology and immunology; held been chosen for his
background in biologica warfare againgt the possibility of such attacks
from terrorists. He knew he was out of hisleague.

"The security advisor probably isasgood as| am at this. We need
aphysicigt, agood one, that can think on his feet. Soon."

"Mr. President?" the defense secretary said. "When the high energy
physics building was noted asthe location | told my people to scrounge
up aphysicist. He's got background in advanced physics and
engineering and holdsa TS for work he doeswith my department. He's
aconsultant with one of the defense contractors.”

"How soon," the President asked with asmile. "How soon can he
be here, that is?'

"He'sinthebuilding, Sr,” the defense secretary said, quigtly. "I'm
not trying to step ontoes. . . "

"Bring himin," the President replied.

"Academic egghead,” the Homeand Security director muttered,



amiling, whilethey waited. "No offense," he added to the nationd
science advisor.

"Nonetaken," the scientist who hadn't published in seven years
said. "What is his background Mr. Secretary?"

"NASA, then defense contractors,” the secretary said, smiling
faintly. "Ph.D.sin physics, aeronautical engineering, optics, dectronic
engineering and some other stuff. Smart guy. Very bright, very sharp,
highwatt."

"Fifty-ish, bading," the Homeland Security director added,
chuckling. "Fifty pounds overweight, pocket protector, five colors of
pens, HP cdculator on hiship.”

The defense secretary just smiled.

The man who entered, passed by the Secret Service, wasjust
below norma height. He had brownish-blond hair that was dightly
touded and lightly receding on both sdes. He walked like agymnast or
amartid artist and if there was an ounce of fat on hisbody it wasn't
apparent; hisarms, which had strangely smooth skin, were corded with
muscles. He had light blue eyes and aface that was chisdled and movie
gar handsome. He was wearing alight green silk shirt and well-worn
blue jeans over cowboy boots.

"Gentlemen and ladies, Dr. William Weaver," the defense secretary
sad, lightly with some humor in hisvoice. " Senior scientist of Columbia
Defense”

"I'm sorry about how I'm dressed, Mr. President,” the scientist
sad, diding into achair at agesture from the President. "1 didn't think |
was going to need asuit thisweekend; they're all a home." He had a
dight, but noticeable, deep south accent. " Ahm sorry 'bout how Ahm
dressed, Mister Presdent.”

"Not aproblem,” the President said, waving hishand. Unlike his
predecessor he inssted on suit and tie in the nation'swork and never
took his off when he wasin the office. He had changed as soon as he
got back from Camp David and al the senior staff were in suitsor
dresses. "Wherés home? Y ou don't live in Washington?'

"No, gr, | commute from Huntsville" Weaver sad.



"We don't have much for you to go on," the President said. "But
this event this morning appearsto have originated at the high energy
physicsbuilding a the University of Centrd Horida We think that it
might have been due to something that was being worked on by a
physicist named.. . . name?"

"Ray Chen," the nationa security advisor said, watching the
Newcome.

Weaver closed his eyes and grimaced. "Ray Chen from MIT?' he
asked, not opening his eyes.

"Yes" theNSA sad.

"Wl congratu-effing-lations, Ray," the scientist said to the celling.
"Y ou just made the science books." He looked back down at the
President and then narrowed hiseyes. "l can make some guesses Mr.
President. That's dl they are but they are informed guesses. Say about
aseven on ascae of onetoten.”

"That's good enough for now," the President said. "How bad isit?"

"Not nearly as bad asit might have been,” Weaver answered,
clearly trying to figure out how to phrase things. "One possibility isthat
wewould dl have just disgppeared, asif wewere never here. Unlikely,
but possible. I'm going to haveto explain and I'll try to tell you when
I'm getting into completely raw speculation.”

"Go ahead," the President said, leaning back.

"What Ray Chen wasworking on was the Higgs boson particle,”
the scientist said, shaking hishead. "Firgt thing to remember isthat
guantum mechanics can drive anorma man crazy o if it seemslike I'm
insane just keep in mind that it'sthe physics, not me. A Higgsbosonis
atheoreticd particle that isnamed for the Scottish physicist Peter
Higgs, who suggested it asaway to explain some phenomenain high
energy and vacuum field physics. Some scientists and especidly science
fiction writersbelieveit contains auniversewithin itsdf. Me, | dways
thought it was just reinventing the zero point energy fluctuation energies,
orviceversa"

"You mean agadaxy?' the Defense Secretary asked.
"No, Mr. Secretary, a universe. All the physicsthat make up a



universe, which won't be the same asthis one, dl the math, all the
gdaxiesif they form. Theoreticdly."

"That's. . ." the Homeand Security director stopped and chuckled.
"Itisntinsane, it'sthe physics, right?’

"Yes, gr," Weaver sad, nodding. "Thething isthey tekeredly high
levels of energy to form. CERN in Switzerland's been working on them
for forever and couldn't get one. But the other thing is, there's another
theory that when it formed it might just . . . supercede thisuniverse.”

"Supercede?’ the president said. "Asin replace?!

"Moreor less, Mr. Presdent,” the physicist said. "That'swhy | said:
Not as bad asit might have been. We might not have even known
anything happened, just al been gone. Moonshotsto the Mona Lisa,
goneasif we never existed. And anything or anyone ese inthe
universe. Biggest argument againgt that happening isthat it hasn't and
something, somewherein thisbig wide universe must have made a
Higgs boson before.™

"l see," the President said.

"Or even, and | think we might be onto something here, open a
holeinto another universe. Y ou see, they don't last for long, even if
you make one. Now, within the universe, it's all thetime of the universe
which might be, well, the whole thing. In the couple of nanoseconds
they exig inthisuniversg, in that universe they'd have the Big Bang, us
making the universe so to speak, universal cooling, star formation,
planet formation, the formation of life, contraction and then erasure.
Billionsand hillions of yearsin that universe compressed to lesstime
than it takes acomputer to calculate two plustwo in this universe. |
know you're a God fearing man, Mr. President, but with Higgs boson
theory, God might have been Ray Chen pushing abutton as he said:
'Let's see what happens.' "

"So you do understand what happened?’ the Presdent asked. "If
thiswas a possible result, why would anyone do such athing?"

"WEell, the recognized negetive results were very low order
probabilities, Mr. President,” Weaver said. "They'd been sudied over
and over again and they were dismissed. | dismissed themand | il



think I'm right. What would happen if you made a Higgs boson the
norma way isabrief flash of light, some secondary particlesand then it
would be gone. Might not even be ableto tell you'd doneit. But that's
the norma way, which involves greet big linear accdlerators.”

"They had onein UCF," the FBI briefer said, glancing at his notes.
"Wed firg put the explosion down to an accident with that.”

"Shows you don't know high school physics, much lessthis stuff,”
Weaver said in an equanimible tone. "Couldn't get anything like that out
of even abig collider much lessthe four meter or so that they had at
UCF. And you can't get aHiggs boson out of one normally at al. What
we redly needed was the super conducting supercollider they were
building in Texas. That was one of the scheduled experiments. But Ray
Chen wanted to make a Higgs boson."

"Why, in God's name?"' the President asked. "If it was possible that
itwould erase dl life on earth?

"Why did you want your baseball team to win the World Series,
Mr. President?" Weaver shot back. "Besides which, forming one and
then watching it degrade would tell usalot about how our universe
redly works. Understanding physicsisthe basisto everything, Mr.
President. Everything from cdllular telephonesto the MOAB. And Ray
wasgood at it. Very bright, very crazy in that way you haveto beto
understand quantum mechanics. And he thought, I've read the papers,
that there was away to shortcut to a Higgs boson. | won't get into what
itis, but he thought that under certain conditionsit was possibleto
change physicsin avery limited area. And with the physics changed
you could make aHiggs boson. And | think that it was his shortcut that
went wrong."

"Y ou think he changed the physicsin asmall area?’ the nationa
security advisor asked. "Would that have caused the exploson?”

"Possbly,” Weaver said. "But probably not. What we have now is
some sort of gate. Bear with me here, and I'll say thet thisisinformed
gpeculation, al'so known asawild guess. But what we might have had
was auniversa inverson; weturned outside-in."

"What?' the president said.



"Think about abaloon, Mr. President,” Weaver said, frowning as
hetried to convert very complex theory into reasonable andogies.
"Y ou put aholein the balloon and the air goes out. But you till have
the baloon. Now, reach in and pull the balloon insde-out. We were
actudly the outsde, now we're on theinsde.”

"That's. . ." the Homeland Security director said, then stopped.

"Crazy, right,” Weaver replied. "The point isthat if aHiggs boson
was formed, it would be auniverse. If the conditions were wrong, we'd

be sucked into that universe and it would become the 'outer’ universe. |
could imagine some secondary effects would occur.”

"Such asanuclear explosion,” the NSA said, dryly.

"Such asavery high end kinetic energy reease,” Bill Weaver said
with anod. "Which would look an awful lot like anuclear exploson.
And at this point we get into pure speculation because thereisno
theory to support what we'relooking at. That big black bal could bea
boson, but it does not meet the theory of a Higgs boson particle or its
effects. Y es, something came through, that might have been froma
Higgs boson universe but, again, it doesnt fit the theory. Shouldn't be
ableto getin or out of the universe. Also, its physics should be
different, so different that it would have either died right away or, more
likely, exploded. Like, another nuke type explosion but larger asthefull
mass of the creature converted to energy. Didn't. What we're looking
at isagate or awormhole. Obvioudy to another planet. Maybe,
probably, to a planet in this universe. Might be to the future, probably
not. Thebig questioniis: isit gable?Isit going to just go away?Isit
going to release energy from that planet or universeinto this planet?Isit
expanding? Contracting? And, most interesting overdl, what's on the
other sde? Another world? A world of gates maybe? Now I'm into
skybdling which isthe other Sde of speculation.”

"Okay, so we have agate and no theory asto why it formed?’ the
nationa security advisor said.

"No, maam, but | do have an idea how it might have been formed,
based on some of Ray Chen'slast papers, engineering rather than
physics, and we might be able to figure out the physics beforelong.



Once you know something's possible, especidly if you can study it,
that's nine tenths of the battle. Might, probably would, get the same
explosion, though.”

"The exploson we can handle," the defense secretary said,
nodding. "Assuming it occurred somewhere like Los Alamos. On the
ranges, not in thelab, obvioudy."

"I'm going to say something," the President intoned. "I do not want
thisfollowed up until we have a better handle onit. Not a MIT, not at
Cdifornia, not at Los Alamos. We have enough problemswith
terrorism. | do not want our cities popping like fireworks. | do not want
another quarter of amillion dead on our hands."

"I'm sorry, Mr. President,” Weaver sad, "if | wasout of line."

"Not at dl," the President said. "I just want that to be made clear.”

"Dr. Weaver, may | ask aquestion?" the national science advisor
said. "Dr. Chen's papers were open source, were they not?'

"No, gr, they weren't," Weaver said, shaking hishead. "If they
were, the President's order would, obvioudy, beimpossible.”

"Wheredid. .. ?" the science advisor said then stopped at araised
eyebrow from the defense secretary.

"Dr. Weaver, though his association with the Department of
Defense, has accessto restricted files. . ."

"Areyou saying thiswasa DOD project?' the Homeland Security
director asked, hisfleshy face turning ruddy in anger. "That it actualy
was abomb project?’

"No," the defense secretary said, definitely. "Let'stry to leave the
rumorsto the press, okay? Dr. Chen had funding from the Nationa
Academy of Sciences," he said, gesturing at the science advisor, who
blanched. "From at least three nongovernmentd agencies and from the
DOD. Mot of it was private funding. But for the DOD grant, and we
pass them out for quite afew things, he had to make his reports and
projections classified. I'm not sure that there's no open source but
everything inthelast year or so isblack. | don't even, frankly, know
why or how he got funding from us. But we fund quite afew purely
theoretica projects because, sometimes, they pay off."



"And it was these classified documents you saw?"' the President
asked.

"Yes, gr," Weaver replied. 'l wasinterested in the physics. If you
can change physicsin alimited areayou might be able to do alot of
things, Mr. President. | hadn't anticipated this sort of explosion or |
would have rung the darm bells. But there are other applications.
Change gravity in alimited areaand you've got amuch better
helicopter. Not to mention lightening the load on infantrymen. Change
the physics another way and, yes, maybe you get abang. I'd been
thinking about some usesfor the people who pay my salary, Mr.
President. Besides being fascinated with the math. But | didn't
anticipatethisat dl."

"Okay, 0 we have a gate and physics we don't understand but
might eventudly," the national security advisor said. "And sncewe
don't understand the physics, we don't know what the eventual
outcome might be."

"No, mdam."

"But ther€'s clearly aworld on the other side," the President said.
"Dr. Weaver, would you bewilling to go to that world? Assuming it's
survivablefor ahuman?!

"Sir, it would take a platoon of marinesto keep me away from that
gate”

"Funny you should say that," the defense secretary said with adight
amile

"I'm Spec . . . Sergeant Crichton, Sr," Crichton said, saluting the
Navy officer in desert camouflage. "l wasthe NBC guy that did the
initid evduation.”

"Lieutenant Glasser," the SEAL said, returning the salute and then
shaking hishand. "I saw the gpproach; good work."

"Thank you, gr," Crichton said. He knew he was getting aswelled
head but didn't know what to do abouit it. The battalion commander

had passed on good words from the Chief of Staff for God's Seke. His
evaluation, that it wasn't anuke, that it wasn't an asteroid and that it



was agate, had been ahead of FEMA's, the national science advisor
and God Knowswho el se. And now he was being complimented by a
SEAL.

Glasser just nodded his head and |ooked into the hole. The team
had been a McDill Air Force Basein Tampa, home of the Specia
Operations Command, doing adog and pony show, read briefing, for
the incoming commander. It was the sort of shit that SEALs normally
managed to avoid but the new SOCOM commander was a Green
Beanie, Army Specia Forces, Green Berets, who had limited
experience in commanding or managing SEALs or most of the other
forcesthat fell under his command. The team had been chosen because
it wasin country, not doing anything important and it had awide range
of experience from Command Master Chief Miller, who had been a
SEAL since Christ was a corpora and had been in every land and sea
action since Grenada, to Seaman First Class Sanson who still didn't
have the Coronado sand out of his boots.

And lo and behold they never even got around to shining those
same boots before they were loaded in vans and, preceded and
followed by a police escort doing about ahundred and eighty, driven
up to Orlando and dropped off in ahowling wasteland that |ooked
suspicioudy like Beirut. They'd caught just enough on the tube to have
some ideawhat was going on but there wasn't much to see at the
moment except abunch of nationa guardsmen standing around drinking
coffee under klieg lights.

That and the globe.

"If there's a penetration of the globe, from our Sdethat is, we're
tasked to do it,” Glasser said. "Thereésno SOPfor this, wereinto
sciencefiction. Do you read sciencefiction?!

Crichton wasn't sure how to answer; most military officerswere
death on SF. But Glasser didn't seem to mind.

"l used to," Lieutenant Glasser mused. "Used to read alot. I'm
dead worried about biologica or chemica contamination from that
sde. What happened to that bug?*

"Well, s, it'stwo bugs now," Crichton answered, gulping.



"Sergeant Grant and | got them both up out of the hole. We wore our
protective gear and decontaminated afterwards.”

"Decon foam might not work on bugs from another world," Glasser
pointed out. "As| said, no SOP."

"Yes, gr, but we dso used bleach," Crichton said, stubbornly. "Sir,
if it can stand up to bleach, | don't think it can bond to anything in this
world."

"Where are the bugs?' the SEAL said, ignoring the comment.

"The sergeant and | trussed them up with duct tape and then
dumped them in the back of aHumvee with dl the windowsrolled up
and big Ssgnson it not to open it. But they're both dead, sir. They just
stopped twitching after awhile.”

"l guess something on thissideis poisonousto them,” Glasser said.
"Which isthefirst good news I've had today. And bad, for that matter,
it doesn't mean the other side isn't poisonous. Any ideawhat?"

"No, gr," Crichton responded. "They were moving fine and strong
as bgeezus. Sergeant Grant helped me because he usualy worksin an
dligator farm wrestling gators. And it took both of us on them to get the
tape on them. They didn't attack us or anything but it was like riding an
elephant if you know what | mean; they just didn't seemtofed the
weight, eventhe smadller one. If I'd make aguess, Sir, I'd say that it'sa
higher gravity world on thefar sde and that somethingin our air,
carbon dioxide or oxygen, is probably what killed them. Too high or
low of oxygen or too high carbon dioxide. Just awild-ass guess, gir.
I've gone up by the globe and taken readings but the instruments I've
got don't show anything harmful coming out of it."

"You do read sciencefiction,” the lieutenant said, smiling a him.
"Crichton, right?’

"Yes, gr. | did. Still do for that matter when I've got the time.”

"My boys can kill anything they can see" the SEAL said,
reflectively. "They can movelike lightning, go anywhere, do anything.
But with the exception of the command master chief, who reads
Sarship Troopers onceritudly before every overseas assgnmen, |
don't think any of them have ever read an SF novd. Or thought about



how an dien world could be different. Comments?"
"Y ou'd better brief them carefully, sr.”

"That is we, Sergeant. e had better brief them carefully. Believeit
or not, SEALSs are willing to listen to people who know whét they are
talking about. And, also contrary to popular opinion, they're smart.
Which may matter one hell of alot. Or not a all.”

* % %

Orlando Internationa Airport's cal-sign was M CO, which stood
for McCoy. It had previously been McCoy Air Force Base back when
the security of the United States against the Soviet nuclear arsend
rested in Mutua Assured Destruction and intercontinental bombers
were one leg of thetriad that assured the Mutua.

As Orlando grew in size and importance from asmall cow town
with afew defense firmsto an entertainment and research center,
MCO had grown aswell, adding flights, adding congestion and
eventualy adding runways. But the main runways were the same that
had been laid down in the 1950s and they were more than adequate to
handle an F-15. Which was how Dr. Weaver arrived after aflight from
Andrews Air Force Base he would remember for sometime.

FAA regulations prohibited military jets from breaking the sound
barrier over inhabited areas. Jets which were supersonic, therefore,
were limited to training over water or uninhabited desert aress.

Bill Weaver had flown in F-15s before, including aerobaticsto try
to make him sick. They hadn't. But thiswasradicaly different. The
F-15, carrying conforma wing tanks, had climbed for dtitude at what
was cdled "maximum military thrust." Since an F-15 isone of thevery
few arcraft in the world that has more thrust than mass, that meant
virtudly straight up for aminute and ahalf. It was very much what he
imagined being in the shuttle would belike, if you were able to look
around in every direction. When it reached its optimum dtitude, 65,000
fet, it had turned south and the pilot had pushed the afterburnersto
full. From that highit isnormaly hard to notice the changein motion
relaiveto theground at dl. Just as high jetslook asthey are moving
dow from the ground, from the air the ground itself tendsto |ook



sationary. Not a darned near Mach Three. It had taken thirty minutes
from when the pilot turned south to when he flared out for alanding in
Orlando. And the earth, which from their dtitude had avery distinct
roundnessto it, looked asif it had shifted rotation from west-east to
north-south. Even at their height Bill was pretty surethey'd left astring
of broken windows behind them.

There had been very little conversation. Ground crewmen had
helped him into aG suit, hooked him up, explained the two switcheshe
was permitted to touch, pointed out the gection system which he was
not permitted to touch except in obvious circumstances and climbed
out. Thepilot had, if anything, lessto say.

"Can| ask who you are?" the pilot, alieutenant colondl, said when
they reached cruising atitude and the bone crushing acceleration had
eased off.

"I'm an academic eggheed,” Bill said, glorying inthe view out the
window. The sun was down in the west on the ground but they were
ill in sunlight at dtitude. Despite that they were high enough thet the
sky was purple and he could see stars. It was as close as held ever
been to space, the one place he'd wanted to go since he was akid.

"Pull the other one," the pilot said.

"No, redly, they're sending me down to look at thisthing in
Orlando. I'm aphyscig.”

"| figured that they weren't sending you to Disney World, but you
don't look like any academic I've ever seen.”

"Y ou need to hang out at the Hooters in Huntsville more often.”

Bill had heard it before. If you had a Southern accent and looked
like atrack and field coach everyone assumed you were ajock. But at
theleve of physicswhich was his specidty, you could get as much
"work" done working out, or mountain biking, or SCUBA diving, or
rock climbing, asyou could stting in adarkened office with the door
looked and your clothes off contemplating your navel. Which was what
one academic of hisacquaintance swore by. It wasal in the head until
it cametimeto St down and Sart drawing equations, which if you'd
done the head work in advance practicaly drew themsaves. And if you



grew up with abody that only required two hours of deep anight, a
mind like an adding machine and the energy leve of aferret onapixie
stick, you had to find some way to burn off the energy, physica and
mental. So he mountain biked, consulted with the DOD, went to
nationd level Wah Lum Kung-Fu tournaments and, occasiondly, sood
infront of awhite board for afew hours and then stayed up for three
days writing a thirty-thousand-word paper which he sent off to the
National Journal of Physics and Science serenein the knowledge
that it would both pass peer review and be published.

Many of hisfriends, and most of his colleagues, referred to him
jokingly asarat bastard.

Hed recently considered going back to grad school to polish off
another Ph.D. The only question was in what. Asshole physics,
adrophysicsto the uninitiated, was out. Thewholefield wasfilled with
eggheads who couldn't tell redity from fantasy and most of them put
their fantasies squarely on thelibera side of the politica divide. Maybe
atomic level engineering, but the only school that had a department, yet,
wasMIT. Bleck. Among other odditiesin hisfidd, Weaver wasa
staunch and outspoken political conservetive of aserioudy military
bent. A year, about what it would take despite the "'recommended”
three years, in the People's Republic of Massachusetts was more than
he could stand.

Maybe genetics or molecular biology, branch out alittle.

But that had been yesterday, before "the event.” If there wasn't a
whole new branch of physics about to open up, he didn't have anose
like ahound dog. And hewasin, practically, on the ground floor.

The math was probably going to kick his ass, though. At certain
levels even the top-flight physicists sometimes had to resort to pure
math guys. Ray Chen, for example, had been ago-to man for gauge
boson and multidimensiond field equations but even he bowed his head
afew times and consulted with a pure mathematician in Britain. What
was his name? Gonzal es? Something like that.

Bill was coming up with amentd list of people he might need to
consult with when he redlized the plane was dready flaring out to land.



It had hardly banked at all and done a power-on approach. They must
have cleared every other plane out of the way for the fighter. The pilot
flared out, hit reverse thrusters and turned off the runway so hard it
seemed asif they weregoing to fdl over.

"Inahurry, Colone?" Bill asked.

"Very," thepilot replied. "I got two in-flight requestsfor ETA.
Somebody wants you pronto."

"Well, thanks for the ride, hope we can do it again sometime.”

There were soldierswaiting for the plane who obvioudy had no
idea how to unhook dl the umbilicals and strapsthat held himinthe
segt. The pilot unsirgpped and got him unhooked, then he clambered
out of the plane and onto the runway.

"Mr. Weaver?' one of the soldiers said. "I'm Sergeant Garcia. If
you'll comethisway?'

"Can | get out of theflight suit?" Bill asked, unzipping same. He
reached up and managed to get open the small compartment he had
seen his bag disappesar into. He stuffed the G suit into the compartment
and retrieved the backpack, then headed to the waiting Humvee.

"| understand you know what's going on here," the sergeant said as
he climbed in asdriver. The other soldier climbed in the back.

"No," Bill replied. "But | understand what might have happened,
somewhat, and I've got some theories about what is happening and
what might happen. And | know some of the questionsto ask. Other
than that, I'm in the dark.”

The sergeant laughed and shook hishead. "Can you explainitin
smdl words?'

"Not unless you know what aHiggs boson particleis,” Bill said,
aware that he was going to haveto explain it over and over again.

"A theoretica particlein quantum mechanicsthat can contain a
universe," the sergeant replied. "But you can't form them unlessyou've
got aredly big supercollider. Right?'

"Right," Bill said, looking at the sergeant in surprise. "Did
somebody call ahead?!



"No," the sergeant replied, making aturn onto the Greenway. For
onceit was nearly empty of traffic. He took the Sunpass lane despite
not having atransponder. "l wasworking on my mastersin physics and
then things went awry. Optics, actudly.”

"I'vegot aPh.D. inoptics,” Bill said. "And physicsfor that matter.”

"Sorry, Doctor, | didn't know that,” the sergeant said, wincing.

"I don't make everybody cal me Doctor, Sergeant,” Bill said,
grinning. "I'm just an overeducated redneck, not some soi-disante
academic. So how'd you end up in the Nationd Guard?'

"Long story," the sergeant replied. After along moment he
shrugged. "1 wasworking on my masters, working with blue-light
lasers. One of my classes | had to have a peer reviewed paper
published. Y ou know the routine."

"Sure"

"Didn't have my experimentsin lasersasfar dong as| wanted so |
made the mistake of branching out. | got tired of everybody mouthing
off about nuclear power so | did acomparative study of radioactive
output from the Turkey Creek nuclear power plant vs. the big coal
plant east of Orlando.”

"Forgone conclusion,” Weaver grunted. "Coal's nasty Stuff.”

"l knew that and you know that, but I'd done the research and
there wasn't asingle peer reviewed comparative.”

"None?' Weaver said, surprised.

"Not one. So | did the tests, no detectabl e radiation outside of the
plant itself for Turkey Creek and enough to cook a chicken inthe
tallings of the cod plant, which were, by theway, blowing into anearby
stream, and submitted it. To Physics. Got aresponsein amonth. The

paper was rejected for peer review and was not accepted for
publication. My credentids were in optics, not nuclear physics.”

"That's. ..odd," Bill sad. "l smell afish."
"So did |. Especialy when | was summarily dropped from the

master's program shortly afterwards. Nobody would talk to me except
one of my professors, who made me swear not to say who it was or



make astink. Not that it would do me any good. Know the senior
senator from West Virginia?'

"Oh, no," Weaver said, shutting hiseyes. "King Cod."

"You got it. He apparently made aded al the way back in the
1960s. Foridagot NASA stuff but to power it they had to build a
coal-fired power plant. And keep it running. He protects cod likeit
was hisown persond child, whichinaway | supposeitis. Anyway, a
lowly master's candidate had attracted the persondl ire of asenior
senator. Said master's candidate needed to go away now. Please, don't
bother submitting at other ingtitutes of higher learning. Y ou arethe
weskest link. Goodbye.”

"I hate politics" Weaver said, then shrugged. "But that's why
Huntsville has the Redstone Arsena and Houston has the Space
Center. Since | got my education because of the former, | suppose |
shouldn't complain too much. But, yeah, that's ashitty story. On the
other hand, it'sgood for me."

IIWI,V?I

"Well, we're going to have to measure thisthing and I've got my
very own soldier who can handle laser equipment. That's going to help.”

"Okay," the sergeant said, chuckling. "Do | get apay increase?

"Doubt it," Bill admitted. "But well see. Ever thought about going to
other planets?'

"Y oull get methrough that thing kicking and screaming,” the
sergeant admitted. "'l saw those bugs. | don't want to be on any planet
that has them on it. Worse than arachnophobia. | just wanted to curl up
and scream. | don't know how Crichton and Grant could stand to
touch them.”

"Touch them?What about contamination?"

"Wait until we get there, if you don't mind, Doctor, Sr," the
sergeant said. He had turned off onto the ramp to University boulevard.
They had been waved through a checkpoint and the ramp had been
roughly cleared of rubble. But it was till arough ride.

Universty Boulevard had been afour-lane highway connected to



numerous side roads and residential communities. One lane had been
partidly cleared by an army of civilian bulldozers and military and afew
emergency vehicles now picked their way down that single cleared
lane. The suburbs on either side had been smashed, asif from astrong
wind, and asthey proceeded eastward it got worse until they entered
an areathat had been wiped clean of al vegetation except some burned
stubby grasses and was devoid of anything but foundations. Bill shook
his head as he mentally counted up the human life that had been erased
in abare moment. Families, children, dogs, cats, fish, birdsin the trees,
the trees themsealves, gone. It was shocking and horrifying and, after a
while, o overwhelming that hismind just tuned it out.

"I'm glad our company got detailed to securethe site,” Garciasaid,
noticing his glances a the devadtation.

IIWI,WI

"The other companies around have been pulled in for search and

rescue.”
* % %

Crichton had findlly gotten achance to take off his protective gear
and grab somefood. Battalion had gone to the Dominos Pizzaon
Kirkman Road, one of the largest in the nation, and gotten pizzafor
Charlie Company at materids cost from the owner. By thetime
Crichton got adice dl that wasleft was dl theway and it was cold. But
it wasfood and he redlized as he bit into the dice that it wasthe first
food held had since a chicken biscuit for breskfast. He'd found a bit of
rubble, the foundation for one of the university buildings, and was
contemplating the activity around the holewhen asmdl voice sad:

He turned around and, right at the edge of the light from the kliegs,
asmdl child, agirl by her dothing and hair, was standing watching him.
In her arms was what |ooked like a stuffed animdl, probably some sort
of "mongter” animd. At least it looked stuffed until it climbed up her
clothes and perched on her shoulder.

"Hello," he said as cdmly as he could. "Where did you come from?"

"Home" thegirl sad. "I'm hungry.”



"What'syour namelittle girl ?*
"Mimi Jones, 12138 Menddl Road, Orlando, Florida, 32826."

"Areyou lost?" he asked. He wondered where Mendel Road was
and wondered who was going to hook this girl up with her parents,
assuming they were dive. She seemed uninjured, so there was no way
that she had been in the explosion. But there wasn't anything standing
for akilometer around the explosion. If she had come from outside the
explosion area, then sheld walked along way.

"Yes" shesad. "l couldn't find my house or my mommy. And
Mommy said | shouldn't talk to strangers but she said that soldiers
were okay one time when we were at the mall."

"Well, there's apoliceman here," Crichton said, sanding up. "Hell
probably be able to find your mommy. And well get you something to
eat. Comeon."

He wanted to ask what that thing on her shoulder was but he
thought it might be agood ideato wait until he got her into the light and
got a better look at it. It might be one of those robotic toysthat were
turning up these days.

In the light the thing was no better. It was amost entirely fur except
for some stubby and goofy-looking legs; there seemed to be about ten
spaced equilateraly around its body. And it didn't seem to be
threatening anything, just Stting on her shoulder.

A command truck had been parked at the edge of the light zone
and heled the girl over to the group that was standing around at the
back. Weaver wasthere and the SEAL commander along with a
sergeant from Orange County Sheriff's that had been sent over asa
liaison. Therewas dso awoman he hadn't seen before, atal brunette,
just on thefar side of chunky, with long brown hair. Shewas dressed in
jeansand aflannd work shirt.

"Hi," he said when he got to the group. "Thislittle girl just wandered
up tome. | think shesfrominthe TD area. She says her nameisMimi."

"Helo, Mimi," the woman said, squatting down in front of the girl.
"I'm Dr. McBain. I'm not adoctor like you probably know, I'm what's
cdled abiologist. | study plantsand animals. Thisis Dr. Weaver, he



studies stars and stuff. What's your name? Do you know your address?’

"Mimi Jones, 12138 Mendel Road, Orlando, Florida, 32826," the
girl recited again.

"And what's that on your shoulder?' McBain asked, eyeing it warily.

"That'smy friend," Mimi said, patting thething. "Hisnameis Tuffy."

"Do you know where your mommy is?" the biologist said.

"No, | was watching Power Puff girlsand then | woke up inthe
dark. | was scared but Tuffy told meit would be okay and then |
walked to thelights. I'm hungry."

"Tuffy told you?' Weaver said, squatting down by her also.

"Kinda," the girl said and giggled. "He doesn't talk, he doesn't have

amouth like us. But | know what he means. | wasredlly scared but he
made me be brave and told me to go to the lights and get some food.

I'm hungry."

"Were out of pizza," Weaver said, waving at the SEAL officer.
"Would you like some nice MRES?'

"l dunno,” the girl admitted. "I don't like pess, though.”

"No pess," Weaver said asthe SEAL, shaking his head, went to
get some MREs.

"Dr. Weaver," the cop said, coming over and squatting down with
the others. "That's got to beimpossible.”

"What do you mean?'

"Wereyou a home, Mimi?" the deputy asked, softly. "When you
fell adegpthat is?"

"Yes" Mimi sad.

"That'simpossible,” the cop repeated. "Mendel is about three
blocksfrom here."

"Did you have abasement, Mimi?' Weaver asked. "Wereyouin
the basement?"

"No," she answered. "We had an apartment. On the second floor. |
used to throw water baloons at Manuel downstairs until Mommy found
out what | was doing with them and made me stop."



"That'sredly impossble,” the cop said. "Where wereyou, redly,
Mimi?'

Weaver didn't have children but he did know that they would make
things up. However, there was no logic to Mimi lying and hefdt she
wasnt.

"I don't think she'slying, Sergeant,” he said, quietly. "And do mea
favor, don't bully her onit. | don't want her, or that thing, agitated.”

"She can't have come from Menddl, Dr. Weaver," the deputy
protested. "It's gone."

"Quod erat demonstratum,” the physcist answered. "That which
isdemondtrated. Where did she come from, then? Everything for a
haf amilein every directionis gone. She'ssix; theré'sonly so far she
could have waked. Ergo, she came from somewhere she could not
have and Mendd isonly one of many equaly implausible possibilities.”

"So how did she survive?" the cop asked, angrily.

"l don't know," Weaver said, honestly.

"Some sort of toroidal effect?' McBain asked.

"Nope," the physcigt answered. "'If therewasaminimd effect
toroid, and it doesn't ook like there was, it still would have taken out
an upstairs apartment. And she wouldn't be unscratched. Look, none
of thisis making sense according to standard theory so I'd have to go
out on alimb and say that another gate opened and shefdll init asthe
blast front came across. Problem being even if it opened under her she
wouldn't have had timeto fall."

"Opened up on her?' the woman asked. "Then shefdl out after the
blast had passed?’

"Maybe," Weaver shrugged. "Or maybe Tuffy saved her."

"That'swhat happened,” Mimi said, stoutly. "Tuffy told me he
saved me.”

"Well, then, that'sthe answer,” Weaver said, smiling. "Problem
solved.”

"Not al of them," the deputy said. "We're supposed to isolate any
ET stuff. And if that'snot an ET | don't know what is. It could be



carrying aplague for al we know. And shewon't be ableto tekeit to a
shdlter.”

"And it doesn't explain how it saved her," McBain pointed out.

"The point is, we need to isolate that thing," the deputy said. "And
her, cometo think of it. Mimi, I'm sorry but you're going to haveto give
me Tuffy," the cop continued, pulling out apair of rubber gloves.

"l won't,"” Mimi said, stubbornly. "Tuffy'smy friend and he saved
me. Y ou're not going to take him away and put him to deep.”

"Wewon't put him to deep, child,” thewoman said. "But he might
be carrying germs. We have to make sure he's safe.”

"He's nat," Mimi said. "Hetold me he'ssafe.”

"Well, you gtill haveto give him to me, Mimi," the deputy said,
reaching for the cresture.

"No!" Mimi answered, backing up. "'l won't give him to you. Leave
me aone! You'reabad man!"

"Mimi . .." Weaver said, just asthe thing reared up. He caught a
glimpse of what might have been amouth and then two of thething's
legs extended enormoudy, forming or extending claws at theend. The
claws caught the deputy in hisupper arm, just below where it was
protected by body armor. There was a sizzling sound and the deputy
was flung back to shudder on the ground.

Weaver rolled up and back into a combat stance as the woman
stood up and backed away aswell. The deputy was shaking from head
to foot and then stopped. He was il breathing, though.

"Medic!" Glasser cdled, dropping the MRE packet he had just
carried over and grabbing the deputy. He dragged him to the rear of
the command Humvee and then drew his sidearm.

"Mimi," Weaver sad, ascdmly ashe could. "Tdl Tuffy were not
going to try to take him away, okay?"

"Okay," Mimi said, turning her head and murmuring at thething.
"He saysthe man will be okay."

"Okay," the physicigt replied.

"It looks like he's been tasered,” Glasser said, walking over with



the MRE packet. "Mimi, thisis chicken adaking. It's got some peasin
it, sorry, but it's one of the best oneswe have. | heated it up for you."
He pulled afolding knife out and dit the top of the MRE packet, then
opened it up and carefully handed it to her dong with aspork.

Mimi looked at the contents with the doubtful indecision millions of
soldiers around the world understood, then poked at the contents. She
spooned some of the mess up and tasted it, then picked at it greedily,
pulling out the chicken bits.

Asshedid"Tuffy" climbed down her chest and, holding onto the
front of her shirt, extended itslegsto fish into the contents. It ssemed to
be rooting through for vegetables. Since the girl was only esting the
mest it was afair gpportionment. Weaver watched in amazement asthe
thing fished up the bitsin the sauce, hooked on smdl claws, transferring
them to its underside where they were, presumably, consumed.

"Mimi," the biologist suddenly said with atone of horror. "I just
redlized something. That might not be good for Tuffy."

"Tuffy saysit'sokay," thegirl said around amouthful of vegetables.
"He sad that he can uh-just hisfizz-ee-o-logicd in-com-pat-ib-ility."
She clearly didn't know what it meant or care.

"Holy shit,"” Weaver muttered.

CHAPTER THREE

"We're going to usethejunior man rule, Generd," Lieutenant



Glasser said, gesturing at a schematic on the whiteboard.

Brigadier General Hank Fullbright wasthe Assistant J-3
(Operations) of Specia Operations Command. There was apparently a
battle royale going on in Washington over who wasto control the
investigation of the gate but due to proximity SOCOM had control at
the moment. Fullbright had been dispatched nearly asfast asthe SEAL
team and now sat in arolling chair in the command Hummer nodding at
the briefing. The"junior man rul€' waswell known to most of the
military and certainly to the guys on the sharp end. In the event that you
had no way to test for, say, poison gas, the junior man wasthe person
you used for aguineapig.

"Seaman Firgt Class Sanson has been briefed for theinitid entry,”
Glasser added, tapping the shoulder of the young SEAL standing at his
sde. He was wearing a blue environment suit and carried the full-face
meask under hisarm. "Just areconnaissance. He will enter, ensure his
own environmenta and physical safety, do abrief video of thefar Sde
and then return.”

"You upfor this, sailor?' the general asked.

"SEALSsin, Sr!" thesalor blurted, nervoudly.

"Drop the hoowah, son," the generd said, mildly. "I admit that the
junior man rule makes sense, but | want to know if you have
reservetions about this."

"Am | worried, S, yes, dr," the young SEAL said. "But I've been
well briefed and somebody hasto doit. I'mwilling, trained and able,
ar.”

"Okay, you go," the generd said, looking at hiswatch. "It's 2330.
Y ou planning on doing thistonight, Lieutenant?'

"Yes, dr," Glasser said. "Theinitia entry. It's been suggested that
we do s0 as soon as possible due to potentidity of gate failure and to
asess any threat onthefar side™

"Other than bugsfdling through,” the generd said, amiling faintly.
Another had fallen out of the gate less than an hour before and was
being examined by Dr. McBain.

"Yes, dr," Glasser answvered.



"I don't know dl this sciencefiction stuff,” the genera admitted.
"Y ou sure you've covered everything?'

"Everything that we can, Generd," Weaver answered. "We don't
know anything about air conditions on the far Side except that the bugs
have book lungs, so there is ar. And they can survivefor atime on this
sde. Sanson will bewearing afull environment suit. Hewon't pop it
open. Weve come up with avery rough and ready air sampling probe.
He could experience significant gravitationd changes, Sgnificant light
environment changes and the ground level may be different on the far
gde. Basically, he doesn't know what hélll find and we just hope he
comes back at al. We sent in aroughed out rover set to roll in and roll
back out. It didn't come back."

"That's not good,” the generd noted. "What about just sticking a
video camerathrough on astick?'

"Wedid, gr," Glasser noted. "The stick sheared off."

"Son, you till want to go?!

"Yes, 9r," Sanson said.

"Widl, good luck," the generd said, standing up and shaking his
hand.

The group moved out into thelights again. A platform had been

rigged up under the globe. 1t wasrickety as hell. At the baseaman
wearing ahard hat waslooking up at it and shaking his head.

"Who are you?' Weaver asked when they reached the bottom of
the sairs.

"Bill Earp, FEMA," theman sad. "I'm the FEMA safety
coordinator.” Hewastal and very heavyset, with asat and pepper
beard that had been cut back aong the sides for arespirator; the blue
jumpsuit that he was wearing made him look like a bearded blue
Buddha

"If you're going to tell methat platform isunsafe,” Weaver said,
"weld sort of noticed. But weve got to make a penetration tonight.”

"Oh, thewholething isunsafe," the FEMA representative said,
grinning. "I'm just here to do the required safety briefing. Whao'sdoing



the penetration?’

"Seaman Sanson,” Weaver said, gesturing at the SEAL.

"Okay, Seaman Sanson, thisisyour safety briefing,” therep said,
grinning again. "Be aware that the platform you are using for entry is
poorly constructed and may collapse. Be aware that on the far side of
the gate you may experience reduced air quality. Be aware that on the
far sde of the gate you may experience increased or decreased
gravitationd field. Thefar Sde of the gate may not be a ground level
and you may experience vertica movement on exit. Upon returning you
may find that you do not hit the platform in which case you will
experience an gpproximatdy twenty-meter fall to ground level. The
gate may not return to this samelocation at al in which case you may
find yoursdf in any location in thisuniverse or in any other universe. The
environment suit that you are using is not warranted by the manufacture
for usein any nonterrestrid environment and, therefore, you are using it
at your own risk. Do you understand thiswarning?”'

"Yes, 9r?' the SEAL sad.

"Has your mask been tested for fit?' the FEMA representative
asked.

"| did abreath check," the SEAL said.

"Not good enough,” the FEMA rep replied. "Come with me."

From the trunk of his rent-a-car the FEMA rep produced a
mask-fit tester. He plugged the nozzle into the mask, hooked up the
breath pak, then spent afew minutes ensuring that it was a perfect sedl.
Then he helped Sanson get the hood on. The hood wasintegra to the
suit and flopped down in front when removed. The zipper was up the
back of the suit. They got the hood on, sedled it, then zipped up the
back. The FEMA rep ensured the sedl of the zipper, put on the
breath-pak harness and then tapped him on the shoulder.

"That's better,” the rep noted. "Y ou had a fifteen-percent leakage
before; if there's anything harmful in the atmosphere on thefar sdeyou
would have gone down in a heartbeat. Good luck."

"Thank you, Sr," the SEAL said, hisvoice muffled. He kept his
meask on as he went to the platform.



Glasser handed him an M-4 as he reached the platform and then
buckled on acombat harness-which fortunately fit over the breath
pak-and looped avideo cameraover his shoulder.

"Repest your orders," hesad.

"Start camera. Step through in tectica posture. Ensure my footing.
One spin to check security. Drop weapon, pick up camera. One dow
spin with the video camera. Return.” Sanson dropped the magazine
from the wespon, ensured it was clear, then locked and loaded and
placed it on safe.

"If you don't return, we won't be going in after you for at least an
hour," Glasser noted. "If it's due to being unable to reach the globe on
thefar Sde, assume atactica posture and wait; we will send someone
esethrough.”

"Yes, dr," the SEAL answered, knowing he only had forty-five
minutes of air. They'd been over that and as many other contingencies
asthey could imagine. "Can | go now?'

"Yep," Glasser said, gesturing up the rickety scaffolding sairs.

James Thomas Sanson had wanted to be a SEAL since hewas
seven years old and saw a show about them on the Discovery Channdl.
Ashegot older he studied everything he could find on the SEALsand
what he needed to know before he joined. In high school he had
played footbal | and been on the track and field team. His high school
didn't have a swim team but he went down to the river, winter and
summer, and swam as much as he could. Hewould sometimesliein the
water in winter, training himsalf to ignore as much as possble the cold.
He'd come near to dying one time from hypothermia but he considered
that just "good training.”

He'd also been agood student and an avid reader. He had
graduated high school with a 3.5 GPA after having read every book of
military higory andfictioninthelibrary.

He thought that he had prepared as well as he could for the SEAL
course and with one exception Hell Week, while bad, had not been as
horrific asit wasfor many of the other new mest. The exception had
been fatigue. He had ignored the fact that SEAL students were kept



awake for the entire period of Hell Week and that had amost finished
him. But he madeit. And held kept his head down in Phase One and
Two and done pretty well, finished near the top of his class. When he
got to the Teams he knew he'd face some harassment, nothing
persond, just making sure he was adequate SEAL materid. When they
sent him out for flight-line he came back with aroll of climbing rope.
When they sent him out for prop-wash he came back with a bucket of
same, acivilian brand of aircraft cleaning solvent. Hed prepared and
thought that he was ready to face anything that the SEALs could throw
ahim.

Until this

Heredlized, as he reached the top of the platform, that instead of
reading military fiction he should have been reading sciencefiction. For
al hisbriefing he redized he had no clue what they were talking about.
Different amosphere? Different sun? Different gravity? And then there
were those stinking, unworldly, bugs.

Thiscould redly, redly suck.

He started the damned video camerathen prepared to step
through. At the last moment he stopped. If there might be adrop he
wanted hisfeet together. He placed them side by side, held hisweapon
at high port in tactica position, and then jumped into the globe.

There wasamoment of disorientation, like being on aroller coaster
upside down in the dark and then rather than falling his toes caught on
something and he tripped. He automaticaly rolled on something soft, hit
something hard and came up in acrouch with hiswespon trained
outward.

Orange was hisfirst impresson; most of the environment was
orange. Therewasn't alot of sunlight; it was cut off by overarching
vegetation. The "trees’ seemed to be giant vines that twisted together to
reach upward for the light. It was something like triple canopy jungle.
But ingtead of the vines and moss equivaent being green, they were
orange. And they were everywhere. Hed hit asmall patch of "soil"”
(orange) but it was asmall patch. Most of the ground was covered by
the roots of the vines.



He automaticaly stood up and did adow turn, checking for
anything hostile. There didn't even seem to be any large bugs around
athough he saw asmdl beetle-thing in the"treg’ behind him. Headso
saw what the globe looked like from this side. Instead of being aglobe
it wasamirrored circle. It was dmost hard to spot, except that it was
actudly in thetreeitsdlf, like some sort of ooking glass embedded in
the bark. Half in, haf out, he decided. And not perfectly Sraight to
local gravity, elther, more a an angle, lying partidly onitssde and tilted
abit.

Gravity. Heavier than earth's. It hadn't hit him &t first; hejust felt a
littleweak. But it was definitely the gravity. It felt like he waswearing a
big pack but dl over hisbody. He completed hisfirst turn, then
whipped up the video cameraand did another. No hostiles, no signs of
civilization just these big honkin' trees.

It hit him, then, another wave of disorientation, not externdly
derived but internal. Thiswasn't Earth. Thiswasn't anything on or like
Earth. Thiswas an dien planet, completely and utterly different. For a
moment hefdt unbelievably frightened. Thiswaslike some hdl; if the
gate didn't work he might be stuck here and he redlly didn't want to
day heretherest of hislife.

Training, again, saved him. Hed done hismisson. Oneturnfor
security, oneturn for video. And now . . .

"l am so fucking out of here" he muttered. He turned off the
camera, checked his weapon was on safe and then turned to the gate.

"Shit, whichway did | comein?' Hewasn't right in front of the
gate. If hewent back at the wrong angle he might fall to his degth.
"Why couldn't they have put up asafety net?' he muttered. Findly, he
looked at the marks from where he came through, spread hisarms
wide in case he missed and might be able to grab the safety poleson
the platform, and jumped.

* % %
"Weve put the full team through at this point and it ppearsto bea

triple canopy jungle," Weaver said over the videophone. He was half
amazed and hdf amused by the military's efficiency in settingup a



headquarters around the hole. First there had been just the command
Hummer and now there were tents, generators, afield kitchen, desks,
computers, avideo uplink to the White House, dl in just the few hours
sincethe generd had arrived. "I've been through aswell. Definitely an
dienworld; initid studies of the biology of the bugs that came through
indicate that they don't even use DNA, at least Dr. McBain hasn't
found any. They do have proteins, but they're like nothing weve ever
seen: noterrestriad amino acids at al. Higher levels of carbon dioxide,
much lower level of oxygen, other than that pretty much an
oxy-nitrogen atmosphere. Gravity is one point three standard, pretty
heavy but survivable. Frankly, strip out the biology around the
entrance, wear some sort of breath mask and you could live on the
other sde quite successtully. It'sal very interesting.”

"That'sgreat," the nationa security advisor said. "But I'veredly got
to make sure; thereisno sign of athreat from the far sde? Either
biologicd or military?"

"Not sofar," Weaver temporized. "From the biology of the
organisms|'d be surprised if they could even interact with our biology.
Not impossible but very unlikely and Dr. McBain concurs. Were
definitely going to have to get some good biologists down here
including molecular. Or we need to send organismsto them.”

"I'mworking on that," the science advisor said. "We want samples
for the CDC and the Emerging and Infectious Diseases Department at
UGA. UGA'sgot an excellent molecular biology department.”

"On the military threat, maam," the generd interjected. "So far
therésno sgn of civilization onthefar sde”

"No sign aswe defineit,” Weaver pointed out. "1'm not trying to
disagree, Generd, but for all we know thoselianason thefar Sde are
ther civilization. Not likely from the looks of things but don't get the
mistake that you're looking at Earth.”

"A point,” the generd admitted. "But if anything hogtile comes
through we've got acompany of infantry and a SEAL team around the
gte. That should at least dow them down.”

"Now, what about thislittle girl and the other ET?" the nationa



security advisor asked.

"Well, maam, that's a puzzler and no mistake,” Weaver sad,
grinning wryly. " She's definitely who she says sheis; theloca police
contacted her school and pulled the files they have on her. Mimi Jones,
from Mendel Road; there was even apicture. That'sright in the totally
destroyed area, practicdly ground zero. And the ET, initidly, does not
look asif it'sfrom the same biologica framework; we haven't seen
anything with anything resembling fur on thefar Sde so far. We sent
some of the National Guard over to Mendel Road, using GPS; there's
no way to tell where it was before the explosion. And they can't find
anything resembling another gate. And let me point out that were not
surewe'relooking at an aternate universe or another planet in this
universe. There's no reason, frankly, that any gate should have opened
on a habitable planet. I1t's much morelikely to have opened into
vacuum. Having two separate ET speciesturn up from one event isjust
mind-boggling.”

"l see," the national security advisor said. "That'savery good point.
Any theories, Dr.?"

"Not what you could cdl theories, maam," the physicist admitted.
"We don't know athing about the other sde of the gate, really. There
could be areason it opened there. Some sort of aternate smilarity that
atracted the gate opening. Or it might be that there was once a
civilization on the far sde that opened agate and the. . . resonance
remains. Still doesn't explain Tuffy."

"Tuffy?" the nationa security advisor asked, smiling.

"That'swheat thegirl, Mimi, cdlsthe ET that turned up with her,” the
generd interjected.

"Right now, maam, nothing's making alot of sense" Weaver said.
"WEell figure out what's going on, maam, intime. But right now al we
can doiscollect data and try to come up with some theories.”

"Okay," she said, pinching the bridge of her nose and yawning.
"What €lse do you need?"

"I'vegot acall out for some measurement devices, maam,” the
physicist said. "Long-term we're probably going to have to set up alab



right here. We need to clamp down on the biologicd protocols. . ."

"Definitely,” the science advisor sad.

"And we need to find out if thisisaHiggs boson or not and if soif
itsstable, increasing or degrading. And if it's degrading, what the
secondary effects are.” Weaver shook his head. "Lots of questions, not
many good answers. Sorry."

"No, you're doing agood job," the security advisor said. "Keep at
it. Generd, on my authority get acompany or so of marines up there as
well. But don't just kill anything that comes through; it might betheir
equivaent of ayoung SEAL just having alook around.”

"Yes, mdam," the generd said dubioudy.

"Put it thisway, Generd,” she said, smiling faintly. "Weredly don't
want to start an interplanetary war on the basis of oneitchy trigger
finger. We've got enough problemsin the Mideast.”

"Yes, maam.”

"And get somerest," she added, yawning again. "It'sgoing to bea
long day tomorrow."

Weaver nodded as the transmission ended but he didn't say he
would. He'd be surprised if he could deep for acouple of days, there
was just too much to do, see and think abouit.

He nodded at the generad and then walked over to the lab that he
had set up in atent. Garciawas there, nodding over the instruments,
half adeep. They'd gotten laser measurement gear so far and set up a
dightly more precise radiation counter but so far that was it. He hoped
that by the end of the day tomorrow he'd have someway to really
messure emissions. Hed be surprised if the particle wasn't giving off
something, even if the radiation gear they had didn't detect it. The gear
was standard military stuff, designed for detection of aphaparticlesand
maybe beta. It wasn't set up to detect quark emissions.

"Any change?" he asked Garcia, punching up the program to the
lasers.

"Nothing?' Garciasaid, startling out of ahalf doze. "Not the last
timel looked."



"Go get some deep,” Bill sad, waving him out of the chair.
"Thanks," Garciasad. "Seeyou inthe morning.”

Weaver didn't mention that it was aready morning, about four am.
Hedidn't really care. He just wished he had some halfway decent
instruments. He wanted to understand this particle, if particleit was,
completely. He needed more precise size measurements. He wanted to
know if it had amass. He wanted to know what it was putting out, if
anything. He wanted it folded, spindled and mutilated.

But for now al he could do waswatch it in impotent fury. It should
be doing something. Not just Sitting there, abig, black enigma. If this
was proper sciencefiction it should be making aflashy light show.
There should be eectricity crackling over its surface. Not just this
nothingness

He snarled at hisinstruments and then stood up, walking out of the
tent. He headed over to where light was coming from McBain'slab and
knocked at the door.

"Mindif | comein?' hecdled.

"Comeon," McBain answvered, wearily. When hewalked in she
was bent over atable looking through amicroscope.

"Got anything?' he asked.

"Strangest damned physiology I've ever seen,” McBain answered.
"Of course, you'd expect that. Some smilaritiesto terrestria. Book
lungs, something that works for aheart, musculature, exoskeleton. But
other than that, it'sjust weird. No visua sensors I've been ableto find,
no audio either. Something in the region of the head that | think are
sensors, but of what | have no idea. Mandiblesfor eating. The book
lungs look scarred; I'd say that thisthing is extremely senstiveto
additional oxygen and that'swhat killed it but it's just aguess. The next
live bug they bring me | want to put it in areduced oxygen environment
if I canfigure out how torig one.”

"Makes you wish Spock was here, don't it?" Weaver said, looking
over her shoulder.

"Or Bones," she answered, looking up and grinning. "He was
aways my favorite. 'Damnit, Jm, I'm adoctor not amason!" Wdll, I'm



aterrestrial biologit, not axenobiologist.”
"Y ou're one now," Weaver pointed out. "The only one, so far.”

"Therewill bemore," she said, darkly. "Get what you can while you
can, you know thisis going to be taken away from us.”

"Oh?' Weaver said. "Why?'

"Themilitary isdl over it," shesghed. "SEALsdoing the biologica
collecting, which could be done better by grad students. Soldierson
your insruments. . ."

"I asked for him," Weaver said. "He used to be a physics masters
candidate.”

"Y eah, but some Beltway Bandit corporation isgoing to take all
thisover and bury it deep; you know they will."

"Well, aslong asit's Columbial'm safe," Weaver said, amiling.
"Where do you think they found me?'

"Redly?' she asked. "Y ou work for the Man?"

"Mog of thetime," the physicist replied. "And it's not like asocia
disease or something. Sure, some of your work gets classified, but
most of the time you can publish. And the pay isahell of alot better
than working for auniversity. Mostly | wear my engineering hat,
ayway."

"Wadl, youre safe | guess" she muttered.

"So areyou aslong asyou don't get dl upset a what's going on,"
Weaver pointed out. "Some of this stuff isgoing to be classfied. But
I'm going to argue for declass of most of it. The classified community
isn't large enough to handle the dataweéll be getting and most of the
world-class people well need to andyze it and make sense of it aren't
prone to working with classfied materid. It makes senseto classify
some of it, though. Y ou don't want everyone and their brother making
Higgs bosonsif anuclear bomb isthe result.”

"That'sapoint,” she admitted.

"And they're dready talking about bringing in the Tropical Disease
people at UGA," he noted. "I don't think any of them are cleared for
TSwork. So don't worry about it for now. Have you been able to take



agood look at Tuffy, yet?' he asked, changing the subject.

"A amal one" shesad. "Mimi was getting tired, no surprise, soam
. Just before she nodded off | got her to let me hold him for amoment.
| wasworried but he didn't do anything. HE's decaly symmetric,
covered in fur and has a mouth on the underside. That's about all |
could tdl. I got asmdl piece of fur on my hand and | ran it through
what I've got as an andyzer. It'sgot proteins and some dense
long-chain carbon moleculesinit. No DNA again. That'sal | could get
from it. And none of the molecules |ooked like what | was getting from
thismess," she added, gesturing at the dissected bugs on the worktable.

"Whereis she?' he asked.

"Bedded down in one of the officer tents," Susan said. "We're
going to have to release her to her next of kin sooner or later.”

"Only if they'rein here" Weaver pointed out. "They don't want
anything going out unlessit's been decontaminated. | think it'sabit late;
we had soldiersgoing in and out for awhile. If therésgoing to be a
purple plague, quarantine has dready been breached.”

"Let'shopenot,” McBain said, shivering. "But I'd beredlly
aurprised if thisbiology could interact with ours. I'm donein. I'm going
to go get somerest.”

"Goon," Weaver sad. "I'm not tired."

He headed back to his tent and started making notes of everything
they knew, not much, and everything he wanted to know. A lot. But
Tuffy kept coming back to mind. If another gate had opened during the
explosion, it wouldn't be alimited event. He suspected that they weren't
anywhere near the end of the surprises.

* % %

"A closed world has opened," Collective 15379 emitted.
"Intentional Boson formation from far side."

"Reconnaissance?" Collective 47 asked.
"Already ordered," 15379 answered. "Four gate parallels so
far and expanding on available fractal line. Wormhole opened at

one of the proximate parallels. Reconnai ssance team entering
now."



"Report back on viability for colonization."

* % %

"911 emergency services," the operator said, noting the time of the
cal onapad. "Police, fire or medica ?"

"Policel" afemale voice answered. The display read 1358 Jules Ct.
Eudtis. Sofar al normd, except for the boom of ashotgun in the
background.

"Isthat firing?" operator asked.

"Y esl There are demons attacking my house! My husband's got his
shotgun!”

"Maam, just cam down," the operator said. She tapped her
compuiter, dispatching apatrol car. Possible crazy person, gunsfired.
"Youll be okay."

"No | wont," the woman sobbed. "They're coming in the back
door! Don't you hear them?'

It was then that the operator redized that she did hear somethingin
the background, astrange ululation like an off-tonefireengine. It was.
.. unworldly. Shetapped the computer again and keyed for home
invasion and multiple response.

"Maam, the police are on their way," she said ascamly as she
could. "Isthis 1358 Jules Court?'

"Yes, they're..." There was a scream in the background. "Please
hurry! They'recoming . . ." Thecdl cut off.

* % %

Lieutenant Doug Jones was chief investigator for the Lake County
Sheriff's department. He had gotten that position, and his promotion
from sergeant, when the sheriff and his ex-boss agreed that it was
unlikely the ex-boss, who had been caled up in the Nationa Guard,
was going to be coming back for more than ayear. Right now he
regretted the promotion.

Generdly hewasin charge of investigationsinto burglaries, fairly
frequent, rapes, not too frequent, murders, infrequent and, most of al,
drug dealing and drug running. Lake County was at the crossroads of



severd mgor highways and drugs flowed up from the south, coming
from Miami and Tampa, and often were distributed or transferred or
dedlt in Lake County.

What he wasn't used to was investigating homeinvasions by
demons.

Helooked at the patch of . . . what did the forensic tech call it? Oh,
yeah, "ichor" on the ground and shook his head.

"Thistruly sucks," he said, looking over at the firgt-in officer. "And
you didn't see anything?'

"No, Lieutenant,”" the deputy said. "When | got here there were
neighbors out in the Street. Based on my information | went to the back
of the house. The rear door had been busted in; it was on the floor of
the kitchen. There were shotgun shells on the stairs and upstairslanding
and atwelve gauge pump shotgun. Blood patch on the landing, blood
patch in the upstairs bedroom, wireless phone on thefloor. And . . ." he
pointed at the patch of drying green stuff. "That on the stairs, the
landing and atrail going out the door. Also blood mixed withitin
places.

"So, what we have here, is demons coming out of nowhere,
invading ahouse, killing or injuring two retirees, dragging them out of
thehouseand . . ." Helooked at the hummock of oak and cypress
behind the house. It was much the same as dozens he had walked
through before but at the moment it was adark and ominous presence.
"And dragging them off into the darkness. | redlly don't like that.”

"Neither do|," the cop admitted, gulping. "After | did aninitia
survey | called in and requested backup and investigators, secured the
areaand waited for response.”

"Must have been fun,” Jones said. Helooked over at the head of
the SWAT team and gestured with hischin. Like most small
departmentsthe SWAT team was a secondary duty for regular
deputies. And, dso like most smal departments, it was made up of
guyswho were willing to shell out for their own equipment rather than
being picked for being SWAT potential. But the Lake County squad
was pretty good, al things considered. Most of the deputies were good



old boyswho had grown up with ariflein their hand and knew how to
shoot. That might help.

"Hey, Van," he said to the SWAT commander. Lieutenant
VanGelder was six feet six of muscle and bone and a crack shot. Hed
goneto every training course the department would pay for and many
that he paid for out of his own pocket. On the other hand, "fighting on
the fringes of hell" wasn't one of the coursesthat was available. "'l want
to find out where the blood leads."

"Yep," VanGedder said. "l wasjust waiting for your okay; were
going to mess up any evidencegoingin.”

"Well, | somehow don't think were going to be standing any of the
perpetrators up in court,” the investigator said, wryly. " 'Maam, do you
recognize any of the demonsthat you saw on the night of the
twenty-gxthinthislineup? "

"Yeah," VanGelder said, waving at the rest of the team. "Okay, I'm
going to take point. Well follow the trail to wherever it goes.”

VanGeder pulled down his baaclava, put on his hemet and hefted
his shotgun. He'd considered using an MP-5 but the shotgun just had
more authority. Y ou hit something with ashotgun and it stayed hit.

Hefollowed thetrall, it was as clear as day, into the hummock. It
curved around the cypress and oak with some Sidetrails, movingina
generaly northerly direction. Then, as he cleared asection of dense
undergrowth, he saw it. A large, shiny, mirror Stting in the middle of the
small forest. It extended from right at ground level up to about ten feet
and was perfectly circular. And thetrail went right up toit and
disappeared.

"Son of abitch," one of the team muttered. "Hellmouth.”

"What?' VanGeder asked, turning around.

"Hellmouth," Knapp repeated. Knapp was, by nearly afoot, the
shortest guy on the team. The rest tended to be over six feet but Knapp
was fivefoot two inchestall. On the other hand, not only was he hands
down the best martid artist, hewas redly useful for second-story entry;
when the team competed five of them would just grab him and throw
him through awindow. Now he was pulling back his baaclavaand



shaking his head. "It'slike Hellmouth, Sir. They're saying therésagate
to another world at that ball in Orlando. | bet anything thisis another
one. Those weren't demons; they were diens.”

"Alien Abduction In Lake County," one of the squad muttered. "
can just seethe headlines now. Just fucking greet."

"Okay," VanGdder sad, keying hismike. "Dispatch, thisisSWAT
One. We have what looks to be ateleportation gate in back of the
incident site on Jules Court. Perpetrators appear to have escaped
through the gate." He paused and was unsure what the hell to say after
that. Fal back on the oldest call in police history. "Officer requests
backup.”

CHAPTER FOUR

"Oh, thisisso truly good,” Glasser said.

"My thoughts exactly,” Weaver agreed. McBain had aready
compared theichor found at the Site to the other two biologiesand
come up blank. All three gppeared to come from different evolutionary
backgrounds. " Any ideas? Other than digging in?"

A platoon of combat engineerswas felling the hummock, violating
numerous environmenta regulationsif anyone wasinterested at the
moment, while acompany of nationa guardsmen were attempting to
digin. Likein much of Floridathe water table in the areawas high.

"Find out what's on the other side," Glasser said.

"If they're hostile, and | have to admit that appearsto bethe case,



that might not be too hedlthy," Weaver pointed out.

"Tossacouple of satchel chargesthrough first, Sr?* the command
measter chief said. Command Master Chief Miller was about Six feet tall
and just about as broad with abald head and awad of chew bulging
out the left cheek. He pushed the wad across and then spat on the
ground, never letting hisM-4 carbine track away from the glittering
mirror. "Then go in tactica, get alook around and get back out?!

"What about blow-back through the gate?' Glasser asked.

"Wl the back side doesn't gppear to be functiona asagate, sr,"
Miller answered. "I'd say we toss ‘em, duck around back and hunker
down, then go back around and through.”

"Worksfor me" Glasser said. "Makeit so. Oh, and Chief?!
"Yes gr?'

"Y ou are not the first guy through the gate.”

"Yes, gr," Miller said, hisface unreadable.

"Neither an . But | am going to be on the team.”

* % %

Firgt the environment suits. The SEAL s had been using them on the
other side of the Orlando gate so much they were used to them now.
Then the mask, then the hood, then the body armor. Then the air tank,
then the ammo harness. Last of al the wegpon and the helmet.

"Wish these face masks were baligtic protective," Glasser said as
Weaver helped him get adjusted.

"Havefun,” Weaver said.

"Don't | dways?'

The five-man team had assembled by the gate, two of them
swinging satichd chargesin their hands. The satchel charge wasanylon
bag filled with explosives. A timed fuse was connected to a detonator.
Hit the timer, toss the bag and when the time's up big explosion.

"Just remember,” Miller growled, over theradio. "Onceyou ignite
the fuse, Migter Satchel Chargeisnot your friend.

Glasser, Miller and Sanson crouched behind the gate as the other



two tossed the charges through and then ducked around with them. All
three clamped their hands over their ears and then waited amoment.
There was atremendous crash that was at the same time oddly muted.
Then thetesmwent in.

Each SEAL had anumber and amission. The point, Howse, would
enter, scan left and right and then concentrate on forward. Number
two, Woodard, would scan as he entered, then concentrate on | ft.
Three, Sanson, had right. Four, Command Master Chief Miller, had up
and back. Five, Glasser, was in command.

They formed, fast, on the near Side then, putting their left hand on
left shoulder and holding their wegpons out and down, went through the
gateat arun.

Thistime there was no vertica discontinuity. Thefar sdewasat the
samelevd astheworld they had left. But it was an entirely different
environment than either earth or the other, still unnamed, planet. They
appeared to bein alarge room, but the walls and floors seemed oddly
organic. Thelight waslow and ether everything was green or the light
was. It appeared to be vagudly ova but the most distant wallswere
beyond sight in the gloom.

Glasser switched on his gun-light and swept the beam around the
room. It was large enough that thelight didn't hit the far wall or the
ceiling. The gatewasin the middle of it, gpparently. Thefloor, at lesdt,
was green and the diffuse light seemed to be coming up from it and the
walls. The spot where the satchel charges had hit was dark asif
whatever generated the light had been damaged. That was dl thetime
he had to look, though, when Howse screamed.

Something like a giant mosguito was attached to his neck and more
wereflying through the air. Sanson shot a one and missed, then
Glasser redized they werein an untenable situation. Thiswasaplace
for Raid and shotguns, not M-4s.

"Back, back!" he shouted, backing into the gate and out.

The chief grabbed Howse and threw him over his back then bolted
out the door asthe rest of the team filled the room with lead. Howse,
however, was the only one hit as the mosquitoes stopped well away



from the gate.

Howse was on the ground with aloca paramedic bent over him
when Glasser, who may have been last in but was also last out, came
through the gate. The thing that looked like a mosguito on the far side
was, in the decent light of anormal sky, anything but. It had long wings
shot through with veins and was colored light green. But the body was
nothing but a blocky box and there was no apparent head, thorax or
legs. It was attached to Howse's neck, though, and pulsed oddly in the
light.

"What'sit doing?' Sanson asked, stepping back.

There were tendrils extending out of its body and, as they watched,
they burrowed into the environment suit and, presumably, into Howse.
Howse's face was distended, his tongue sticking out, and he appeared
to be dead.

"Okay, we have ared biological hazard, here," Weaver said. "Get
him in abody bag. He needsto bein aleve four biocontainment room,
dat."

"He needs a hospital,” Glasser objected.

"He looks pretty dead to me," Weaver said. "And I'd rather that
we not contaminate the whole world with whatever that is. We need a
way to stop them, for that matter, if they come through the gate.”

"They stopped short," Miller said, waking over to the ambulance
and coming back with abody bag. " Sanson, help me get him zipped.”

"Whét the hell do we do?' Glasser said, shaking hishead. "If those
‘demons come back, we can shoot them. But those things. . . they're
too smdll. Too quick. Maybe with shotguns."

"Big cans of bug-spray,” Woodard said as the chief and the seaman
did thelate SEAL into abody bag and hagtily zipped it over theflier.
"One of those sprayer trucks."

"We don't know that bug spray will kill them,” Weaver pointed out.
"But we can catch them if they come through. We need to get some of
those light-weight netsfor catching birds over this gate. Those things
don't, gpparently, have any way to cut. What do they call them?
Gossamer nets or something.”



"Where?' Glasser asked.

"Universty of Horidawill probably be closest,” Weaver said,
shrugging. "Inthe meantime... . ."

"Down!" Sanson ydled, triggering hisM-4 into thefirst of the things
through the gate.

Weaver understood why the, apparently late, Mrs. Edderbrook
had called them demons. The thing stood about ameter and ahalf at
the shoulder and was quadripedal. It had small eyesthat were
overshadowed by heavy bone ridges and more bone ridges graced its
chest and back. The head, which was about the size of adog's, ended
inabesk like abird of prey. The color was overal green with a
mottling of an ugly purple. It had talons on front and rear legs. It had
spikes gticking out of its shoulders and chest and acollar of them
around its short neck. And it wasfast.

Thefirg of the things through the gate caught Woodard by the leg
and threw him to the ground, worrying at the leg like aterrier, the beak
crunching effortlesdy through flesh with a brittle crack asit severed the
bone. But there was more than one; they seemed to be pouring through
the gatein alimitless sream.

Weaver took one look and decided that thiswas clearly not a
placefor aphysicist. He turned tail and headed for the building line of
entrenchments, hoping like hell that none of whatever thosethingswere
caught him and that he wouldn't get killed in the crossfire. Already the
national guardsmen had opened fire and he heard bullets fly by ashe
sprinted for the lines. He a so heard screams behind him and hoped like
hell that the SEALs had had the sense to best fest.

* % %

"Sanson, Miller," Glasser shouted, dropping to one knee and
opening fire on the beast that had Woodard by the leg. "On me!"

The three of them formed atriangle, firing a the beasts asthey
piled through the gate. They would have been overrun in asecond if it
hadn't been for the National Guard, though. The guardsmen had kept
al of their machine guns, both the platoon level MG-240s and Squad
Automatic Wespons (SAWS) pointed at the gate and manned. So



when thefirgt of the beasts came through al they had to do wasflick
them off safe and open fire.

The result was amadhouse as six MG-240s and fifteen SAWs
filled the gateway with lead. The beasts were heavily armored but
enough rounds pouring into them killed them and they started to mound
up in the gate, green ichor splashing in awide circle, asthe SEAL team
backed away. As soon as they were clear of the immediate threat, and
it was gpparent that the infantry was piling up the enemy, the three
turned their back on the gate and ran for the entrenchments.

Weaver was waving from a hole behind the main defenses and they
made abedinefor him, passing between a shalow hagly fighting
position where one of the nationa guardsman lay, firing careful bursts
from an M-16A2 and crying, and adightly deeper position wherea
SAW gunner was laying down three- and five-round bursts between
what sounded like half-mad cackles.

Glasser, Miller and Sanson dove into the largish hole head-firgt,
then the three SEA L sturned around and began adding their own fireto
thedin.

* % %

Sanson drew abead on one of the things and fired carefully,
watching the placement of his shot. When they had first been retreating
it had been amatter of laying down fire asfast as possible and he
wasn't sure but he thought most of it was bouncing of the damned
things. Sure enough, when he shot onein the head it didn't even seem
to noticeit. Thethings had overlapping scay plates aswell asthe bone
underneath. More shotsin its Side seemed to be effective, though,
punching through the scalesin aflash of greenichor. Hewasn't sure
whether it would have been akilling shot because even as he fired one
of the MG-240s hit it and it went down. The ambulance that had
supplied the body bag for Howse wasin theway of fire from one sde
of the semicircle of nationa guardsmen and the things were trying to use
it for cover. But the other side of the positions covered the dead
ground and they werefilling up the space with bodies of the things.

However, they were clearly spreading out from the gate, despite
thefire



"We need more firepower," Glasser shouted through his mask.

Even ashe said it mortar rounds started dropping in the clearing
around the gate. The mortars, however, didn't kill the things unlessthey
dropped right on them and the shrapnel from the mortars didn't seem to
affect themat dl.

Weaver heard atruck engine revving behind them and turned
around to see one of the support trucks, abig five ton, pull up behind
the entrenchments. There was abig machine gun in acircular mount on
the top and it Started hammering away, adding itsfireto that of the
compary.

"MaDeuce" Glasser said, sghting carefully and firing ashort burst.
"Fifty caiber. Andit'sdoing ajob, too."

The big machine gun's bullets weren't stopped by the armor of the
mongters. Head, chest, side, legs, the massive rounds punched right
through. The gunner knew what he was doing, too, working hisway
from the outside in, pushing back the tidal wave of mongters until they
were hemmed in around the gate again. But then he stopped firing.

"Hasto change barrels," Glasser said when he saw Weaver flinch.
"Y ou want awegpon?'

"I wouldn't know how to use one," Weaver admitted. "But I'll be
gladto learnif we get out of this"

"I need to go find the company commander,” Glasser said. "Miller,
Sanson, stay on the doctor. If it goesto shit, get him out.” With that he
stood up and sprinted off behind theline.

"What did it look like on the other side?' Weaver asked.

"Likebeing in abig, green, somach,” Miller responded. He had
pulled off his mask and now had achew inagain. I think it wasthe
insgde of some big organism. Big. Theroom wewereinwasét least a
hundred meterslong.”

"Shit," Sanson said, dropping out his magazine and dapping ina
new one.

The reason for hisexclamation was clear. A new type of creature
was pouring through the gate. These were bipeda and large but



otherwise smilar in genera appearanceto the earlier attackers. The big
difference wasin their asrmament. The tops of their beaks gppeared to
be hollow and as Weaver watched they stitched the line of defenders
with projectiles. Two of them concentrated on the big machine gun,
which had been gotten back into action, and the two man crew was
riddled with the projectiles, their blood splashing dl over thetruck,
which was il painted in desert camouflage.

The beasts were, a0, heavily armored and seemed to shrug off
most of the rounds coming their way. Only the heavy rounds of the
MG-240s seemed able to penetrate their armor and the things were
now concentrating on taking out the machine guns one by one.

"Joy," Weaver said, turning over and pulling out his cdll phone. He
noticed that anews crew had set up behind the line of firing. Alien
invasion, live. Joy.

He pulled out his PDA and found the number he had been given
then didedit.

"White House, Nationa Security Advisor's office.”

"Thisis Doctor William Weaver," he said. "I'd like to spesk to the
NSA if shesavallable”

"I'm sorry, Dr., she'sin ameeting a the moment,” the operator
sad. "Isthat firing | hear?'

"Yes" hereplied. Y ou might want to get a message to her that
were being invaded by adiens and the National Guard company trying
to hold them off is about to be overrun. It should be on CNN by now.
That wasredly al | caledto say, anyway. Thanks. Bye." With that he
cut the connection.

* % %

Lieutenant VanGelder's SWAT team had been more than happy to
let the National Guard secure the site. But, on the other hand, thiswas
L ake County and the gate was a clear and present danger. So he'd had
them gtick around and had taken over one of the upstairs rooms of the
Edderbrook residence as his headquarters. When the firing broke out
most of the team had been in the room and they had immediately
stepped to the window to watch the growing firefight.



Most of the team was armed with M P-5s, which was not going to
do much good in this battle. But in the team vehicle were heavier
weapons. Some of them so heavy that the SWAT team got agood bit
of ribbing for having them.

"Jenson, Knapp," he snapped as the smaller beasts started pouring
out of the gate and the SEAL team retreated. "Go get the Barretts.”

* % %

Weaver had stuck his head back up over the side of the holejustin
timeto see one of the big monsters go pitching back with aholeinits
breast. From the rear there was aloud BOOM that was audible even
over the sound of thefiring around him.

"Barrett,” Command Master Chief Miller said, spitting out aline of
tobacco juice. "Probably them SWAT boys. Doctor, | think it'stime
for usto get out of here"

"Agreed," Weaver said, just as one of the thingsturned and sent a
stream of projectilestheir way. He ducked down and looked behind
them where some of them had embedded in atree. They looked like
thorns about two incheslong, glittering black againgt the grayish-brown
trunk. "How?'

"Low," the chief said. "Crawl out the back. Keep your butt down
and your head down. There's enough of aparapet in the front that if
you stay low and go you'll be covered by it. Well beright behind you."

* % %

VanGelder tracked right until the rifle waslined on ancther, then
squinted through the scope. At thisrange it would have been better to
useiron sghts but there hadn't been time to take the scopes off much
lessrezero the Sghts. So he used what he had. He lined up the next
beast through the crosshairs, stroked the trigger and then worked the
balt.

"Got him," Knapp said. He was standing by with another magazine
and spotting for the lieutenant. "L eft, monster in the open.”

VanGelder tried not to laugh in near hysteriaas he tracked left and
shot another of thethings. Unfortunately, it was like spitting in the
ocean. Theright flank of the National Guard company had been rolled



up and most of their medium machine guns had been taken out. And
more of the little monsters were pouring through now.

He shot another, changed magazines and then looked at the overall
gtuation. Mogt of the nationa guardsmen were trying to scurry out of
their holesand run. He didn't think anything againgt them for it; the
Stuation was clearly out of control.

On the other hand, be damned if they were going to invade through
Lake County if he had anything to say about it.

"Get on the horn. Call dispatch. Tl them to send everything weve
got. If we can hold them by the gate we can hold them. Hell, send out a
generd cdl, anybody with big guns. Even ahunting rifle. Get your ass
down here. Weve got to hold them, here."

"I'monit," Jenson said. "Therés anews crew down there, I'll tell
them, too."

VanGelder nodded and looked back through the scope. Monster
in the open.

Sanson sguatted by awindow, firing sngle shotsin rapid fire. Miller
had scooped up one of the abandoned M G-240s, its two-man crew
dead, and was laying down fire from another window.

Dr. Weaver had settled on the couch in the front room and was
contemplating gate activity. So far there had been one gate caused by
man and one that appeared, apparently asthe result of ahogtile dien
force. The first one sort of made sense. The Higgs boson had caused
some sort of wormhole effect, ether to another planet in thisuniverse
or to another universe. The second one did not. And then there wasthe
hypothetica gate through which Tuffy had appeared. Would there be
more? And why were they occurring.

Hedided hisphone again.

"Gada"

"Have the detectors arrived?'

"About an hour ago, and you wereright. Therésafairly continuous
stream of subatomic particles coming out of it. | think it's degrading.”



"Okay, good," Weaver sad.

"Isthat firing | hear?" Garciaasked.

"Y eah, were being invaded,” Weaver replied and yawned.
"Mongersfrom the eighth dimension or something. | think we're about
to get overrun.”

"Jesus! Get out of there!"

"Wdl, were sort of cut off," Weaver admitted. "L ook, what sort of
partices?'

"Muonsand something ese" Garciasad. "Do you redly want to
tdk about thisnow?'

"Wes"
"Okay, there's some muons, like| said, but we're getting readings
on others. They're not anything | recognize, not mesons, not quarks,
very high mass. I'd guess they might be bosons."
"That doesn't make sense," Weaver said, squinting his brow asthe
machine gun set up an amost continuous clatter. "Not the big particles,
the muons. I'd have expected neutrinos.”

"I don't happen to have a neutrino detector on me at the moment,”
Garciasad, sarcadtically. Neutrino detection required very large tanks
of chemicals, usudly in thetens of thousands of gallons. When the
neutrinos hit the chemicasthey were accelerated to faster than light
speed, creating Cherenkov radiation detectable as purplish-blue flashes
of light.

"The Japanese have one down to, oh, the size of acontainer car or
s0," Weaver said, yawning again. "Maybe we can borrow it. But the
rest makes sense. If it's degrading into the universeit's probably going
to increase the charge of each of the released particles. That means you
get small gates at first and larger ones asit continues to degrade. Or
maybe they'll go further and further awvay. And the first gates that would
open would be nearby. Findly things are starting to make sense.”

Sanson walked over and dapped apistal into the scientist's empty
hand.

"Y ou know how to use one of those?' Sanson asked.



"Point and click?" Weaver said, looking puzzled.

"Yeah, more or less" The SEAL laughed. "Round up the spott,
cocked, not on safe. Touch thetrigger and it fires. Just remember to
point it a the bad guys.”

"L ook, one of the SEALsjust handed me apistal,” Weaver said,
keeping hisfinger away from thetrigger. "I think that'sabad sgn. Well
talk about this later, okay?"

"Okay," Garciasaid. "Decaying, releasing particles, particles open
getes”

"Something like that. And increasing charge, larger gates or further
away astimegoesby." Tuffy was smdl. Smdl gate? But large enough
to take Mimi? The front door burst open and one of the smaller
mongters came into the room, howling itsterrible cry. Sanson turned
and fired aburgt that bounced off the armor but asit turned towards
the SEAL Weaver lined up the pistal on it and shot. Thefirst round
was high, kicking dust out of thewall, but he lowered the pistol dightly
and was rewarded with a green blotch on the second round. Two more
bulletsintoit, and onein the floor, and it was kicking and twitching on
the ground, spilling green ichor into the blue rug.

"Well, gottago,” Weaver sad.
"Doc..."
"Seeyou later, Garcia"

Another of the beasts sprang into the room and Weaver shot &t it,
missing, then two more times and hit. The second round hit it in the
hindquarters and its back legs dropped, limp. But it continued to crawl
forward on itsfront legs and his next two rounds missed, poking holes
inthefar wall and shattering a picture of a sailboat againgt the
backdrop of atropicd idand. That was hislast round and the dide of
the H& K locked back on the empty magazine.

"I think I'm out of bullets," he ydled, sanding up and stepping back
over the couch.

"Herel" Sanson ydled, tossng amagazine through the air.
Weaver caught it but had no ideawhat to do with it. However, he



was an engineer; it should be easy enough to figure out. Thething had
crawled up to him and he backed away, into the room, hoping to draw
it away from the two SEAL s as he attempted to determine how to
reload. Let's see, two levers on the handle of the gun, one blocked by
thedide. Lever near thetrigger. Hefiddled with the lever and was
rewarded by having the empty magazine drop out onto the floor. Point
bullets forward, insert magazine. Eurekal But the dide didn't go
forward and pulling the trigger didn't work. He grabbed the dide and
pulled back and was again rewarded by having it dide forward. By this
time the thing had nearly crawled up to him again and he jJumped
backwards then pointed the gun at it and shot severa times.

"Watchit!" Miller snarled as one of the rounds hammered into his
body armor. " Save your rounds!”

"Hey, | got it, didn't 1?7" Weaver asked as his phone rang.

"William Weaver," he sad, holding the smoking barrd of the pistol
upwards where he wouldn't tend to shoot one of the SEALSs.

"Thisisthe NSA, we're watching the news, where are you?”

"In the Edderbrook house," he replied. "I think we're sort of cut
dflll

"Jesus! Get out of therel™

"l don't think that's possible,”" he noted as another of the damned
thingsjust strolled in the door. He aimed carefully thistime and
managed to hit it on thefirst shot. But the round only ticked it off and it
turned and charged him.

"Hold please," he said, jumping to the back of the couch and over
and then coming up with the pistol and shooting it in the back asit tried
to make the turn. One of the bullets must have hit its spine becauseits
back legswent out just like the other one. He aimed carefully and fired
roundsinto its neck until it ssopped moving. He redized held gotten out
of control when the dide locked back again. "I'm out of bullets again!"
heyeled. "I'm sorry, I'm alittle busy a the moment. Could wetalk
later?'

"Sure" the NSA said, bemusedly.
"l told Garciawhat | think isgoing on, based on the evidence," he



sad, catching another magazine from Sanson and missing thetossfrom
Miller. He reloaded and picked up the magazine hed missed as he
talked. Multi-tasking, that's the key.

"Well talk later," the NSA said.

"Yeah, later," he replied as two more came through the door and
one crashed through awindow. "Guys! | don't think | can hold them
thistime!"

Sanson turned and shot the one under the window as Miller fired
and killed one of the ones by the door. But that had emptied his belt
and it was | eft for Weaver to finish off the ladt.

"Up the gairs™" Miller said, pushing the scientist ahead of him.

At thetop of the stairs, though, was alarge barricade constructed
from abed.

"Hey!" Miller yelled. "L et usthrough!™

"Catch," avoice said from the other side of the barricade and a
knotted rope came flying through the air.

The command master chief started to hand it to the physicist and
then stopped, taking the pistol and manipulating alever. " Safety.”

"Right," Weaver said. "Thanksfor thetip." He dropped his cell
phone in one pocket and tucked the pistol in the other then climbed up
the rope, with a push from the chief, and tumbled to the floor on the top
landing.

The two SEA L sfollowed him up the barricade and then spread out
through the top floors.

"VanGedder," avoice said behind him. "Lake County SWAT. Who
areyou?'

Weaver tilted his head backwards and looked up at ablond
mountain of aman.

"Doctor William Weaver," he answered. "I'm aphysicist studying
the gates"

"Cometo any conclusions?' VanGelder asked.

"Yes, | wish Ray Chen had never been born,” Weaver said.



VanGelder chuckled and pointed at the pistal. "Y ou know how to
usetha?'

"I killed four or five of them downgtairs," Weaver answered. "But
the honest answer isno. And I'm pretty much out of bullets.”

"Knapp carriesan H&K," VanGelder said. "I'll get you some
magazines. Y ou want ashotgun?”'

"I'd love ashotgun,” Weaver admitted.

"Okay, you stay by the barricade and make sure none of them
comeup,” VanGedder said, waking away. "And I'll get you ashotgun.”

Weaver peered out through agap in the barricade but none of the
things seemed to be coming up the sairs. There was a crashing from
downgtairs and their weird ululation but they didn't ssem to be
interested in the upper ories. There wasfiring from al around the
house, now and he heard the sound of some of the thorn projectiles
hitting the sdes aong with a curse from someone in one of the rooms.

VanGelder stopped by and dropped four magazines on the floor,
then handed him a shotgun.

"Four roundsin the tube and one up the spout,” VanGelder said.
"Y ou know how to useit?'

"Y ou pull the handle back,” Weaver said, guessing. Sure enough
when he did ashotgun round flew out the Sde. "'I've watched televison.”

"You rdoad here" VanGdder sad, dryly, pointing to the dot on
the underside and handing him the gected round. "I'll et you figure out
the sghts." He dropped abox of ammunition on the floor and then
walked back into one of the rooms.

Weaver did the round back into the shotgun and poked the barrel
through the hole just in time to see one of the doglike creatures
creeping up the airs. It seemed to have trouble with the concept,
raising itsfeet too high and missing the steps. He gave it ablast from the
shotgun which knocked it off itsfeet. Asit tumbled to the ground,
howling, he shot it in the side. Theload of double-ought buck put a
holein itsside he could put two fists through. It twitched and then was
gtill but by that time another was ascending the dairs. He shot it and this
timeit didn't fal but just kept climbing, belly down on the dairs. He



shot twice more and the last round gpparently found something vital
because it sopped and rolled into abdl, biting at itsbdly. He shot it
again and then the shotgun clicked on an empty chamber.

He loaded more rounds feverishly but no more were on the stairs
when he looked. He leaned his head on the barricade and, just for a
second, contempl ated that thiswas aredly stupid place for aphysicist
to die. When he opened his eyes again there were three of the thingson
the stairs, nosing a the dead mongters.

He shot one that was broadside, dropping it, then the other two
clumsly charged upwards. He got one, somehow, but the third was
scrabbling at the barricade and he was out of rounds. He dropped the
shotgun and picked up the pistal, emptying it at point blank range into
the belly of the mongter. That stopped it, but its claws pulled the
barricade partialy down. More were on the steps now and he dropped
out the magazine and started firing a them asfast as he could.

He was pretty sure he was done for when there came aburst of
firing from outside the house. Shotguns, rifles, aheavy
"BLAM-BLAM-BLAM" that sounded sort of like the big machine gun
that had been on the truck and another louder boom that he couldn't
place. The monsters were clawing at the barricade, though, so he kept
reloading and firing. Then, suddenly, Sanson was a hisside. He had a
different rifle and he picked his shots, dropping the monsters one by
one.

"What's happening outsde?' Weaver shouted. All thefiring had
made him half deaf he redlized.

"| think the cavalry got here," Sanson said.

* % %

Jm Holley had never had what most people caled "ared job" in
hislife. After getting out of the Army he/d moved back to his hometown
of Eustis and drifted from one job to another. He'd sold magazines,
headed up a couple of charities, played at politics and spent agood bit
of timeworking in retail. But what he mostly did was play with guns.

All of hislimited free money went to his gun collection and it had,
over the years, become quite extensve. Hewas well known to dl the



gun storesin the Eustis areaand could be found every weekend that
therewasn't aloca gun show on one range or another firing awide
variety of weapons.

He'd been hanging out in Big Bob's Bait, Tackle and Armaments,
wrangling amiably about the differencein qudity between the British
.303 and the .30-06, when they both heard the call from the SWAT
team for any available unit to respond. If the Nationa Guard couldn't
handleit and the SWAT team couldn't handleit it had to be bad.

Big Bob had rolled his cigar from one side of his mouth to another
and shook his head.

"| think it'stimeto break out the big guns, Jmbo, what say you?"'

Jm had just nodded and they both walked into the back room of
the store.

Now, Jm had quite a collection but Bob Taylor wasin the busness
of supplying whatever acustomer might desire. And hisidea of what
customers might desire was pretty eclectic. The back room of his store,
which was only open to the right sort of individua, wasthe gun
collector's dream. He had two Barretts, M-82A 1 and M-95,
semi-automatic and bolt respectively. There were Armalites, MP-5s,
Garands, Thompsons, Sten, Steyn AUGs and hanging in pride of place
a.477 Tyrannosaur. On the floor was a huge gun with astock and a
bipod that was a Finnish Lahti m/39 20mm "man portable’ engine of
destruction.

By the time they had the back door open and were loading
ammunition the shop had started to fill up. Some of them were "help
me" customers who, hearing what was happening had decided that this
was the day to comein and purchase awesgpon. But the vast mgjority
were the usual crowd of hangers on. Thelatter filed into the back room
and set to work unloading the room and loading the weapons.

In no more than fifteen minutes they had two pickupsfilled with
enough weapons and ammo to arm avery eclectic company of infantry,
and aconvoy of haf adozen battered pickups, cars and SUVswas
headed down the road to Jules Court.

They ran into the first monster nearly ablock away. It was savaging



alittlegirl'sbike, sad little girl being up atree, screaming.

Jmwasin the back of Bob's pickup truck and he let the monster
have it in the sdewith aburst of 185 grain rounds from the vintage
BAR he had laid across the roof. Even driving dong at fifteen milesan
hour he managed to put three roundsin the Sde of the thing, which
dropped initstracks.

"Timeto unass," Bob ydled.

"No," Jm yelled back. "Drive closer. Less distance to hump this
shit!"

But by the time Jules Court wasin view, they could see that they
were going to have to go tactical. Monsters were spilling onto the
sreet. Some of them were like the firdt, the size of large dogs and
covered in spikes. Others were bipedal and seemed to befiring
something out of their snouts. Jm shot one of them with the BAR and
then held on as Bob dammed to a stop.

"I've got just the thing for those bagtards,” Jim said, clambering
over the tailgate and picking up the 20mm. He managed to get it set up
on theroof and then did in amagazine. "Eat Finnish hot-lead you dien
fregkd"

The rounds from the 20mm were nat, in fact, lead bullets but
exploding shdlls. As each of them punched into one of the larger beasts
it exploded sending bits of the monstersin every direction and covering
the areain green gore.

Therest of the ad hoc militiamen had unloaded from the trucks and
were laying down abase of fire, engaging the smdler beasts and letting
the heavy wegpons handle the larger ones. One of the requirementsto
bea"regular a Big Bob's Bait, Tackle and Armamentswas that you
had to "know what you were doing." That meant you couldn't just
argue the relaive merits of a Sharps Buffao gun, you had to know
what it was used for. Bob preferred people like Jm, somebody with
redl military experience. Copswere okay, but only if they knew how to
shoot for shit and most cops, in Bob's experience, didn't measure up to
hiscriterion.

Mogt of theregulars, therefore, had a more than adequate idea of



what to do in asituation where demons were invading the earth through
agateinto hel. That is: lay down as much lead as necessary to push
them back.

Jm emptied the BAR magazine and reached back only to have
another shoved into his hand. He dipped that one in and engaged
another of the bipeda beadts, ripping a three-round burst into itstorso
that nearly severed it. There seemed to be about one of them for every
ten or twenty of the smaller beasts. And the guys on either sdewith
rifles and shotguns were clearing up the smdler ones.

It was only when the last of the bipeda beastsin view were down
that he noticed there was firing from the second story of one of the
houses. And at the far end of the road there was a group of soldiersin
desert camouflage who had been holding afdl-back line.

"Bob, we got to moveit in," he said. "Push them back to that gate,
wherever itis"

"Yeah," the gunshop owner sad, reflectively. Hewaved at anarm
that had been thrust out of the second story window. There wasfiring
from insde the house, too. "Everybody head for the house!" heyelled.
"Get in and drive, I'm going to stay on the 20mm."

Jm got in and put the truck in gear, dowly rolling it forward asthe
infantry on either side kept pace. Twice he stopped as more waves of
the mongters came out, one time ducking down as aline of something
like thorns stitched the truck. They were tough and hard, though, he
noticed, prodding at one that was shoved through the driver's side
door. Sharp, too. He pricked afinger and hoped like hell they weren't
ppoisoned.

Finally they made it up to the house and Bob caled ahalt. They'd
left two bodies behind, both of them from getting hit by the
thorn-throwers. Asthey pulled to ahdt in the driveway the Lake
County SWAT team came barrel assing out of the house and
guardsmen started filtering out from other housesin the area.

"Glad you could makeit,” VanGelder said.

"Wherésthis gate?' Bob answered, diding off the side of the
pickup, then taking the 20mm that was handed down to him. The



weapon was nearly two meterslong and weighed right at fifty pounds,
s0 it wasn't like you could fireit off-hand. But he dung it over one
shoulder and grabbed abox of ammunition for it.

"Behind the house," the SWAT lieutenant replied. "The backyard is
crawling with thesethings.”

"I'll get up in the house and cover the advance,” the gunshop owner
sad.

"Right," VanGelder nodded. "Get the thorn-throwers, well handle
the dogs."

* % %

"Our cavalry isagroup of rednecksin pickup trucks," Sanson said,
dryly.

"Don't knock it," the command master chief said, spitting on the
floor. "That's more firepower than I've seen outside Ashkanistan.”

More of the locals had moved into the downgtairs and abig man
carrying an absolutely huge gun shouldered past Weaver into a back
bedroom. Another of the localswearing aLynyrd Skynyrd T-shirt was
following him carrying three large boxes of ammunition. More flooded
up carrying amotley assortment of only very large guns. Thelast was
carrying thelargest "norma” rifle Weaver had ever seen. It had abolt
action and looked like what his friends back home used for deer
hunting, but it was about twice aslarge.

"What'sthat?' he asked Miller.

"Isthat what | think itis?' the chief said to thelocd at the same
time

"If you think it'sa Tyrannosaur, it is" theloca said, smiling.

"Damn," the SEAL muittered. "I've got to moveto Central Forida
They're death on thosethingsin Virginia"

Firing had started up again from the back of the house and roseto
acrescendo that was unbdievably loud. There was an occasiona
scream but the progress of the attack seemed to be steady. He could

hear the firing from downstairs moving forward and thought about the
gate. They couldn't stop the things by just shooting at them; they had to



close the gate somehow.

"We gottaclosethegate," Miller said, looking at him asif reading
hismind.

"l don't know how to turniit off," Weaver said. "But what if we
took one of the bulldozers and parked it in front of it? At the very least
it would give us somewarning that they're coming through.”

"Well, | don't know how to drive abulldozer,” the command
magter chief admitted, sounding ashamed. "Do you?"

"No," Weaver said. "But | bet one of theselocaswill."

Sanson came back amoment later with the guy who carrying the
big "Tyrannosaur" rifle.

"We want to block the gate with a bulldozer,” Weaver said.

"So hetold me," thelocal replied. "Makes sense. Where'sthe
dozer?'

"Therewas one over to the left,” the physicist noted. "But it'smore
or lessbehind the gate. | don't know if the monsters have spread that
way or not."

"They seem to be heading for the houses" Miller pointed out.
"They don't seem to be going behind the gate at dl, yet.”

"We could drive around back," theloca said. "Try to driveright up
toit."

"That might attract their attention,” the chief pointed out. "So far we
have aone-axisthreat. That would make it multi-axis. And that would
redly suck."

"Hey, yourea SEAL, right?' theloca replied, chuckling through
hisbeard. Y ou wannalive forever?'

"Preferably,” Miller answered. "But let's go seeif you know what
youredoing."

By the time they got to the pickup truck the locals and what was
left of the Nationd Guard company had retaken the fighting positions
and, with the support of heavy wegponsin the houses overlooking the
gate, were holding the monstersin asmall perimeter right at the gate
itsdlf. The mongterswere ill attempting to pour through but the



additiond firepower of the locals had them pinned &t the entrance. As
they crowded into the front seat of the pickup Weaver noticed some
thingsthat looked like the alien "maosquitoes' hovering near the gate
now. He dreaded those more than the thorn-throwers or the "dogs" but
it turned out that these were not the semiparasitic mosguitoes. What
they were became apparent as atelevision helicopter drifted too close
to the battle.

One of the things flapped its wings harder and began to ascend.
When it got to about ten meters above the ground the wings dropped
off and a et of fire shot out of itsrear. It accelerated fast on what
appeared to be arocket engine and then dammed into the helicopter.
The hdlicopter exploded in midair sending flaming piecesfar and wide.

"Jesus," thelocdl said, putting the pickup in gear and backing out of
the driveway.

"Grest," the chief said. "They've got antiair capability. What next?
Antitank? Organic tanks?"

"That room you werein," Weaver said. "It looked like agiant
organism, right? So it's conceivable that they could grow something as
largeasatank.”

"That won't be good,” Miller noted.

"No," Weaver said with achuckle.

"Where are they, then?' Sanson asked.

"Probably the same place ours are," Weaver replied in adistracted
tone. "Not near the gate. Okay, they form agate. And maybe they're
getting ready for an invasion. But that room was more or less empty,
right?'

"Right,” Miller replied.

"S0. . . themosquito thing that got your SEAL was something like
asentry, maybe an antibody. It was designed just to defend the hole
and maybe send out an darm. Although I'd guess getting a couple of
satchel chargesin the gut probably sent enough of an darm through that
thing anyway.”

"Ouch," Miller said. "Y ou're saying we caused this?"



"No," Weaver replied. "But you might have sped up their timetable.
So they're throwing everything they have nearby into the gate. And,
presumably, their red heavies aren't right there. Or, maybe, they
haven't even produced them yet but will soon. Or are producing them
now and they'll be here momentarily.”

"Wed better block the gate pretty quick, then," the local noted,
putting thetruck in gear.

"Oh, yeah," Weaver said as his phone rang. Hefished it out of his
pocket and turned it on digtractedly. "William Weaver."

"Doctor Weaver, thisisthe NSA. SOCOM reportsthey've lost
contact with their SEAL team, the Nationa Guard isout of contact
with their company and the last news chopper to get into the areawas
shot down by something. | presume you've moved out of the area? |
wasn't sureif you'd be there to answer, frankly."

"No, I'm dill inthe area," Weaver replied as the pickup took a
corner on two wheels. "We're going to try to block the gate with a
bulldozer. And I don't know what happened to Lieutenant Glasser but
thelast two members of the team are with mein the pickup truck.”

"Pickup truck?"

"Some of thelocas have rendered assistance,” Weaver said. "I'd
make aredneck joke but | are one. Anyway, they've got the monsters
pushed back to the gate and we're going to try to closeit, or at least
block it, with one of the bulldozersthat was clearing the area. But
we've been discussing it and we think there are probably heavier
mongtersthat haven't arrived yet. | think you need to get someredly
heavy forces down here."

"Wewill," the NSA answered. "There's abattaion on the way from
Benning at the moment but they can't be there until tomorrow at the
earlied.”

"Well, inthat case | suggest that you get whatever you can get here
asfast aspossble,” Weaver said. "these guys seem to mean business.
And so far | think we've only seen their equivaent of infantry. | don't
want to think about what might be on the way. I'd say, maam, that it's
aracetoseewhocan. . ." he paused. HEd heard the term before. Oh,



yeah. "who can get here the fustest with the mostest.”

There was a pause and he could amost see the NSA nod. "l see.
I'll point that out, with underlining, to the Pentagon.”

"Yes, maam,” Weaver said asthe pickup braked to a stop by the
bulldozer. "I've got to go now. Tak to you later. Bye."

"You know," Weaver saidto theair. "Thisisamost asexciting as
defending ascientific paper.”

"You'rejoking," the chief replied, climbing out of the truck and
scanning for mongters. There was one of the dogs on the bulldozer and
he shot it off but that seemed to be the only onein the area.

"Sort of," Weaver said. "But you'd be surprised how brutd it can
get." He hefted the shotgun and fdlt in his pocket for the remaining
rounds. The pistal, on safe as he'd been shown, was shoved in the front
of hispants, hislast magazine shoved in hisback pocket. "And they
don't let you shoot people who are attacking you for no reason.”

Thefour of them clambered on the bulldozer and theloca got it
gtarted. It lurched into motion and headed right for the gate.

"I'm gonnapull it up tothesde and pivot it,” thelocd said. "That's
gonna be the bad time; nobody will be able to fire because well bein
theway."

"Well, I'll dowhat | can," Miller said. He had grabbed the
Tyrannosaur and had his M-4 dung over his back. "Sanson, take the
dogs, I'll handle the thorns, Doc, you handle anything that gets on the
dozer."

Theloca picked up the dozer blade as one of the thorn-throwers
that had just exited the gatefired at them. Most of the thorns were
caught by the blade but afew pinged onto the canopy over the driver's
Sedt.

Miller leaned against the support of the canopy and fired the
Tyrannosaur, the recoil dmost knocking him off hisfest.

"Yowzal" heyelled, working the bolt and then rotating his shoulder.
"Got akick, don't it?" theloca said.
Sanson was picking off dogs on ether side and Doc redlized he



should be watching for threats, not watching the chief. He looked
around and, sure enough, one of the dogs had managed to jump up on
the back of the dozer. He gave it amouthful of buckshot which, if it
didnt kill it, certainly knocked it off the dozer. Another wastrying to
get past the spinning treads on his sde and he shot it in the back. It lost
the use of itsback legs but till tried to crawl forward.

Jugt then theloca pivoted the dozer, incidentaly crushing the
wounded dog monster, and lowered the blade dightly, lining it up with
the hole. There was amound of injured and dead monsters by the gate
and the dozer pushed them back into the hole dong with a
thorn-thrower that had just come through. The mound shrank asit was
pushed back and then the dozer blades, which were wider than the
opening, reached the gate. And stopped.

All four of them were thrown forward as the bulldozer lurched to a
halt. Theloca geared down, but the treads just spun in place.

"Damn," Miller said. "That'sweird."

"Very," Weaver admitted. He hadn't been certain what would
happen since the blade was wider than the opening but if he had been
willing to make a guessiswas that the dozer would have gone forward
asif the gate didn't exist, leaving the gate in the middle of the dozer.
However, it gppeared that the gate had avery rea physica presence. It
was, however, at least partially blocked. As he watched, though, adog
mongter crawled out from under the blade, only to be shot by Sanson.

"Lower theblade alittle," the chief said.

Theloca lowered it to the ground, leaving the top half of the gate
open. A thorn-thrower clambered over the obstacle but was hit by fire
from three separate machine guns and fell back into the gate.

"Let'sdig aberm," Sanson said. "Push dirt up to cover it
completdy.”

"They'djust dig throughit,” Miller said. "No, leaveit thisway. Well
redign the machine gunsto cover it. I'm sure they'll figure out away
through but it will do for now."

The four of them clambered off the dozer and headed for the lines
at aweary trot. They were halfway there when an explosion behind



them threw them off thar fedt.

Weaver rolled onto his back and looked towards the gate where
the smoking bulldozer ill lay, hdf its blade blown off.

"| thought they'd think of something,” Miller said, angrily. "But not
that fast!"

"Come on!" Weaver shouted, springing to hisfeet and hurrying
back to the hole they had occupied at the first attack. Behind them
there was another explosion and then another.

He jumped into the hole, redized that he'd left his shotgun behind,
and started to go back for it just as the smoking bulldozer shuddered
and was shoved out of the way.

What came through the hole was impossible, abeast about the size
of arhinoceros, covered in scaly plates and strong enough, apparently,
to move a D-9 by shoving with Six sumpy legs. It let out a high-pitched
bellow that shook the ground, then turned its head and launched aball
of green lightning from between two horns. The lightning seemed to
float through the air but it must have been going fast because at dmost
the sameingtant it wasfired it hit the trench line and exploded, blowing
one of the machine gun pogsinto theair.

"Holy fucking shit," Sanson muttered, pumping roundsinto the
thing. Or at least at it; they were sparking on its plate and clearly not
penetrating.

"Well, now we know what their tankslook like," the chief said. He
gtill had the Tyrannosaur and was aiming at the thing but not firing.
"Come on, you bastard,” he muttered.

The mongter fired another bdl of lightning and one of the houses
behind them exploded in fire. Then it stopped and roared again.

Asit did the chief fired one round.

Weaver had thought the world had exploded when the first round
had been fired by the creature but he now had a new perspective. The
ar turned white and he found himsdlf flung through the air by a
tremendousforce like agiant, ungentle, hand. He didn't even notice
when he dammed into the back of the hole. He knew he passed out but
it couldn't have been for long because the rumble from the explosion



was still resounding when he shook his head and opened his eyes. For
amoment he thought he was blind but redized thet it wasjust an
afterimage of the explosion; everything looked milky-white. He felt
something liquid on hisface and reached up. His nose and earswere
both bleeding.

Sanson was lying in the bottom of the hole, unmoving. Hewas
breathing but out cold. The local wasin the bottom next to him, his
head tilted at an odd and clearly unsurvivable angle. The chief waslying
next to him up againgt the sde of the hole, and sat up with what
appeared to be agroan. That was when Weaver redlized that al he
could hear wasaringingin hisears.

He sat up and looked at the gate. There was alarge crater in front
of it. The bulldozer was over onitsside. And there was nothing coming
through.

The chief waslooking at him and saying something. Weaver
redized he could heer it, if bardly. He was asking if he was okay.

"No," he said, shaking hishead and pointing at hisears. "I cantt
hear!" He suddenly noticed that he had the world's worst headache.

The chief nodded and pointed at his own, mouthing "Neither can 1."
He opened the balt of the Tyrannosaur, wearily pulled some rounds out
of hisfatigues and thumbed them into the action. Then he shot the bolt
forward, leaned back, closed his eyes and shook his head, clearly
spent beyond human endurance, clutching the gunto his chest. After a
moment he set hisjaw, leaned forward and pointed the gun at the gate.
Helooked over his shoulder at Weaver and reached into his pocket.
What he held out was alarge goldish coin. He pointed to one side. It
had ahuman figure on it and the motto: “The only easy day was
yesterday."

Doctor Weaver |ooked at the SEAL, who was aso bleeding from
the nose and ears but clearly prepared to do battle, shook his own
head and passed out.



CHAPTER FIVE

"First report on Gate 417," Collective 15379 emitted.
"GO."

"Initial reports favorable. Group of ten level one ground
combat units sent on survey. Encountered minor resistance.”

"On immediate entry?"

"Yes. Or shortly thereafter. One GCU sustained terminal
injuries, recovered and recycled. Two sophonts recovered, one
terminal, one critical. Both terminated and examined.” It sent a
blip of biological information on the late Edderbrooks. "Initial
invasion packet was started but before it completed gestation
there was a magnitude 249 explosion at the gate and five farside
combat units, estimated level one to three, entered the gate area.
Sentries engaged and one reported full engagement. Sight
variations frominitial survey of sophonts." Another blip of data,
this one defining Howse' protective suit as an extruded armor. "A
response packet was sent through consisting of level one and two
ground combat units. Level one units were repulsed by a heavy
force of farside ground combat units designated one to four. Level
two units pushed back first wave but were stopped and repulsed
by a reinforcing wave of level two to four units; farside units
manually blocked the gate. A group of level six units had arrived
by then and reopened the gate. Initial entry appeared successful



but first level six unit was destroyed, method unknown, which
backblast severely damaged two more level six units, still
recoverable. With only two level six units functional and all level
one and two units terminated in the immediate gate area the
attack was called off while more level six units are gestated.
Colonization packet is gestated and only awaits successful opening
of the gate."

"Heavy defense,” Collective 47 noted. "Weapon type?"

"Chemical propellant and explosive. No plasma or quark
weapons detected.”

"I have sent a message to all nearby collectives and those with
localized gate ability to forward all available level three though
seven ground combat units and to begin a ten percent increasein
gestation of all combat systems. When you have an overwhelming
force available, strike. That will require at least seven cycles.”

"I understand and comply."

"And send an emissary unit."

"An emissary?"

"Let us see how gullible they are.”

* * %

"Dr. Weaver?' avoice sad.

Bill opened hiseyesa crack and then closed them againgt the light.
It was moments like thisthat he dreaded. So far, it seemed okay. He
felt sheets and the brief glimpse he had seen overhead indicated a
hospita. So did the smell.

"Dr. Weaver?' the voice repeated. It was awoman. Nurse or
doctor? Have to open the eyes again to check.

A large breasted redhead wearing one of those vaguely comical
multicolored smocks that nurses seemed to be enamored of was
standing by the bed with a cup of water.

"Before you ask, you're in Shands Hospital in Gainesville, Florida,"
the nurse said, holding a straw up to his mouth.

Bill took asip, clearing what felt like amound of plaster out of his



mouth, and grunted.
"Bathroom?'
"How about a bedpan?’ She smiled.

"No," he said, Stting up and wincing at the headache. "I can move."
He checked his extremitiesto ensure that thiswas, in fact, the case. All
working. All weak as hdll but that would pass. He'd been in the body
and fender shop before. "I can walk.”

"Y ou're not supposed to," the nurse said, firmly, pushing him back.

He did hishand onto her thumb and exerted just enough pressure
to provethat it could hurt. "I canwalk. I'm going towak. All | need is
for youto hdp mewiththelV cart."

She looked at him sternly, then shook her head and helped him to
the bathroom. By the time he made it back to the bed he wondered if it
had been agood idea; he was wesker than held thought.

"The gate?' he asked. He wasn't too sure exactly where Gainesville
was from Eustis but if they'd lost the gate he didn't want to be close.

"Nothing e se has comethrough,” the nurse said, helping himinto
bed and settling the sheetsto her satisfaction. "It's been dl over the
news. Theres more Nationa Guard and some Regular Army and
Marinesaround it, now."

"There were some SEALswith me" Weaver said. Hehad aclear
view of Sanson lying in the bottom of the hole.

"They're both here," the nurse said. "The younger oneisill
unconscious, not acoma, helll be okay. The older oneis already out of
bed, againgt doctor's orders, and swearing at anyone who triesto get
him back in. Now you just lie down and rest. A doctor will be hereto
Seeyou soon.”

After she had left Weaver eevated the bed-lying down hurt more
than Sitting up-and turned on the TV. He didn't have to flip through
many channels, everything but the Discovery Channd and Disney were
running al newsal thetime,

"We'rereporting live from Eudtis, Horida, where units of the Third
Infantry Division, the same unitsthat captured Baghdad, are just



beginning to arrive. Bob Tolson is embedded with Bravo Company,
Firgt Battalion Ninety-Third Infantry, over to you, Bob." The voiceover
was from New Y ork or Washington but the video was from anews
helicopter. There were green Army bulldozers and some yellow civilian
onesdigging big holesand a shot of awhole line of tractor trailer cars
loaded with tanks and APCs. Bill thought about the flaming debris
fdling from the sky and wondered at the ballsit took to fly ahelicopter
inthe areafor no other reason than getting some nice stock footage.

"Peter, you should be able to see the activity around me," the local
reporter said. "From the air it probably looks like chaos but I'm told it's
awd| orchestrated drill. I'm talking with Captain Shane Grieswho is
the commander of Bravo Company. Shane, thanks for taking a moment
totalk to us"

"No problem, Bob.” The video had cut back to the ground and
now showed ayoungish man with asquare jaw, his helmet fastened
and looking very negt.

"What do you think our chances are?" the reporter asked.

"Wdll, Bob, the enemy clearly has some very good firepower,” the
company commander responded. "Buit its action plan isgoing to have
to be very smple, thereis only one avenue of attack available. And if
light infantry, which iswhat it faced before, could hold it and push it
back, well, my boyswill turn it into dog mest with their Bradleys and
Abrams™

"By light infantry you'retalking about the loca militia?" the reporter
asked. "What they're calling The Charge of the Redneck Brigade? "

"Bob, I'm not about to disthoselocds,”" the captain said, shaking
his head. "They retook the gate and took plenty of casudtiesdoing it.
They're fine Americans and patriots and, truth be told, they probably
shoot better than most of my boys. Some of them are ill hanging
around and aslong as they want to, they can stay.”

"l wasn't making fun of them," the reporter said with atone of
honesty.

"I know, but that redneck crack is getting under my boys skin," the
captain replied, gernly. "The day one of you reportersiswilling to



charge the gates of hdll with nothing but some World War Two
wegponry you can crack wise. Until then, treat them with the respect
they deserve. They and the nationa guardsmen are going to stay here
until, at least, the rest of the battalion arrives. I've been told that the
short-term plan isto get the whole brigade down here, arrayed in
layered defense. What they'll do after that | don't know. But | think that
even the localswill admit that a battalion of mechanized infantry is
probably enough.”

"I notice that you've pulled further back from the gate," the reporter
sad, changing the subject hadtily. "Isthat wise?'

"Our Abrams and Bradleys are longer-range weagpons,” the captain
explained carefully. "Were digging revetments for them and as soon as
the engineers and civilian contractors are done with them they'll start on
bunkersfor theinfantry that are forward of that line. But | don't want
my command caught in another of those explosions; if the enemy had
come through right after itsrhino-tank exploded they'd have rolled over
the defenders. Infantry positions are back two hundred yards and the
Brads and Abrams are a two-fifty. That should give enough stand-off
for secondaries. And, trust me, we can fill the probable avenue of
approach with plenty of firepower even if werethat far back.”

"Wdll, Captain, I'm sure everyone's glad you're on thejob," the
reporter said. "Back to you, Peter.”

"That's good news from Eudtis," the anchorman said. "Now turning
to other news, the young lady who miraculoudy survived the explosion
in Orlando has been reunited with her surviving family,” the camera
turned to what was clearly previoudy shot footage of Mimi, Tuffy
tucked under her chin, hugging a heavy-set woman in her thirties. "Mimi
Jones closest surviving relative is Vera Wilson, who now hasthe
respongbility of railsing not only her niece but the strange dien playmate
that adopted her. Our reporter, Shana Kim, talked with Mrs. Wilson
earlier today."

The scene changed to what was clearly heavily edited footage as

the heavyset woman, now wearing too much make-up of the wrong
shadefor tdevison, was stting in on aplaid sofaand talking.



"Herman and | are glad to take Mimi in," the woman said, dabbing
a her eyes. "l missmy Loretta, that's my sster, of course, but by the
grace of God Mimi survived. Herman and | don't have any children of
our own, not for want of trying and we both love Mimi very much and
are glad to have her. She misses Loretta too, but she'staking it very
well. She hasn't cried at dl. | mean, she knows her mommais gone but
well al be together in Heaven someday and that is ablessed rdief to
her."

"What about the alien?" the reporter asked. The cameragave a
brief shot of the blonde woman in her twenties, looking serious and
nodding her head. "Aren't you worried about it?"

"Tuffy?" the woman answered. "Wdl, he's pretty scary et firdt. |
mean he lookslike abig old terancheler. But he ain't done nothing
wrong. | had to scold Mimi onetime, nothing much just that she hadn't
cleared her dishes, and | was sort of afraid to. But Mimi just nodded
and did as she was bid and then told me that Tuffy said it was okay, |
was right. That was pretty strange, I'll admit, but, like | said, heain't
done nothing wrong. | know they say he hurt that deputy, but I'm sureit
wasjust amisunderstanding or something. I'm not afraid of Tuffy; he's
sort of cute. Truth to tell, if he'sthat good awatch dog I'm glad to have
him around what with dl the child snatching and al. Couple of my
neighbors asked if Mimi knew where they could get onefor their own
kids. Course she didn't. She doesn't remember where he come from.”

"Theresgoing to be alot of interest in Mimi, you know," the
reporter said. "How are you going to handle that?"

"Wadl, werre going to raise her aswell aswe can, asaGod fearing
young woman," Mrs. Wilson answered. "Asto the reporters and such,
| figurewith al that's going on, Mimi and Tuffy won't be so interesting
beforelong.”

"And rardly have | heard the term 'nine day wonder' so well
described,” the anchor said, amiling. "A charity fund for the support of
Mimi Jones has been established. Donations can be made to: The Mimi
Jones Foundation, PO Box 4687, Orlando, Florida, 32798-4687. And
inother news. . ."



"In other newsthat's going to be one very rich littledien,” avoice
said from the door.

Weaver looked up and grinned at Command Magter Chief Miller,
who was wearing a hospital gown tied in the back.

"Y ou know your assis hanging out in the breeze, right?" Weaver
sad, turning downthe TV.

"Yep," the chief said, walking in the room.
"And youvegot an IV insert stuck inyour am?'

"Yep," Miller replied, taking achair. "And | told them they had
thirty minutesto takeit out or | was going to do it myself and bleed dl
over their nice, shiny floor. How you doing, Doc?'

"Tired, sore, hell of aheadache."

"Pain isweakness|eaving the body," the chief intoned. ™Y ou ready
to get out of here?’

"I'd loveto," Weaver admitted. "1 don't think doctors know what
they hdll they're doing; theré'sareason they call it amedica 'practice.’
But we both appear to be alittle short on clothes.”

"Got some guardsmen on the way over with some chocolate chips,”
the SEAL said. "After which, by order of your friend the NSA, we're
going to take alittle drive up to atown caled Archer."

"What'sthere?' Weaver asked, wincing.
"Gues"

* % %

EmmaMay Sands had turned seventy-nine the previous month.
Two decades before when her late husband Arthur had retired they
sold their housein Buffao, New Y ork, and moved to the smdl, rural
town of Archer. It wasnot a"regular” retirement community and they
had preferred it for that very reason. Archer was asmdl town
congsting mostly of young couples who worked in and around
Gainesville, generdly in something connected to the university. There
were also afew houses rented to students. It was ayoung town and
despite the fact that Emmaand Arthur knew they were old, they didn't
want to fed old. So they moved where there were young people



around for thelifeand vitdlity.

And they were close to Shands, which was one of the best
hospitasin North Florida. Arthur had a heart condition and proximity
to agood hospital was important.

Shands had not helped, though, when Arthur finally suffered a
terminal stroke. It had comein his deep, thank God, and he passed
lightly. After his passng Emmaslife hardly changed. She had to learn
to cook for one but she continued to divide her time between the local
Democratic Committee, which she had to admit wasfilled with hippy
know-it-alsthat didn't understand you could be aDemocrat and a
patriot, and activities associated with the Episcopa Church.

That was until athree-foot-tall cat scratched on her back door and
camly walked into the front room to watch Oprah.

She wasn't sure what to do. The cat walked on her back legs and,
while shewas clearly naked and just as clearly female, she didn't seem
bad. The cat had gray fur tinged to black in aline along her spine. Her
belly was alighter gray, amost white, with another line passing up the
middle between her . . . mammaries and more highlighting on the tips of
her ears. She had danted eyes and either some sort of makeup or
another highlighting running back from her eyesinaline.

Emma had been watching the news-it was dmost impossible to
avoid unless you wanted to watch Discovery dl day-and knew that
diens or something were landing in Orlando, but that al seemed very
remoteto her. Lifein Archer had been much the same. Oh, there had
been arush on the grocery store like there was going to be a hurricane
or something and afew of her friends had urged her to move back to
Buffalo and stay with her children until everything passed over.

But that didn't mean she could pick up the phone and cal the police
and tell them there was athree-foot-tall cat Stting in the front room
watching the news. Little old ladies that did that had to go to the nursing
home. There would be atimefor her to go to the nursing home but it
wasn't that time yet.

So she went back into the room and watched Oprah. Oprah was
cut off halfway through, though, with the news that more diens, these



ones bad guys, had landed in Eustis, which was closer to Archer than
sheredly liked. There was abig fight going on between the diensand
the Nationa Guard. She didn't like that, and when the cat saw the
aliens she hissed and spat something that sounded like angry words, o,
nodding in request to the big cat, she changed the channel to Lifetime
and sat and watched an episode of The Golden Girls. When the show
was over it was getting late and the cat stood up and nodded at her.

"l haveto go," the cat said, very clearly. "I will see you tomorrow,
Blanch."

Emmadidn't bother to point out that her name wasn't Blanch.
Tracy Cooper, the poor dear, whose mind was getting alittle out there,
sometimes made the same mistake.

Emmawent to bed at her normal hour but couldn't get to deep.
After awhile she got up and went downstairs and looked at Arthur's
collection of books. She preferred to read mystery and horror novels
but Arthur had been abig reader of al those trashy sciencefiction
novels. She suspected that somewhere in those stacks and stacks of
mol dering paperbacks was what she needed to know to talk to an dien
cat and let her know where the litterbox was, for example.

Shefinaly picked one up that looked asif it had been read many
timescdled The Moon Is A Harsh Mistress. It at least had a
gpaceship on the cover. Shetried to read it but it made no sense. And
the author couldn't write very wdll at dl; heleft out al the articles.
Findly, after fifty pages, she gave up and turned off thelight, faling
amog immediately into the light deep of old age.

In the morning, as she was making tea, there was another
scratching on the door. It wasthat cat again, wearing something likea
long trench coat and abrimmed hat like afedora against the early
morning rain.

"Good morning, Blanch,” the cat enunciated precisdy, taking off the
coat and hat and shaking them.

"My name's Emma," Emmareplied, taking the child-sized coat and
Setting it on the dryer with the hat perched on top.

"MineisNyarowlll," the cat said. "Good morning, Emma. May |



watch tdevison?'

"Please do," Emmareplied. "1 wasjust making teaand was going
to have an English muffin. Or | think | have a can of cat food around?!

"No thank you, Emma," Nyarowlll said. "l am not hungry.”

Emmarummaged in Arthur's boxes again and found abook caled
Methuselah's Children. It had the blurb " An Exciting New First
Contact Novel" on the jacket so she thought it might help.

The book was not too long but it didn't have much in it about diens
until towards the end. Sheld gotten up for lunch and fixed hersdlf atuna
sandwich, offering some of the tunato Nyarowlll on aplate. The cat
was watching some sort of old science fiction show with abig clunky
robot and aguy inasilver suit but she said that she did not want any
tuna

When Emma came back to the Stting room she noticed that this
book was by the same author that had written that silly moon thing.
Apparently he did know a definite article. Maybe the moon thing was
hisfirst book; first novels sometimes were pretty bad.

She finished the book-she was afast reader-before dinnertime.
When Nyarowlll cameinto the Sitting room looking for her Emma
narrowed her eyes.

"Y ou're not going to change our babies, are you?' she asked. She
had four children and two of them were dill giving her grandchildren.
Alienshad better not start changing babies. "We don't stand for that
sort of thing, here.”

"No, Emma," Nyarowlll said. Her diction had improved, smoothed
out, and if she had an accent it was dightly Midwestern. "We do not
change babies. Emma, | think thething | need to say is: Take meto
your leader.” She stuck out one paw asif to shake hands.

Emmatook the paw carefully, Nyarowlll looked asdelicate asa
big bird, and shook it, then put her other hand over it and said, gently.
"Why don't | just call someone, okay?'

* % %

There was abig barrier of police tape around asmall ranch house,
with two officers Stting on the hood of their squad cars smoking



cigarettes, when Weaver and Chief Miller pulled up a the addressthey
had been given. They showed their 1D to the officers, then walked to
the front door of the house, which was being guarded by a SWAT
team sergeant.

Weaver waved at the sergeant and showed his Pentagon ID again.

"I'm Dr. Weaver with the DOD," he said. "Thisis Command
Magter Chief Miller with SEAL Team Five. What do you have?'

"Wereceved acdl that anonhostile dien was visiting thishome.
The home owner is Mrs. Emma Sand. When thefirgt officersarrived
they found athree-foot-tal . . . cat that walksonitshind legs. The
homeowner dlegesthat the cat had been visiting for two days, watching
televison. When confronted by the officersthe cat demanded to be
‘taken to our leaders " The SWAT sergeant was visibly swesting.
"Upon investigation we found another gate in the woods behind the
cdler'shome. At that point we contacted the Department of Homeland
Security, secured the areaand awaited further information. The areais
quarantined a thistime but by the time we got here quarantine had
already been breached.”

"Felinoid,” Weaver said, gently. "Three-foot-tdl felinoid. Lookslike
acat but it's from another world so it's not really a cat. And the other
term you're searching for is 'bipedd.’ That's waking on two legs. Gotta
learn thejargon.”

"Yes, gr," the sergeant said.

"Wevegot it," Miller said, tapping the sergeant on the shoulder.
"Y ou don't get thismuch in Archer, huh?"

"No..."
"Command Magter Chief."
"No, Command Master Chief, we don't."

"Dont worry," Miller said, tapping him on the shoulder again. "We
seitdl thetime”

They walked into the front room where a pleasant-faced ol der
woman was gtting in front of atea service talking in low toneswith,
yes, athree-foot-tal bipedd fdinoid.



"Hello," Weaver said, nodding at theold lady. "I'm Dr. William
Weaver with the Department of Defense and thisis Command Master
Chief Miller with the Navy. Areyou Mrs. Sand?'

"Sands" Emmasaid, starting to get up and staying in her chair at a
wave from Weaver. "EmmaMay Sands."

"And who isyour visitor?' Weaver asked.

"ThisisNyarowlll,” Emmasad, getting the vowels asclose as she
could to what was essentialy ameow.

"Helo, Nyarowlll," Bill said.

"A doctor is someone who manages the physiology of your
people?’ Nyarowlll asked, carefully.

"It isdso theterm for an academic,” Bill pointed out. "l am an
academic who is studying the gates."

"I, too, am an academic,” Nyarowlll said, somewhat excitedly. "I
study the physical processes of our world.”

"We're probably the same sort of academic,” Bill replied with a
closed-mouth amile.

"And your Navy, as| understand it, handles combat at sea,”
Nyarowlll asked, looking at the chief. "Doesit not? But surdly thisisa
gtuation for land security.”

"I'maSEAL, maam,” Miller replied. "We handle ground combat
aswdl."

"Oh, yes," Nyarowlll said, making a strange sdling motion with her
head. "1 saw aprogram on them on the Discovery Channdl. Very good
oldiers”

Miller decided to | et that one pass.

"What can we do for you, Nyarowlll?" Bill asked.

"l am what you would call an ambassador from my world,”
Nyarowlll answered. "'l have cometo thisworld to establish friendly
relations and trade. | would like to meet with your world leadership
and, barring that, | would like someone who is capable of establishing
communications come to our world to meet with our leadership.”



"Ah," Bill said, momentarily dumbfounded. ™Y ou haveto
understand that we are somewhat . . . uncertain about cross-gate
contact. Thefirgt sentientswe have . . . met from another intelligent
society came through fighting.”

"That would bethe T'ChIR!," Nyarowlll noted, letting out a stream
of what was mogtly clicks. "We, too, have had experience with them.
They are asort of pest that goes with the gates."”

"L et me call someone and seewhat | can arrange,” Bill replied,
stepping out of the room. He pulled out his cell phone and called the
NSA. He had an intermediate control at this point in the Pentagon but
this seemed like something that needed a bit more direct approach.

Hefindly got through to her and explained what he had been told.

"Damn," the NSA said. "State isgoing to be dl over thislike stink
and we don't actualy know that sheisfriendly.”

"Yes, maam," Bill said. "I'm wondering what they know about the
gates. I've seen no sign of high technology about the viditor. But that
doen't tell usanything about thefar Sde.”

"Would you and Chief Miller bewilling to travel to the far sde and
investigate this society while | do battle with State back here?" she
asked.

"Yes, maam," Weaver replied, sghing. "If Nyarowlll can survive on
thissde the converseis probably true."

"Tdl her you've contacted your leadersin this government. Then,
go through, make contact with their government but don't promise
anything, understand?'

"Yes, maam,” Bill replied.

"Good luck."

"Nyarowlll," Weaver said. "Or should | call you Dr. Nyarowll|?"

"Nyarowlll will do," the cat replied.

"I've contacted our leaders and told them what is happening. They
asked meto go through and contact your leadersin turn. Would that be
possible?’

"Certainly,” Nyarowlll said, standing up. "Now?"



"Chief?" Bill said.
"Let mego get my bag,” the SEAL replied, walking out of the

room. When he came back in he was carrying an M-4 and wearing a
combat harness. "Okay, I'm dressed.”

"Will there be an issue with bringing weaponswith us?' Bill asked.

"Not at dl," Nyarowlll replied, waking towards the rear of the
house. "It isajudtifiable action. However, when you meet the emperor
they will haveto remain outsde.”

Bill mulled that over asthey approached the gate. Two SWAT
team members were watching it carefully, asif it would start dumping . .
. whatever sheld called them at any time.

Nyarowlll stepped through with total aplomb and Bill followed her
into thelooking glass.

Thefar Sdewasalarge room, about fifteen meters high, with a
concrete floor and walls. The ceiling, which looked to aso be concrete,
was held up with heavy meta beamsthat were riveted together. The
congtruction looked vagudly familiar to him but he couldn't placeit.
Then he noticed the odor. There was a catlike musk but overlaying it
waswhat he identified aswood and coad smoke. He hadn't smelled
cod smokein yearsbut it was digtinctive. Therewasdso asmdl like
rotten fish or a salt marsh; the place must be near the ocean. Theroom
was cold, cooler than the Central Florida evening they had left, and
there were three smal potbelly stoves hegting it. One of them was
glowing cherry red. The room waslit with alarge number of lamps
which Bill tentetively identified as ail lamps.

There were about twenty catsin the room, most of them colored
like Nyarowlll and amost indistinguishable but afew colored alight tan
with brown markings. Some of them wore lesther aprons and others
bore harnesses made of leather and carried what looked like laser
pistolsthat had been modified for wood stocks. One of the ones
wearing an apron came over to Nyarowlll immediately and they carried
on aconversation that sounded like a cat fight, meanwhile stroking each
other's ears. After abit of that Nyarowlll came back over to them and
waved to one of the doors.



"We have atransfer device," she said, opening the low door and
waving them through.

Bill had to duck nearly in two and when he reached the far side he
saw another gate.

"This gate does not go to another planet but to alinked gate on this
planet,” thefeinoid said, sepping forward. "It isquite safe.”

Bill looked at the SEAL, then shrugged, following the cat through
another looking glass.

In amoment he was standing in another room. It was much smaler
with finewood paneling, aterrazzo inlay floor, and lined with low-low
even for the cats-benches that were covered in rich furs of an unusua
shade of blue. There were two more of the soldier catsin the room,
bigger and beefier than the onesin the gate room. Both carried the laser
pistol/rifles and were eying the SEAL warily.

"I'll bejust amoment,” Nyarowlll said. Y oull haveto leave your
weapons here."

Nyarowlll spoke to the soldier cats and then passed through the
door with a perfunctory ear wipe to each.

Bill got amore careful look at the weapons the cats bore and
reached some conclusions. The body of the weapon was made of what
appeared to be plagtic or ceramic composite with abarrel that was
metal, probably aheavy metd. The shoulder piece, on the other hand,
was wood and was connected to the main weapon by metal bands that
wrapped around avery strangely curved pistol grip. The ammunition
pouches were formed and hardened |eather secured by abrassclip.
They looked about right for some sort of power pack.

"Doc," Miller said, glancing around the room. " These guys don't
make those wegpons.”

"Yes" Weaver replied. He glanced over at the SEAL who was
looking dyspeptic. "What'swrong?'

"Nothing," Miller said in amuffled voice. He was | ooking around a
the floor with a pained expression and finaly swallowed.

"Couldn't figure out what to do with your tobacco juice?’ Bill sad,



gniling.

"Always something you can do withit,” the chief growled. He
unbuckled his combat harness and laid it on one of the couches, setting
the M-4 down on top of it. Then he pulled out aclasp knife from his
pocket, a pistol from the back of histrousersand aknife out of his
boot. "That had better be here when | come back," he added, pointing
a thepile.

One of the cats made a sinuous head motion then stepped over to
the pile, lowering his wegpon from high port. He gestured at theriflein
interest.

Miller picked up the M-4 and dropped the magazine, then jacked a
round out of the chamber and handed the weapon to the cat who, after
amoment's hesitation touched a stud on hisown rifle and removed a
smdl, slver oblong and passed therifleto the chief.

"There's no sghts on thisthing that | can see” the chief said asthe
cat hefted the M-4 and then looked at the sights. He said something to
his companion who responded with a series of hacks. It might have
been disgug, it might have been laughter. The cat lifted the M-4,
figured out how to shorten the stock, which madeit just about perfect
for him, and looked through the sights, keeping hisfinger avay from the
trigger. The pistol grip wastoo large for him but so was the one on the

ray gun.

"I bet one of those guys could handle the kick on an M-4," Weaver
noted as the cat lowered the wegpon and then examined the cartridges.
He pointed out the bullets to his companion again who made asinuous
head motion and spat a couple of times. There was adiscussion that
sounded like two cats stuck in abarrel going on when the door opened
and Nyarowll, followed by acat thet just looked older, came through.

"The emperor will seeyou now," Nyarowlll said, gesturing through
the door.

"Dont fiddle with that while I'm gone," Miller said, handing back
the ray gun and then accepting hisM-4 in return.

There was ashort corridor outside the room and another door with
two of the"heavy" cats guarding it. These bore not just the ray guns but



short swords that looked oddly ceremonia. The older cat opened the
door and they ducked through, it was very low for them athough the
corridor had been about norma height, into asmall office. A cat that
looked about Nyarowlll's age was sitting in front of alow desk that was
just about covered in paper. On one side of the desk an odd, capped
tube jutted up through the floor. Behind him was alarge window that
was open acrack at the bottom despite the chill. From it came the
sounds of agtrest, if metal wheels on rock and a strange oinking could
be cdlled street sounds.

Five more cats were in the room, two heavies, one by the door and
one by the window on the far wall and three that were all older than the
cat behind the desk. One of them was wearing a combat harness that
was missing ammunition pouches but did have some siver embroidery
that might have been rank markings. He was an old tom, scarred in
quite afew places, one ear nearly torn off, eyepatch over hisleft eye
and missing hisright arm from just below the elbow. That had been
replaced with asted metal skeleton that terminated in ahook. Despite
al the damage helooked asif he could chew nails and spit them out as
Rottweller killers. Miller took onelook at him and saluted.

"Generd," the SEAL sad, holding the salute.

The cat looked at him for amoment, then crossed hisarmsin front
of him, hissing something. Miller dropped the salute and turned back to
the cat behind the desk.

"Dr. Weaver, Command Magter Chief Miller, may | present His
Magesty Mroool, Emperor of All the Mreee,” Nyarowlll said.

"Your Mgesty," Weaver replied, putting his hand over his heart
and bowing dightly. The protocol was probably al fucked up. He
probably just said that the U.S. was part of His Mg esty's domain or
something. But it seemed like the thing to do at thetime.

"It hereisgood you vist," the emperor meowed. "Not many words
yours. Nyarowll| tell who here."

"Also present,” she said, gesturing at the three older cats standing
by thewadll, "are Secretary Owrrrllll who is something like our Minister
of the Interior, Generd Thrathptttt, commander of our military, and



Academic Sreeee, who isthe senior minigter for intragate affairs,
something like your Secretary of State." Owrrrllll was atabby aswas
Sreeee. About haf the guards they had seen were femae aswell.

"Honored, gentlemen,” Weaver said, doing adight bow again.
"Ladies”

"Our interest isto open up trade between our two peoples,”
Nyarowlll said asthere was ayow! from the tube by the desk. The
emperor uncapped it and spit aphraseinto it, damming it shut. "We
have things we can trade with you. Our weapons are far superior to
yours and we have the tel eportation devices which you do not. I'm not
surewhat you have to trade with us." She made another of those heed
tossng gedtures asif indismissal.

"Well," Weaver said, dryly, recognizing a bluff when he saw one,
"thefirg thing that comesto mind isatelephone system.”

CHAPTER SIX

Miller and Weaver stood outside the palace watching the street
scene. It was cold and misty and Weaver was shivering in thethin
desert BDUsthat hed been given at the hospital. Miller didn't ssemto
notice.

The sireet was crowded with traffic, most of it carts pulled by long,
low, beasts that |ooked something like six-legged, furry hippopotami.
Pedestrians wore coats something like trench coats against the mist and



many wore hats somewhat like fedoras. And it smelled, strongly, of
chemicals, anmoniaand others, that seemed to be coming from the
manure of the draft-beasts. Weaver noticed for the first time that none
of locals, the Mreee, except the guards, seemed to wear shoes. And
few of them gave the two humans more than aglance. They didn't seem
guarded, however. Just uncurious.

"We need to figure out where the high tech is coming from,” Miller
announced.

"Agreed," Weaver replied, shaking hishead. "Thislooksto be
about 1800s tech. Which doesn't square with them being able to open
agate. | don't even seesgnsof dectricity.”

"Something ese," Miller noted. "That tom didn't get scarred like
that from intracountry wars. Their ‘'empire might be like the British
empire but they dl act asif there aren't other countries. So wheréd he
get so scarred up? Internd rebellion?!

"Maybeyou atain rank by battle." Weaver shrugged. "I gotta get
out of thisweether, Chief."

"Yep," Miller said. Hed reclaimed hisweapons after the meeting
with the emperor and now he settled hisM-4 on his shoulder. "Let's
see how honest we can get Nyarowlll to be.”

* % %

They found aguide who led them to asmal room in the bowel s of
the palace. The building, realy series of buildings, waslarge. The center
of it wasamassive castle on ahill but buildings had been attached that
spread down the hill on every side. The emperor, strangely, had his
main office right on the edge, by one of the Sde streets.

Nyarowlll's office, or the one she was occupying anyway, was
closer to the castle, up the hill and partidly dug into it; the back wall
was gray stone of the hill's bedrock. The room was warmed by asmall
cod brazier that was attached to atubular chimney.

"Nyarowlll," Weaver said, taking a seat on the floor instead of one
of the spindly benches. "It's pretty obvious that our society hasamuch
higher tech level than yours. And that you don't make those jaunt
devices or the guns. Where do they come from?' There was probably



some diplomatic way he was supposed to say that but hewasn't a
diplomat.

"Thisistrue," Nyarowlll admitted. "We get them from the N!' T!Ch!
who get them inturn fromthe @5'Y1."

"How do you say that?' Weaver asked. "Never mind."

"We haveto pay very much for the weapons and the tel eportation
devices. Our mines are being bled dry of gemsand currency metals.
But we must havethem to fight the T'Ch!R!." She stopped asif she
hadn't meant to say that much.

"Oh, crap,”" Miller muttered.

* % %

The military had set up a secure communications room at the UCF
gate so they were no longer broadcasting their secretsto the world. At
the moment, Weaver was of two minds about that.

"The Titcher are a sentient race that has the ability to open gates
and invades through them, colonizing the world beyond,” Weaver said,
looking at the screen that showed about half the Cabinet. "The Mreee
have been fighting them for about fifty years. They have three gates,
including the one that connectsto us. One that the Titcher opened, one
that was opened by the Nitch and the one that they opened, using
technology that the Nitch sold them, to us. Nyarowlll issomething likea
natura scientist; they haven't redly separated out physics, biology and
chemigtry yet. She'sthe closest thing they have to an expert on gate
technology and alien technology. She wasn't redly willing to discussthe
military Stuation but it seemsthe Titcher are well established onthe
Mreeesworld and they are trying everything they can to stop them.
The weapons they get from the Nitch are gpparently really powerful,
but the Titcher forces, once they're established, produce immense
fighting biologicas and millions of those dogs and thorn-throwers. |
think we've only seen what they can fit through a gate.”

"And if they overrun the Mreee?" the national security advisor
asked. "Then they'll be attacking two gates?!

"That's right, maam, but that'snot dl,” Weaver said. "1 was asking
Nyarowlll about gate tech and she was puzzled by our experience.



They've only been able to open a couple of gates and it takes the tech
they get from the Nitch who are getting it from . . . | can't even beginto
pronounce it, malam. From the Fivverockpit. But the point is, she didn't
know why ourswere just opening and they'd only had contact with the
Nitch and the Titcher before.”

"Weve had two more open,” the President said. "Onein south
Georgiathat is spouting out lavaand another in Boca Raton that isjust
adissster.”

"Excuse me?' Weaver said.

"Everyone within fifty miles of Boca Raton is dead or hopelesdy
insane," the director of Homeland Security said, painfully. "Everyone.
Millions of people. We have no ideawhy or what iscausng it.”

"And before you ask, no, you are not going to Boca Raton," the
national security advisor said. "Thereésalineyou just can't cross. A
recon plane that was sent in crashed, anyone crossing the line goes
insane. And it'sa line from the reports we're getting. There should be a
filethere caled EnigmaSite; seeif you canfind it.”

Weaver moved around the Top Secret files scattered, against
regulation, al over the desk a the communications center and found the
one marked Enigma. He opened it up and looked at the satellite photos.

"All thereisisagray blotch," hesaid.

"Indeed," the nationa security advisor replied. "A gray blotch that is
some sixty meters wide, appears to be about one hundred meters high
and does not cast a shadow.”

"Nobody is coming out except those at the very edge,” the
Homeland Security director continued. "And al we can do with themis
put them in straightjackets and sedate them. Psychiatrists hold out hope
that with heavy medication they can get some of them back to a
semblance of normd. But it'sonly ahope.”

"Arethey saying anything?' Weaver asked.

"Jugt ravings about formless shgpes and huge shambling mounds,”
the national security advisor said. "And most of them aren't even saying
that. Just screaming.”



"Jesus," Weaver muttered. "Well, trading with Mreeeis going to be
hard. We might be able to get some wegpons from them, thirdhand
from the Fivverockpit, but I'm not sure they'll be worthwhile. I'm not
aure, frankly, what they can give us. They don't have many of those
teleportation belts and not nearly enough of the wespons. But we've
got al sorts of knowledge that would help them and that they redly
need. And | submit that ensuring that we don't have one more gate
spitting Titcher is probably worth whatever we give them.”

"Any ideawhy the gates are opening, yet?' the President asked.
"Or where they will open?'

"No, sr," Dr. Weaver admitted. "But I've been running around
from onefireto the next and haven't redlly been ableto giveit much
Sudy. That'snext on my ligt."

"When did you deep, last, Doctor?' the national security advisor
asked.

"Seep?' hesaid. "A couple of daysago. But I'm okay, | can go for
awhilewithout it. I'll probably get some tonight.”
"Okay, welll talk tomorrow," the President said. "L et's hope that

another gate doesn't open between now and then.”
* % %

Thelabwasnow in atrailer and Garciawasingaled in front of a
computer, looking a random scrabbles of white on black that Weaver
recognized as particle tracks.

"Tak tome, Garcia," the doctor said, collapsing onto acomputer
char.

"The gate seems to be generating one boson every forty-seven
minutes," Garciasad. "If they'rewhat is causing the gates we should
have over ahundred of them by now. But the readings from Eustis
show that while there's some muon emissions, there's no boson
formation.”

"Nyarowlll said that gates can only form at 'thin' spots,” Weaver
sad. "Although they can open to them from anywhere. | wonder what
thin" spots means? | s that where the bosons are stopping?"

"They've been increasing inmassaswell," Garciasad. "And they



seem to be generating in random directions except that some seem to
be following the same path as previous bosons.™

Weaver spent alittle time figuring out how to pull up the course
tracks on his own system, then studied them for awhile. Therewasa
pattern there but he wasn't sureif it was hisimagination. He pulled up a
pattern recognition program and fed a couple in and after awhileit spat
out some equations that he recognized asfracta generation. Taking the
course tracks as shown and entering the equations gave him a complex
fractal pattern for each of the bosons. Each was different but it spread
out widdly and in an gpparently, but not truly, illogica fashion. Last he
brought up aterrain mapping program and overlaid some of the fractals
onit.

"Gotit," hesad.

"What?' Garciaasked, yawvning. "Y ou know it'stwo o'clock inthe
morning, right? And you've been working on that for four hours?'

"l guess" Weaver said. "Thething iswe can determine where the
bosons are going, now, and when they'll arrive at various points on their
travels. And | think | can determine, based on what limited datawe
have, wherethey'll stop.”

"You'rekidding, right?' Garciaasked, diding hischair over.

"No," Weaver said. "Look at thistrack, A-4, generated about an
hour after you got the instruments up; thanks by the way."

"No problem," Garciareplied.

"Zig, zag, zag, Sseventeen degree skew turn, zag, increase in Size of
moment by afraction and repeat. Run that through the equation,
superimpose and, voila, passes perfectly through Eustis, Florida, after
going in avagudy circular direction past Sanford and Daytona Beach.
Doesn't quite match up with Jules Court but damned close, close
enough for these instruments and this map.”

"What about the rest of them?' Garcia asked.

"I'm mostly backtracking at this point,” Weaver said. "I think the
Boca Raton boson was B-14. And am | imagining things or are they
increesing in mass?'



"They'reincreasingin mass," Garciasaid. "Or charge, not sure
which a the moment."

"Charge,” Weaver said. "Now it's sarting to make sense.” He
brought up the computer again and started plugging in numbers, pulling
them up from the data from the instruments. "I need to do afield
experiment. Go find somebody with aHumvee."

"Now?'
"Now," Weaver said, not even looking up. "Were going to Disney
World."

* % %

The staff duty officer had been reluctant to part with a Humvee and
driver but when Weaver pointed out that he was going to be amaking
areport to the Presdent in the morning, not to mention looking for
where the Titcher might break through next, things got remarkably
easer. The yawning driver took them down the dmost deserted
Greenway until it connected to Interstate 4 then turned south to County
Road 535. More turns led to a guard-shack manned by ayoung guard
in ablue uniform and anylon jacket sporting an embroidered mouse
that wasworld famous.

"Can| help you?' the guard said, looking at the driver of the
Humvee. The only one available at that time of night wasarecon
Humveethat sill had a40mm grenade launcher mounted.

"Yes," Weaver said, leaning over the driver. "Could you direct me
to Bear Idand Road?"’

"Sir, thisisaredtricted area,”" the guard said. "'l understand that you
think you need to enter here but we're considered atop target of
terrorism. Nobody getsin without a pass that has to be preapproved
by the security office. | don't see apass. No pass, no entry."

"Too bad," Weaver said with asmile. "My orders from the nationd
security advisor and the gun on the top of thisthing, not to mention the
very pissed off and degpy SEAL inthe back means| can go anywhere.
Now, could you direct meto Bear Idand Road?"

Chief Miller had just laid his head down for thefirst timeintwo
days when he'd felt somebody kicking his boot.



"Come on, Miller, the gamés afoot,” Weaver had said, tossing him
hisM-4.

"What now?"' Miller said, sanding up. Hewasamogt ingtantly
awake but that didn't mean he was rested. He looked at his watch and
groaned. "Jesus, | just got off the horn to SOCOM an hour ago!™

"YoureaSEAL?Y oure complaining about alittle deep? Besides,
how long were you out in Shands?'

"What?' Miller asked. "UNCONSCIOUSNESS does not
COUNT."

"Whatever, comeon. .. ."

So he was in no mood to be held up by some rent-a-cop. And hed
been waiting most of hisadult lifefor amoment likethis.

"Son," he said, popping his head up through the gunner's hatch and
training the MK-19 until it was pointed vaguely & the guard. "Werein
no mood for Mickey Mouse. Get out of theroad.”

* % %

"Where are we and why are we here?' Miller asked asthe
Hummer pulled to a stop on a stretch of deserted road. Therewas
something that looked like asmal factory just down theroad and he
could see lights and what looked like the top of Cinderdllas castle off
to theleft. To theright was adrainage ditch haf filled with water and
then denseforest.

"I think 1 know where another boson settled,” Weaver said,
climbing out of the back of the Hummer and opening the hatch. "I need
to get somereadings. Help mewith this.”

"This" was abox about a meter square and ahdf meter high. There
were aso two car batteries to be lugged.

"We need more people,” Miller said, lifting one end of the box. It
wasn't dl that heavy but it was bulky ashdll. "Where are we going with
it?"

"That way," Weaver answered, looking at ahand-held GPS and

pointing into the woods. As he did a car made a screeching turn at the
end of the road and came barreling down, ydlow lights flashing. It



dammed to a stop and two more security guards got out, one of them
fingering hissdearm.

"If you put your hand on that again, I'll feed it to you," Miller
growled, flipping the M-4 up to a hip-shot position.

"What's going on here?" the driver said, coming around the car.
When he saw the SEAL pointing an M-4 in hisgenerd direction he
stopped and raised his hands. "Sir?"

"| think there's aboson over in those woods,” Weaver answered.
"Thanksfor showing up. We needed some more help.”

With the two security guards carrying the box and Weaver and the
nationa guardsman carrying the batteriesand Chief Miller following
aong, hisriflein no way pointed at the two guards, they managed to
get the materid across the drainage ditch and into the woods.

"About seventy-five yardsthat way and well take our first reading,”
Wesaver sad, pointing dightly to theright.

Thewoods were pine with palmetto undergrowth and hard going.
The only light wasthe tac-light Miller had attached to hisM-4 and it
was grest for illuminating about aone-meter patch but otherwise
usaless. The guards continually sumbled over the low, spiky,
pa mettos, occasionaly letting out ayelp as one of the fronds pierced
their pants.

"Can | ak aquestion?’ the driver said, gasping. Thebox wasa
bitch to carry though aswamp and over pamettos.

"Sure," Weaver answered. Helooked at his GPS again and
stopped. "Thisll do. Try to find aflat spot.”

The pal mettos were close growing but there were occasiona open
spots and the guards gratefully lowered the box onto one of them,
wincing and grabbing at their hands that had been cut by thethin
handles.

"What inthe hell isaboson?’ the driver said, sniffing. "Do you smell
something?'

"It'swhat's causing the gates,” Weaver replied. Therewere levelers
on the bottom of the box and hewas busy tryingto get it level. "Thisis



amuon detector. They should be emitting muons and we should be
able to detect them within about a hundred meters.

"Doc," the SEAL sad.

"There aretwo coated pladtic platesinsde. When the muons hit the
platesthey cause Cherenkov radiation, which emitsaflash of light.
Light sensors record the flash and with the two plates we can get a
reading on which direction they're coming from. That way we can figure
out which way the boson isand moveit around until wefindit. The
particleitsdf will probably beinvisbletothenaked eye. . . ."

"Doc," Miller repested, hoarsdly.

"But well know where the boson settled. And from that we can
extrapolate where more gates might open . . ."

"Dodl”

"What?' Weaver said, looking up as he realized nobody was
ligening.

No more than twenty feet away alarge, round mirror was reflecting
the lightsfrom Cinderdllas castle.

* % %

"The planet on the far Sde has areducing atmosphere and what
lookslikean F classsun.”

The military responded even faster now that there was an SOP for
such things. In no more than two hours secure communicationsand a
string of tents and trailers were set up along Bear Idand Road and the
national security advisor, rubbing deep from her eyes, was shaking her
head at the physicist's latest report.

"No ggnsof lifea dl; it might aswell bethe primordid Earth. Very
low oxygen levels, high levels of ammonia, chlorine, methane and
carbon dioxide. Rocky ground, very dry. Slight overpressure so we're
getting afair amount of their amosphereleaking through.”

"No sgnsof the Titcher?' the NSA asked.
"No," Weaver said. "From what Nyarowlll told me the planet

would be of little interest to the Titcher. But what | don't understand is
why agate opened at all. I've come up with alist of GPS sites and the



listisgoing out to local policefor investigation. But if this gateis open,
it means mog, or at least many, of them are going to be open. This
explainsthe magmapilein Georgia, at least.”
"Do you think it'sthe same planet?’ the Homeland Security
Director asked. "I've seen stuff about the early Earth, lotsof lava. . ."
"Those showsare. . . dightly overdramatized,” Weaver said,
carefully. "At the point of advancement of the planet on thefar sde
crustal formation seemsto be complete and we'd expect Smilar
tectonic activity to earth or significantly reduced. Thisisgoing to bea
good opportunity to find out which."

"But it'snot athreat?' the NSA said.

"Other than atmospheric leskage, not so far,”" the physicist
answered.

"How many of these things can we expect?' the Homeand Security
director asked.

"Well, the UCF anomaly is producing about thirty bosons per day,"
Weaver sad.

"Oh, my God. . ." the NSA muttered.

"If every one openswe'rein for aworld of hurt,” Weaver said with
ashrug.

"Evenif they dont..." the NSA said. "How arethesethings. . .
Soreading?’

"They seem to be following, by and large, certain fractal course
tracks," Weaver answered. "They zig zag around in an apparently
random manner and when they reach a certain point, based upon their
energy levd, they stop. The energy levd isincreasing, though, so each
oneisgoing farther."

"And they're spreading acrosstheworld,” the NSA said. "If they're
up to Georgiathen they're down to Cuba.”

"Wes"

"Opening up in open ocean.”

"Presumably.”



The NSA put her head in her hands and shook it. " Sailboats
cruisng dong and suddenly landing in other planets.”

"Well, they'd have to be quite small sailboats," Weaver pointed out.
"Otherwisethey'd sort of . . . crash.”

"Freighters,”" the Homeland Security director sad. " Cruise shipd
We need to get ahazard warning out for mariners!™

"That . . . would be advisable," the physicist said.

"Weneed to get that . . . anomaly turned off," the NSA said.
"Soon. How many of these gates can the Titcher access?

"Unknown," Weaver admitted. "We only have one emergence so
far. If we have acouple moreit will give me some data. In the
meantime I'm asin the dark asyou are.”

"How do we turn the anomaly off?" she asked.

"Errr .. ." Weaver shook hishead. "Y ou remember how |
mentioned the great big sted ball?"

"That will turnit off?" the NSA asked. "A hillion dollarswill be
pocket change compared to this Suff.”

"| dso remember how he mentioned ten years,” the Homeland
Security director said, sourly.

"And it won't turn it off," the physicist pointed out. "What | might
be able to do is steer the bosons somewhere controllable. Maybe.
NyarowlIl admitted thet their gate openings, the controlled openings,
areon smdl idandswith heavy guard facilities. Maybe steer them dl to
aollsor, I don't know, Area 51 seems appropriate.”

"I'll passthat on to the President,” the NSA said, dryly. "Inthe
meantime, try to figure out how to turn off the anomaly and shut at lesst
some of these gates.”

"I'll put some of my people on the job of monitoring them once
they're found and we're going to need awhole bunch of people suitable
for surveying thefar sdes," the Homeland Security director said,
sghing. "I'll put FEMA in charge of finding those people. They know
every environmental specialty company inthe U.S. Thisisgoing to start
costing real money pretty soon.”



"Look onthe bright sde,” Weaver said.

"Theresabright Sde?' the Homeland Security director said with a
grimlaugh.

"Sure, besides the advances that thisis going to makein science,
we'relooking at multiple worlds that are available for colonization.
Sure, so far there haven't been many that have been worth much and
the U.S. isnt redly interested in getting rid of surplus population. But if
we can figure out how to steer some of these thingsto Indiaand China

"That'sapoint,” the NSA sad. "One bright point.”

"So far we've encountered two civilizations," Weaver said. "One of
them hogtile and one friendly. That, | think, is pretty good odds.”

"Three," the NSA pointed out. "If you add the Boca Raton
anomaly. And | don't know if it'shostile or just SO impossibleto
understand it will dways be an anomaly.”

"But the point isthat were encountering friendly ones," Weaver
said. "It'snot al doom and gloom. It'sjust very odd. Butthe U.S. isa
master of handling oddities. We take cdlular phones and theinternet
for granted. Intime | bet that we absorb gatesjust as we've absorbed
every other change. And, for that matter, make money off of them," he
added with achuckle.

"Okay," the NSA said, amiling. "I'll point that out to the President,
too. Just as soon as he wakes up. I'm surewe'll be talking again,
Doctor."

"Yes, maam," the physcig said asthe transmission terminated.

He got up and stretched his back, then undogged the door to the
communications center and stepped into the other room of thetrailer.
Miller was Sitting at a short range-radio with hisfeet up ontheledgein
front of it, hiseyes closed.

"| thought that SEAL s never needed to deep?' Weaver said.

"l wasjust resting my eyes," Miller answered ingtantly and opened
them. "1 was talking to the director of security for the parks. I'm much
more impressed with this outfit than | wasjust degling with their



rent-a-cops. They've got better environment suitsthan FEMA, abigger
environmenta response team than most mgjor cities and a '‘county’
SWAT team that is dedicated for the park and looks pretty damned
sharp. The security director, who's an ex-Green Beanie, and | took a
little stroll on the other side. Not exactly agarden spot, but you know
Disney. He'd dready talked to the director of parks and they're
planning on turning it into an ‘interplanetary adventure a very high
rates. Suit people up in environment suits and take them for astroll on
‘the primordid Earth.""

"I just told the NSA that somebody would find away to make
money off of thesethings," Weaver said, sitting down. ™Y ou know, she
wants meto ether shut down the anomaly or figure out away to move
the gates. It occursto me that the people to put on that would be
Disney'sImagineers. They're some of the best engineersin theworld,
certainly the highest paid.”

"Weéll tak to them later,” Miller said, standing up and taking the
physicist by the arm. "We're headed back to base. Then you're going
to bed. And you're going to deep even if | haveto hit you over the
head with ablackjack. And I'm going to deep, too. And I'm not getting
up until tomorrow. By then there will be more news, more gates, more
data and more emergencies. But until then, we're getting some deep.
Understood?’

"Understood,” Weaver said, grinning. "'If anything comesup, I'll tell
them you're on another emergency somewhere.”

"Yeah," Miller said. "Infact, | think I'm just going to check into a
hotel. Maybe the powers that be won't find me there.”

What they ended up doing was talking to the security director who,
whether he was appreciative of them responding so fast to a potential
threat on Disney property or happy that the SEAL hadn't killed his
guard, arranged for roomsin the Grand Floridian. It was broad daylight
when they made it up to their rooms but neither of the two cared.
Weaver undressed, took out his cell phone, turned it off, plugged it into
the charger he was carrying and hit the bed with hiswhole body. He
never even pulled the covers down, he just fell adeep.

* % %



Shane Grieswas Sitting on the back of his M-2 Bradley Fighting
Vehicdle egting ahamburger from Burger King when he heard the
diginctive WHAM-WHAM-WHAM of a 25mm chain gun. He dropped
the hamburger just asthe driver that was manning his own vehiclesgun
opened fire and the first Abrams fired with an enormous dam of sound.
He had hisvehicle helmet on in seconds and plugged into the
intervehicular communications system before he popped his head out of
the commander's hatch. What met his eyes was nightmare.

Something like a giant green worm was extruding through the gate,
filling it from sSdeto sde. Ashewatched abdl of lightning jumped out
from ahorn on the side of one segment and impacted on an Abrams,
which exploded in aball of fire. He saw 25mm rounds bouncing off the
armor on the thing and just as he wondered about Abrams rounds a
"dlver bullet" went downrange with asound like ripping cloth, impacted
on the armor of the thing and then, incredibly, bounced off, the
depleted uranium arrow breaking into pieces and sparking fire.

"Holy shit," he muttered, keying the Forward Air Control frequency.

"Alpha Seven thisisRomeo Two-Eight!"

"Romeo Two-Eight, thisis Alpha Seven. Beforeyou ask I've
dready called for IDAMSs. Impact in forty-five seconds. Danger very
God damned close!”

Shane switched frequency to the company net and shouted:
"JDAM! IDAM! IDAM!"

A B-52 or B-1 bomber had been on continuous loiter since an
hour after his company arrived, their Joint Directed Attack Munitions
programmed to the location of the gate. Because of the danger of the
gate the weapons they were carrying were M-82 two-thousand-pound
bombs. In the event of their use the only thing the infantry could do was
hunker down and hope like hedll that the bomb hit the target and didn't
hit them. If it came anywhere near the line it would probably kill haf the
company.

Artillery rounds were dready starting to land but they had no more
effect on the creature than the Abrams rounds. And, as he watched in
horror, more bolts of lightning were jumping skywards. He looked up



and winced at the firdt titanic explosion overhead. Then therewasa
tremendous roar in the sky and the contrail that had indicated the
presence of the B-52 on station was abruptly terminated in agigantic
cloud of fireand smoke.

There were three segments through the gate, now, al of them
bel ching chain lightning. The artillery started to dwindle as some of the
lightning intercepted it overhead, the explosonsraining shrapnel down
on the beleaguered infantry company. But he noticed that the front
segment had taken damage. It seemed to be crippled, being pushed
ahead by the trailing segments, and was no longer firing. It could be
hurt.

"All units" he called. "Try to am for repeated hits on the same
gpot. Try to bust through thisthing'sarmor.”

The gunner had did into his seet, replacing the driver who started
thevehicle

"Switch to TOW," Shane said to the driver, switching back to the
company frequency. "All Brads, go TOW!" The Tank-killing,
Opticdly-tracked, Wire-guided missle wasthe Bradley's premier
antiarmor system. It was capable of taking out amain battle tank at
four thousand meters. On the other hand, it was pretty inaccurate a
less than a thousand meters, which was the current engagement range.
Shane cursed, again, the directive that ordered him to "remain closeto
the gate." He waswell ingde his maximum engagement range, with no
room to maneuver againg this hell-spawned thing.

Helooked to either sde and saw that he had lost two of his
precious Abrams, both of them billowing fireinto the Sky. They were
modtly intact, ammunition magazine ports blown out but their turrets ill
in place, but from the looks of them the crews were gone. Whatever
that thing wasfiring seemed to pierce the armor of the Abramsasif it
was insubstantia as paper.

"Keep up fire," he commanded. "Keep hitting it on the same spots
if possible. Do not retreat. Say again, stay in place, do not let thisthing

It was hislast transmisson asabadl of plasmablew hisBradley



ky-high.
Weaver rolled over and groaned at the pounding on the door. He
sat up and stumbled over, cursing.

"Yeah, yeah, I'm up," he said, unlocking and unbolting it. Command
Magter Chief Miller was the one doing the knocking and at the look on
his face Weaver woke up fully. "What happened?’

"The company in Eudtisjust got clobbered, again,” Miller said,
walking into the room. "It'sdl over the news."

"Let metake ashower at least," Weaver grumped. He turned on
his cell phone, first, and shrugged at the multiple messageicon. It could
wait until he had ashower.

A sciencefiction writer he knew aways carried ablack backpack
that he called his"dien abduction pack.” "Everything | need to survive
for twenty-four hoursin eighty percent of terrestrid environments.” It
wasredly a"l crashed in somebody else's hotel room at acon™ or "the
arlinelost my bags' pack. Weaver had started carrying one aswel and
hewas glad for it now. He could shave with his own razor and brush
his teeth with his own toothbrush. He'd used up the bottle of water the
day before but that was easily remedied.

As so0n as he was done with his shower, hair brushed, wearing
new underwear thanksto the "aien abduction pack™ again, hewas
ready to face the day.

Or, afternoon asit turned ouit.

Asthey walked out of the front of the hotel, Weaver hoping that
the nice security director would make sure the bill or whatever was
paid, he started listening to his messages. The nationa security advisor
wanted himto call. A secretary at Columbia pointed out that he had
missed a scheduled meeting with aclient that morning. Hisgirlfriendin
Huntsville wanted to know when his plane was getting in and reminded
him that they were supposed to go to a party that evening. It was ill
on, despite the news, but Buddy was retheming it an "Alien Invasion”
party and what was he going to wear? His cell phone company
reminded him that he was overdue on hisbill and if the balance of three



hundred dollars wasn't paid in two days his cell phone would be
temporarily disconnected.

That reminded him that he didn't know how any of thiswas being
billed. He supposed he was working for Columbia but, come to think
of it, nobody had signed a contract. He was basicaly working on the
word of the secretary of defense. On the other hand, that ought to be
good enough. But he hadn't talked to his boss at Columbiafor that
meétter.

He keyed in the number and got a secretary, the same one that had
caled him about the missed meeting. He put her off and got ahold of
Dan Heistand, vice-president for Advanced Development at Columbia

"Hey, Dan," Weaver said asthe chief pulled onto Highwayy 192.

"Weaver, where the hell have you been?' Heistand asked. He was
normally apretty mild fellow, so Bill wastaken aback.

"I've been working on the UCF anomaly,” Bill replied. "Didn't
anybody tdl you?'

"No," Heistand said, calming down. "Who brought you in?"

"The SECDEF. | had ameeting with the War Cabinet on Saturday
morning."

"You'rejoking."

"No, he sent a couple of MPsto my hotel room. Speaking of
which, | never checked out of that one, either.”

"Where are you, now?"'

"Disney World."

"Disney? What the hell is happening a Disney? Who's paying for
this? How many hours have you billed? What's the contract number?*

"l don't have acontract number,” Bill Sghed. "L ook, when the
secretary of defense, the nationa security advisor and the President tell
you to go to Orlando and send you down in an F-15 doing Mach
Three, you don't say 'Oh, excuse me, Mr. President, would you mind
sgning this contract from Columbia Defense Systems so the billing will
be straight? Okay? Asto how many hours I've been billing, except for
four hours deep this afternoon and about three and ahalf unconscious



yesterday . . . dl therest. Okay?"

"Unconscious?’

"1 got blown up by one of those rhinocerostanks,” Bill said. "That
was after the standoff in the house. Hey, did you know that an H& K
USP .45 cdiber pigtal will kill one of those dog-demonsif you hit it just
right?'

"Bill,"” Dan said, then paused. "Forget everything | said.”

"Already forgotten,” Weaver replied. "Hey, if you want to bea
help, find whoever hasto sign the contracts, and | can imagine what
howling they're going to make when they see my hourly rates, and get
the whole team down to the anomaly sSite. I've got anationd guardsman
who used to be aphysics student doing al my monitoring and haf the
analyss. He's been helpful and I'd like to keep him but | could use
some help.”

"Will do."

"And seeif you can find aguy named Gonzales or Gonzalves or
something in England, Reading, | think. Pure math guy. Ray Chen used
to go to him for Higgs-Boson math he couldn't get. And send me some
clothes. And get somebody to pay my cell phone bill."

"Okay," Heistand said, chuckling. "In retrogpect, the meeting this
morning wasn't al that important, despite the fact that there was about
two million dollarsin billing riding on it and you were the gar of the

"Hell, Dan, I've probably billed a quarter of that just thisweekend,”
Bill said. "Okay, were pulling into aMcDonalds to get some bregkfast.
Assoon as| can dow down enough to do anything like areport I'll get
ittoyou."

"Bye, Bill," Heigand said. "And, oh, try not to get blown up again,
okay?Youremy sar biller."

"Will do,"” Weaver said, chuckling. Then he thought of something
apropos of the order and frowned.

"Oh, onemore thing, Dan," he added. " Send the Wyverns."
"That'saclassfied program, Bill," the vice presdent said. "'l can't



just open up that compartment on your say-so."

"I've got the access | need to get it opened,” Weaver replied. "But
do you redly want meto go that route? Call the DOD rep, explain the
Stuation, get the compartment kicked open. But in the meantime, put
them in their shipping containers and get them down to Orlando. I'm
tired of nearly getting my butt blown off. Send the Wyverns. And their
full suite of accessories”

"I had to call my boss, too," Chief Miller said. "What do you want?'
"Number one, Diet Coke," the physicist replied.

The SEAL gavethe order and pulled around in the Humveg, the
Mk-19 just clearing the overhead. The employees manning the
windows were visbly bemused to be serving a Humvee with agrenade
launcher being driven by aheavily armed SEAL.

"The Team didn't know where | was, they thought I'd bought it at
Eudtis," the chief said. "Even sent adamned counseling team over to my
house, chaplain, a captain, the works. My wife couldn't decideif she
was happy ashell that | was till dive or pissed that | hadn't called
earlier when | cdled and told her they were wrong. They didn't even
know that Sanson wasin the hospital. Mogt of the casudties a Eugtis
were 'missing presumed dead' including the Old Man."

"I'm sorry about that,” Weaver said. "Glasser was agood man.” He
looked over at the chief who was driving the Humvee with one hand
and eating a Quarter Pounder with the other. "I didn't even know you
were married.”

"Three happy years," the chief replied around a mouthful of burger.
"And twelve that weren't so bad either. Hell, every time | go out the
door shefigures|'m not coming home. The kids hardly know who |
am. But she doesn't bitch about it. Well, not much. Somewhat more
when | return from the grave.”

"And kids" Weaver said, shaking hishead. "It just doesnt fit the
image of the world-traveler SEAL. How many?"

"Three," Miller replied. "Being aSEAL 'sjust like any other job
after awhile At firgtit'sal 'oooh! I'm a SEAL!" and getting into fights
in Bangkok. Then thereésthe 'Okay, I'm aSEAL, that'smy job and it's



s000 coool' phase after you've been on the Teamsfor awhile. Then
there's the 'honey, I'm off to work' phase, which isbasicadly me."

Weaver laughed at that.

"And one from my marriage to She Who Must Not Be Named,"
Miller added. "He'sin the Army. Studying computers of dl things. The
rest are high-school and onein dementary school. Sixteen, fifteen and
nine. Boy, boy, girl."

"And she'sthe apple of daddy's eye?' Weaver grinned.

"She's daddy's nightmare,” the SEAL groused. "Daughters are
nature's revenge on fathers. Shel's dready got astring of boyfriends.
Shel's going to be impossible when she's ateenager. I'm serioudy
thinking about putting her in abarrd when she turnstwelve and not
|etting her out until she's eighteen and no longer my problem.”

"Beapretty messy barrel," the physicist pointed out. "Maybe with
amesh bottom? And rinse it out once aweek?"

"Whatever."

* % %

When they got to the devel oping encampment around the Orlando
anomaly they had some problems getting into the main camp. The
guards there had never heard of aDr. William Weaver, didn't care that
they werein aNationd Guard vehicle and seemed only mildly
interested in the fact that Command Master Chief Miller wasa SEAL
and had been one of thefirst people through the gate.

After afew cdlsand caling the Officer of the Guard they were let
through but only on condition that they report to the camp headquarters
and obtain proper passes.

Weaver had Miller drop him at the physicstrailer, which had
acquired asign while he was gone. It was now designated "The
Anomaly Physics Research Center” and had another sign that said:
"Authorized Persons Only. All Others Kegp Out. ThisMeans Y ou!™
Hefigured held better get the proper papers later.

The guard on the trailer, however, had another opinion.
"I'msorry, gr, | can't let anyone in who doesn't have the right



pass,” the guard, an 82nd Airborne private, said.

"Look, son," Weaver said, patiently. "Thisis my lab! Thisis my
project. And unlessthe secretary of defense or the nationa security
advisor have taken me off thejob, that is my equipment in there.”

"That may bethe case, ar," the guard said, doggedly. "But unless
you havetheright pass, youre not going in."

Weaver had just opened his mouth when his cell phonerang. He
fished it out of his pocket and held ahand up to the guard.

"William Weaver .

"Thisisthe Secretary,” the secretary of defense said. "There's
supposed to be a FEMA representative down there to coordinate the
tracking of the gates. Y ou talked to him, yet?'

"If he'sin my lab theanswer is no," Bill said, shaking hishead. "I'm
having alittletrouble getting into it.”

"Why? Lost your keys?' the SECDEF chuckled.

"No, the nice young man from the Army who is standing outsde the
door won't let mein."

There was along pause asthe secretary digested thisfact.

"Let metdk to him."

Weaver handed over the phone.

"Private Firgt Class Shawn Parrish, Sir," the private said, politely.
"No, | don't recognize your voice, Sir."

"Yes gr."

"No, sr," this somewhat strained but determined. "But 1'd be happy
to cdl the sergeant of the guard, Sir."

There was along period while the private's face gradualy got
whiter.

"Yes gr."

"Yes gr."

"Yes, gr." Thiswith avery whiteface.
"Thank you, Sr."



"Dr. Weaver, | need to call the sergeant of the guard,” the private
sadinavery smdl voice, handing back the phone. He pulled acivilian
multiband radio off hisLBE and spokeintoiit.

Weaver spent the next three minutes considering the nature of
boson particles, muon detection and particle degradation. HEd been
doing that agood hit while not being attacked by diensor visting dien
planetsin thelast couple of days, which mostly meant while driving or
edting, but every little bit helped.

The sergeant who came running up with two privatestrailing him
was panting.

"What do you got, Parrish?' the sergeant said, looking askance at
Weaver's mussed desert camouflage BDUS, missing such itemsas
nametags or rank inggniaand worn over tennis shoes and acivilian
T-shirt.

The guard pulled the sergeant aside and carried on alow voiced
conversation of which Weaver caught only the exclamation: "Who? Are
you sure?!

"Dr. Weaver?' the sergeant said. "Could | see somelD?"

Weaver pulled out hisdriver'slicense and Pentagon pass, then
waited as the sergeant examined them and the list that the guard handed
him.

"Sir, well get this straightened out,” the sergeant said, handing back
the IDs. "For theinterim, I'll provisionally add you to the passlist on my
authority. Please see that you get the proper paperwork as soon as
posshble”

"Will do," Weaver said. "Can| goin, now?"

"Yes gr."

"Thanks"

"Sir, can | ask aquestion?”

"YS"

"Wasthat really the secretary of defense?’ the sergeant asked,
clearly hoping that it was not.

"Yes," Weaver replied. "Want meto call him back so you can



make sure?!

"No, ar!"

"Sergeant, |'ve been running around like a chicken with my head
cut off snce Saturday when the SECDEF, the national security advisor
and the President had me flown down herein an F-15. I've been blown
up, had to learn to use a pistol and a shotgun to keep diensfrom eating
me, learned more than | want to know about gate tel eportation and had
about four hours deep, and three hours recovering from a concussion,
snce. Could you do measmal favor?'

"Yes, gr," the sergeant said, smiling.

"Get somebody to find me the appropriate paperwork or
something? If you need to talk to Generad Fullbright, doit. Asthe
SEAL | waswith said when we busted down the gatesto Disney to
find thislatest gate, | don't have timefor Mickey Mouse. Okay?"

"Gotit, gr.”

"Thanks," Weaver sad, walkinginthetraler.

There were three people crowded in the main room. Two of them
he vaguely recognized; the third was atota stranger, ablonde female.
Not at al bad looking, little light on top but easy on the eyes. Shewas
running some sort of track calculation on anew computer that had been
ingtaled while he was away.

"Dr. Weaver," one of them said, standing up and coming over to
shake hishand. "I'm Bill Earp from FEMA, you might remember me. .

"From that remarkable safety lecture you gave Sanson,” Bill sad,
shaking his hand. "Good to seeyou again.”

"Good to seeyou," the FEMA rep replied. "First word we had
from Eudtiswas that you were agonner.”

"The report of my demise was exceedingly exaggerated,” Weaver
replied. "I'm sorry to say that Howse and, apparently, Lieutenant
Glasser bought it. Sanson, Chief Miller and | were in Shands hospitd.
Where's Garcia?'

"Getting somerest, dr," the other male, ayoung soldier replied.



"I'm Crichton. | was at the Site.. . ."

"Youdidtheinitid survey, sure,” Bill said.

"I've got someradiologica background,” Crichton said. "I'm just
trying to help out, keeping an eye on the boson count, mainly."

"FEMA sent me over to coordinate with finding the bosons," the
safety specidist said. "I'm achemigt, not aphysicist but | know the tune
and can dancetoit.”

"Robin Noue," the young woman said, waving. "1'm a programmer .
.. | was aprogrammer at UCF, inthe Al Lab."

"Good, okay," Bill said. "What's the count on bosons and have they
surveyed any more Sites?”

"The count is up to over ahundred,” the FEMA rep said. "Weve
managed to pick out thirty probable sites. Twenty have been surveyed.
Five open gates, one into vacuum which displeased the guys that found
it immensely; one of them nearly got sucked in. We sent out muon
detectors to two of the ones that weren't open, all the detectors we had
and weve got acadl infor more. They found inactive, | guessyou'd call
them, bosons at both. Close enough to the course track.”

"I've been trying to refine the course programming,” Robin said.
"I'm getting it fined down somewhat. What bugs meisthat it seemsto
be following auniform sphere, congruent to the gravitationd field.”

"It bugs me, too," Weaver admitted. "And five open gates from
twenty bugs me more. Because | think that meansthe othersare
‘available' and that meansthat the Titcher can open them.”

"That would be bad," the FEMA rep said.

"Understatement of the century,” Bill replied. "Maybe of the
millennium. How many basetracks are there?"

"Sixteen so far," Crichton said. "Every now and again aboson
takes off onitsown merry way. But most of them have been sitting in
those sixteen base tracks and most of them have been following a'top
four.""

"Which track isthe Titcher track and isit the same asthe Mreee
track?"



"The Titcher track is designated track three," Crichton said. "And,
yes, the Mreee gate is on the same track. Disney and one other open,
near Miami out in the Everglades are on track one. Bocaand the
Georgiaeruption appear to be six and they're the only two bosons that
have come out of Sx."

"Any dead bosons on track three?' Weaver asked.

"Oh, ashit-pot full," Crichton said. "Sorry maam."

"It'sokay,” Robin said.

"Okay, I'd say that those are aprobable threat,” Bill said. "Just a
hunch. But I'd say it'sagood areato point the military and loca police
towards. Open gates | don't think the Titcher can attack. But closed
onesthey can and the ones that they're most likely to be able to touch
would be the ones on track three; those are the only onesthat have
been intentionally opened from the other sde. Maybe the bosons on
that one are redlly easy to detect or something; that would explain the
Mreee aswell. Oh, and maybe Boca, I've got no ideawhat Bocais."

"l do,” Crichton said. "Buit it doesn't help.”

"What?' Weaver asked noticing the pained looks on the faces of
Earp and Noue.

"They don' like the answer," Crichton said, serioudy. "It's Cthulhu."
"What?' Weaver said then shook hishead. "Come on!”

In the 1920s a series of horror short stories had been written by a
writer named Howard Phillips Lovecraft. The Soriesinvolved dien
beings which had controlled earth in the depths of time and then died
out or been driven out by other aiens, leaving the way open for the
development of man. The diens were aso reported to be sealed away
in remote places, such asthe depths of the ocean, and from timeto
timetried to "awaken." The best known of the storieswas " The Call of
Cthulhu" about just such an avakening.

"No, listen to me," the sergeant snapped, shaking his head. "I'm not
saying it's actually Cthulhu but do you know the reason why H.P.
Lovecraft started writing those stories?

"No," Weaver admitted. "But that doesn't mean I'm going to buy



your logic. On the other hand, say your piece.”

"L ovecraft wasaminor student of astrophysica science,” Crichton
pointed out, earnestly. "He came to the conclusion that if man ever
actudly did meet diensthey were going to be so different that there
would be no way that man could interact with them. And if they could
cross the stars they would be so powerful and so advanced that they
would consider us asno more than ants. Tota indifference. The'evil’
diensinthe Lovecraft doriesaren't evil; they're indifferent. But their
indifference and power, not to mention weirdness, killsus. Just likewe
kill ants. I'm saying that whatever isin Boca Raton meetsthe
Lovecraftian definition of an dlien; apowerful dienbeingthat is
indifferent to the secondary effectsit is causing. And those secondary
effects are not a defense but afunction of what it is.”

"That'sit?" Bill asked.

"Yeah," Crichton said, sghing. "Stupid, huh?"

"Only in presentation,” Bill replied. "Look, you don't say that 'it's
Cthulhu." Y ou say: 'l think it'sa Cthulhoid form entity." ‘It is Cthulhu' is
both wrong, if you went up and asked it itsname | sure hope it
wouldn't answer 'Cthulhu,” and a good way to get dismissed asa
crackpot.”

"Yeah," Earp noted. "I had. But that explanation amost makes
sense. Why'sit driving people crazy, though?'

"Well, the answer to that is sort of out there,” Crichton said. "But
think for asecond about a species that finds quantum mechanics
logical. | remember my physics professor joking about that and
Lovecraft. There'sagame about those stories called Call of Cthulhu
and any time you run into one of the monsters you have to roll asanity
check."

"Never played it,” Weaver said. "But | get what you mean.”

"Anyway, he was dways joking that we had to roll SAN check
when we got into discussions of quantum mechanics. Now, think about
agpeciesthat actudly findsit logicd."

"Okay," the physicigt said, wincing.

"Did you make your SAN roll?' Crichton said, grinning.



"Barely,” Bill laughed. "I think | lost acouple of points, though."

"All right. Now think about such aspeciesthat istotaly logicd, like
aVulcan, maybe even higher form sentient, totally sentient that is, it
doesn't have any subconscious. Just pure thought and logic.”

"Okay," Bill replied.

"Now think about it if it's abroadcasting telepathic.”

"Oh, hell," Bill whispered. "Now | see what you mean. Not evil,
just totally indifferent and bloody dangerous.”

"Bingo," Crichton said. "A Cthulhoid entity. Its purposeis probably
unknowableat our leve."

"It might not even be ared entity,” Robin suggested. "It might be
something along the lines of aprobe. All the 'broadcast’ might be
secondary effects from whatever it'susing for andyssof its
surroundings.”

"Robin,” Bill said. "Writeit up asatheory, post it to the Columbia
research net with asuggestion that they try to get some sort of monitors
into seeif we can pick up any specific traces of what it's generating. |
refuseto believe that anything isimpossible to understand.”

"Even quantum mechanics?' Crichton said, smiling.

"Even quantum mechanics," Bill answvered. "What's the word from
Eudis?'

"The Titcher arein full control of both sdes of the gate,” Earp
replied. "More units from the 3rd ID have responded but they can't
regain control of the gate. They've managed to hold them to a perimeter
but they're taking horrible lossesdoing it.”

"Drop anukeonit,” Weaver sad.

"From orbit?" Crichton asked. "Only way to be sure?'

"Pretty much,” Weaver replied. "I don't know if National
Command Authority has caught up with what a problem the Titcher
are. If we don't push them back and close up that gate were toast. As
agpecies, | mean, not just the United States.”

"They can only fit so much through the gate," Earp protested. "We
can hold them back; we just need to get enough troopsin place.”



"And what if they open other ones?' Bill asked. "Besides, what
we're seeing iswhat they can fit through the gate. We haven't seen
what they're throwing at the Mreee. | think what we've seen isthetip of
the iceberg. Once they start growing forces on this sde of the gateit'll
be dl over but the shouting." He sighed and rubbed hisface. "'l think |
need to tell Washington how to run thewar. Again." He picked up his
cdl phone and punched in the number to the nationd security advisor.

"White House, National Security Advisor's Office."
"ThisisDr. Weaver. | need to talk to the NSA."
"She'sin ameseting at the moment, can | take amessage?’

"AsK her to cal meback as soon aspossible,” Bill said. "And shelll
have to get me authorized a secure link. There's something she needsto
know." Heturned to the three in the room and frowned. "Not one
word of this conversation leavesthistrailer, understood?’

"Understood,” Crichton said, looking at the other two. Thetwo
civilians looked shocked but they nodded their heads.

* % %

"You're serious?’ the NSA asked.

Bill hadn't had any problems getting into the secure communicetions
trailer. A light colond had turned up, apparently briefed on the earlier
SNAFU and abjectly apologetic. Passes had been tendered, aHumvee
carried him over and heldd been ushered into the inner sanctum ahead of
alineof officersincluding avery pissed-off-looking mgjor generd.

"Yes maam," Weaver said. "'l would strongly suggest nuking the
ste and setting up something like anuclear land mine at al the others.™

The NSA licked her lips and nodded. "Everyoneis hereright now.
| think | can get them dll free. Stay thereand I'll try to get them dl into
the Situation Room."

Weaver waited patiently until the view changed from the NSA's
empty chair to the Situation Room. It was the same people he'd dedlt
with on Saturday. The President, the secretary of defense, the NSA
and the Homeland Security director. They dl looked worn; the director
was actudly looking haggard.



"Authorizations al straightened out, Doctor?' the SECDEF asked.
"Yes, gr, thank you.”

"Okay, Weaver," the Presdent said. "Explain why you think |
should nuke one of my own cities."

"Mr. President, what | learned from Mreee makes me think that it's
the best possible option and we can't wait too long,” Bill said. "The
Titcher have a standard method of invasion. They take a bridgehead,
edtablish aterraforming colony and then start replicating themsdves
from biologicd materid on thefar sde. Theterraforming process
involves some sort of biologica that ests and destroysal locd life,
spreading out from the bridgehead. Asthey get more materid, you can
think of it asfertilizer, they start building more and more Titcher and
larger and larger combat organisms. The Mreee hold them off with
those ray guns, which from the sounds of their effect are pretty
powerful. We don't have any, yet, that | know of. Our tanks can just
barely damage their worm tanks and from what the Mreee said, the
worm tanks are the little weapons. If we don't stop them, soon, well
be looking at Escape from Florida. And, Sir, we've detected over thirty
points that probably can be accessed by the Titcher and more are
forming dl thetime. It might be necessary to nuke them not once, but
repeatedly and in multiple different spots.”

The President closed hiseyes and leaned forward in hischair,
holding hishead in hishands.

"I'll take input from you one at atime," he said, sitting up and
graightening his shoulders. "Homedand Security?'

"I'd liketo kick it to the secretary, Mr. President,” the Homeland
Security director said. "We can evacuate the area. Most people have
left of their own accord. Ten hours, maybe, to ensure evacuation. A
clean wegpon will minimize falout. We can surviveit. If Dr. Weaver is
right, and we've gotten the same reports from the Defense and State
personnd that have been meeting with the Mreee, then . . . | don't see
any choice. If they bresk out in amore populated area. . . that will be
harder. Eudtis. . . isasmall town. Bresk out in Atlantaor Cleveland or
LosAngeesand. . . I'm not surethat bears thinking on."



"Mr. Secretary?' the President said.

"We have clean weapons," the secretary said. "Reasonably clean.
Thefalout isn't going to be that bad, especidly if we can usean
arburst, which will be hard because of their defenses. I'd wish we had
neutron bombs but . . . we don't. We've lost nearly abrigade, more
including theinitia Nationd Guard force, trying, and failing, to hold the
perimeter. We don't have the forcesto hold them, at present time, toa
ground perimeter. | have been considering Dr. Weaver's suggestion for
thelast few hours mysdf and | have to concur. Delivery, especidly
arburst ddivery, will be. . . difficult.”

"Nationa Security?' the President said.

"Concur," wasal shesad.

The President steepled hisfingers and nodded. "Dr. Weaver, thank
you for your help. I, obvioudy, want you to continue with your work. |
cannot stress enough the importance of determinating how to control
this phenomenon. For your information my decison isaffirmetive.
Means and methods will be | €eft to the Department of Defensein
consultation with the Department of Homeland Security. Keep this
under your hat until an announcement is made."

"Yes, Mr. President,” Bill replied. "'l will."

The President looked up in annoyance a someone off the camera
and Bill saw an officer carry amessage form to the secretary of
defense. The SECDEF looked at it, nodded and turned back to the
camera

"There's been another Titcher breskout, thisonein the hills of
Tennessee," the SECDEF said. "A team found it looking for one of the
inactive bosons. It appearsthat they are dready colonizing. Severd hills
are covered in what is described as 'green fungus.’ Doctor Weaver
appearsto have hit the problem on the head.”

The President grabbed his head again and sighed, angrily.

"Doctor Weaver," he said, looking the cameraright in the eye.
"You must figure out how to closethese GATES."

"I will, gr," Bill said. "I will."



CHAPTER SEVEN

"I have an authorized launch code, do you concur?' the captain of
the USS Nebraska sad.

"l concur,” the executive officer said, svalowing hard. They'd
dready reprogrammed the targeting of the missile.

"I concur,” the navigation officer said, pulling the red key out to
hang on a necklace around his neck. The weapons officer was
responsible for making sure the weapon launched and followed its
track but if the sub didn't know where it was then it would hit the
wrong spot. There's no such thing asa"near miss' with anuke. Be off
by afraction and it was going to hit Orlando or Gainesvillefor sure.
They'd checked the course track twice and even gone up to periscope
depth for a GPS reading. It fill didn't make him happy to befiring a
nuke at Central Florida.

"Concur," the engineering officer said. He aready had hiskey
dangling from his hand.

"Concur,” the wegpons officer said. The youngest of thefive
officersrequired for launch authorization was slently crying.

"Insert keys," the captain said. When dl five were inserted he
continued. "On my count of three, one, two, three," and they al turned.
They actudly had afew fractions of secondsto play with but it was
best to be sure. Green lights turned red and a klaxon started going off.



"Tube twelveisopened,” the weapons officer said. "Tubetwelveis
armed and reports ready to fire." His hand shook over the covered
switch.

"I'll takeit," the captain said. He stepped up behind the wegpons
officer and lifted up the switch. "Are we targeted?’

"All clear," the weapons officer said, stepping back from aboard
he never wanted to see again in hislife.

"Hiring," the captain said, flipping the switch downward.

Therewasadull rumble and then a shaking sensation as
pressurized gas pushed the missle out into the water and then the

missileignited. The sub was moving and it ignited behind them but it
gtill sounded like adepth charge going off close dongside.

"Send message to COMSUBLANT," the captain said to the
communications officer. " 1432 hours Zulu, this date, launched one
missle from tube twelve. Target Eudtis, Florida."

* % %

It had been necessary to do more than smply clear the area. The
Russanswere bardy anuclear power anymore but they still maintained
anuclear watch and informing them was agood way to avoid an
accidenta WWII1. Then there had been the press, and the United
Nations. There had been acrimonious recriminations even before the
launch on Tennessee, which, because it was an uninhabited area, had
occurred first. Protests had broken out in Washington, New Y ork and
San Francisco, not to mention throughout Europe where mgor riots
were reported. The there was the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty which
prohibited nuclear testing, especialy aboveground. A Presidentia
Finding had been written covering the fact that thiswas not a Test but
an act of war. The Test Ban Treaty didn't cover those. Despite that
fact, France, Chinaand Pakistan had all immediately stated that they
consdered the tresty nullified and intended to restart nuclear testing
immediady.

The Titcher had engaged the MIRV warheads on the way down.
There had been somefear that the nukes might prematurely
detonate-the Titcher weapons seemed to form some sort of fusion



reaction when they impacted-but that was not the case. Four of the
MIRV warheads from thefirg firing and three in Eustis made it through
the Titcher fire and detonated.

"We've been asked to warn people, again, not to look in the
direction of Eustis," the anchorman said. He looked haggard and worn
from being on camerafor most of the last three days. Hewas doing
voice-over for low-light camerawhich currently showed an open field
with aline of pinesat thefar end, the moon rising in the background.
"Our cameras have been specidly shielded but anyone looking &t the
impact from within about fifty milesisgoing to be flash-blinded. If you
experience flash blindness, cdl your locd 911 operator and remain
cam. The blindness will pass. Everyone within seventy milesof the
event isreminded to please open windowsin your home and take
pictures off the wall. Secure fragile objects. The military saysthat the
impact will be at any time. All we can do, iswait."

Therewas ashort, unusud, period of sllence on theteevison and
then the screen flashed white. The camera that had been being used for
feed was not shielded but New Y ork switched immediaey to another
which was and the video showed a series of domes of fire. The light
must have been blinding; it was bright even through the heavy filterson
the camera

Dr. Weaver got up from the chair and went to the door, opening it
and leaning out to look north. Sure enough, there mushroom clouds
were twining amongst each other. Robin had squeezed into the door
behind him and it was a sensation he thought hed remember for the rest
of hislife, watching mushroom clouds reaching for the troposphere,
roiling and pregnant with evil, while two smdl but firm breasts pressed
into his shoulder blades. He noticed that he was enormously horny.
And he remembered that he'd forgotten to call Sheilaback and tell her
that he waan't in Washington and wouldn't bein Huntsville any time
soon.

Just then the ground shock hit and he had to clutch the door frame
to keep from being knocked out of the trailer. Robin grabbed him for
the same reason and it just made thingsworse.

"We need to get insde before the blast front gets here," he said,



leaning back into the room.
"Yes" shesadinasmal voice.

"Wereright at the edge of where the military will let civilians say,"
areporter was saying in an excited voice. "We just got hit by the blast
front . . ." For amoment he was drowned out as awave of noise
enveloped thetrailer. 1t shook on its foundations and one of the
computers gave a pop and the monitor showed "No signd™ but other
than that there was no damage. "And that was extremely frightening but
we'rein abunker and werodeit out fine."

"Isthere any danger of radiation in your area?" the anchor asked.

"Well, we've got radiation detectors and they haven't gone off," the
reporter said. "The military says that the bombs are going to be as clean
asthey can make them, sincethey're bursting inthe air. And the winds
are from the west, so the explosion is downwind of our current
location. Units of the 3rd Infantry Divison are sanding by and | can
hear them revving up the motorsin their big tanks and fighting vehicles.
They're going to go right into the blast zone as soon asthey get the
okay and try to snatch back the gate from the Titcher. | understand it's
going to be much harder in Tennessee where the terrain doesn't let
them get their fighting vehides up to the gate.”

"Thanksfor that report, Tom," the anchor said. "And you take
care, you hear? We've got another report from Oak Ridge, Tennessee,
whichis closeto the gate up there. MelissaMaysis stlanding by with a
livereport.”

"I'm herein Oak Ridge wherethe best way | can describeitisa
festival isgoing on," the reporter said in abemused voice. "About a
thousand people, |ab workers, shopkeepers and othersincluding
school children were out to watch the nuclear attack on the Titcher
stronghold. All of them were wearing the same dark glasseswe had
been issued by the military and when the bombs went off they broke
out in spontaneous cheers. Sincethen it'sjust been an air of carnival.
People have opened up beer kegs and started a barbeque in the town
square. I'm talking with the mayor of Oak Ridge, Phillip Lampert.
Thank you for speaking to us, Mr. Mayor."



"My pleasure, Melissa," the portly man said. He had asandwichin
one hand, a beer in the other and heavy, dark-tinted, goggles dangling
around his neck.

"Can you explain these remarkable events?'

"Wadl, as| understand it, some sort of particle was generated at the
University of Centra Florida. . ."

"No," the reporter corrected. "l meanthis. . . this. . . party. Mot
people would be crying a the Sight of anuclear wegpon going off right
next door."

"Wdl, littlelady," the man said in avoicelike he was spesking to a
small child. "Since 1943, when the U.S. government decided that the
best place to hide their new super bomb research was adeepy little
town in the Tennessee mountains, Oak Ridge has been the main stefor
nuclear research in the entire United States. Some towns have stedl
plants, some towns have the loca car and truck plant, Oak Ridge has
nuclear weapons. We don't make them here anymore, but we live with
their existence every day of our lives and most of the people around
here have never seen ashoot . . ."

"A whet?'

"A nuclear exploson,” the mayor continued. "Above ground
nuclear testing was ended before you were born but they used to take
our parents out to Los Alamos to see the shoots, sort of like taking the
employees to another factory to see how their parts are used. Besides,
from what I've seen of the Titcher, it was the smartest thing the
President could do and it took alot of b . . . courage. I'd rather watch
fireworks than have them invade the town."

"But aren't you worried about fallout?' the reporter pressed. Surely
some of theseidiot rednecks were going to have to redlize that setting
off anuclear weapon was much worse than any conceivable dternative.

"Littlelady . . . I'm sorry, what was your name again?'

"MédissaMays," thereporter sad, tightly.

"MissMays, did you have ajob when you were in high school ?*

"Yes" shesad. "But the question was about falout.”



"What was the job?" the mayor pressed.

The reporter took amoment and then said: "I worked ina
McDonads."

"And I'm sure you were a bright spot in that cheerless place,” the
mayor replied, giving her hisvery best "1 know you think I'mamade
chauvinist and | just don't care’ smile. "Miss Mays, between my junior
and senior year, and again between high school and going to UT, |
worked in alead-shielded room pouring batches of green, glowing
goop from one beaker into another beaker. | met thewoman who is
dill my wifeinthat 1ab. We have two beautiful children who are sraight
A students and neither of them have two heads. Now, Miss Mays, do
you really think I'm going to be troubled about alittle cesum from an
arburg?'

"No," the reporter admitted in a defeated tone. " Thank you, Mayor
Lampert,” she added then turned to the camera. "Wadll, that's the news
from Oak Ridge, Tennessee, where the party looks to continue into the
wee hours of the morning.”

"Thank you, Mdlissa, for that . . . illuminating report,” the anchor
sad, bemusedly.

"Gotta love high-tech rednecks," Weaver said, turning down the
sound.

"| can't believethey're having a party for God's sake," Robin said.

"l can," Earp replied. "Y ou've clearly never been to Oak Ridge. |
think the mayor iswrong, the radiation has had an effect: they're dl
insane. No, they're crazy but not insane. They just know what they're
talking about and it makes them seem alittle crazy. The mayor was
right. Nuking Eustis was a tragedy; people lost homes and possessions
that they loved and cherished and they'll never get them back. There
might have even been afew that were missed by the evacuation sweeps
and werekilled. The only thing that waslost in the hills of Tennessee
were some deer and bear and undoubtedly some rare and endangered
species of plants and salamanders. But they were going to be lost
anyway if the Titcher weren't stopped. The Titcher consider it their job
to make everything endangered, rare or extinct except Titcher.



They'reapain in the ass. Wish we could be one to them.”
Weaver was smiling at the rant but he stopped at the end. " Say that

again.
"Well, the Titcher seeit astheir job. . ."

"No, thelast bit," Bill said, closing hiseyes.
"l wishwe could beapaininther ass" Earp replied.

"Got it," Weaver said, opening hiseyes. "Thanks. | need to go find
Chief Miller.”

* % %

"I've talked with three or four other physicististoday,” Weaver said
to the secretary of defense and the national security advisor. The
President and the Homeland Security director were both out showing
the flag and trying to explain why it had been necessary to nuke two
gpotsin the continental United States. "And weredl pretty muchin
agreement that what the bosons are doing is establishing stable
wormholes”

"And those are?’ the secretary of defense asked.

"Bascdly what we're seeing,” Weaver replied. "I nstantaneous
'gateways to another place. Mesner, Thorn, and Whedler are the main
guysto go to; hdl that iswhy THE generd reativity book isknown as
MTW rather than Gravitation asitistitled. | sent an email out to Kip
Thorn and one of his colleagues Michael Morrisbut got "Out of Office”
replies. | then tried Stephen Hawking but he didn't respond except to
say that they were "interesting” which means hell think about them for
eight years or so and then point out severd things| missed but
conclude I wasright despite not taking enough carein my assumptions.
The one thing we're not getting is neutrino emissions, that | know of,
but neutrino detection isvery difficult. I've got acal out for amobile
neutrino detector but the only oneisin Jgpan. The point isthat one
theory of wormholesisthat if you dump enough energy into them, they
degtabilize™

"How much energy?' the NSA asked. "Electrica or what?"

"Well, biggoules, actudly,"” Weaver replied. "Like, anuke.”



"Y ou want another one?' the SECDEF asked, angrily. " At the
wormhole? A ground burst? Do you know what sort of falout that will
caus=?'

"Yes, gr," Bill replied. "But I'm not planning on detonating it on this
Sde”

lld.].ll

"And | think we should send an assessment team in after the
explosion, maybe before aswell.”

"Y ou can't get an armored vehicle through the gate,” the SECDEF
pointed out. "And people outside of vehicles will be at risk from
resdud radiation.”

"Not if they'rein aWyvern they won't."

* % %

"Oh. My. God." Chief Miller said in avoice of awe.

The suit was crouched on its knees, multijointed metd fingers
splayed out on the recently laid gravdl. Its"chest" was open and a seat
and arm-holds were clearly displayed dong with acomplicated control
pand. It was vaguely humanoid, like an artist's rendition of arobot,
with an idedlized human face on the "hedmet.”

"Theorigind design camefrom agaming company of dl things" Bill
sad, waking around the suit. It gleamed silver in the overhead lights, a
titanium shell laid on aKevlar underlayer. "Thefirst oneswere
unpowered and the best aerobic workout you'll ever have. But they
were designed for alater powered version. We just tuned the design
up, put in piezoeectric motivators, seding, environmental sysemsand
improved the eectronic suite. Oh, and alittle radioactive shielding.”

"Why?" the SEAL asked.

"See the big box over the butt?' Bill asked. " Americium power
generator.”

"So I'm going to get irradiated when | useit?' the SEAL asked.

"I've got over ahundred hoursin one." The physicist sighed. "You

wear aradiation counter back by the reactor. So far I've picked up
about as much radiation as you would at aday on the beach in FHorida.



Don't even get me started on flying; | took aradiation counter on a
flight onetime and it raised my hair."

"Redly?' the SEAL asked. "I'veflowninalot of planes.”

"Redly," Bill replied. "Besides, it's the only power source we have
that can run one of these things for more than a couple of hours. It's got

some bugs, it tends to want to disco occasionally, but you get past it.
Thisisjust a prototype, you understand.”

"How hard isit to learn to use?' the SEAL asked.
"Pretty easy," the physicist said. "The dectronics suite takes some

getting used to. Oh, it walkslike Frankenstein and it fedsasif you're
onicedl thetime, but you don't fal down."

"l don't liketheideaof standing up al thetime," the chief noted.
"That just makes you abig damned target.”

"Notice the wheedl's on the elbows, knees and, if you look, under
the belly onthere” Bill said. "It'sactudly easier to low crawl over aflat
surface than to walk. Y ou can't see unless you activate the cameraon
top of the hdmet.”

"l want,” Miller said. "Oh, man, do | want. Screw the bugs.”

"Good," the physicigt replied. "Thisone'syours. As soon as we get
you fitted."

"Why?" the SEAL said, suddenly suspicious.

"Were going to take alittle strall,” Bill replied.

"Where?'

"Budis"

"Oh, shit."

* * %
They rode on the front glacis of an M-1 Abrams, their armor-clad

feet dangling over the front, one hand hooked over the barrel of the
main-gun the other clutching their wesapon.

The "accessories’ for the Wyvern had included a shipping container
filled with appropriate weapons. These ranged from .50 caliber
machine guns, the venerable M-2 or Ma Deuce that dated to WWII,



through the more recently designed "Dover Devil" to anew Czech
12.7mm, then onwards and upwards culminating in amassive cannon
that dominated one of the walls of the shipping container.

"What'sthat?' Chief Miller had asked. He was clearly aman who
had never seen abigger gun he didn't like.

"It'sa South African one-hundred-thirty-millimeter recoillessrifle,”
the armorer said, proudly. He was aheavyset gentleman in hisfifties,
gray haired where there was any |eft, with a pocket protector
containing five colors of pensand an HP caculator dangling from his
belt. But he was clearly inordinately fond of hisweapons. "It was one
of the gunsthey werelooking at for the Stryker Armored Gun System
but they turned it down. It had been sitting around in a depot for a
couple of years when we picked it up.”

"Canyou useit withaWyvern?' the chief sad, stroking the
two-and-a-haf-meter barrd. It had abig shoulder mount about athird
of the way back from the end and an oversized grip and trigger.

"Oh, yes," the armorer said. "Reloading, of course, isdow."

"I'll takeit," the chief said. "And one of those Gatling guns. And you
got any pistols? How about swords?’

"Chief," Bill said, chuckling. "Even with the Wyvernstheres only so
much you can carry. Why don't you take the 30mm?”

"What 30mm?"' the SEAL asked. "Besides, if I've got achoice of
thirty or a hundred and thirty, I'll take ahundred and thirty any day. I'll
just reload fast."

"This30mm," the physicigt replied, pointing to awegpon hanging on
theleft wall.

It looked . . . odd. It had clearly been modified for use by the
mecha-suits but beyond that the barrel looked oddly . . . truncated.
"What the hell isit?" Miller asked.

"Well, you know those gunsthe A-10suse. . ." Bill said, smiling.

"No shit!" the SEAL replied, clearly delighted. "Besides, therésno
way you could fire one of those things off-hand in aWyvern. The recoil
would kill you."



"Oh, we had to modify theammo alittle bit,” Bill admitted. "Just
like the 25mm Bushmaster I'm going to haul. But it's still got depleted
uranium penetrators and | think you'd be surprised at what you can do
inaWyvern. Just remember to lean into the shot.”

So lying beside the chief was the 30mm chain gun and lying beside
Bill was amodified 25mm Bushmeadter, the same gun carried by the
Bradley Fighting Vehicles. On thar backswereintegra ammunition
packs but they'd been warned that the ammunition would not last long
a full rate of fire. They had externa radiation counters, which were
running right up into the bottom of redline, interna radiation counters
that were down in the bottom of yellow and riding behind them in pride
of place alarge sack.

The ordnance technician who had assembled the specid satchel
charge had explained it as carefully as he could.

"The materid in the deviceis an expanson-form explosive,” the
tech said. "Instead of just exploding in one place the materia continues
to explode on the wavefront and expands through any open space.
They tested it on an old mine back before the Afghanistan war and it
blew out asted door at the back side of three hundred meters of
tunndl. Thething is, it will do anumber on anything but, probably, those
centipede tanks. But it's going to probably explode out of the gate as
wadll. It's not as effective in an open area as enclosed, but it's going to
beahdl of ablastintheloca area So you'd better run like hell.”

"How long do we have?' the SEAL asked.

"How long do you want?'

"Seven seconds.”

There was ashort battalion of Abrams and Bradleys parked a
thousand meters from the gate, dl of their hatches shut and their
environmental overpressure systems going full-bore. The ground
radiation count was high and the vehicles were going to haveto be
decontaminated after they were withdrawn. More likely they'd be
scrapped; after afew hours at ground zero they were metaphoricadly
going to be glowing like aChrigmastree.

Airbursts of nuclear wegpons were relatively clean and caused



limited radioactive falout. But the pulse from the fusion explosion
irradiated everything in alarge circle. The dphaand beta particles, as
well asgammarays, struck common materias, carbon, slica, iron, and
transmuted them to radioactive isotopes. Sometimes they were split
and formed highly radioactive isotopes of lower-weight elements.

So the ground zero of even the cleanest nuclear wegpon was highly
radioactive. The radiation would fade over time, most of the particles
would degrade in no more than ayear and while somelingering
radiation would exist for thousands of yearsto come it would be not
much beyond background. Hiroshima, which was hit by ardatively
"dirty" bomb, had been resettled since the 1950s. The only sign that it
had ever been destroyed by a nuclear weapon was the memorid at its
City center.

In the meantime, though, Eustiswas hot as hell.

Asthe Abramsdrew to astop in front of the gate it was the bad
time. Thefiresupport from the vehiclesin their defensve positions
behind was blocked. If the Titcher came through the gate the Abrams
would be blocking the defending units. So far, no Titcher had come
through the gate since the explosion. But bad things tend to happen at
the worst possibletime.

So Weaver and the SEAL hurried. They had planned this carefully
and practiced it once, dl thetimethey felt they could afford. They set
their weapons down, leaning on the front of the Abrams, and grabbed
the big bomb off the glacis. It had been secured with duct tape but the
tape toreloose eadly at the yank from two Wyverns.

They set the bomb down a half meter from the gate, retrieved their
weapons, set them down to either side of the bomb and then Weaver
waved at the Abrams, whose driver put it immediately into reverse and
stomped the gas.

Chief Miller, in the meantime, seemed to be doing aroutine from
Saturday Night Fever, hisfeet moving back and forth and to either
sdewhile hishandsflaled wildly intheair.

"Excited, Chief?' Weaver said over theradio.

"Damned disco dance, you wereright," Miller said, panting.



"Steady down, just quit trying so hard and it will damp out,”
Weaver replied. After amoment it did and the chief stooped and
grabbed one of the handles on the bomb with both hands, hooking the
release tab over histhumb. "Ready?"

"Ready," Weaver said, sooping and picking up the bomb.

"One" Miller said, sarting the swing.

"Two," Weaver, replied.

"Three!" they both said, letting go just short of the apex of the arc.

Weaver turned and picked up his Bushmaster and then started into
aclumsy run. The mecha-suits did tend to walk like Frankengtein, a
problem of lack of mobility inthe "ankl€" of the suit and complete lack
of feedback, but they could get up afair turn of speed and he was
going just about twenty kilometers per hour when agiant picked him up
and tossed him in the direction he had been going anyway.

Hehit hard and ayelow light popped up, indicating that hisleft arm
power system was down. That was redlly going to suck.

Herolled onto hisbelly after acouple of kicks, centered hisright
arm under him and used it to lever himsdif to hisfeet. It would have
been nearly impossible for anorma human but the Wyvern's design
madeit surprisngly easy. Which was good because he could tell from
thefed that the left arm was under muscle power only. Hisinternd rad
counters were higher, also, and he figured held popped environmental
somewhere. That was really going to suck.

The chief was up aswell and running back to the gate so Weaver
made the command decision that hed ignore those minor little issues.
He picked up his Bushmaster and clumsly trotted over to the gate,
carying the Bushmadter in hisright hand.

"You okay?' the chief said.

"Couldn't be better,"” Weaver replied, hooking up hisammo feed
dide "You?'

"Peachy," the SEAL answered, manudly cocking the 30mm.
"Okay, let'srock."

With that the two of them bent over-the mecha suits were fourteen



feet tal and could bardly fit together though the gate-and stepped,
lurched redly, through thelooking glass.

* % %
"l think he'sloging it," Crichton said, turning up the news broadcast.

"Who?' Earp replied, looking up from the latest bulletin from
FEMA.

"The CBS anchor," the sergeant replied.

The anchor was beginning to show signs of the strain of trying to
keep up with the news.

"Another Titcher gate has opened in Staunton, Virginia," he said,
pronouncing it, correctly, as Stanton. "Nationd Guard units have
responded but the initia attempt by state police to stem the attack has
failed with heavy casudties among the Sate police. In other newsthe
State Department has announced that the Mreee have officidly
requested the loan of mobile nuclear weapons and that the Russians
have agreed to sall the U.S. severd SS-19 mobile missilelaunchers. . .
" The reporter, who had won his spursin Vietnam reporting dl the
news that was detrimenta to the United States and who had been a
quiet, but major, advocate of the antinuclear/antimilitary brigade for
decades, was reporting the latest news with arictus smile. "The Mreee
have relayed arequest from the Nitch, arace of intelligent spiderlike
creatures. . ." He stopped and giggled. "I can't say this. Yes, | know,
I'm reading it on my TelePrompTer but this can't be happening! This
JUST CAN'T BEHAPPENING!"

The screen changed to afemal e anchorwoman who was rubbing
furioudy at her nose with her index finger. She looked up in sartlement
and then recovered quickly.

"We seem to be having sometechnica difficultiesin New Y ork,"
she said with studied aplomb. "In other news. . ."

"Score onefor redity overload,” Crichton said as he turned the
sound back down. "Failed his SAN roll."

"Just proud to be here," Earp replied.

"| gottaask," the sergeant muttered. "L ook, Earp's not areally
common name. . ."



"My great-great-grandfather was acousin,” Earp replied. "A
wanted felon up around Dodge City. They had agentleman's
agreement; Wyatt didn't come up where Ryan was and Ryan didn't go
near Tombstone.”

"Thought it might be something likethet . . ."

* % %

And in other news, Weaver tripped, amost immediately, on adead
dog on the other side of the gate.

The Titcher 9de of the gate wasllittered with dead and dying diens,
many of them torn limb from limb by the big explosion. Ashelurched
forward Weaver caught aglimpse of one of the rhino-tanks over oniits
sde, oneleg blown off and green lightning rippling over its surface.

There had been thousands of diensin the gate room and most of
them had suffered some effect from the expansion bomb. But many of
them had smply been stunned or thrown off their feet and they were
getting up and charging the humans who had been imprudent enough to
invade their space.

Weaver fdt glad hed falen asaline of needles passed through the
space he would have occupied standing up. The armor of the suit
probably would have stopped them but better to be out of theway. He
toggled histop-side camera, brought the Bushmaster up to his shoulder
one-handed, propped it up as best he could with hisleft hand and
opened fire.

"l can't seel” Miller shouted. He was prone aswell, with his chain
gun up, but it wasfiring sporadicaly, many of the roundsflying over the
heads of the diens.

"Toggle your top cameral” Weaver yeled. " Setting Three! Setting
Three!" Heamed at arhino-tank that was just heaving itsdlf to itsfeet
and was pleased to see the 25mm rounds splash goo out of itsside.
Thetank shuddered, did a couple of side steps and then lay down
again, itslegstwitching. Fortunatdly it didn't explode.

Other than that he wasn't getting very many impressions. The
lighting in the room was badly damaged, probably from the explosion,
but it was strong enough that it was interfering with the automated



low-light circuitry of the cameras. They kept switching from normd to
low-light setting. Therewasdso asmdl, harshly chemica with adight
undertone like rotten fish. He knew held smelled it somewhere before
but he couldn't quite placeit. On the other hand, he knew for sure that
his quarantine integrity had been breached to hell and gone.

Therewerelots of thorn-throwers, lots of dogs and he was
hammering out rounds, single shat, carefully aimed using the laser sght
on the Bushmaster. Standard Bushmasters had neither laser sightsnor a
selectable switch but the armorer, who had a Ph.D. in engineering, was
aforesghted man and had made some adjustments. Weaver noticed
that the SEAL had started to get hisfire under control and assumed he
had switched cameras.

"What, exactly, are we doing here?' Miller asked as he took out
another of the rhino-tanks. There were so many of the Titcher in the
room the tanks couldn't seem to decide whether to fire or not. Or,
maybe, they didn't want to damage the room. Good.

"Getting alook at what is on the other side before we nukeiit,”
Weaver replied.

"Good, we've donethat,” the SEAL said. "Timeto dothe
Mogadishu Mile"

"Whet?'

"Run away, run avay!"

"Oh, okay," Weaver replied. He hooked his hand under him and
pushed up to his kneesthen up to sanding. Then he froze.

"What thefuck . . . ?' he heard Miller mutter.

Thething was probably just the right Size to fit through the gate. It
was, essentiadly, amobile, green cone that looked like nothing so much
asamound of manure. Tentacles that might have been purple extended
fromits base and it was glowing, faintly. It dso was waddling towards
them serendy through the chaos of the gate room.

"I don't know what the fuck that is," Weaver said, taking a step

back and lifting his Bushmaster aswell as he could with the functiona
right arm. "But | think we should shoot it."



"Damned draight,” the SEAL said, flicking his sdlector switch from
semi to full auto and letting out astream of depleted uranium penetrator
rounds.

What the SEAL had failed to consider was that he had previoudy
been firing from the prone, where the mass of the suit wasin contact
with the ground. Also, he had been firing single shots, each of which
shoved the heavy suit back afew inches. If things hadn't been so
chaotic he might have considered the recoil of those shots. But he did
not. So when he pulled the trigger, intending to send out a controlled
burst of three rounds, the recoil staggered him backwards through the
gate as his hand automaticaly clenched, amonkey reaction from fdling,
on thetrigger.

Thefirg round, however, hit the thing squarely on the front of the
cone. The second was near the top, just to the left of asmdll, brightly
glowing patch. Where the third was didn't really matter because by that
timethe thing had exploded.

Weaver had a so been knocked back by the recoil of hisweapon
but hewas actually in the process of gate transference when the
explosion, categorized from later inference asright at Sixty megatons,
occurred.

* % %
Collective 15379 was nonresponsive. How interesting.

"Collective 12465, report on physical conditions near
Collective 15379," Collective 47 emitted.

"Mushroom cloud and radiation emissions categorized as sixty
megaton quarkiumrelease," 12465 reported. "Outer collective
processes 12465, 3456, 19783 damaged. All functions 15379
terminated.”

15379 had reported attacks by fission/fusion weapons and had
registered intent to respond with aquarkium unit. Collective 47 had
automaticaly given assent. Once a bridgehead had been secured with
aufficient standoff to prevent destabilization of the wormhole the
quarkium unit would be detonated and then colonization could
recommence with the local area seared of hostile forces.



Something had somehow predetonated the quarkium unit.

Collective 47 could not be said to fedl anger or sadness a the
demise of the subcollective caled 15379. Collectiveswere, essentidly,
immorta and 15379 might have, intime, created as many
subcollectives as Collective 47, thereby increasing the Race and
ensuring its security. Not to mention that the subcollective was amgor
supplier of vanadium and afew other trace metalsaswell asahuge
source of biologica materid viatwo daveraces.

But the loss of Collective 15379 could be borne. It would decrease
the status of Collective 47 to adegree and reduce its balance of
essentia trade. But those, too, could be borne. What was questionable
was whether the Race could afford another speciesto damageit so
severely. The Race had encountered many speciesin its expansion
from gate to gate and some of them, the Alborge for example, were
sgnificant threatsto the surviva of the Raceitsdf. If the Alborge ever
exerted themsalves they could erase the Collective in aspan of time
that had no meaning. But would be very, very short. The sophonts of
world 47-15379-ZB might, in time, become such arace. That could
not be borne.

"All subcollectives," Collective 47 emitted. "Reestablish
contact with gates to world 47-15379-ZB. Initiate twenty-five
percent increasein all combat unit systems, ground, air, space and
liquid, emphasis on systems level four through seven. Order all
dlave racesto initiate assault plans; deception plan isterminated.”

Collective 47 was going to war.

* % %

Susan McBain was puzzled.

The porta in Mississippi that had so sartled the survey team by its
vacuum opened onto a planet. It wasn't quite avacuum, smply very
thin atmosphere. About what you'd expect on Mars. The planet |ooked
abit like Mars, aswell, except for the lambent purple sun that was
Setting in the east. 1t was dry and desol ate, the ground scarred for miles
and miles, somewhat like the outskirts of Newark.

None of that had Susan puzzled.



What was bothering her was the biology of the planet, such asit
was.

She had received samples from theinitia survey team and decided
that they just couldn't be right. The survey team was an environmenta
company that normally responded to hazardous waste spills. It had
goneto the far side, collected samples of soil and air, and returned.
Then alarge meta plate had been put over the gate to prevent more
loss of atmosphere.

Despite the fact that the survey team was supposed to avoid
contaminating the samples, they had to have done so. Otherwise the
biology of the far world made no sense.

Oh, it was dien, to be sure. She had tentatively identified atype of
archeobacteriain the soil and it was unlike anything from earth. But
what was bothering her was dichotomies. The soil wasamost entirely
depleted of any form of nutrient; there was no phosphate, nitrate or any
trace materia useable by plantsinit. It wasamost, but not quite, pure
dlicaand iron with some traces of ementa carbon.

However, "dmog” wasn't "pure.”" Besdesthe archeobacteria, there
weretraces of proteinsall over it. More proteins than you'd get, say, in
clean sand in the desert. And the proteins were not the same asthose
found in the archeobacteria. Not even vaguely the same. They used
completely different amino acidsfor onething. Amino acids different
from Earth's and different from the Mreee. In fact, the only place shed
Seen amino acids like those were from Titcher remains. Which waswhy
she suspected contamination. The same company had done some
clean-up work with the Titcher and the only thing she could think was
that they had contaminated the samples.

So she had leaned on her connection to the Anomaly study and
gotten a plane from the Army to carry her up to the site. An airlock had
been ingdled vice the former plate and she had first gotten into an
environment suit then had hersdf decontaminated. Then she went
through to the other side.

The Army had wanted to send a security team through with her, but
she had cited the possibility of contamination. Actudly, shejust was



tired of dedling with soldiers.

Thefar sde had been as described but Susan had noted something
that had passed right by the survey team. Yes, it looked like an
abandoned primordia planet from one perspective. But Susan had
grown up in the phogphate mining zone of Floridawhere the highest hill
inthe region was minetallings. And if you let your mind wander you
could imagine you werein the middle of agiant strip mine. Maybe one
that was as big asthe world.

She put that aside and waked well away from the gate until she got
to the edge of ahill that she was pretty sure the survey team hadn't
tested. She got down on her knees and started collecting samples.
Technically she should throw aring and make sure that it was random
sampling but a the moment she was only trying to satisfy her own
curiogity.

Asshewastipping asampleinto acanister it fell over and she
noticed that the ground was shaking. She considered the possibility of
earthquake but the shaking was rhythmic and rapid,
BOOM-BOOM-BOOM, morelike artillery fire or something. She
looked up and around and that was when she saw it.

There were mountainsto the east, how far away washard to tell in
the thin atmosphere, and without anything for acomparison she had
assumed they were far away, maybe twenty or thirty miles, and quite
large. But they must have been closer and smdler because walking
around the edge of the nearest was agiant green daddy longlegs. It was
haf the height of the mountain, at least. Her mind buckled asit tried,
and failed, to put the beast into anything like norma reference. Then
she noticed that, following it and running among its Six legs, were
smaller creatures. Even at the distance she could recognize the
rhinoceros and centipede tanks of the Titcher. There were other things,
aswell, like smaler spiders, about twice the height of the rhino-tanks.
But the thing about al of them werethat they weretiny, like grains of
sand, next to the giant daddy longlegs. Thethingwasashigasa
mountain, maybe as much as thousand metershigh.

And it was headed thisway.

* % %



"What happened?' Miller said as his eyes opened. Hewasina
hospita again. Thiswas getting annoying. And he had another blinding
headache. He pushed that asde, willing himself to ignoreit; pain was
weakness |eaving the body.

"You'rein Shands Hospitd," afemae voice answered. "Therewas
an explosion a the gate."

"Not again,”" he muttered. "L ook, cal my wifeand tel her I'm dive
thistime; shewasfuriousthelast time| disgppeared.”

"I'll make sure she knows," the nurse said, giggling.

"How's Dr. Weaver?' Miller said, Stting up. Hefdt incredibly
week, like he had the flu or something. He put that aside aswell. There
were thingsto do.

"I don't know," the nurse replied. She was amousey femaewith
short brown hair. "There was no Dr. Weaver admitted with you." She
put her hand out as he started to get out of bed. "You'reredly notin
any condition to go anywhere, Mr. Miller."

"The hdl you say,” the SEAL replied, diding hislegs out of the
sheetsand gtting up. Therewasan IV in hisarm and he noticed that
thistimeit wasayelowish liquid that he recognized as plasmaor
platelets. "Whered | get hit?"

"Youdidn't,” the nursereplied. "But you did sustain some severe
radiation damage. It gppears that a nuclear weapon was detonated on
the other side of the gate. It apparently sent out alot of radiation.”

"Oh, hdl."

"The gatesin Eudtis, Tennessee and Staunton are dl closed, with a
big burst of radiation at each. And there's an admird that's been caling
for you every couple of hours."

"Shit, shit, shit, shit.. "

Bill tried to open his eyes and redlized that he didn't have any eyes
to open. There was no sensation of heet, of cold, of having abody at
al. Therewas no sound, no light, no sensory input at dl. The universe
wasformlessand void.



"Sensory deprivation,” Weaver thought. Okay, what happened?
He remembered stepping back to the gate. And aflash, he thought. "
Am| alive?"

Well, sure, otherwise who is asking the question.

"What am |?" he asked. Where am 1? could wait. Get down to
base principles. "I am a thinking being.” Good, so he at least existed
in someform. But sensory deprivation wastricky. The brain anticipated
continuous feedback, little sgnals sent down the nerves and received
back like acomputer network that is constantly sending out packets. If
it didn't get feedback it sent out more and more packets until it
overloaded. Which was why sensory deprivation was such a grest tool
for torture.

"On the other hand, that assumes | haveabrain,” he thought. And
nerves.

"Thisreally sucks," hethought, bitterly. So, what had happened?
He and Miller had shot the cone thing asthey were retreating out the
gate. Something had happened after that. There had been quite afew
attack unitsin the gate room, like they were staging for another assault.
So the cone thing was probably supposed to follow up the assault.
Maybe some sort of weapon. A nuke? Possibly. So had they
predetonated it? If S0, as close asit wasto the gate, the wormhole, it
could have destabilized it. If so, what did that mean to him? Maybe he
was dead and thiswas the afterlife. If so, where were the angels? Then
he thought about afew of hislife experiences and considered the
aternatives. Okay, where were the demons with pitchforks?

"Neither a particle nor a wave," hethought. Caught in
Schrodinger's box. I'm acat that might be alive and might be dead.
Now if | just had some equivaent of opposable thumbs, or, by
preference, a crowbar. "Excuse me? Would you let me out of here?"

He suddenly found himsdlf in acar, going down awinding mountain
road. Therewas ahuge semitrailer in hisrearview, riding right on his
tall. Heingtinctively knew that if he dowed down the semi was going to
run him right over and he really would cease to exist. But he couldn't go



too fast because around every turn there were low-dung police cars
with beady-eyed officers clutching radar guns. If he went too fast the
police would catch him and then he would ceaseto exist aswell. He
didn't know how he knew that but it was an absolute certainty as strong
asthefact that he had to breathe.

Helooked down at his speedometer and dowed down, dightly, but
nearly ran off theroad, actualy bouncing off aguard rail and barely
regaining control of the car. He got back on the road but by that time
he had lost track of how fast he was going and tried to ook at the
speedometer again. It wasimpaossible; he couldn't know how fast he
was going and where he was at the sametime.

"Oh, shit," he muttered, careening around the twisty road, trying to
watch the road and instruments at the same time and failing miserably at
both. "I'm an eectron.”

The crazy road race continued for some time, sometimes uphill and
then, crazily, hewould find himself going downhill without having
reached acrest, the semi dways on histall, crashing into him any time
he dowed down too much. When they were going uphill it would fal
behind alittle bit but it would come barrd-assing up behind him on the
downhills. And aways there were the police.

He got to atrance-state where he had a vague notion of where he
wasin the road and also how fast he was going. Not a perfect control
of either, but agood approximation. Hewas al over the road though.
And then, suddenly, the road ended in aguard rail right around a steep
corner. He dammed on the brakes but the semi hit him from behind and
he found himsdf flying through open space. Then the car, nose down,
hit awall on thefar side and exploded.

He cameto, lying on the ground at the bottom of the mountain,
pieces of the car dl around him. He could barely see them, out of the
corner of one eye. Hetried to move his head but it wasimmobile, his
vison skewed up and to the left. Herolled his eyes and saw historso,
only dightly bleeding, lying on the ground next to him with aleg ontop
of it. Then theleg jerked into motion and did over to the shoulder
socket and attached.



"That's not right,” Bill muttered, wondering how he could spesk
without lungsto providetheair.

There was more thumping and bumping around him and then he
could turn hishead. He got to hisfeet, clumdly, leaning dightly to one
Sde, and looked down.

He had oneleg and one arm attached as "legs.” Hehad aleg ashis
right arm and hisleft arm was attached, backwards, on hisright. One
buttock wasjust below him on his chest and he noticed that it wasn't
his chest but his back; his head was on backwards. And there was
something tickling hishand.

He pulled the hand around, holding it upwards behind his back
where he could seeit. What wastickling his hand was Tuffy.

"You'rered," he said. He noticed then that there till wasno
sensation. He hadn't felt the turns on the road or land under hisfeet. He
could see, but there was no sound of wind, no smell, no fedl. Except
for thetickling sensation from Tuffy'sfur.

"What isredity?' Thewordsformed in hishead. They weren't even
words, just the knowledge that such words had formed.

"I'm aphysicist, not aphilosopher,” Bill replied. "You'rered."

"Atyour level, what isthe difference?' Thewordswerelikelead
weightsin hismind.

"Weé're better at sums” Bill said. "And you'rered.”

"| thought that physicists hated it when people said 'sums?' the
creature replied, honestly sounding puzzled.

"I'm supposed to have legs where legs go and arms where arms go
and you're arguing semantics?'

"Nonethe ess, when al was uncertain you clutched for the certainty
of philosophy,” the creature said.

"Descartes was one of the greatest mathematicians of dl time," Bill
replied. "I didn't read about him in a philosophy course, | read about
himinatensora caculus course. His'l think because | am' thing was
just blind panic.”

"Y et you continue to use your mind, to gpply logic, even when your



butt is sticking out of your chest. Many would have gone insane.”

"I made my SAN check," Bill answered. "I was an eectron, dl that
'I can't know my velocity and location a the sametime' bullshit in the
car. Now I'm a busted-up eectron that has been badly reassembled. |
supposeit'sametaphor for something. I'm il trying to figure out the
cops. They looked just like Virginia State Petrol, except that Virginia
State Patrol doesn't usudly have fangs that are dripping venom and
ydlow eyes.”

"Who do you think keeps an eye on the particlesin your universe
to ensure they don't exceed the speed of light? And who destroys them
when they do?'

"Copswith yellow eyes and fangs?’ Bill said. "Makesas much
sense asanything Eingtein ever said.” Bill thought about something else
and found himsdlf laughing out loud. "And bluelightd”

He found himsdf back in the car, in the race down the hill. Tuffy
was hanging from the rearview like abrown, fuzzy dice, swinging back
and forth, attached by asilver thread that looked infinitely thin.

"Uncertainty principle” Bill muttered. "1 got it thefirs time." His
body was whole again, two hands on the whed, bitterly trying to stay
on the black stuff.

"All of redlity isbased upon uncertainty,” Tuffy sad. "Certainty is
imposshle”

Bill was certain that the police would kill him if he sped up. So he
sped up. Beforelong he had achain of police carsfollowing him, blue
lightsflashing. One pulled dong sde of him. Helooked over and the
cop reminded him of aVirginiaState Patrol officer that had pulled him
over on |-81 the one time he had been stupid enough to drive to
Washington instead of fly. Same fat face, same expression of casua
disnterest in hisexistence. The dripping fangs and ydlow eyeslikea
snake'swere at variance, though. So was the cop's action which wasto
ram into the sde of the car, Bill suddenly realized it wasaPinto, and
shoveit off the road into space. HE'd somehow expected aticket and a
lecture on safe driving on twisty roads.

The cop car followed and the whole line behind it came dong, the



lineof carsflying off into the canyon and impacting on thewall onthe
far Sde.

Bill woke up back on the ground. Thistime both hisarmswerein
the place hislegs should be, historso had been switched for his
abdomen and his head was on sdeways. Tuffy was perched on his
butt, which was about where his shoulder should be. That waswhen
Bill redized he had hishead up his. . .

"You'rered," Bill said. "l don't know about any of therest of this
Heisenberg stuff and | refuse to believe that I'm an dectron, especialy
onewith freewill. But yourered. And | think you'retrying to tel me
something. Couldn't you just send an email?"

"Yes Bill, 'mred," Tuffy replied. "I'm the realest thing you'll ever
meet. Reder than amountain falling on your head. Redler than aplanet,
realer than stars. Morered, by far, than death. I'm asred asit gets."”
"Thisisn't red, | know that," Bill replied. "I can't be talking without
lungs”

"Who saysthat you'retalking?' Tuffy noted.

That was when Bill redized that he couldn't actudly hear himsdlf
tak.

"Sowhat isredity?' Bill asked. "Redlly."

"Do you want to see?" Tuffy asked.

"I've dways wanted to see," the physicist admitted. "Sincethe first
time| asked mysdlf that question.”

"| thought you said you weren't a philosopher,” Tuffy said, dryly.

"Well, you wereright, at thislevel the only differenceisthat we're
better at sums.”

"Okay, I'll show you redlity.”

Bill suddenly found himsdlf squeezed in on every Sde. Therewere
Tuffysdl around him, pressing him in, making it hard to bresthe. They
were on hisback, in hishair, pressing againgt his mouth.

"SAN check time," he said, noticing that he did nat, in fact, haveto

breathe and that he hadn't actualy spoken. Just that certainty that he
hed.



"Youredoing wdl," Tuffy said. It wasdl of them and one of them
a thesametime. "Thisisthe ultimate redlity."

"What? Fuzzy stuffed animas?' He noticed that whiletherewasa
moment of panic it was actudly quite comfortable. He aso noticed that
what he was standing on was Tuffys;, they were squirming under hisfest.

"Y our scientists describe universes as soap bubbles™ Tuffy replied.

"For the masses, yesh,” Bill said. "'l can do the sums, though.”

"Equetions, Bill."

"Not if you're ahigh-tech redneck,” Bill replied. "Thenit'ssums”

"Asyou will. But what they do not ask is: in what medium do the
sogp bubblesfloat?"

"Well, they do," Bill pointed out. "Buit it'slike asking what's the
whichness of where or what is East of the Sun and West of the Moon.”

"Thisistheredity beyond the universes, the whichness of where."

"Plush children'stoys?' Bill asked. Hed had agirlfriend once who
had collected Beanie Babies obsessively. It pained him that she might
have had a better handle on redlity than hedid.

"Sometimes, bubbles are created within the bubbles,” Tuffy replied.
"When they reach thewall of the outer bubble, if thereisabubble on
the other side of the wall, they open a hole between the bubbles. Just
for abrief moment, or eternity in another way of spesking. Thisform
that you seeisobvioudy not our real form. We arewhat is outside the
sogp bubbles. The child was carried through in the ingtant of the bubble
being formed, caught in the interstices between the walls, where we
live. She, in away, made thisform, aform that she could understand
and love. So, to you humans, yes, redlity is plush children'stoys.”

"And now I'm caught init, too," Bill said. "That thing exploded and
shoved meinto theinterstice, right?'

"That isascloseto theredlity asyou're going to get, yes," Tuffy
answered.

"How do | get back?" Bill asked. "Click my hedlstogether and say:
‘Thereés no place like home?"

"Thisistheredlity that is everywhere and nowhere. Y ouve dways



been home"

Therewas abrief moment of disorientation and Bill waslying on his
back. He wasin the Wyvern. The cameras were dl inoperative but he
could see through asmall armored plate in the chest. There was blue
sky above him with high cirronimbus clouds drifting acrossit. All of the
€electronics on the Wyvern were out but he could still move hisarms
and legs, and fingers seemed to be where fingers were supposed to be
and toes were down where toes were supposed to go.

He got the arms of the Wyvern moving and rolled himsdlf over on
hisbelly, then levered himsdlf onto hisside.

Hewas at the edge of atown. Thewalls of the strip-mdll in view
were pockmarked with bullet holes and one end had burned. He could
see buildingsin the distance that were somewhat higher. The place had
afamiliar fed and after amoment he figured out why.

"Staunton,” he muttered. "Why the hdll did | havetoend upin
Staunton?"

* % %

Magjor Thomas "Bomber" Slade was the S-3 (Operations) officer
of the 229th Combat Engineering Battalion (Light, Sappers Leed),
based in Fredericksburg, Virginia The short, stocky, erect officer had
arrived three hours before with the main body of the engineering
battalion that was tasked with designing and beginning congtruction
upon interlocking defensesto attempt to stem further Titcher incursons
through the Staunton wormhole. He was currently observing the
wormhole from the front glacis of an M-88 engineering vehicle, that
being the only placein rdatively short range that wasn't radioactive as
hdll.

Magor Sadewas an "active reserve’ officer. That is, he no longer
held aregular Army commission, despite being a product of the United
States Military Academy (West Point, NY). He had resigned his
regular commission as a captain to embark on acareer asacivilian civil
engineer. He had hisbachelorsin civil engineering from West Point and
had attained a masters from Renssalaer Polytechnicin New Y ork while
inthe United States Army. After serving with the Army in severd



positions, notably as acompany commander of the 82nd Airborne

Divison'slight engineering company, hefelt that he had limited chance
of eventua advancement to high rank in theregular Army. Thiswasas
aresult of theincident that had given him the moniker "Bomber" Slade.

Asayoung lieutenant he had been tasked with clearing alivefire
range of unexploded ammunition. His platoon had spent two weeks
carefully policing the combined arms range for unexploded ordnance
ranging from smal mortar "sabot” rounds, which were about as
dangerous as firecrackers, up to five-hundred-pound bombs. They
would comb one-hundred-meter by one-hundred-meter segments and
put white flags on any ordnance that was detected. Then, when the
areawasfully surveyed, they would carefully lay small charges of
Composition Four on any of the unexploded ordnance, "daisy-chain™
the explosives together for s multaneous detonation and then, having
removed to a distance considered safe, detonate the charges thereby
blowing up the dangerous munitions that had been lying around.

They had done thisfor two weeks and at approximately three p.m.
on aFriday the range had been declared, by Lieutenant Slade, clear.

Unfortunately, Lieutenant Slade was a meticulous officer and he
had ensured that only sufficient C-4 had been used on each munition to
ensure its destruction. Furthermore there had not been as many
exploded munitions as were anticipated. Therefore, therewasalarge
quantity of C-4 |eft over, approximately thirteen hundred pounds. Once
drawn from the ordnance corps, munitions are extremely hard to return,
evenif itis, asmog of thiswas, in unopened ammunition boxes. It
entails vast amounts of paperwork and annoyingly intense questions
from various ordnance officers and NCOs who are, understandably,
unhappy to have"irregular munitionsin their storage bunkers.

Thereforeit was Lieutenant Sade's decision to detonate the C-4
onsgte

The careful and cautious manner to do so was to detonate the C-4
insmal lots, carefully moved from the Site of the central group of
material. But it was|ate on Friday, the platoon had been out on the
fricking range for two weeks and everyone was ready to head back to
quarters, grab ashower and then hit the bars on Bragg Boulevard.



Including Lieutenant Slade. It was, therefore, his decision to detonate
the pile of explosives asonelot, asort of going away present for the
exhaugtive work of clearing the range.

Being acombined arms range there were more than sufficient
bunkers and trenches at a reasonable distance to ensure the safety of
theworking detail and the C-4 was placed well away from anything
that might suffer undue harm, such asapassing tank. Therefore after
rigging the pile to blow, the platoon retreated to the bunkers and
Lieutenant Sade clacked the claymore firing device that was connected
to the blasting cap by avery long wire.

The exploson was more than thrilling. Everyone had inserted
earplugs but severa of the platoon complained of ringing in their ears
and Private Burrdll developed asmal nosebleed. Despite that fact the
platoon, speaking loudly as was necessary because everyone was at
that point abit hard of hearing, packed up and headed back to
barracks fedling that they completed ajob well done.

What Lieutenant Sade and his platoon sergeant, a staff sergeant
who would later leave the U.S. Army at about the sametime as
Captain Slade, failed to consider was the method in which wave fronts
from explosions propagate. They are, essentially, sound waves.
Secondary effects can be mitigated, therefore, by the presence of
obstacles, such asthe pine trees that just about cover the ranges of
Fort Bragg. However, if thereis no intervening obstacle they are
mitigated only by distance. And it had been avery loud explosion.

The 82nd Airborne Divison's quarters are laid out between
Ardennes St. and Gruber Road. On the far side of Gruber Road are
the motorpools of the divison and on the far sde of the motorpoolsare
training areas detailed to the various battalions. They begin the vast
stretches of training areas that make up the bulk of the Fort Bragg
reservation. There are very few buildings other than motorpools on the
far sde of Gruber. The exception isthe division headquarters, whichis
placed on the top of ahill just about centered on the division. The front
of the heedquarters, which facesthe divison, is given over to reception
and security areas aswdll as offices of the lowly in the headquarters.
The back of the headquartersisreserved for higher ranking officers.



And right at the rear of the heedquartersisthe office of the
commanding generd. Behind hisdesk isalarge plate-glass window so
that by no more than turning his chair around the genera can look out
over thevast stretches of land where histroops are busily training.

Thusit was that the commanding generd of the 82nd Airborne
Divigon, who was finishing up paperwork for the week and looking
forward to a.cold martini and maybe asmile from hiswife, suddenly
found his back covered with glass as a resounding explosion occurred
somewhere on the ranges.

Lieutenant Slade was required to reply by endorsement asto his
reasoning that led to the commanding generd's window being broken.
Furthermore, the incident was reflected in his next officer's evauation.
Officers evauations are carefully considered reports that bring the term
"hyperbol€e’ to anew leve. Lieutenants that managed to avoid pissngin
potted palms or screwing the commanding genera’s underage daughter
gill had phrasesin their reports that indicated thet they were the next
Napoleon, but with higher mora standards. Anything other than such
phrases led to officersthat were so described being promoted ahead of
those who were not. It was assumed thet if you were not the next
Napoleon, you smply were not Army materid.

Lieutenant Sade's next efficiency report had the phrase "sometimes
givento acts of lessthan caculated logic." In acivilian environment that
might have been overlooked. But even for asecond lieutenant, thiswas
the kiss of death to an army career.

Thus"Bomber" Sade, after an otherwise exemplary career, chose
to hang up the uniform, go back to hishometown of Fredericksourg,
VA, and go to work building gpartments and retaining walsin
suburban devel opments.

However, hedid not leave the Army entirdly. He joined the Virginia
Nationa Guard which had its engineer battaion headquarterslocated in
Fredericksburg (one of the reasons he had joined the Army in thefirst
place) and after another company command and staff time was
eventualy promoted (despite the efficiency report and probably with a
helping hand from the West Point Protective Association) to mgjor. He
acted for awhile asthe assistant division engineer then becamethe S-3



(Operations) officer of the battalion. Life, redly, wasn't dl that bad. He
would have preferred, of course, to have deployed with The Division
(former members of the 82nd alwaysrefer to it as The Divison asif
there were only one) to Iraq. But life goes on. And held built quitea
few niceretaining walsingtead.

Then camethe gates.

Now he was, unquestionably, doing the work that he had looked
forward to dl hisadult, and much of his preadult, life: defending the
United States from attack by armed enemies. They were diens, of
course, but that just made it better. He was areader of sciencefiction
and dienswere anice, moraly clean enemy. Y ou couldn't get worked
up over mounds of aien carcasses. The only post traumatic stress
syndrome that was going to come from fighting the Titcher wasrelated
to possibly losing.

At the moment, however, the enemy seemed to be unavailable.

There had been reports that ateam had entered the Eustis gate and
that something had happened there. At the same time radiation counters
inthe unitsthat had been fighting in Staunton had gonewild. Thediens,
who had been pouring through in an apparently unstoppable tide, had
suddenly stopped coming through the gate. The remnant, mostly
dog-demons and thorn-throwers with afew rhinoceros tanks, had been
mopped up by the survivors of the first Nationa Guard company to be
thrown in and localswho, like thosein Forida, had turned out with
everything from hunting riflesto one squad in an old M-113 Armored
Personnel Carrier complete with M-2 .50 caiber machine gun.

None of them had gotten close to the gate, however, because the
ground was till reading very hot. There had been no explosion, just a
sudden jump in the radiation count. And now the gate was acting . . .
odd. Ingteed of aflat mirror it wasrippling, reflecting thelightina
pattern of every color of the rainbow.

That, however, was not Mgjor Slade's concern. He was tasked
with designing the defenses to be emplaced to cover the gate. There
were tanks and fighting vehicles dug in on the hill but the divison
commander wanted a complete and thorough prepared defense with



interlocking fire, bunkers, communications trenchesand dl therest.

So Mgor Slade sat down on the front glacis of the engineering
vehicle, laid hismap across hislap and pulled out a camouflage colored
portfolio, unzipping it and opening it to reved the 8/2x11 lined pad
therein. Then he pulled a Cross pen out of hisleft chest pocket and
began to sketch, occasiondly picking up the binoculars or referring to
the map on hislap.

It was while he was examining dead-zones around the gate, spots
where direct fire could not be placed on the enemy, that the mecha-suit
gppeared. It seemed to hang in air, dmogt insubstantia for amoment
but that might have been an optical illusion, then dropped to the ground.
It was human shaped, about four meterstall, or would beif it were
standing up. Helooked at it again and made amoue of uncertainty. He
had three children, al boys, and they were great players of computer
games when they weren't watching Japanese anime. Mgor Sade, for
that matter, had spent a couple of yearsreligioudy reading the
Battletech series until it turned to utter dreck. And he damned well
knew mechawhen he saw it. And asfar as he knew, the United States
Army did not have any mechaunits. If they did hed turnin his
commission and reenlist asaprivaeif that waswhat it took to join.

The mecharolled over on its side and seemed to be looking
towards the town; there was asmall rectangle of what looked like glass
on the chest of the suit. Then it lay back down onitsback, asif
exhausted.

Mg or Sade pounded on the driver's hatch with the handle of his
locking blade knife until the vehicle commander, wearing agas mask,
popped out of the hatch.

"We need to go down and pick up that soldier,” Mgor Sade said.

"What the fuck isthat?' the vehicle commander, a sergeant, asked
insurprise. It was clear that none of the crew had been watching the
gate which, given that the Titcher might appear at any moment wasjust
criminaly stupid. What they'd probably been doing was Sitting as high
up asthey could, fearfully watching the radiation detectors.

"It'samecha-suit,” the mgor replied, picking up hismateridsand



climbing up the armored engineering vehicle. "One of ours."

The mgor was not aware that the Army had mecha, but that did
not mean that he thought the suit was aien. Oh, he could get his head
around some race, as yet uncontacted, having mecha. Therewere
nuMmerous arguments againgt mecha as acombat system. Joints were
much more prone to mechanica breakdown than the smpletrack and
drivewhed system of an armored fighting vehicle. They dsohad a
higher profile than tanks and more surface areato hit. But the mgjor
had known that the Army was eventually going to go to something like
mechafor infantry. The weight that infantry soldiers were expected to
carry was growing every day as more and more "vitd" systemswere
discovered. Properly designed mechawould smply amplify the abilities
of theinfantry.

Thus another race could be using them for combat, say against the
Titcher; one such might have been "sucked in" by whatever destabilized
that gate. And he could alow thelogic of them being humanoid;
covergent evolution and dl that. He could even dlow the logic of them
being vaguely human facialy; he had seen the mask sculpted on the
"face" of the suit. Although that was pushing the bonds of credulity.

But lying on the ground next to the suit was what appeared to be a
cut-down 25mm Bushmaster from aBradley Fighting Vehicle. He
couldn't imagine precise covergent evolution of the Bushmaster. Among
other things, it had somereal design drawbacks.

Ergo, it had to be a human. Furthermore, it had to be ahuman from
atime sometime near the present. It was probably from the present.

And it was right in the middle of one of the hottest patches of
radiation intheworld.

The vehicle lurched into motion and he, carefully, climbed up onto
the turret and held onto the commander's machine-gun mount as it
dowly negatiated the rubble on the hillside.

The mecha had gotten to itsfeet and was now lurching in the
genera direction of town. It didn't walk very well; every step seemed
to be dragged out of some recesses of energy. And the steps were not
graceful at dl, foot by foot lurches, aams held at the Sdes. It had |&ft the



Bushmagter on the ground and now plodded its weary way up the hill,
onedow step at atime.

It didn't seem to notice the engineering vehicle until they were about
fifty metersaway. Then it opped and raised itsright arm, waving it
back and forth dowly, very much likethe droid in Star Wars but
dower and with much less enthusiasm. But Sade waved back and
motioned for the mechato stay whereit was.

When the engineering vehicle stopped it was within ameter of the
mecha. Slade called for aGeiger counter and went forward, waving the
wand over the suit. Sure enough, it was hot enough to fry eggs.

"Stay inthat," he yeled. He could see a human face peering at him
through the armored glass.

He climbed back up onto the turret and ordered them to pick the
mecha up with the manipulator arm.

The manipulator arm was ardatively recent addition to the
engineering vehicle. It was designed to pick up minesand "Improvised
Explosve Devices" It should, however, be ableto lift the mecha. If it
was even working; the arm was complicated and broke down on a
regular basis.

The one on this vehicle was working, though, and it lurched out of
its protective cover and jerked creakily towards the suit. The operator,
probably the vehicle commander, clearly didn't have much experience
using it. But it managed to clamp onto the chest of the suit, lifting it up
by hooking under the shoulder.

"Let'sget out of therad zone," Sade ydled down into the vehicle.

He watched carefully to ensure that the suit was not damaged by
the movement. But the driver or the vehicle commander had aready
thought of that and the vehicle backed up the hill, the suit held well off
the ground to avoid obstacles, and dowly bumped to the top and over
the other sde.

The burst of radiation that had come from the gate had, fortunately,
been blocked by the hill. Otherwise the vast mgority of the defenders
would have died of radiation poisoning. But the back sde of the hill
was clean and there was a decontamination station set up at the base of



it. The driver pivoted the vehicle and carried the mechadownto it,
where the suit was lowered to the ground in the middle of the road
where the decontamination station had been set up.

"Wheat thefuck isthat?' one of the decontamination team yelled
through his mask. He was wearing arubber environmenta suit that was
half covered in suds and had ascrub brush in his hand. The Humvee
that he had been working on was Sitting in the road.

"Mecha-suit," the mgor said from his place of approximate safety
on thetop of the vehicle. "One of ours. There's somebody insde. How
do you want to handle it?'

As he asked that the suit rolled to the side then got up on its knees,
dowly. The decontamination team backed up and one of the MPsfrom
the contaminated Humvee drew his Sdearm.

"Put it away,” Slade said. "l told you, he's one of ours.”

"We don't have anything likethat, sir," the MP yelled.

"That you know of," Slade replied.

Thefront of the suit opened outwards and a man wearing ablack,
skintight, coveral stepped out and walked quickly away from the suit,
rubbing one shoulder and stretching.

He turned around and waved at Sade as soon as he was well
away from the suit. "Thanksfor theride. Thisis Staunton, right?"

"Right," Sade sad.

"I need asecure lineto the Pentagon,” the man said. "Right after |
get whatever they give you for radiation poisoning. Oh, and | could
redly use abeer.”

"We have areport from Chief Miller on the events at the Eudtis
gate," the secretary of defense said. "We had assumed that you were
killed in the explosion.”

"No, | was caught in the gate failure,” Bill replied. "At that point |
experienced some rather unusual communications. I'll make up areport
onit assoon as| can with the strong cavest that I'm not sure whether it
wasred or a sensory-deprivation-induced halucination. But | think |



know what's going on and I've got a pretty good idea how we can get
some control over the gates.”

"Good," the nationa security advisor said. "How?"

"The anomaly in Orlando isaboson generator,” Bill said, teking a
gp of Miller Light. "1 mean, that's pretty obvious but | know, now, how
itsworking. Bosons require high levels of energy to occur. The
anomaly isan opening to aream outside the normal concept of
‘universe.’ That is, it's not opening to another universe, it's completely
open to utter unredity. The reason that were opening gates to other
planetsisthat linked bosons create stable wormhol es through that
intermediate unredlity. The reason that they're on other planetary
surfacesisthat they are inactive bosons | eft over from previous
generation. | think that if welooked hard at dl the Steswed find
evidence of previous civilizations. Furthermore, the bosons are resonate
on aspecific frequency. They only link to bosons on that same
frequency. | think that'swhy the Titcher can only get through certain
bosons™

"Can | ask you aquestion off the subject?’ the President said.
"More of apoint of order. It's not normally the case that one of my
subordinates Sitsin a secure communications facility Spping on abeer
during areport.”

"Doctor's orders,” Bill said, taking another sip. "Honest to God,
Mr. President. | know that you don't care for it, and why, but I'm
balancing health and need. The only thing you can do for radiation
scknessis get as much of the radiation out of your body asyou can as
fast asyou can. The mogt efficient way to moveit out iswater transfer,
drink alot and go to the bathroom alot. Beer is even better than water
at both. As soon as|'m off the horn with you guys and get afew things
moving, I'm going to St down with a couple of cases and drink them as
fagt as| can. Inthe meantime, I'm Staying on the sober side. Just.”

"Oh," the President said. "In that case, | hope | never get exposed
to radiation.”

"Y our theory that sufficient energy will destabilize the wormholes
seemsto be correct, by theway," the secretary of defense said,



changing the subject. "The Titcher gates, aswell asthe Mreee gate,
have al shut down and generated a blast of hard radiation. I'm not sure
why in the case of the Mreee gate.”

"Oh," Bill said, taking another sip. "That's because the Mreee are
bad guys.”
"What?" the nationd security advisor snapped.

"The Mreee are working with the Titcher," Weaver replied. "They
use the same resonance bosons as the Titcher and when | went into the
Titcher gate room my environmental system had been breached. |
smelled the same smdll therethat | did at the Mreee gate. I'm pretty
surethat just about everything the Mreeetold uswasalie, at least
about their trying to hold off the Titcher. The gate room, dl that
concrete, was probably insde aTitcher organism. Not on anidand.
Theidand liewasto explain the smdl. They're not trying to hold off the
Titcher; they dready log."

"Oh...damn," the secretary of defense said. "Areyou sure? The
Mreeetook acouple of our officers up to watch the fighting. They
were using those blagtersto redly sock it to the Titcher."

"Dignformation,” Bill said. "The Titcher don't care how muchis
destroyed aslong as we | eft a gate open and undefended. We were
even getting ready to send through support that we wouldn't have been
using againgt them at other gates. But, redly, how much did we see of
the Mreee? Just where they took uswith those jaunt belts. Total areaa
couple of square miles, most of it in buildings or cities. The evidence
againgt the Mreeeis pretty strong. I'm sorry | supported them in my
initid evauation. That was my mistake. Fortunately, we found out in
time"

"Weve got teams over there,” the nationa security advisor said.
"From State and Defense.”

"They might be just fine when, if, the gate opens again,” Bill said.
"Inwhich case| strongly suggest that they be'called home for
consultation.’ Then again, 1'd suspect that they'll disappear inthe
interim. And even if they didn't, the gate room must have taken one hell
of awhack. It was on the same boson track as the rest. That probably



transmitted the wave front of particles.”

"They've atacked, in some sirength but not as much as normal, on
another track," the nationa security advisor said. "The open bosonin
Mississippi. We're holding them and they've apparently retrested for
thetimebeng.”

"I'd guessthat that was aleftover from aprevious civilization on
that planet,” Bill said, thoughtfully. "There wasn't an organism at the
gate so they're having to move them over from wherever they have
forces. Which makesthe point that we redlly have to hold them here.”

"Why?' the secretary of defense asked.

"We're opening multiple bosons long multiple tracks" Bill pointed
out. "The Titcher seem limited to just one resonance, onetrack; they
don't appear to have our version of aboson generator. If they break
out on Earth, we're going to let them out across the entire circuit;
thousands of worldsthey've never been able to touch. And the
generator isnot going to shut off for thousands of years."

"Oh...sht."

* % %

The boson in Horse Cave, Kentucky was quite invisbleto the
naked eye. The survey team from Louisville that found it, an
environmenta company again, which normaly responded to spills
generated by CSX railroad, had had one team member, in fact, walk
right through it. It gave off no radiation that was detectable with a
Geiger counter. It had no apparent physical presence. But it was giving
off acontinuous stream of muons.

AsWeaver had been assembling the materias he needed for his
experiment he had kept one eye on the news and came away with an
even greater cynicism than was hiswont. The fact that the bosons were
generating muons had become common knowledge and it had created
ared hyseria, exceeding, if possble, the hysterias about the use of
nuclear weapons. Which wasfar greater than the hysteria generated by
invading diens, athough of the three they were by far and away the
greatest threat. Muons were subnucleic particles. They didn't generate
"radiation,” they didn't cause cancer, they didn't make two-headed



babies. Hell, there are about 10,000 muons per square meter at sea
level continuoudy coming from active gdlactic nuclel and quasarsand
other cosmic stuff and that hasn't caused us any problemsin five billion
years. But try to tell that to reporters.

They had found adew of so-cdled "scientists' who had trotted out
elaborate . . . lies about the danger from muons and bosons. Did they
bother to tell peoplethat light particles were bosons? Hell no! They
were based on no scientific evidence but the fal sehoods were much
more interesting to the news mediathan the occasiond countering truth
from physicisgswho actudly knew what they were talking about.
People who had never heard the term "muon” until they saw it onthe
evening newscast were now running around hystericdly trying to find
muon detectors and caling up environmental companiesto have them
comein and check their homes for muons and bosons.

Bill had been at a scientific conference where a psychologist had
laid out the theory of hysteria. In chimpanzee society when faced with
an overwheming or previoudy unknown threat, such asthefirs time
they heard arifle shot, the tribe would act in ahysterica manner. Some
would try to fight, some would run, some would bluff, otherswould
hide or smply collgpse. With no way to logicaly evauate the threst, the
very randomness ensured that some would survive and, presumably,
reproduce. It was an evolutionary method to ensure survival.

It was apain in the assin humans, though.

And the protests. Oh my God. Rioters had trashed the physics
department of the Univerdity of Cadifornia, destroying hundreds of
man-hours of work, some of it directly linked to boson research which
might have helped fix the anomaly in Florida. Antiscience hysteriawas
sweeping the nation, hell, the world. The anomay site was an armed
camp now that protesters had decided it was safe to picket there.

In Horse Cave, Kentucky, however, thingswere placid. The area
that the boson had generated on was an open field just up the road
from Park, anaturd depression, ashalow forty acre snkhole, with a
stream running through it. The county road had a Sign about a quarter
mile north that had ahorse and buggy on it, indicating that Amish used
the area. The county had sent over acouple of sheriff's carsand afew



reporters had come down from Louisville, asked him some questions,
most of which held ether lied about or avoided answering by invoking
nationa security, and left. Fortunately they |eft before the unitsfrom
Fort Knox showed up.

The boson had been chosen for the experiment for several reasons.
Theaeawasrurd, well away from mgor roads, so if theworst
happened minimal damage would occur to humans and their
possessions. Even if they got a Cthulhoid entity through the gate, the
worst that it would mean was having to change the route of 1-65 by a
few miles. The depression meant that the boson was easily defended.
And it was only two hours from Fort Knox which was the Armor
Home of the U.S. Army and which had avast stock of armored
vehiclesfor the Kentucky Army National Guard. A goodly few of them
were being arrayed on the dopes around the depression.

"Thisisatrack oneste" Bill said to the National Guard battalion
commander. "The Titcher attacking in Mississppi are coming through a
track one, but that seemsto be aworld that was held by another
civilization; there wasn't a Titcher organism on thefar sde. Sofar dl the
gates they've opened have come from track three. So we're pretty sure
that there aren't Titcher on the other side of this gate. On the other
hand, it doesn't mean there's not something hostile. On the gripping
hand, most of the gates have been neutral. We may not be able to open
it. We may find that there's nothing on the other side. Wejust don't
know."

"Okay," the lieutenant colond said. "When do you open it?”
"Assoon asyou'rein postion,” Bill answvered.

"We're as ready aswere gonnaget,” the colond replied. "Blast
away, Doctor."

Particle accelerators were delicate things that were normally only
found in laboratories. And the rest of the mechanismsinvolved were
even worse, not to mention being hagtily thrown together by the team
from Columbia Therewas, therefore, an inflatable shelter, courtesy of
the United States Army, thrown up over the boson.

Bill walked down the hill, which was knee highin grassand



covered in lovely white flowers, to where the team was making find
adjustments. The equipment aso required enormous quantities of
energy, which was another reason for using this boson; therewas a
high-tenson power line trailing across the back side of the property.
Army electrical power specidists along with some bemused dectricians
from the local power cooperative had tapped into the line, run it
through an Army field substation and trailed arm-thick power cables
down to the devicesin the tent. They were now al connected and
would soon be drawing enough power to brown out the surrounding
area.

"All 527" he asked.

Mark Rosenberg was amember of histeam at Columbia. The
heavyset, just below medium height, brown-haired man wasan
electrica engineer with abackground in the nuclear industry. After
getting laid off in around of cuts he had submitted hisresumeto
Columbia, expecting to end up working in one of their few remaining
defense factories. Instead, he had ended up working with Bill doing
whatever they were doing that week. The team's purpose, up until the
opening of the gates, was finding problemsthat the U.S. military had
and then solutions. It had al been highly classified work which
sometimes resulted in mgjor successes but often resulted in minor
falures. However, the military had ahost of problemsit wanted fixed
and much preferred to dump them on what were generdly cdled
"Beltway Bandits' than detail officerswho had redl day-to-day jobsto
trying to find solutions. Good, problem solving, officerswere dwaysin
short supply. It made more sense to have them fix those problems that
only the military could solve, like figuring out exactly how much
firepower to use againgt Iragi guerillaforces by trid and error, than
gtting in officestrying to figure out how to determine the whichness of
where. Occasondly the team's problem-solving skills had a great effect
and thus the military felt their money had been well spent. One soldier's
life saved was eguated to just about amillion dollars. The team's output
had probably saved, here and there, over ahundred livesif not more.

But since getting the call to go to Orlando, Mark had been on what
the military caled "the sharp end." Held suited up more timesthan he



ever did working at Savannah River, hed watched two nuclear
detonations and held scrounged more weird materids, from more
sources, than he'd ever imagined. The linear accelerator, for example,
had had to be hand built on site from parts scrounged from research
|aboratories and factories ranging from Missouri (at asted plant) to
England (Reading University). And the circular magnetic
whatchamacdlit, itstemporary officid name, had started off lifeasa
device to wrap tubeswith in plastic. Hed found it on e-Bay being sold
by acompany in Sedttlethat wastired of it jamming al thetime. The
express overnight shipping had cost more than the machine.

"Probably," he said, checking aconnection. "Thisisthe most
jury-rigged piece of crap I've ever seenin al my born days.”

"It only hasto run for afew seconds” Bill replied. "It either will
work or it won't."

The boson generated muonsin every direction. But by careful study
they had found that in one direction, more or less pointed west and
down towards the earth, it was generating over one hundred timesthe
output of any other direction. The devices had been digned carefully.
The circular magnetic whatchamacdllit was aigned perpendicular to the
stream while the accel erator was digned opposite of it. In afew
seconds they were going to find out if it was possible to open agate
intentiondly. If they could open one, they might be ableto closeone as
wall.

"Let'sget out of here" Bill said, gesturing to the door of the shelter.

"I'm sure not going to gtick around,” Mark replied, closing the door
to the connection and wiping his hands on ascrap of rag. The onething
he'd enjoyed about the recent jobs was getting his hands dirty. Both
working for Savannah River and Columbiahad involved far moretime
gtting in offices than building things. And he dearly loved to tinker with
electrical contraptions.

They waked up the hill and through a stand of old treeswhere a
farmhouse had apparently once stood, then across the road and down
the dope on the far side. In the tobacco field on the far sde the army
had kindly constructed a bunker. It was a hole in the ground, covered



with scrounged heavy timbers, I-beams and corrugated stedl, which
had been piled six layers deep with sandbags. Bill had been surprised
and amused to find that the Army had an automatic sandbag filler.
Congtruction of the bunker, using civilian backhoes, the sandbag filler
and asmall army of soldiers, had taken lessthan six hours. It waslarge
enough for the team and al their gear. Another bunker ashort distance
away, connected by areinforced and covered trench, held the military
command post.

Bill picked up afied phone and cranked it.
"Bravo Company," avoice answered on the other end.
"All your people ready?’ Bill asked.

"Hold one," the soldier answered. In amoment he was back. "All
deax.”

"Initiating,” Bill said, nodding &t Mark.

Mark nodded back and pressed a button on a hastily rigged
control pand.

There should have been an explosion or ablast of light. Some sort
of decent specid effect. But there wasn't. The camerasin theinflatable
shelter showed the whatchamacdlit starting to spin. It got up to full
speed and then, suddenly, asthe lightsin the bunker dimmed dightly,
there was around mirror hanging just off the ground.

"Kill it," Bill sad. "Send inthe evduation team.”

Bill walked out of the shelter and up the hill where the treeswere
and watched as aHumvee bounced down the hill. Five menin
environmentd suits, carrying a selection of heavy wegpons, jumped out
of the Humvee and entered the inflatable shelter. Bill waited impatiently
and then one came out of the shelter and waved ahand.

Bill caught aride with the battalion commander as he drove by on
the way down the hill. When he got to the bottom he waved ahand at
Command Master Chief Miller who was stripping out of his
environment suit. Miller had logt quite abit of what remaining hair he
had |eft but otherwise was recovering nicely from hisexposureto a
blast of neutrons and fairly hard gammes.



"Desert environment,” Miller said. " Some mountains nearby. What
look like ruins at the base of the mountains. No animals seen or plants.
And no Titcher for sure. Air monitors say it's got enough oxygen,
dightly elevated carbon dioxide. Pressure is about earth normal. Cold
as hell, though; temperature on the far Sde reads five degrees
Fahrenheit.”

"Did you say ruins?' Bill asked.

"We can't say thet the entireworld is desert,” Bill noted over the
securelink. "We can only seethetiny dice on the other Sde of the gate.
The archeologist we conscripted from the University of Kentucky
edimatesthat the ruins are at least ten thousand years old. Weve found
some biologicasat this point, but they're al lower order, our equivaent
of insectsand lichen.”

"Did the Titcher wipe them out?' the President asked.

"No, therésno sign of Titcher biology," Bill said with ashrug.
"Everything has alifespan, Mr. Presdent. Speciesriseand fdl, a least
if you look at the evolutionary record,” he noted, carefully. "Civilizations
riseand fall, too, as do planets. Eventualy, our sunwill go cold and the
earth will passinto higtory. It won't happen for millions of yearsbut it
appearsthat it dready has happened on that planet. I'd be surprised if
the ruins don't turn out to be older than they appear. | suspect that the
race that made them died out or left, to somewhere warmer at aguess.
The boson that we connected to was aremnant from when they had
lived on that planet, raised their children, built their civilization.”

"It fedssad,” the national security advisor said. "But it doesn't do
much for usat present.”

"It tells us we can open gates,” Bill pointed out. "I don't think that
the Titcher can come through a gate that is opened to aworld that they
don't control. On the other hand, quiescent bosons are athresat.”

"So are gates," the secretary of defense said, dryly. "We don't
know that the Titcher are the only threat. Look at the Mreee. Not to
mention the Boca Raton anomaly. We need to figure out away to close
them and keep them closed.”



"I'm not sure that's possible with any near future technology, Mr.
Secretary,” Bill said. "I've spoken to severd other specidigsandit'sa
genera agreement that it would take orders of magnitude more power,
precisely applied, to close awormhole, permanently. The quiescent
bosons that we've connected to indicate that it is possible, but the how
remains a mystery. What we have been able to do, based on these
experiments, isfigure out how to channel the boson output from the
Orlando generator. The bosons seem to choose their channels based
upon maximum probability in the loca environment. By applying an
induction field, avery high order induction field, we've managed to get
the bosons to avoid track three. So there are no more bosons
generating on the track the Titcher use. But there are over a hundred
quiescent bosons currently scattered around on that track, from Florida
to France. It continues, apparently, to be closed, but it might open at
any time."

"Any suggestions what we can do about that?* the President asked.
"Remember that great big Van Der Graff generator | wastaking
about?' Bill said. "Wethink that the bosons are movesgble if they have a
charge applied, same with the gates. But we need some huge Van Der

Graff generatorsto gpply that charge. After that I'd suggest moving
them somewhere remote, Frenchman FHats comesto mind, and leaving
them. Maybe even bury them in an old mine or something, with anuke
st to detonate. We won't be able to do that in weeks, maybe not in
years, we may be talking about decades, but it's doable. Assuming that
the redlity matcheswith theory.”

"And you can't turn off the Orlando generator?' the nationa
security advisor asked.

"No, maam,” Bill said. "Same problem. I've looked at some of Ray
Chen's surviving notes; he had some on hishome computer. And I've
talked it over with Dr. Hawking and Dr. Gonzalvez. But it comesto the
same conclusion. We'd need about one GAEE, that's pronounced gee,
or aGloba Annua Energy Expenditure-that is about 1x10% Joules. . .
ahdl of alot in other words, and something that could actualy channel
it, which doesn't exist even in theory, to pump enough power into one
of those gatesto closeit. There are some very out there theoretical



materiasthat might be used, but | think eventhen dl wed get is
destabilization and the materids vaporizing in amicrosecond or two.
And the vaporization would be a high energy event, think explosion.
We could drop anuke on the other side of some of the gates that are
on other tracks and try to destabilize those tracks. But we already
know about the secondary effects. How many areas do you want to
irradiate? There's agate in the suburbs of Los Angeles, now, and
another in Cleveland. Both of them open onto abandoned worlds. But
drop anuke in one on that track and we might end up with neutron
pulseson dl the others.”

"Not good,” the President said.

"No, Mr. President,” the nationa security advisor replied.
"Especidly snce some have opened in Europe aswell. | canimagine
the reaction of the French.”

"Did you know that one of the planets has been tentatively
identified?" the President said.
"No, | didn't,” Bill answered, excitedly.

"I don't know thejargon,” the President added. "But it's supposed
to berdatively close”

"BT-315-9," the national security advisor said, consulting anote.
"Itsagar something likeours. . . ."

"G class?' Bill asked.

"Yes, that'swhet it says here. About sixty light-years away. It'son
track one. The gateisin Missouri. One of the survey team knew
something about stars and thought she recognized some of them. So a
team of astronomers went through and took alook. They're pretty sure
that it'sthat star. They took readings on some others and they al
tracked back to that location. Now they're sending in excited reports,
something about triangulation, and they want to somehow establish a
magor astronomy base on the other side.”

"| can understand why they're excited,” Bill said. "And | agree. But
it has someimpact on the other problem. I'd like to get some research
done a the other open gates. It might turn out that they're dl rdatively
local. By the sametoken, it might tell us how much power isrequired to



open agatethat's not relatively locd. And it tellsusthat wereat least in
thesame universe. He. . . heck, that's practicaly right next door. As
far aswe knew before that, we might have been opening into other
universes, much lessin the same galactic quadrant.”

"And thisisimportant, why?" the defense secretary asked.

"Well, I'd persondly like to know wherethe Titcher arein 'red’
space, Mr. Secretary,” Bill pointed out. "Just in case they have space
travel technology aswell."

"Oh, how truly good,” the secretary said.

"They might and they might not,” Bill said, excitedly. "But it clears
up the mgjor point that the gates can open in this universe. And that,
Mr. President, isavery, very good thing indeed.”

"We're opening another one?' Chief Miller groused.

"Yep," Bill said. The current boson waslocated in Indiana, well out
inacornfield. A forty-acre section had been hastily mowed down and
revetments constructed for units of the Indiana National Guard. A
presdentia order had been signed calling dl units of the National
Guard to federal service. There had been barely asquesk from
Congress over the supplementa appropriation bill; a this point just
about every state in the Union had one or more gatesopeninit and
multiple identified bosons, many of them what the news mediareferred
to as"Titcher bosons.”

"Areyou surethisisagood idea?' Miller asked as Bill and Mark
checked the alignment of the linear accelerator. The accelerator had
been modified so that it could be pivoted over anarrow arc, both
horizontaly and verticdly.

"Yep," Bill answered. "Y ou wanna go get suited up?*

"How do | get out of this chickenshit outfit?* Chief Miller muttered,
but he went to get suited up.

"You gonnatell him?' Mark asked as soon asthe SEAL was out of
the building.

"Nope," Bill answered. "I might bewrong. | don't want him letting



hisguard down.”

* % %

They werelooking at the screens on the same hastily cobbled
together control pandl. Mark had taken afew hoursthat were
otherwise unoccupied to run up a CAD diagram of a properly designed
gate opening system. Columbia had dithered for afew days about
whether to patent it or classfy it and decided on the former. Now a
congtruction firm in Taiwan was working on anew and improved
version. Given that Columbia had the patent on the process, if the next
experiment worked his option shares were going to go through the roof.

"Initiating,” he sad, flipping the switch. The Circular Inductance
Generator, formerly known asthe circular magnetic whatchamacdlit,
began to spin. The lights briefly dimmed. Nothing.

"No formation," Mark said.

"Track it around alittle,” Bill answered. "Our am might have been
off."

Thedevice, till operative, was tracked back and forth.

"Wereusng ahdl of alot of juice," Mark pointed out.

"The government's paying,” Bill replied.

Then alooking glass appeared inthe air.

"Formation,” Bill said over theradio as Mark started shutting down
the systems. " Survey teamin.”

They watched external monitors as a Humvee bounced down the
hill. Then agroup of five heavily armed men in environment suits, ther
body posture making them appear asif they were being hard done by,
walked into the shed and then into the looking glass.

* % %

It was sort of like doing atactical entry. Sort of. Y ou never knew
what was on the other side of the door. Miller knew that he should be
getting blasé about it, but instead each successive entry was getting
more and more on his nerves. And something about Weaver's attitude,
they'd been around each other enough at this point to tell when the Doc
was planning something devious, had him worried.



So hetook point. If it was going to be redly bad, better that he be
the one figuring out what to do about it than the newbie they'd just
gotten in from Coronado.

He hefted the MG-240 that he had started carrying as a personal
weapon and looked over his shoulder a the team, most of whom were
amilarly amed.

"Anybody head swvegps me and I'll kill you even if we survive," he
growled, then stepped into the looking glass.

He automatically stepped forward to let the team out into the area
around the gate then dropped to one knee. Sweep left, impressions,
very earthlike, sweep right, green grass, blue sky, look outward, hill,
guns, tankd!

He raised the MG-240, hisfinger going to the trigger, and then
stopped.

"Everybody freeze," Miller sngpped over the radio. Then helooked
around and swore as he lowered the machine gun. "I'm gonnackill that
motherfucker.”

* % %

"Kansas!" Miller snapped over the cdl phone. "I thought | was
going to another fucking planet and you sent meto Kansas?'

"You'd have preferred another planet?’ Bill asked.

"No, not really,” Miller admitted. " "What did you do, today,
Daddy? Oh, went to another planet. This one had agravity that was
high enough | got squashed flat whichiswhy | look like a pancake.' It's
gonna happen sooner or later."

"Agreed,” Bill said. "Whichiswhy were going to start shifting the
bosonsto internal gates. I nstantaneous trangportation! What man has
been dreaming about for decades!”

"Oneor two persons at atime,”" the SEAL noted. "From gatesin
someredly odd places. It's not going to take the place of planesany
timesoon.”

"Y eah, but we're having more bosons produced al thetime,” Bill
pointed out. " Spreading out all over the world. We've dready got the



ability to open one, in say Virginia, and onein, say, France. And
people can just walk in one and out the other. But movement can dso
be controlled. Set up customs, that sort of thing. And now theré'sa
direct link between Kansas and Indiana. Don't know what use that will
be, admittedly, but | could see a shipping company setting up a
conveyor belt that shifts stuff acrossthe gate. FedEx, maybe."

"Y eah, open one up in New Y ork and another in Cdiforniaand
they won't even haveto look at 'flyover country' anymore,” Miller said,
grumpily.

"I even know which two gates” Bill replied. "They're next on the
list. Theonly problem will be crowd control.”

"Rentd car agenciesare going to love you." The SEAL grinned.

"So doesmy boss," Bill replied. "The contract with the DOD had a
norma disclaimer about ‘civilian use of anything learned from my
research. The accountants at Columbia are aready having spasms.
They'relooking at it asalicenseto print money. A feefor opening the
gates and a percentage of any profits.”

"People from other countries opening up clandestine gates to the
U.S." Miller noted. "The new illega Zimbabwean problem.”

"Y ou're such agrump.” Bill laughed.

"Open up the Titcher gates, first,” Miller said.

"Oh, definitely,” Bill replied. "Just aquestion of from whereto
where. Once opened, we still don't know how to close them. And
moving themwill be. . . difficult.”

* % %

Bill had caled Shella, findly, and told her that he was alittle busy
with some stuff he couldn't talk about and that he wasn't going to bein
Huntsville any time soon. Sheld taken the hint and dropped him an
e-mall detailing al the reasons she was glad he was out of her life,
including that his best friend in Huntsville was much better than he was
in bed.

Columbiahad adivision that was supposed to handle civilian uses
of any of their developments. They had taken over the gate opening
system as soon as the first one was opened between afarmer'sfiddin



the Hudson Valey and a suburban backyard in East Orange County,
Cdifornia They were, in Bill's opinion, handling it badly and the news
services were paying more attention to that than the il quiescent
Titcher gates. But Bill had figured out the theory; it was up to other
people to mishandle the marketing and public relations.

Hed gotten sorely out of shape lately so held picked up amountain
bike in asporting goods store in South Orlando and brought it up to the
anomaly ste. After reading the email from Shella he took the bike
down off itsrack, clipped his cell phoneto hiswaist and went out
biking.

Most of the remaining roads around the anomaly site had been
closed but the mgjority of the TD areawas il off-limitsto
unauthorized personnel. Which meant it was perfect, except for the
terrain, for biking. He headed down atrack towardstheriver to the
west and rode along what had once been suburban streets. Nature had
aready started to prevail in the area. Grasses that had not been
uprooted were starting to sprout green and along the river, which had
been partidly shielded, saplings were garting to grow. A few trees that
had merely been pushed over were sprouting new growth upwards.
Lifegoeson.

But not if the Titcher came back. The Titcher would turn thisdl into
their green fungus, if not their vast strip mines. The records from the
Mississppi gate had been studied and the conclusion wasthat it was a
world the Titcher had destroyed and abandoned.

He stopped down by the stream and looked at the water, thinking.
Thewater had run brown with silt for the first few weeks efter the
exploson but now, with the mgority of runoff that would occur having
happened and the plants coming back, it was clear asgin. Clearer, he
suspected, than before the explosion. Therewerefishinit, aswell, big
guppy-looking things, some of them with bright bluetails.

They had been unable to close the remnant Titcher bosons. The
destabilization seemed to spread dong the "track.” Which meant that
besides the gates in Tennessee, Eudtis, Staunton and Archer,
presumably, they had to worry about thirty inactive bosons scattered
from Northwest Floridato Saskatchewan. And he had no idea how



soon the destabilization would go away. Just a pretty strong gut fedling,
based on very limited theory, that it wouldn't be long.

He got back on the bike and pedaled up the shallow hill towards
where UCF used to stand. And the anomaly was still pumping out
bosons, dthough they had limited it to three tracks at least: one, two
and four. They were dl over the western hemisphere at this point,
except TierraDe Fuego, and had spread asfar asthe Philippines and
Tibet. They were coming out ashade more dowly, now, having lost
nearly four secondsin the past month. Which meant the rate wasn't
going to change appreciably any time soon. In the meantime, Snce they
weren't closing them asfast asthey were being produced, the bosons
were amenace that might produce more things like the Titcher, or the
Boca Raton anomaly, at any time.

The answer to that wasto link the gates asfast as possible, which
was one of the reasons that he was getting ticked with Columbias
civilian gpplications sde. The news mediawas getting huffy because
they saw it asamoney grab by Columbia, which was not only abig
corporation but a, horrors, Defense Contractor. They hadn't even
touched on the fact that aslong as the gates were open, they were
availableto any speciesthat had the capability to open them, friendly or
hogtile. And despite hisinitial pronouncement, dl the speciesthey had
encountered seemed to be hostile.

That was bothering the SETI folks no end, but they were blaming it
on theway that the government had handled first contact. They seemed
to beignoring the fact that First Contact from the Titcher wasthe
snatching of two innocent retirees.

Columbiascivilian sde, meanwhile, had gotten wrapped up by
their lawyers. Gates gave instantaneous and unhazardous
communication from Point A to Point B. But that wasn't enough for the
lawyers. They weretrotting out al of the potentia horrorsthat might be
involved, litigation-wise. If someonetripped on the exit from the gate,
who would get sued? Columbia, that's who. If someone got hit by a
truck, said truck ddlivering materialsto agate, who would get sued?
That'sright, Columbia. If agate was opened to one Point B and
another Point B was consdered to be more economically viable, who



would get blamed? Y ou guessed it.

So the gates remained closed while the news media howled about
monopalies, the Congress held fact-finding commissions, the lobbyists
ran around asking for bills and unknown potentid aiens rubbed their
handsin glee a dl the available bosons.

And, oh, yes, transportation remained viacar, truck and airplane.

Humans could not be the only sentient race in range to detect them
that would sooner or later notice the available bosons. Someone was
going to open one up. And, like the Titcher gates, Bill anticipated that it
would be sooner rather than later.

* % %

"Boson fourteen islinking to aremote active boson; direction
gdactic hubward."

Tcharl looked at the viewscreen and frowned at the face of his
littermate, Tsho'an.

"Dreen?'

"Probably not; thisis a Class Nine boson, not aClass Six."

"It could be aremnant,” Tcharl said.

"It just gtarted linking," Tsho'an argued. "That seemsto suggest that
the remote was recently formed. We are not alone. Well, donewith
only the Dreen for company.”

"Yes," Tcharl replied, grunting in black humor. "We need Unitary
approva to open aremote gate. Especialy after the disaster with gate
seven. I'll submit arequest.”

"Do you think well get it?" Tsho'an asked.

"I redly don't know. | think that they would liketo seedl the
bosons turned off. The trangportation guilds have been complaining,
again, about incursons on their authority. Moveit asquickly as
possibleto Sector Nine, just in caseit isahogtile entity. If itis, well
have to set up quarantine measures. I'll send amessage to the Unitary
Council. Wewill see about opening it.”

"They could befriendly,” Tsho'an pointed out. "Any support against
the Dreen would be useful.”



"l was going to bring that up,” Tcharl noted, closing the connection.

* % %

"It had been quiescent for two weeks," the physicigt from the
French Academy of Sciences said. Bill knew him, dightly, from
scientific conferences they both had attended prior to the opening of the
Chen Anomaly. He and Bill disagreed on just about every mgor
scientific topic that existed, especidly if it had apolitica flavor. They
cordially detested one another, in fact. But they were buddies
compared to most of the aiens humans had encountered. "Then agate
formed. The farmer who ownsthe vineyard contacted authorities
immediately, of course. Then they came through. Before our reaction
team could arrive, | might add.”

They werefive beingsin armor that was marked with amuted,
vaguely sand-colored camouflage. The beings were bipedd, nearly
three meterstall, with three fingers and athumb. Other than that it was
impossible to determine what they looked likein their dl-covering suits.
They might not bethat tall, if the suits were made like Wyverns.

Oneof the beingswas talking in pantomime with a human wearing
an environment suit. The aliens wegpons, presumably weapons, that
they had been carrying on entry were stacked up by the gate. They
were large gunsthat looked smilar to rifles but instead of a
conventiond barrel they had large boresthat looked vagudly likea
blunderbuss. Bill suspected that they fired something other than nails.
The ground was torn with tracks from armored vehicles and the French
Leclerc Mk2 tanks that surrounded the gate had effectively destroyed
the vineyard.

Bill walked towards the group as the academic sputtered behind
him. He touched the person in the environment suit on the arm and
smiled as the woman turned towards him and widened her eyesin
surprisethat he was not smilarly dressed.

"Y ou washed them down, right?"' Bill asked. " So far we haven't
found anything on any of the worldswhichisinfectious." He reached
into his backpack and pulled out apicture, holding it up so that it could
be seen by the nearest of the diens.



Thedien let out ahissng howl that sounded remarkably like one of
the dog-demons and could best be written as " Dreeen.” The picture
had been of adead dog alien.

"Yeeh," Bill said, nodding. "We cal them Titcher." Then he
extracted his laptop and opened it up. He was no wiz at three-D
modeling but there were various cartoon programs available in two-D
that worked. He brought up a program and ran a short video hed
composed on the way over.

Firg there was video of the Titcher, taken at the attack in Eustis by
aTV cameraman who would probably win some sort of posthumous
award. Then therewas video of Nyarowlll shaking handswith Bill,
clearly in afriendly manner. Then there was some video of the nuclear
attacksin Eugtis and Tennessee and more video from the aftermath,
centering on dl the dead Titcher. Then there was a cartoon, poorly
done, of Nyarowlll smiling at Bill and then, when he turned his back,
gicking aknifeinit. Then there was another cartoon of Nyarowlll with
her arm around a Titcher dog-demon.

The dien he had been talking to waved at the other four and they
crowded around while Bill showed the video again. They nodded at
each other, waving their necks back and forth, but didn't seem to be
talking athough there was some sound coming out of the suits. It took
Bill aminuteto redize that they were probably speaking viaradio or
some equivaent.

Thefirg dien, he seemed to be aboss, waved at the screen on the
third run-through and Bill froze it on apicture of Nyarowlll.

"Dreeen," thedien said.
"Mreee" Bill replied. "That one's NyarowlIl."
Thedien cocked hishead to the sde. "Nyarowlll, Mreee."

Bill touched his chest. "Bill." Then he pointed at the screen.
"Nyarowlll." He pointed at himself and the other humans around.
"Humen."

"Oooman," thedienreplied. "Adar," he added, pointing at his
chest.

"Humans," Bill said, then pointed at NyarowlIl. "Mreee. Bill.



NyarowlIl."

Bill backed up to the point that had Nyarowlll being friendly then to
the rough cartoon of her putting aknife in his back then to the picture of
her being friendly with a Titcher. Then he brought up another, avideo
of the suited diens, the Adar, sde by side with the Titcher, one
armored arm over the back of athorn-thrower.

There was ahiss at that from the boss dien and he waved it away,
Spitting, clicking and gabbling in apparent anger.

Bill showed the sceneswith Nyarowlll again and then waved at the
pictures. Then he held up ahand and shrugged. It was anything but a
universal gesture, but the dien, the Adar, seemed to get the point.
Humans had been bitten once, that was going to make them shy.

The dienswaved their arms at each other for abit, then the boss
reached out carefully and touched one of the controls on the laptop,
garting the footage. He ran it forward to the nuclear blasts and stopped
at the mushroom clouds.

"Dreeen.”
"Human," Bill sad. "Wedid tha."

"Adooal," the alien said. "Adoooal." He pointed around at the tanks.
"Adooal."

"Soldiers?' the French woman in the environment suit said. "War?'

"Actudly,” Bill replied. "I think it'smore like 'smart' or ‘good
damned job." "

The dien reached up and manipulated some latches on hisneck a

which one of the others waved ahand. He waved back and then took
off hishedmet, snuffling a thear.

He wasn't pretty. There were three eyes, one on either side of its
head and one placed more or less where a human forehead would be.
Just below it was an opening and below that was awide beak, flat and
round. Its skin was apale bluish color.

"Tchar," the dien said through the snout; his mouth remained
closed. "Tchar," he added, tapping his chest. Then he pointed &t Bill.
"Bill. Tchar."



"Hello, Tchar," Bill said. "Pleased to meet you. | hope.”

* % %

"The Adar appear to be about fifty, maybe ahundred, years
advanced upon us. They use neurd implants, their primary air method
of transport is suborbital rocketsthat work off of laser launch
technology, they have very advanced computing devices and the guns
that they were carrying seem to be some sort of plasma-toroid
generator. They're not super guns, but they'd probably take out a
Bradley Fighting Vehicle from the pictures Tchar showed me. They do
not appear to be friendswith the Titcher or Dreen asthey cdl them.
They've showed us pictures of their planet, had oneteam over ona
suborbita rocket from which alarge areawas visible, and appear to
get the point that we're not going to just fal for thefriendly dienthing.
Once bitten twice shy and dl that but this time the diens appear to be
friendly."

"That'sgood," the Presdent said. "If true.”

"Yes, Mr. Presdent,” Bill replied. "If true."

"Most of the time the Adar team on Earth have been using their
communicators,” the nationa security advisor said. "They gppear to be
radios, they're giving off RF emissions, but we havent figured out
exactly how they're broadcasting or what is being said. So we haven't
been able to get much of their language. Dr. Avery from the State
Department, however, has been communicating with some of their
people on the other sde, we don't know if they're leadership or not,
and he's making headway. He thinks he's gotten about a
five-hundred-word vocabulary so far.”

"Avery'samazing,” the secretary of defense said to the President.
"He can pick up an Earth language just listening to it for acouple of
hours. If anyone can decipher their language he can.”

"They're being helpful in that aswell,” the nationa security advisor
sad, biting her lip. "I'm inclined, thistime, to Side with them being
friendly. Asfriendly as could be expected. They appear to havea
couple of internal gates open aswell and the means to move them; they
gpparently had the theory of wormhole formation and then started



making bosons. And Dr. Weaver will be gratified to learn that the way
they movethemisby using very large Van Der Graff generators.”

"Yes," Bill sad. "Maybe we can buy a couple off of them."

"l dill want afull anadysisthistime,” the President replied. "Asmuch
aswe can determine of their economy and order of battle. | don't want
to befooled again. It's not good for politics and it's not good for
America Dr. Weaver, any ideawhen the Titcher gates might open?”

"No, Mr. President,” Bill replied. "Tchar took me to what they call
their Dreen gate. It'sin the same area as the one that connectsto us, a
big open desert areawith some mountains in the distance. Except for
some of the colorsit looks alot like Groom Lake. They have the Dreen
gate surrounded by their tanksinside alarge hole in the ground that
they can fire downwardsinto. And theré's abig deviceright oppositeit.
Again, thiswasdl pantomime, but | get the impression that it's got
something like anukeinit that they can trigger if their gate stabilizes. It
wasn't sable, though;, it wasrippling just like ours. | tried to get some
ideaif they knew how long they stayed down but that wasjust too
complicated. If Tchar knew what | was talking about, he couldn't
answer me. Among other things, sir, they don't have our clock,
obvioudy. Ther planet seemsto have about athirty-hour day and |
have no ideawhat their year might be. | started to try to get him to
count it out in Planck seconds since every physicigt in thisuniverse
would know what that is.. . . but for thelife of me | couldn't think of
how to pantomime ‘'what isthetime delay if you count that in the
amallest possible time increment dlowed in this universe? 1I'm open for
suggestions on that one.”

"Ask Dr. Avery to concentrate on that question,” the President said
to the nationd security advisor.

"l will, sir," the NSA said, then temporized. "Thething is, they might
takeit asarequest to find out about their nuclear capability. Well have
to know things liketheyield of their wegpons and ddivery methods. If
they started asking us those questions, 1'd be uncomfortable.”

"Tdl himto explain why were asking, firg," the President said. "I'm
surethey'll understand in that case." He frowned and then shook his



head. "They seem to have apoint, though. Don't we have some
artillery-fired nukes? I s there any reason we can't fix up something like
that at dll the Stes?"

"l don't think we have any left ininventory . . ." the secretary of
defensesad.

"Wedont," the national security advisor said, definitely. "But there
ought to be some way to set up alauncher on a standard Mark 81
MIRV warhead, and we have abunch of thosein inventory." She
smiled for amoment and shook her head. "We're supposed to come up
with things like that, Mr. President. What do you want to do, work us
out of ajob?’

"No, but I do want to make sure the Titcher stay on their side of
the gate," the President answered. " Get that set up as soon as possible.
Not just at the open gates but at the inactive particlesaswell. | don't
want to be caught with our pants down again. Then theréstheinactive
particles. Dr. Weaver, Columbiaistaking far too much timein opening

"I haveto take the Fifth on that one, Mr. President,” Bill replied,
formaly. "It'snot my department and the onetime | brought it up | was
reminded of that fact."”

"Well, I'm not afraid to bring it up,” the President said, somewhat
angrily.

"I'll call Kevin Borne over a Columbia," the secretary of defense
sad. "l know they've got someissuesbut I'll point out thet they redly
don't want to get us upset with them. I'll be pointed about that fact, rest
assured, Mr. President.”

"Just get it done," the President said.

"Therésthe point that thereis till only one gete generator,” Bill
pointed out. "It takes a skilled team about ten hours to set up, then
there's trangportation time. Even if they had gotten on the ball right
away, and ignored arguments about which gates should open where,
there wouldn't be many linked, yet. Thereisafirm that was scheduled
to build some more, but | don't know the status of that project.”

"I'll talk to Kevin and light afire under him," the secretary of



defense said. "If theré's something holding it up besideslawyers, money
| guess would be the answer, I'll talk about that aswell."

"| think that'sdl we have," the President said. "L et's hope the
Titcher gates don't open soon.”

"Robin," Bill said, from hisoffice. "Could | see you for a second?’

"Sure," the programmer replied, walking to the open door.

"Comeoninand closethe door,” Bill said, opening the refrigerator
by hisdesk. "Y ou drink Pepg, right?"

"He said as he dipped in the strychnine?* Robin asked.

"No," Bill sad, chuckling. "I got acall from the Columbiarepin
Paris. The Adar are asking about the boson generator. Communication
isgtill spotty so they've asked me to go over there and try to figure out
how to communicate what's going on and what we think happened.
You're better at 3-D moddling than | am. I'd liketo just make up alittle
cartoon to show what we think happened and what is happening now.
Could you do that?"

"Sure," Robin said, smiling. "1t doesn't requiremodding a dl. I'l
just do arip on an Unred Tournament engine; that will give enough
detail for what you're asking about.”

"Great," Bill sad. "Canyou do it on aplane?'

* * %

The biggest problem had been passports; Robin didn't have one.
By thetime they werein D.C., though, one had been prepared and
they took atrans-Atlantic flight, First Class, on British Airways.

It wasahell of alot better than hisfirg flight to Pariswhen they'd
loaded him in another F-15 and flown nonstop with one aerid refuding.
The service was much better, from some very pretty young English
stewardesses, and Robin was good company.

They'd laid out the script for what they wanted to impart on the
way to D.C., then Robin had started modeling it on her [gptop. By the
timethey got to Paris the video, which had had some glitches, was
working fine. They spent the night at the embassy, then took aFrench



Alouette helicopter to the Adar gate Site.

The French military was, apparently, not taking the Adar at their
word. The vineyard was now ringed by entrenchmentsand alarge
concrete bastion was under construction. But the Adar representative,
wearing arespirator, was apparently willing to ignore the formalities.
Perhaps that was because when they stepped through the gate, also
wesaring respirators since the Adar atmosphere was high in carbon
dioxide compared to Earth, there was asimilar military buildup on the
Adar sde. Therewas also alarge device that looked vagudly like a
tank without the treads. The weapon it mounted had alarge bore but
no larger than that on an Abrams. Bill suspected, though, that it was
something much more powerful than a 120mm tank cannon. If the
humans turned out to be less friendly than it appeared, the Adar were
clearly willing to close the gate with dl dueforce.

Rather than flying casua diplomatsdl over their globe, the Adar
had set up ameeting center near the Terran gate. Bill saw quite afew
humans, most of them gpparently internationa diplomats uncomfortable
intheir respirators, moving around the grounds. The Adar that had
greeted them on the Terran sSide accompanied them by ground vehicle
to the meeting center, which was alarge building that had the vague fed
of ahangar, sectioned up by hasty plastic panels, and turned them over
to another guide. He, inturn, led them to the back of the center where
amore substantid office was located.

Init were Dr. Avery, wearing an oxygen nosepiece and toting an
oxygen bottle, and three Adar. Therewas aso an Adar-sized
conference table surrounded by chairsfor the Adar and afew human
swivd chairsthat had been brought through the gate. All the Adar
looked the same to Bill and he suspected that it was the same with
them. But one of them stepped forward and crossed his chest, bowing
dightly.

"Thisis Tchar, Dr. Weaver," Avery said. He wasadim man with
an erect carriage, aformer Army officer who had attained the rank of
rear admiral before retiring. He weighed 173 pounds, which wasthe
same weight he had been upon entering the United States Nava
Academy in Anngpolis. Y ou met him before.”



"A pleasureto seeyou again, Tchar," Bill said, pulling asde his
respirator then clamping it back down. "I see you've found a better
solution, Admird Avery.”

"A necessty of the mission, Doctor," Avery replied. Before he did
he took abreath through his nose which dowed his speech, but it was
better than shouting through arespirator or pulling it asde. "Do you
think we can explain the gate phenomenon to the Adar?"

"We can't even explain it to oursalves, Admird," Bill admitted.
"MissNoue?

Robin set her 1aptop on the table as Avery and the Adar sat down.
The laptop was nearly at Avery's eye-level dueto the height of the
Adar table. She keyed the video and then sat down herself.

The scene was adaytime, gpparently viewed from theair. The
notiona camera swooped in over some suburban tracts and roads and
then showed a stylized college campus. A few students were walking
around the campus, carrying books or [aptops. The camerazoomed in
on abuilding and then through the wall into alaboratory. A few people
were grouped around adevice. The only portion that was clear wasa
linear accelerator. A man that didn't look like Ray Chen but did have
vaguely Asian features said: "Let's seewhat happens,” and pressed a
button.

The camera cut back to outside the building and there was aflash.
It cut to farther away and watched the shockwave roll out from the
building and the mushroom cloud form.

The next sequence was video from the news choppers on the day
of the event. They showed the police helicopter closing in on the base
of the dust cloud and then the shot of the Chen Anomaly. And the bug
thet first fell out.

The next sequence was computer animation again. The anomaly
was shown and then particles zipping out. The"camera' showed one of
the particles zipping away down between and through buildings, then
zoomed out to show that it was covering a portion of the globe. It came
to rest at arandom spot and then, afew moments later, a gate opened.

Another was shown zipping not far from the anomay on the map



and then agate opening in adark wood. Dog-demons, and they had
been the hardest to create of al theimages, came out of the gate
sniffing the ground. They went into a house and came out dragging two
people, taking them into the gate. Last there was ashot of thefighting in
Eudis

"And the rest you know," Bill said asthe video stopped.

One of the Adar said something to Tchar and he made a gesture
like ahorsetossing its head. He said something to Admira Avery,
crossng hisarmsin front of him.

"Tchar saysthat he grievesfor the paininflicted to us" Avery
trandated. "But heisaso puzzled." Thetrandator nodded for the Adar
to continue.

"He saysthat heis puzzled by the scenein the [aboratory. Unless
we have something to use greet power, | think he means something like
superconductors, that he is unaware of, there did not seem to be
enough power available to creste a single boson, much less many of
them. He a so asks how many bosons we have generated. I'm not sure
that we can answer that. Also, be avare that the other gentleman is
caled Tsho'futt. He appearsto be picking up English rather quickly.”

"It's common knowledge in generd on our world,” Bill pointed ouit.
"They'll find out sooner or later and | don't even have an exact number.
Tel him over thirty for each one of their days. And, no, Ray Chen's
accderator should not have been able to make a single boson, much
lessmany.”

Thiswastrandated and Tchar made another head gesture, waving
one hand and speaking.

"Only one boson that they have generated seemsto be ble
tothe T!Ch!R!," Avery said, doing the closest approximation of the
word Bill had ever heard. "He wantsto know if you know if the
T!ChIR! can access only certain bosonsand if you've identified them.”

"Yes," Bill said. "Twenty-one of them were generated on that
fractal before we learned how to prevent it. They are scattered across
our country but not in other countries, not in France near your gate."

Tsho'futt made a noise that sounded like pain and so did Tchar as



the words were trand ated.
"What have you done about that?' Tchar asked through Avery.

"An explosion happened on the Dreen side that destabilized the
entire fractal. But we don't know for how long. Do you have any idea?'

"Wasit your device?' Tchar asked.

"No, one of theirs,”" Bill said, pulling out asketch of thethinginthe
gate-room. It wasthe best they could do from hisand Miller's
recollection; both of their camera systems, which had been recording
the events, had been erased. Miller's was straightforward EMP
damage; the scorching was noticeable. Bill wasn't so sure about his; the
systems weren't functioning when he got back to earth but after
replacing afew parts they worked fine. The recording chip, however,
had been erased. It wasfully functiona, there just wasn't anything oniit.

The Adar examined the picture, then set it on the table.

"We have seen nothing likethat," Avery trandated. "Asto the
question of time, Dr. Weaver, we're working on that. We've shown
them the time pieces we have and vice versa but we're il working out
what it means." He listened as Tchar spoke, nodding.

"Tchar said that they have had the gate restabilize three times since
they have opened it. They were hit by the TICh!R! when they first
formed the boson, a heavy attack which they repulsed on the ground.
Then they brought up the. . . it'snot adevice to throw a nuclear
warhead, we're not surewhat it isexactly, but it is aweapon. They
triggered it a the gate and shut it. But it opened again . . ." Helistened
and pulled out a piece of paper. "l think it's seventeen of their days
later.”

"Holy .. ." Bill said. The Adar day was gpproximately thirty hours
long. That meant less than three weeks. There had been more time than
that already. "Do they know what . . . we need to know what
kilotonnagethey usel"

"That ismoredifficult,” Avery said when hetrandated. "Time were
getting better on. And I'm aware that scienceis supposed to be a
universal language, but only in certain details and not in the notations.”
He amiled thinly & hislittle joke.



Bill waswel aware that many scientific basdine measurements
were taken from nonuniversal constants. The meter was a fraction of
the Earth's diameter, as best it could be measured in the seventeenth
century, and only later defined as a certain number of light waves of a
particular waveength. Joules, the internationally recognized standard
for energy, were smilarly arbitrary. But one was not.

"Singlet trangtion,” Bill said, pulling out a sheet of paper. Hemade
adot on the paper then drew acircle around it and placed asmaller
dot on that circle. Then he drew asquiggly line hitting thet circle. Then
hewould drew alarger circle around the thing showing the dot jumping
from theinner circleto the outer circle. "I should have set thisup asa
cartoon, but most physicissswould understand it if | showed it to them,”
he added, diding the picture across the table to Tchar. Tchar tilted his
head and considered the picture for amoment, then tilted it the other
way. Then he picked up the pen and began to draw.

The picturethat he did back to Bill was. . . incomprehensible.
There was acomplicated group of figures at the center with another
figurein an ovd off to the Sde. There were three more symbols spaced
around the central symbol. Overadl, it looked like aChinese charm or a
mystic spell and Bill wasn't sure what they represented.

"What isthis?' he asked, looking at Admird Avery.

"He saysit'sadrawing of an atom,” Avery replied. "L ook, Bill,
somethings areintuitively obviousto humans because our societies
evolved in connection with each other. | have no ideawhat that's
saying, exactly; we haven't gotten that far. For al 1 know, it could be
saying the samething asyours. What isa. . . anglet trangtion?’

"The energy necessary for an excited eectron to jump from one
orbital level to another. It's abase energy equation.”

"Try something else?' Robin asked. "Calories? That'sjust the
energy necessary for onegra. . . damn, wed haveto get
measurements for agram, right?"

"Right," Bill said, leaning back and stegpling his hands. Then he
leaned forward and tapped the symbals. "Does this represent an atom?
Arewe sure of that?'



"Yes," Admird Avery said. "They congder it atrangtiona Sate,
whichisinteresting. But it's definitely an atom.” He spoketo Tchar for a
moment and then shrugged. "Tchar said it'sthe smalest possible atom.”

"Hydrogen, good,” Bill said. "What amount of energy is released
when one of these atoms fusesinto the next largest atom?”

Avery trandated that and the Adar got adistant |look. Admira
Avery explained that he was ng their datanet.

"l wonder if it'slike ours," Robin said. "One-third data, two-thirds
pornography and singles Sites?"

Tsho'futt made a hacking noise and trand ated the question. Tchar
continued to look distant but the third Adar, who had not been named,
sad something.

"Announcements of tcheer,” Tshoffutt said in not bad English. "And
much announcements of herbal remediesto prevent loss of youngness.”

"Tcheer isthe reaching of bonding age of asexua transfer
intermediate,” Avery said, tightly. "Nonsentient. | suspect we just
discovered what their pornography is.”

"The wonders of science,” Weaver replied.

Tchar spoke and Avery paid rapt attention.

"Tchar saysthat he can see where we are going and he thinks we
can come to some conclusion on energy level trandations,” Avery sad.
"When we have those, we might have a measurement of their wegpon's
yield. And he'swilling to let us know whet theirsare if wetdl them
what oursare.”

"Ouch," Bill said. "Well get the materias but the rest well haveto
kick updars.

* % %
Three hectic hours later they had ameasurement.

"Ten megatons, give or take," Bill said, looking up from the
caculator on hislaptop. "I wonder if it's straight geometric progresson
or nonlinear or what?"

He and Tchar had spent most of thetime, with Avery asan
interpreter, discussing the formation of bosons and boson gates and



their characteristics. They had come to amutua understanding of
muons, neutrons, neutrinos and quarks. Because they weren't
generated by inactive bosons or nuclear weapons, quarks had been a
little harder, but Bill was pretty sure they were talking about the same
particles. They'd also discussed, badly, quantum mechanics. Bill got the
impression it was asinsanity causng for Adar asfor humans.

The French physicigt, Dr. Bernese, had turned up and had joined in
the discussion for awhile and then politely excused himsdlf asit turned
to weaponry. Hewas afirm member of the nuclear disarmament
committee and while he appreciated the current necessity he deplored
actudly discussng them.

Bill, on the other hand, had, without getting into anything that would
violate security, discussed them with wholehearted abandon. The Adar,
it turned out, did not use fisson-fusion devices but something ese.
Tchar was somewhat reluctant to specify what it was but he noted that
the results that Bill described from the gate room might, in fact, have
been the same thing. Bill was pretty surethat the thing in the gate room
had been an antimatter containment system, but when he brought up the
subject of antimatter, after having atough time explaining it, Tchar had
been more than happy to discuss the material. Ergo, it was not their
wegpon system.

Antimatter was the reverse of normal matter; at itsmost basic a
positron was an eectron that had a positive, instead of anegative,
charge. Antimatter that was placed in contact with regular matter would
explode, violently. Both it and the regular matter it encountered
immediately transmitted into energy. It had been produced, in minuscule
quantities, in the big matter-accelerator at CERN in Switzerland.
Minuscule being individua antiprotons and antihydrogen. Producing it
wasn't actudly dl thet difficult, but soring it for any amount of time
used up so much energy that the find output was anegative.

Bill had postulated that the thing in the gateway had been acarrier
for antimatter. Positrons could be kept from contact with regular matter
by inducing amagnetic fidd around them, generdly cdled a
containment bottle. Thething had looked like some sort of containment
bottle, if such was made by a speciesthat used biology instead of



mechanica devices.

But Tchar had hinted that there was something e se, something
more powerful as an explosive than antimatter. And the Adar had it. In
sufficient quantity to useit as aweapon.

"Something like that would be atremendous fuel source” Bill said,
dangling for information.

"It waswhat | was working on before we opened thefirst gate,"
Tchar said, then changed the subject.

The Adar had formed the bosons with the purpose of creating
gates for transportation on their own world. They had just about
exhaugted their easily worked aress of fossi| fuelsand ried heavily on
nuclear fisson power to provide motive trangport. Even the suborbital
rockets that they used instead of most aircraft were powered by
nuclear fisson. But it had the same byproductsthat it did anywhere;
spent fud rods that even when recycled left behind unusable radioactive
byproducts that had to be stored for centuries. The Adar did not seem
to have the, often irrationa, human fear of nuclear power and its
byproducts, however. Or, at least, Tchar wasn't letting on if they did.
The onething Bill had decided in the three hours was that, besides
being a crackerjack physicigt, Tchar would have made one hdll of a
poker player.

But findly the measurements were completed aswere the
cdculations.

"They used the same wegpon, every time?' Bill asked.

Avery did not seem to have minded three hours of trandation,
sometimes very esoteric trandation. The old admiral was asfresh as

when they had started. If anything, he looked more enlivened by the
conversaion.

"They did," he said to Tchar'sreply. "The suggestion was made
after the firgt to vary the power to determineif the portals stayed down
for more or lesstime but the Unitary Council, their Cabinet if you will,
did not want to take the chance.”

"And we don't know what the output was on the Dreen sde," Bill
mused. "Okay, Tchar, Tsho'futt, Mr. Unintroduced, | thank you for



your information. Can | tell you anything we've missed?!

Avery trandated this and then shrugged. "I don't think we have
anything they want in the way of information. Except data about boson
formation beyond what we can trand ate.”

"I've got one more thing to cover,” Bill said. "But, with the
permisson of the Adar, I'd liketo only discussit with Tchar and for him
to bewilling and ableto keep it to himsdlf for thetime being. It does
not relate directly to security of either of our worldsbut to . . . the
philosophy of physics”

Avery frowned but trand ated the request. Therewas adiscussion
among the Adar and then Tchar spoke.

"The one who has not been introduced,” Avery said, "requires that
he stay. Areyou familiar with the Japanese method of negotiation?'

"No," Bill sad. "l'vededt with Russansbefore. . ."

"With the Japanese, the more senior of the negotiatorswill often
gpend the entire exchange with his mouth shut. The junior doesal the
talking. Inthis case, it gppears to be protocol to completely ignore the
third party, who | would guessisasenior scientist or politician.”

"Scientig," the unintroduced Adar said, suddenly. "And linguist.”

"l want to express that the following information is known to very
few people,” Bill said. "Our President, his nationd security advisor and
the secretary of defense. Besides those persons, | have told no one
else. And despite the fact thet it appearsthat it has security implications
because of the personagesinvolved, I'm certain it does not. It does,
however, | believe, relate to the physics of boson formation and gates.
And | would bewilling to discussit with you. If you understand the
importance of securing theinformation carefully.”

The Adar discussed this again and then Tsho'futt got up and left the
room.
"Y our artasswill leave or stay?' Tchar asked, pointing a Robin.

Avery looked confused for amoment then chuckled, dryly. "It had
been assumed that since Bill wasdoing al thetaking, Robinwashis. .
. control."



"I hope nat,” Bill said, looking over a Robin. "Got anything you
want to tell me?'

"Only that | hope | get to find out what you're talking about,” Robin
sd.

"Robin, youreagreat person, but . . ."

"The answer isno," shesad, shrugging. "I'll figure out away to
drag it out of you. Oneday." She picked up her materials and | eft.

"Doesyour artasswish to do the trandation?" Avery asked,
carefully phrasing the question to Tchar.

Tchar responded with ahead motion that indicated negative.

"Admira Avery," Bill said. "l haveto ask onetechnica question.
What'syour clearance?’

"Sonny boy," the admira answered, tartly, "I was doing nuclear
negotiations with the Russians when you were agleam in your daddy's
eye. My clearanceis higher than yours. Y ou can judge for yourself the
need-to-know but | don't even talk in my deep.”

"Sorry," Bill said, chuckling. "Okay, here goes. Thefirg thing to
undergtand isthat humans are subject to hadlucinations.”

"I don't have an Adar word for that,” Avery said then spoke to
Tchar for amoment. "Okay, they have something smilar. | think | can
work with it, anyway, but it has reigious connotations.”

"Well, so doesthis" Bill said and then launched into arepetition of
his experiencesin Eugtis during the gate mafunction. He didn't leave out
the fact that he had been tired at the time, up too long and wired to the
max, perfect conditions for hallucination. He pulled out notesand
referred to them, notes he had made shortly after his experience against
letting anything get in the way of the memories. They wereascloseto
verbatim of the exchange he had experienced as he could manage.
Stuffed children'stoys were abit of a problem but he had a picture of
Tuffy and Mimi on hislaptop.

When he was done the as yet unintroduced artass sat forward,
turning his head from sdeto Sde and examining him criticaly with his
third eye, which was high on the head asiif to check for overhead



threats.

"Wonder if you dream,” the artass said. The words were dragged
out and hollow.

"Yes," Bill replied, looking into the weird dien face and wondering
what wasgoing onin hismind.

The artass started to say something then spoke aword at Tchar
who spoke at length to Avery.

"Human scientists try to separate science and what we would call
philosophy or rdigion,” Avery said. "The Adar do not. They said that
the one thing in your ramblings that made true sense wasthat, at our
level, science and philosophy are brothers. To them, science,
philosophy and reigion areintertwined.”

Tchar looked over at the artass, who made a head motion. Tchar
continued.

"Our greatest saints," Avery trandated, "experienced visionsjust
such asyours, visonsthat asked them to open up their mind and
explorewhat isredity. What isthe universe? If bosons can contain a
universe, who isto say that we are not experimentsin some cosmic
laboratory? Are we the result of one of the stuffed Tuffy dolls saying:
‘Let's see what happens.'? Is God one? s God omniscient and
omnipotent? Or is God many researchers, searching to understand
Their own redlity? Arewe made in God'simage aslab rats? Or arewe,
too, researchers, furthering Its quest for understanding? At our level of
physics, these are viable questions, not to be dismissed. Asyou
gpparently dismissthem.” Tchar made another head movement as
Avery completed the trandation and then said something quietly.

"He grieves that you do not open your mind to the wonder of the
universe”

Bill, who felt that he had spent the better part of hislife doing just
that, was taken aback.

"Actudly," Bill sad, shrugging, "what you're saying sounds about
right. But it'sless aquestion of the scientists than the religious persons.
Mogt scientistsat my level, who work with advanced physics, arejust
finewith God as researcher and us as assstants. Perhapsit isthe way



that God is portrayed among my people. Very few of therdigiousare
scientific and vice versa. In early science, many of our discoverieswere
made by religious persons. But astime went by the belief structure of
religion seemed to interfere. To most of our rdligious persons, if they
think about it at dl, things elther are or are not. God made gravity pull
to keep people from flying into space. That's good enough. That
attitude creates agood bit of friction, but the friction for physcigtsis
smply that they won't bow their heads to the unthinking and say 'yes,
you're right about God and I'll stop researching sSinceit's pointless.' "

Tchar looked over his shoulder but the artass was Ssmply watching
Bill.

"Then, perhaps," Tchar said, carefully, "we should be talking to
your religious leaders”

"Good luck," Bill laughed, hollowly. "Hope you don't get lynched.”
Avery winced but trandated the Statement.
"Thiswould happen?*' Tchar asked.

"Probably not in the United States,” Bill admitted. "But if you went
to Mecca and preached your word of God, you'd have your head
taken off. And | don't think the Reform Baptists would be redlly
open-minded, either.”

Thisrequired agood bit of back and forth between Avery and
Tchar, each explanation requiring more explanation. Findly the artass
spoke to Avery and Avery nodded.

"They, too, haverdigious sects," Avery explained. "But very few
are antiscience athough some are militant to a degree. One sect
providesthe bulk of their fighting forces. In fact, asthey seemed to
indicate, science and religion among the Adar seem to go hand in hand.
| think, once they get the language down, they could have avery
ingructive timetalking to somerdigiousleaders| know."

"I will consder your words carefully,” Bill said, wondering if he
could get hismind around God as aresearcher. It certainly made more
sense than "in six days he created the earth and then kicked Adam out
of the garden for smple curiogity.”

Maybe that wasit. From the very beginning, curiosity among the



religious had been degraded. "Don't et of the fruit of the tree of
knowledge, or you, too, will be thrown from the Garden."

Heknew that early science had been heavily supported by religion.
Even some of the urban legends surrounding "religious bigotry™ about
stience werefdse. Gdileo, for example, rather than being avictim of
religious bigotry had been avictim of smplefalureto rigoroudy base
his conclusons. The theory of planets going around the Sun and the
Moon going around the Earth required atheory of gravity and calculus
to explainit. Since Gdlileo could not show conclusive proof of why his
theory worked, the best scientific minds of his day, admittedly
supported by fase theoriesthat had built up starting with Aristotle,
dismissed hiswork as fraudulent. But it had been hisinability to show a
method, rather than pure religious bigotry, that had doomed him. That
and the fact that he was arevolting son of abitch. The pope of the day
had protected him from his detractors, but that was al that he could do.
Gdlileo, himsdf, madeit impossible to do any more.

For that matter, it was not those who believed that the world was
flat who argued most vehemently againgt supporting Columbus misson
that had found the "New World." It was, instead, the best scientific
minds of Isabellas court, who pointed out that going west, instead of
around Cape Horn, was an impossible distance, with the technology of
that day, to India They had determined the size of the globe and the
distancesinvolved and redlized that Columbus would be out of food
and fresh water before he was hafway there.

Fortunately, before hewas athird of the way there he landed in the
Caribbean. But they didn't know that was there. And Isabella, the poor
dear, was too stupid to understand their math.

Neverthdess, religious bigotry againgt science did exist. The
Scopes Monkey Tria and continuing billsto try to enact "Cregtionism
Science" as being on the same order as evolution. The hysteria about
the current boson formation which was being supported and
exacerbated by religious|eaders.

Hewondered if one of thefirst people to convert to the Church of
Adar or whatever might not be William Weaver.



"I'll think about it," Bill repested.
"Do," theartass said. "Open your mind. Or we dl may fail."

Admird Avery accompanied him out of the meeting room where
they picked up avisibly curious Robin and headed back to the gate.
When they were on the other side, and out of hearing, Avery touched
Bill'sarm.

"l just figured something out,” Avery said.

"What?' Bill asked, wondering if Tuffy wasredly God. The Church
of Tuffy. Somehow, it just didn't have that ring. Tuffy's Redeemed
Church? Nope. He remembered the interview with Mimi's aunt and
thought about what that good woman would haveto say if hetried to
tell her Tuffy was holding God.

"Those defenses the Adar have on their Side," Avery said, looking
around to ensure nobody would overhear.

HYSO?I

"They'renot for us. They'refor if . . . when the Titcher overwhelm
s

* % %

"Thelargest nuclear weapon we have in the inventory isthe
Mk-81," the nationa security advisor said, nervoudy. "That'sright at
two megatons. Y ou're saying that that will only close the gate for,
what? A couple of weeks?'

"Maybethreeg" Bill said. "Right now it's been closed for more than
amonth. And | somehow suspect that something that size wouldn't shut
down dl the gates smultaneoudy.”

"Weve converted Mk-81s and mounted them at the three gates,"
the secretary of defense said. "But at that rate.. . ."

"A potentid of anuke every three weeks on a potentia twenty-two
gates," Bill replied. "And that assumesthat every oneworks; thefailure
rate for nuclear weagpons we're not even consdering.”

"True," the national security advisor said, biting her lip. “To be sure,
we should have two or three at each gate. And you don't have any idea
what thiswegpon system they useis?’



"No, maam," Bill said. "That is, I've got a couple of theories but
nothing | cantes.”

"Between twenty-two and sixty-six nuclear weapons every three
weeks," the secretary of defense said, shaking hishead. "We're going
to have to begin scrapping our nuclear arsenal and converting them for
gate closure. We're going to have to go back into the nuke building
business. In ten years were going to have to have aflock of breeder
reactorsjust to keep up with the plutonium usage. And if any of the
devicesfal ..."

"Then we're going to have to retake the gate," Bill answered.
"Wherever it is, from Eudtisto Saskatchewan. And the only way weve
been ableto do that is by nukes."

"And we're only set up a the active gates, anyway," the nationa
security advisor pointed out. "Dr. Weaver, are you sure they won't
destabilize dl the gates with one nuke?'

"No, maam," Bill said. "But | wouldn't have expected them to
destabilize the way they did at al. It may destabilize some, it may
degtabilize dl of them. It may only destabilizethelocd gate. It's
something that we just don't know and haven't experimented with."

"Could you?' the President asked.

"Certainly,” Bill replied. "Test it on one of the gatesthat isinan
out-of-the-way area. Drop anukein it and seeif it destabilizesthe
wholetrack." He thought about it for amoment and then nodded. "
think Track Four would be best. Theres agate in Northern Ohio, out
in the country. The planet on the other Sdeisalow atmospheric
pressure planet with virtudly no life. Certainly nothing sentient that
we've encountered. Understand, Sir, it will irradiate theimmediate area
onour Side, just asthe blast a Eudtisirradiated Staunton. But we can
dothetest."

"Nothing more remote?" the President asked.
"There are acouple of bosons out in the desert areas,” Bill said.
"We could probably test open them and see what's on the other side.

Or, maybe, do alink between two bosons in deserted areas, but that
would leave one nuke on the earth. | think that would definitely violate



the test ban treaty.”

"Not to mention ruin any chance of redection,” the Presdent said,
dryly. "Dr. Weaver, on my authority prepare to send anuke through
the Mississppi gate; get the Titcher over there off our backsfor the
time being a least. Cleanup can be arranged.” He reached into the
interior pocket of hisjacket, pulled out a card that |ooked somewhat
like an American Express Gold Card and shook hishead. "When |
cameinto office, we were, more or less, a peace. Since then weve
had 9/11, the Iraqg War and now this. No President had authorized the
use of anuclear weapon since 1945. Now I'm getting to the point I'm
wearing out the plagtic on thisthing. Dr. Weaver, find a better way. We
must al pray to God that you find a better way."

"Yes, Mr. Presdent,” Bill said. "And you should redly talk to my
counterpart among the Adar sometime, Mr. President.”

"Why?" the President asked, coldly.

"He said dmogt the same thing to me yesterday. That | should pray
to God."

* % %

"Mrs. Wilson, | redly need to talk to Mimi adone," Bill said.

AsMrs. Wilson had predicted, with the exception of very
occasond "locd interest” programming when the newswas dow, and it
had rarely been dow lately, the media seemed to have forgotten Mimi
and Tuffy.

The Wilsonslived in aranch house in west Orlando, an older
neighborhood but pleasant and not run down, probably built during the
first rush of congtruction after Disney World was completed. It had a
pleasant "Old FHorida' fed with oaksin the yard that had grown wedll in
the succeeding thirty years.

Theinterior was negt as a pin and done in a country manner. Mimi
had been carefully dressed for theinterview in aflowery dress, Tuffy
perched on her shoulder. She was seated on the same plaid couch that
had been in the news broadcast, which turned out to bein a"Horida
Room," aroom filled with windowsto bring the light indoors. Bill sat to
one sdein an overstuffed, matching armchair. Mrs. Wilson was seated



beside Mimi, on thefar side from Tuffy he noticed, eyeing him warily.

"l don't think that'sgood,” Mrs. Wilson said. "I don't think it's
proper.”

"Madam," Bill said, aspolitely ashe could. "I'm here at the direction
of the President of the United States to ask Mimi some questions. If
you want to stay, what you have to understand is that the questions,
and any answersthat | might get, are matters of Nationa Security. You
can't ever talk about them.”

"Y ou're going to ask Mimi the questions, aren't you?' Mrs. Wilson
sad, puzzled. "What about her taking about them?"

"I've got afeding that shewont,” Bill replied. "It hasto do with
Tuffy. I've met other dienslike him, | think. | need to ask him the
questions, frankly. I'm just hoping that helll answer.”

"People have asked him things before," Mrs. Wilson said.

"They'renot me," Bill replied. "If you're staying, you haveto
understand that thisis like knowing the names of spies or knowing how
to build nuclear wegpons. Y ou can't ever let anyone know that you
even know those things.”

"Doyou?' Mimi asked, suddenly.

Bill looked at her and shrugged. "If | did, | couldn't tell you.”

"Auntie”" Mimi said. "Tuffy asksyou, nicdly, if you could let ustak.
Alone. He doesn't think that you would like some of the things they
haveto talk about."

"What about you, honey?' Mrs. Wilson asked.

"I'll be okay, Auntie,” Mimi replied in very close to amonotone.
"TheLord ismy shepherd.”

Mrs. Wilson considered this carefully and then stood up. "Y ou
going to belong?'

"I doubt it,” Bill replied. "If we are, it'sgoing to have to be avery
Strange conversation.”

Mrs. Wilson, with occasiond backward glances, |eft the room.

"What areyou?' Mimi asked. "Y ou're adoctor you said.”



"I'maphysicist,” Bill answered. "I'm called a doctor because | went
to collegealot.”

"What'saphyscist?' Mimi asked.
"A person who studies how the world works," Bill answered. "Why
gravity pullsthingsdown.”

"Becauseit likesus" Mimi answered then giggled. "Tuffy saysthat
gravity istheworld giving usahug. I'm going to be aphysicig, too,
when | grow up. | need to know the words. For Tuffy. He's smart, so
smart | fed dumb dl the time. But he helps me with my work. He
doesn't do it for me, but he explainshow | can do it. School is getting
pretty boring.”

"Have you told anyone else that?" Bill asked.

"No, Tuffy said | shouldn't,” Mimi replied. "My teachersjust think
I'm redly smart. They don't know Tuffy's smarter than them. He's
smarter than you, too. And he says he's met you before. Not at the
place where everything blew up. Someplace else. | don't understand
what he's saying. Something about between the smdl bits"

"In the space between the atoms" Bill said, wonderingly.
"He says something likethat. Even smdler.”

"Canyoutdl Tuffy | need to closethe gates?’ Bill said. "Thereare
bad monsters coming through. They'll destroy everything. | don't think
you would bekilled, I think Tuffy would probably protect you. But
everything ese will be gone. Therewon't be any collegesfor you to go
to."

Mimi consdered this carefully and then looked at the giant spider
on her shoulder.

"Tuffy says| don't know thewords" Mimi replied, softly. "I don't
know the mathematics. He's been showing me some of it, but we're not
far beyond something called dgebra. He saysthat's not even close, yet.
He can't say thewords." She looked at the spider again and nodded.

"Tuffy says, when you take agrain of sand and cut it, then cut it
again and again, getting smaller and smaler, when you get to the
smallest bitsthat you can possibly cut. When you get to the bitsthet are



smaller than those, bitsthat won't cut because they flow away likeair,
likewater, liketrying to cut sunshine, that isthe secret of closing the
gates. But you need alot of them. More than he thinks you can make.
Enough that they get in the space between the gates, in the space
between the smalest bits and smaller, and push the gates apart. The
gates are thelock and the key to the lock aswell." Mimi grabbed her
head and shook it, afaint trickle of tears coming out of her eyes.

"Tuffy saysthat'sasmuch as| cantake" shesad, inavery smdl
voice, suddenly just asix-year-old girl who was old beyond her years.
"He says| shouldn't talk about it right now. That if the bad monsters
come hell takemein hisarms, as Jesus took up the smal children, and
take me to a place where there aren't any monsters.”

"Mimi," Bill said, softly. "I'm going to do everything | can to make
sure the mongters don't come here and you don't have to go away. And
thank you for your help. Y ou're agood girl, the best girl inthe world,
and Tuffy'sagreat friend to dl of us”

"Can you redly keep the mongters from coming?* Mimi asked.

"If I canfind asmdl enough knife," Bill replied, looking at the
shifting dust motesin the light through the window.

* % %

It wasthree am. and Bill still couldn't deep. Hed ridden back to
the encampment around the anomaly at two, sure that he was
exhausted enough from riding al over North Orlando to turn hismind
off. But it hadn't happened. It wasn't functioning right, either, twisted in
the mire of images. Tuffy, the shattered man, patrol carswith evil
police, the grains of dust in thelight, bosons that had happy faces on
them. Ray Chen smiling as he pressed a button that changed the world.
He picked and pried at particle theory, but it was no use. Hed had a
drink and that hadn't helped; it just seemed to make him think faster
and more chaoticdly. Findly held gotten up from the couch where heéld
been stting and made hisway from shadow to shadow until he reached
his exercise bike and started furioudy pumping.

Hed been at it for an hour, trying to use up al theenergy in his
body so that maybe his mind would rest, when the door to histrailer



opened and Robinwaked in.

"I heard the squeaking of that damned thing from over in my
traller,” Robin said.

"Sorry," Bill replied, letting it coast to astop. "1 just can't get my
mind to work. It's spinning around like an out-of-control boson.
Occupationa hazard."

"Tried having adrink?' she asked, stepping into thetrailer and
flipping on the light over the stove. She was wearing arobe and bunny
dippers.

"Yeah," Bill sad, leaning on the bike and frowning.

"A glassof warm milk . . . perhgps?’ she intoned with afaint accent.

"Maybe an Ovaltine?' Bill replied, smiling. "l wish therewasa
book in some musty room. But dl there areisthese strange dream
images and hintsthat | think I'm supposed to be smart enough to figure

"You'velogt some hair,” Robin said, frowning. She walked over
and touched where some had fallen out.

"Radiation damage," Bill replied, shrugging. "1t'l grow back. Most
of it
"Anything esewrong?' she asked.

"My white blood cell count dropped for awhile," Bill admitted,
frowning. "Other than that, no damage.”

"None?' Robin asked, rolling the word off of her tongue.

"Nope," Bill sad, findly getting the hint.

"QUARKS" Bill shouted.

"What?" Robin panted, clearly exasperated. "Isthat anormd thing
to shout at amoment like this? Usudly it's 'Oh, My, God!" "

"It'swhat they're talking about!" Bill said, taking her facein his
hands. "Quarks!"

"I have no ideawhat you are talking about,” Robin said, coldly.
"But if you do not return to the business at hand you're going to be



unableto explain it to anyone. Except, maybe, if I'mkind, asa
soprano.”

"Oh, right. Sorry."

* * %

"The key to the gateis quarks," Bill said. He had moreto go on a
this point than just raw speculation. With that link in hand he had seen
the theory of gate formation clearly and had even worked out most of
the physics. He hadn't waited for much in theway of peer evaluation;
among other things he was as anxious as the government to classify the
data. Because it worked as aweapon aswell asagate. "When the
Chen Anomaly formed we didn't have auniverse inverson; we had a
high rate of unlinked quark emissions. That was what caused the
exploson.”

"How high arate?' the nationa security advisor asked.

"Oh, the totdl emission was probably right at two or three hundred
thousand particles” Bill sad.

"That'sdl?' the President asked. "'l mean, these are smdler than
atoms, right? It takes alot more uranium than that to get anuclear blast

"Yes, gr," Bill replied. "But their destructive power is orders of
magnitude higher than any substance except strange matter. And we
don't have any theory on how to form either onein any quantity. Even
the biggest supercollider only forms one or two at atime and those
amos immediately link. But the point isthat we may be able to adjust
one of the inactive bosonsto form astream of unique quarks, one
particular type, strange, charmed, whatever. That way, they don't link
at dl; it'slike pushing the same poles of amagnet together. If we can,
we can capture them and move them to one of the gates. When it
opens, we pop them in and get elther abig explosion, low in neutron
emission, onthefar sdeor, possibly, we collgpse the gate. I'm virtualy
certain that alarge enough quantity will collapse the gate. Permanently.
It will not only closethe gate it will iminate the bosons on ether sde.”

"Hold on," the national security advisor said. "'l know just enough
about quarksto know that they always link. A muon istwo quarks,



right?"

"Yes," Bill sad, frowning. "But they have to have the right color to
link..."

"Color?" the Presdent said, puzzled.

"Ai-ya-ya," Bill sad, frowning again. "Okay, quarks are described
as coming in flavors and colors. Why? Because they were discovered
by physicists who didn't have much eseto do but come up with strange
terms. The point isthat you have to have aquark and an antiquark of
two different colorsto create amuon. In this case, well creste astream
of asingletype of quark, probably strange since that seemsto bethe
easest to create for some reason.”

"Y ou've dready been experimenting with it?* the NSA asked.
"Oh, yes," Bill replied. "Otherwise wed be spinning our whedls,
The problem isn't tuning the boson to produce them, it's capturing them.

"And you're going to do that, how?' the NSA asked, fascinated.

"We'relooking at two different possibilities" Bill admitted. "We
might put two bosonsin close proximity. Have one produce a stream of
similar color muons, onesthat can't bind to strange quarks, and set up a
magnetic field to creste a capture bottle. The muonswill pass through
thefield and create a sort of stream field that will surround the quarks.
I'm not sure that one will work but it'sless energy intensve than the
other way."

"Wheat's the other way?' the President asked.

"Wadl," Bill said, hisface working, "the other way isto crestea
miniature white dwarf. But that's going to take awhole lot of power."

"A white dwarf?' the defense secretary said, grinning. "Y ou're
srious?'

"Yes, gr, Mr. Secretary,” Bill replied. "All awhite dwarf isisa
collection of dectrons. What well do is create an electron field and
then use amagnetic field to sort of cup it. Then well shoot awhole
bunch of quarksinto the cup and wrap the eectrons around the quarks,
compressing them at the sametime, sort of like catching water in your



hand. Some of the quarks will escape but, hopefully, not enough to
destroy the containment vessdl. The only problemis, maintaining it will
requireawholelot of eectricity. But it will work for sure.”

"And thenyou dipthis. . . deviceinto the gate?' the secretary
asked. "And that destroys the bosons.”

"Yes gr," Bill sad.

"Destroying whole universes?' the President asked.

"Errr . .. possibly,” Bill replied. "But current theory ischanging as
to the nature of bosons; at this point theory is pointing to them being
gatesto other universes, or links, rather than the universes themselves.”

"How much?"' the secretary of defense asked. "How many
particles?'

"Probably on the order of amillion, Mr. Secretary,” Bill said. "Weéll
have to see what the rate of emission is of the boson.”

"How long to do the experiment?’ the national security advisor
asked.

"Therés aboson conveniently settled in Degth Valey," Bill replied.
"WEell have to assemble the materids and set up abase camp. A week,
maybe less. Getting enough power to it will bethe key."

"I want Dr. Weaver to have whatever he needsto get this
experiment running,” the President said to the secretary of defense.

"I'll seethat he getsit,” the secretary replied. ™Y ou're saying that
these things are the equivaent of nuclear wegpons?'

"Yes, Mr. Secretary,” Bill said, frowning. "More like nuclear
explosve materid. That'swhy I've been pretty careful about spreading
the theory around. If the theory isright, making unlinked quarks and
then capturing them isgoing to be relative child's play. Any decent
physicist with access to aboson could make them.”

"Giving every two-bit country on Earth nuclear wegpons." The
Nationa Security Advisor winced.

"Close one Pandoras Box and we open another," the President
sd.

"That's science for you, Mr. President.”



* % %

"Remember Ray Chen," Bill said as hishand hovered over the
initiator.

The base camp had been set up ten miles from the inactive boson.
A bunker, constructed of concrete filled sandbags and steel beams, had
been built amere five milesaway. Comfortably cooled by an
ar-conditioning unit, smilarly protected, it had independent power and
materiasto dig out if it were covered by an explosion. It wasthere that
the team had assembled to study the anticipated quark formation.

In the end the muon fidd plan had been abust. A brief, and mildly
traumatic, experiment had proven that they'd be unableto hold thefield
closed well enough to capture sufficient quarks. Bill wasdmost sure
that tinkering would fix the problem, but they didn't havetimeto play
around with the idea so they'd set up the white dwarf bottle instead.

The problem, of course, would be moving it; they were going to be
using several megawatts of power just to create the field and about a
half megawatt per hour, if they could spin the dectronsin atoroid, to
maintain it. The Army wastrying to find a portable haf-megawatt per
hour generator, thus far with little success.

Mark was there, having assembled another whatchamacallit device
on lessthan aweek's notice. Bill Earp from FEMA,, who pointed out
that for once the agency might aswell get there before the disaster.
Sergeants Garcia and Crichton who had been useful military liaisons.
Robin had been writing code, with Garcia's fumble fingered help,
eighteen hours aday for the last four. The only person missing was
Command Master Chief Miller, who Bill, after a certain amount of
argument, had sent off on adifferent project. But everything wasfinaly
inplaceand it wastimeto find out if it worked.

"Let's seewhat happens,” Bill Earp said, inserting earplugs.
"Everyone got thelr plugsin? Safety fird."

Bill aready had earplugsin and he hoped he wouldn't need them. If
everything went as planned nothing would happen, outside of some
changesin very sengtive insruments.

He looked around one moretime



"Everybody ready?"' Bill asked.

"Ready, gr," Garciaand Crichton said.

"Let'sget it over with," Robin said, yawning.

"Gottatest it sometime," Mark said.

"Just proud to be here," Earp intoned.

Bill pressed the button.

Nothing blew up. The lights dimmed rather deeply, though.

Helooked over a Garciawho was frowning.

"Something's happening,” the sergeant said. "Weve got fluctuations
in the magnetic containment bottle."

"Power's going somewhere," Mark added. "Quite abit. We keep
this up and we're going to start affecting Cadifornias power
requirementsin abit.”

"Morefluctuations," Garcia added afew minuteslater as everyone
was congratulating themselves. He had stayed glued to his monitor,

however, his brow furrowed in afrown. "The electrons are starting to
dip. I think were. . ."

There was avery dight ground shudder and everyone looked at the
externa monitors. In the distance was dust rising from asmall explosion
wherether expensive and difficult to build quark generator now
appeared to be so much metal and plastic scrap.

"...logngit," Garciafinished. "Negativesgnd.”

"Back to the drawing board,” Bill said.

"It lookslikeit'sworking thistime," Garciasaid, watching his
monitors carefully. "The Quark Hotel isin operation.”

Analysis of the datathat they had gotten before the explosion
indicated that some of the quarks, rather than being fully trapped in the
bottle, had gotten caught in amagnetic eddy. When their locd charge
overcame the eddy they reacted, violently, with the surrounding matter
and released the rest of the quarks to do so even more energetically.

The containment bottle had been upgraded and redesigned o that,



asGarciaput it: "Quarks go in, but none get out."
It had been instantly dubbed the Quark Hotel.

"Negative radiation emissons,” Crichton said. "But the rate of entry
isredly low. It lookslike only aquark per second.”

"Not fast enough,” Bill said. "We need to increase therate by a
couple of orders of magnitude.”

"Up the power input?' Mark asked. "We need to increase the size
of the bottle anyway."

"Maybe," Bill replied. "We're probably only catching afraction of
the potential stream. But we don't have the generatorsfor that. We're
dready pushing ahundred kilowatts through at the moment. To up it
welll need big power. | don't think we can do it here unless we can get
some redlly mongtrous generators and then well be hauling in diesdl so
fast the experiment is going to be pretty damned obvious.™

"So what do we do?" Robin asked.

"Shut it down," Weaver replied. "We can do it, we just need
another boson that has accessto alot of power. Set the quarks on
battery backup. We need to seeif we can move the containment
bottle, anyway. I'll haveto kick thisupgtairs.”

* * %

"So that'swherewere at," Bill said. "We can make the materid,
we can even contain it and moveit, with relative safety. But we need
orders of magnitude more power. | don't think the rate of capture will
be linear, morelike asymptotic . . ."

"What?' the Presdent said. "Y ou're usudly pretty good about
avoiding extreme jargon, Dr. Weaver, but . . ."

"That meansfor alittle more power well get alot more result, Mr.
Presdent,” Bill said. "But were gill looking at needing to have
something on the order of amegawatt or more of power. We're going
to need to move someplace that has that sort of power available”

"Savannah River?' the secretary of defense said, looking over at
the national security dvisor.

"Oak Ridge, Savannah River, Hanford," the NSA said witha



shrug. "All have secure facilities, al have accessto enormous power.
Takeyour pick."

"Savannah River," Bill replied. "Mark worked there. Hell know
where to set up and who to see when we need something. And
besides, thereain't much left of Oak Ridge.”

"Get moving, Doctor,” the President said. "We may not have much
time." Helooked up as someone entered the Situation Room. The
agitated messenger walked up to the secretary of defense and
whispered in his ear at which message the secretary's face suddenly
looked every day of his seventy-odd years.

"Wereout."

* % %

Despitethe logisticsinvolved it had taken far lesstimeto set up
than the period the gates were destabilized. Collective 47 had atota of
nine subcollectives to draw upon, lessthe late Collective 15379.
Bosons were energy intensve to generate but six of the collectives had
created at least one, in some cases two. Collective 47 was able to
generate three.

In addition each of the collectives had disregarded trade and
internal improvements to increase combat unit production. Each of the
potentia gates, and the three that had previoudy been opened, now
had an overwheming force stationed by it ranging from classoneto
class saven ground combat units aong with twenty percent moreair
defense units than standard. The biologicals of the new world would
not be permitted to throw their fission wegpons onto the bridgeheads
thistime.

Last, and certainly least, dl three of Collective 47's subraces had
been levied for support. In some cases thisincluded combat units.
Primarily it had been contribution of biologicd materiadsto be
converted to Collective combat units. One gate had been entirely
ceded to the subraces and would be assaulted by a combination of
Mreee and N!T!Ch, using weaponry the N!'T!Ch had obtained from
the Sen. They, too, however, would be supported by Collective air
defense units.



A new subcollective, designated 16743, had been established at
thelocus of the former 15379. It wasin itsinfancy, a colony
organization rather than atruly functioning collective, but it served to
support the forces sent to those open gates by the other collectives. In
addition, Mreee biologicaswere being added to the subcollective to
accderate its formation; asthe holder of two of the open gatesit was
an important strategic locus and needed the boost.

All wasin readiness when the gate fracta stabilized.
"All Collectives," Collective 47 emitted. "Initiate gate formation.”

Even for the collective thistook afew moments. In theinterim,
Collective 16743 sent aweak emission.

"Fission detonation, Gate 763, Gate 765, Gate 769. Assault
formations destroyed. Gates closed. Twenty percent damage to
collective. Initiating repairs.”

Best to get this over with as quickly as possible. Callective 47 had
considered using the race on the far Sde asa subrace, but it was smply
too dangerous. All would have to be destroyed.

"All Collectives," Collective 47 emitted as the gates popped
open. "Initiate assault."

* % %

Dave Pearce threw his queen of diamonds on the pile and watched
asJm Horn covered it with aking. That was okay, it was hissole
diamond. When somebody brought out that ace they were hoarding
they werein for asurprise.

Dave waswhigtling in histeeth, asure sgn that he was out of one
auit, Sergeant Horn thought to himsdlf. He knew the song, vaguely,
something about Hallack or Harlack or something. Pearce was dways
whigtling it, to the point that it got on his nerves. Especialy when it
meant the specidist was out of asuit and waiting to hop on hisace.

Y ou'd think that with an ace, king combination, you'd get at least two
tricks. But in the last two weeks he swore that he'd seen every possible
combination of tricks and rubbers possible in the game of spades.
There wasn't much eseto do but play.

Theduty wasincredibly, unmitigatingly, boring. Hell of alot more



comfortable than Iraqg, though. The track three boson had formed in the
living room of a suburban homein Woodmere, Ohio, asuburb of
Cleveland. After the danger of the boson became evident, the house,
then the surrounding houses, then agood part of the town, had been
evacuated. The house, a pleasant single story ranch, had been cleared
by moving crews and then leveled, as had severa of the surrounding
houses and most of their landscaping, creating open fidds of fire. Lagt,
defensive positions had been scattered around the boson and units of
the Ohio National Guard were established in the positions. Well, were
supposed to be established in the positions. There was dways one
member of the unit on the tracks at al times, but most of the rest of the
brigade had settled in the abandoned houses; they were far more
comfortable. Theloca e ectric company, as agesture of patriotism, had
|eft the dectricity running. So the troops had hot and cold running
water, aplace to deep out of the weather and flush toilets. Cots, and
then beds, had appeared. Except for the boredom, which was relieved
by television and endless games of spades, not to mention Nintendo,
Segaand Gameboys and for afortunate few internet connections, it
wasn't bad duty. Definitely better than the sx months the unit had spent
inthe Sunni Triangle.

They dl knew that the balloon could go up at any time and they'd
been told it could occur without warning. But they aso figured that the
big branswould give them alittle warning.

So Sergeant Horn was more than alittle surprised when he threw
his ace down, fully prepared for Pearce to trump the damned thing, and
was rewarded, ingtead, by the explosion of aclaymore mine.

Claymores were directiond mines, asmall box on legsthat could
be pointed at the direction an enemy was likely to approach from, in
this case directly at the inactive boson. Normaly they were command
detonated, that isa soldier would close a" clacker" which sent an
eectrica Sgnd to theminetdling it thet it wastimeto performiits
function, namey spilling out 700 ball bearings a approximately the
gpeed of rifle bullets.

When the combat engineers set up the defenses for the boson,
however, they laid in arather extensve minefield around the concrete



dab that had once been aranch house. Thefirst line of defensewasa
series of claymore mineson trip-wires, so that anything coming through
the gate, should it form, would be met by a hail of ball bearings.

It dlso0 served as an efficient Sgnal that the shit had just hit the fan.

The four card playerstossed down their hands and picked up their
wespons, rushing to their bunkers asfast asthey could. But there were
nine people currently in the house and by the time Sergeant Horn
squeezed through the press at the door, more mines were exploding.
And then thefirst incoming hit the house,

The plasmawespon hit on the roof and tossed burning debris down
into the living room, setting fire to the table where they had been playing
and tossing burning cards through the air.

The overpressure from the blast threw Sergeant Horn and
Specidist Pearce out of the door in atangle of limbs. The sergeant was
thefirst to recover, sitting up and shaking his head, then grabbing his
M-16 and continuing on to his bunker. Or where his bunker had been.
Which was now aholein the ground.

There was a protective berm that had been thrown up around the
boson and Horn crawled to the top of it, looking over the edge. What
met hiseyeswas anightmare.

The collectives had not bothered with assaulting the gates with
low-class ground combat units. Coming through the gate was a
segmenta class seven combat unit. It was tossing plasma charges off its
horns at everything that looked like athrest. Four Abrams were
smoking wrecks aswere dl the Bradleys and most of the bunkersthat
were supposed to shdlter the infantry. And the thing just kept coming
out of the gate, like agiant nightmare centipede, pouring firein all
directions

As hewatched, though, the thing hit one of the antitank minesthe
engineers had ingaled. The massive exploson punched up through the
thing, sending a salf-forging round upward through the first ssgment.
The secondary explosion, even at five hundred meters, tossed the
sergeant off the berm and down into the grass yard of the burning
house.



He shook some life back into himsdlf, again, and climbed back up
the berm, wishing that his LBE hadn't been in the bunker. All he had to
fight with was asingle magazine for the M-16.

It wasn't going to matter, much, though. The front segment of the
monster was a smoking wreck but it had already been detached and
the thing continued to extrude. Now fire was legping into the sky,
intercepting incoming rounds of artillery. There were more antitank
mines, but Horn was pretty sure there wouldn't be enough.

"Anybody got aradio!” Hornydled. "Cal somebody and tell ‘em

thisthing ain't going to stop any time soon!”
* % %

"Thisis Bruce Gdinasin Woodmere, Ohio, where units of the Ohio
Nationa Guard have again been repulsed from an attempt to retake the
Clevdand Gate. Fighting isreportedly heavy and from the looks of the
casudties|'d have to agree. Besides the segmented tank there are now
rhino tanks and something like large spider tanks, dong with large
numbers of dog aiens and thorn-throwers. The unit has had to retredt,
twice, and now issmply trying to dow the monsters down aswell asit
can. More units are being brought up but the situation looks very bad.”

"Bruce have you been ableto talk to anyone from the National
Guard, there?" the anchorwoman in New Y ork asked.

"No, the spokespeople don't seem to be available," Bruce said.
"From what | heard they were issued wegpons and have been sentin to
replace lossesin the infantry units, which aretaking ared beating. |
spoke, briefly, with a sergeant who had been injured in the initia
assault. . . "

The scene cut to arecording of asoldier on adretcher, hisleft am
in athick bandage and scorch marks on his uniform. Hisface was
partidly bandaged and he could only see out of one eye.

"Sergeant Horn, you were part of the gate defense force?' the
reporter asked.

"We couldn't stopit," the soldier said, dmost incoherently. "It took
out the Abrams before we even knew it wasthere, it was blowing up
everything in sght! It took three minesand it didn't stop it, it just kept



coming!”

"We have further reports that an attempt to deliver strategic nuclear
weapons was unsuccessful,” the reporter said, again live. "Ordersto
prepare for astrike were issued and we were warned, then nothing.
Heavy fire could be seen from the direction of the gate and it
apparently intercepted and destroyed the incoming nuclear rounds. As|
sad, at thispoint it looks asif nothing can stop the Titcher. Thisis
Bruce Gdlinas, in Woodmere, Ohio."

"Thank you for that . . . disturbing report, Bruce," the
anchorwoman said. "Breakouts are reported at dl of the formerly
inactive bosons, ranging from Georgiato Canada. In addition to Titcher
attacks, the gate in Oakdale, Kentucky, appears to be sending out
Mreee soldiers and some sort of giant, silver spiders. We go now to
Erik Kittlelsen who isreporting, live, from near the front lines. Erik?!

"We'relivein Oakdae, Kentucky," the reporter shouted at the
microphone just as an explosion occurred, very close, inthe
background. "I'm with Alpha Company, 1t Battaion, 149th Infantry
Battaion of the Kentucky Nationa Guard!" Helooked over his
shoulder at thewall of earth behind him and then back at the camera
"The attackers here seem to be Mreee and what the military now
believesto be Nitch, the giant spider specieswe had previoudy only
heard about from the Mreee. It's clear, now, that the Mreee were dlies
of the Titcher dl dong!"

"Erik, we're getting some very disturbing reports from other
defenders,” the anchorwoman said. "How arethings, there?"

"Not good, Roberta," the reporter shouted, then hit the ground as
an enormous explosion occurred close enough that the flash could be
seen even with the camera pointed at the wall of thetrench. Ina
moment he was back up again, though, and the camerawas back on
him. "The Mreee and the Nitch are usng some sort of homing explosive
round. Even if they gppear to be missing, the round tracksin on our
combat vehicles and bunkers! Infantry are doing better but not much.
And they have antiair and antiartillery support from some sort of Titcher
wesponry. They're holding them to a perimeter for the time being, but
more of the Mreee and Nitch are pouring through the gate and the gate



ison ahilltop, they can drop fire on our linesand it's hard to even get a
head up with dl the. . ."

The screen went blank then showed the anchorwoman again.

"We appear to be having sometechnica difficulties,” the woman
said. "Well try to get Erik back as soon aspossible.”

"Not thissde of the grave." Miller grunted, setting down his beer.

"No," Bill said, through steepled fingers.

They were donein the physcstrailer a the anomaly ste. The
SEAL waswearing askin-tight jumpsuit, and Weaver fatigues. Bill
looked up at the SEAL and shook his head.

"You amdl likeagoat,” Bill commented.

"It'syour fault,” Miller replied, noncommittaly. "Whet are you going
to do?'

"Why does everyone want to know what I'm going to do?"
Weaver replied, angrily.

"Because you're dways the man with the plan,” Miller explained,
shrugging, and taking another sip of hisbeer."So . . . what are you
going to do?'

"By the time we create enough quarks to matter, we won't be able
to get to any of the gates,” Bill said, thoughtfully. "Even if wewere sst
up in Savannah already. Which were not. And we can't knock back
any of the assaults with nukes, because we've exhausted half our subs
firing into them to no effect. Something the news guys apparently
haven't found out. But thereis one bright spot.”

"What?'

"We know that with the right technology, SDI works," Bill said, il
in athoughtful tone.

"Very funny.”

"| think theré's only onething to do," Bill said, Sitting back.
"Andthet is?'

"Beg”

"Beg the Titcher to not kill us?' Miller asked. "I don't think that's



gonnawork."

"No, beg for help,” Weaver replied, pulling out hiscdll phone. The
charge was low; held forgotten to charge it up last night. He hoped it
would last long enough. "First I'm gonnabeg for an airplane. A few.
One for me, one or more for you."

IIWI,WI

"I'm going to France. Y ou're going to Kentucky."

"| think I'm getting the better dedl," Miller said, watching the world
end, live

"We need Tchar," Bill said, riding through the Adar gate with
Admira Avery. "Even moreimportant, we need that artass guy.”

"Y ou don't spesk directly to him," Avery pointed out. "That's
important. If he'snot available we can't even ask where heis”

"We need somebody like him," Bill replied. "Somebody who can
make policy decisons.”

"We get what we get,” Avery said.

Avery spoke to one of the Adar guards on the gate and was
directed to the meseting hall where they were directed to Sit in one of the
cubicles

"Our world'sdying whilewe gt here" Bill pointed out.

"I know that aswell asyou do, Dr.," the admird replied, tartly, and
Bill remembered that he had started off life asa"nuke," working the
baligtic submarine fleet. Hisremarkable ability at languages had been
put to use later. The admira, in hisown way, was awarrior, aman
who had carried akey that could lead to the extermination of millions of
lives and who had run the risk on every deployment of having to useit.

"But," the admira added, more thoughtfully, "thelonger we Sit here,
| suspect, the better."

"Why?' Bill asked.

"If weld been received immediately, we would have gotten, at
most, Tchar," theadmiral said. "If were being kept waiting it's because
someone who can discuss policy isbeing summoned and briefed.”



Bill shrugged, then pulled out a cal culator and started tapping keys.

It had been afour-hour ride from McCoy to France in another
F-15. Bill waslogging up some serious hoursin that jet at this point.
Then abrief ride by helicopter; one had been waiting with the rotors
aready turning when he landed. By the time he got to the gate, the
news had worsened. Huge areas around the gates had been opened by
the Titcher and, in those where the areas werein view from a safe
distance, the Titcher "fungus’ was dready soreading. Evenif he closed
the gates, it might be too late to save the world.

Findly, after an interminable wait that turned out to be al of twenty
minutes, another Adar came to the cubicle and waved for them to
follow. They were taken to the same meeting room that had been used
during their previous, less hurried, vist. Tchar waswaiting for them and
0, to Bill'srelief, was the unnamed artass.

"Tchar," Bill sad, inclining hishead.
Tchar spoke hurriedly to the admira who shook his head.

"They've aready been informed of the breakout,” Avery trandated.
"They ask if you think it's possble to stop the Titcher."

"I'm not the Army Chief of Staff,” Bill replied. "But the frank
ansver is no."

"Why then are you here?' Avery trandated. "Do you seek shelter
for your people? Our foods cannot be mutudly consumed. Thereisno
way that we can support many of you on thisside. If you, yoursdlf, and
afew otherswish to fleg, that can be granted.”

"No," Bill said, "I've comefor help. | have spoken to God, asyou
told meto, and he has told me that thereis away to break the gates.
But it requires alarge amount of quarks, free quarks. We have figured
out away to produce them, but not enough and not intime. | am
hoping that you have such away, such awegpon. | think you do.”

"And if you get such aweapon, even supposing we haveit, what
would you do with it?" Tchar asked.

"Thereisone gate| believe possbleto retake," Bill answered. "'l

would useit on that gate. It should shatter the entire fractal, if the math
isright. At thevery least it will shut dl the gates, giving ustimeto retake



them and set up more effective defenses at each. But, again, my
undergtanding isthat it will turn them off, perhgps more.”

The artass suddenly leaned forward, examining Bill with thesingle
eyein hisforehead. He peered at him for amoment, then spoke.

"Y ou say you have spoken to God," Avery trandated. "What did
hesay."
"To cut matter to the smdlest form it becomes, when it will no

longer cut becauseitislight, it iswater. That isthe secret of the gates,”
Bill answered, staring back.

"And if | told you we had tried this method and falled?' the artass
asked.

"I'd say you didn't use enough,” Bill replied. He turned back to
Tchar and nodded. "1 think | should add something. When the Titcher
take our planet, they will gain access to the bosons dready generated
and the boson generator. That means any bosons you make will be
potentia gates. Y ou could find yoursdlf in the same predicament we
ae”

Tchar didn't answer, just sat looking a Avery. Nor did heturn his
head to the artass.

"Please," Bill said, looking at the artass, now. "In the name of al
that is haly, in the name of God, please. Help us."

The artass |ooked at him out of both side eyesthen said aword.

"| don't recognizethat one," Avery said. " Artune a das? Thereare
some similaritiesto other words. Destroyer of Small Things?!
"Thereisadevice" Tchar said, abruptly standing up. "Come with
me"

Heled them out of the building to arank of smal cars, somewhat
like golf carts. All four piled in one and then he put it in gear.

Bill had previoudy seen the Adar drive but had never beenin any
of their vehicles. Thething looked like agolf cart and was open on all
sdesbut it drove like aFerrari. He held on for dear life as Tchar, who
apparently considered this no more than normal, rocketed acrossthe
compound and around a series of buildings. Pedestrians, clearly, did



not have the right of way and he nearly smashed some poor human that
had never heard of Adar driving techniques.

They stopped at the base of the mountainsthat haf ringed the Site
where there was an open corridor leading into the mountain.

Tchar and the artass led the way; the guards at the entrance, which
had the sort of blast doors Bill had only seen a avery few military
ingdlations, sood aside at their gpproach, sauting crossarmed in the
Adar way.

"I would be delighted to figure out who the artassis," Avery
whispered asthey strode down thetile-lined corridor. 1t was Soped
downward, with severa doglegs, heading deep into the bowels of the
mountain.

"l an K'Tar'Daoon," the artass said in very clear English. "The
Unitary Council is composed of nine members, each with their own
separate area of responsibility. We do not break it out the same way
that you humans do. | would be something like your secretary of high
technology defense. | am currently the rotating head of the Unitary
Coundl."

"Holy crap,” Bill whispered, then redlized that the question had not
been trandated. "Sorry."

"Y ou said that you spoke to God," the artassreplied. "And |
sensed no lieinyou. Y ou are afortunate man to have been ableto
speak to God, twice. Such a person does not deserve to die at the
hands of the Titcher." He paused in front of ablast door and made a
complicated hand gesture. " On the other hand, the philosopher/scientist
Edroon pointed out that aliances are based upon mutua need aswell
asfriendship. Y our point about the Titcher taking your planet was well
timed." There were guardsin front of thisdoor, aswell, and Bill
consdered them to be nervous. It was hard to read body language
among an aien species, but they didn't look very happy.

The artass placed ahand on a pad and then leaned hisforehead on
acurved plate. This placed his center eye againgt the plate and Bill
suspected something like aretina scan was being conducted. Asthe
artass|eaned back the door swung ponderoudly open.



It was not, by any stretch of the imagination, the last door to be
accessed. Therewere atota of four, the last requiring that two more
Adar, who were awaiting them, give their identity and approval.

When the last door was opened it revedled asmall room with
shelvesdong one wal. There were severa devices on the shelves,
including one long line of what looked like smdl artillery shdlls. Onthe
opposite wall was avault which the artass opened by acombination. It
wasthe first nonelectronic security device Bill had seen.

The artass pulled abox from the vault and then closed it. But Bill
got aglimpsein the vault and saw that there were two more. The vault
was, otherwise, empty.

The two stranger Adar were standing to one Side asthe artass
came out with the box. They, too, looked strangely nervous, turning
their head from side to side to watch the box that the artass carried,
with apparent indifference, by one of two handles placed at either end.

The box was about a haf ameter long, a quarter meter deep and
wide, and colored arather pleasant shade of violet. It appeared to be
made from plastic or carbon fiber. On the top were a series of symbols
and some readouts.

"1 will brief you carefully upon the use of thisdevice" the artass
sad. "Then | will carry it to the far Sde of our mutua gate. After that
what you do with it will be up to you."

"Yes, gr," Bill said, eying the box warily.
"Thisisan ardune,” the artass said. "The ardune requires a period
of time to become useable." He pressed akey and a bar on the top of

it outlined in blue and began dowly flashing. "It will require haf acycle,
some fifteen of your hours, for it to becomefully useable.”

"Fifteen hours" Bill said, looking at hiswatch. "Got it."

"Each ardune uses adifferent initiator key," the artass said, pointing
to the symbols. Bill noted that there were fifteen, threerows of five. "In
this case, you pressthesefive," the artass continued, not actualy
touching the keys. "When you do, thisindicator beginsto blink," he
said, pointing to areadout that was, at the moment, quite dead. "You
pressthiskey and it incrementsup intime. It isin our sadeen whichis



about two thirds of your seconds.”

"Okay," Bill sad.

"It only incrementsto thirty sadeen,” the artass continued. " Twenty
of your seconds.”

"Okay," Bill sad, hisstomach clenching.

"Y ou then have to input the code again. Y ou have thirty sadeen to
reinput the code, after which the counter resets and you haveto sart al
over again. When you complete the second input, the countdown
darts”

"Okay," Bill said, breaething out. "Can | input al but thelast key as
long as| don't go over the thirty sadeen?”

"es"
"Can | turnit off?" Bill asked. "I mean, after the countdown?"
"Key the sequence again,” the artass said. "If you havetime.”
"Key the sequence again,” Bill nodded, redizing why the guards

and the two other Adar, probably nearly as high rank asthe artass,

were eying it they way they did. Thiswas anuclear suicide device. "Just
like asecurity darm. Got it.”

"A few warnings about the ardune,” the adass said. "Obvioudly, it
must be used immediately. If you get it to the other side of the gate, and
it saysthere, dl iswell. The effect around the gate area, however, may
be hazardous."

| bet, Bill thought.

"Last warning about the ardune,” the artass said. "It isheavily
armored. That is because, asyou surmise, the materid it containsis
explogve. If thearmor is penetrated or the containment fails, it will
predetonate. The development of materia isnonlinear, however. It will
be at least one of your hours beforeit is significantly hazardous.
However, by thetimeit reachesfull power, if the caseis cracked, say
by aTitcher plasmaweapon, the resultswill be. . . unpleasant.”

"What's the output?" Bill asked.

"Y ou would defineit as Sx hundred megatons,” the artass
answered. "If it does not destroy the gates, it will assuredly destroy



your world, probably cracking it open and fragmenting it into space. In
which case, our world will be secure.”

"Unpleasant." Understatement of the. . . of all time!

"How do I know it won't blow up thefirst time input the code?”
Bill asked, swesting.

"You dont."

* * %

When they reached the Terran side of the gate, the artass handed
Bill the bomb and then went back to his side without a backward
glance. Tchar looked at Bill, unreadably, for amoment, and then
stepped back through aswell.

Bill looked at the admiral and shrugged.

"Y ou going back over?' Bill asked. "l understand they've set up a
greenhouse over there. If thisthing goes off, on the wrong side, youll
mekeit."

"What'sthe point?' Avery replied. "All my children and
grandchildren are over here. Nope, | think I'm going to pack up my
tent and seeif | can il get aflight back to the States. If we're going to
al die, I'd rather die on my own soil."

"Well, I've got aplaneto catch,” Bill said, looking at the bar on the
ardune. It was till barely showing any increase.

"That you do," the admira said. "Good luck."

"Thanks."

* % %

The F-15 had state-of-the-art communications and it wasin the
middle of the Atlantic. It was an even better place to hold a secure
conversation than most secure rooms.

"I have obtained a device from the Adar," Bill told what held come
to think of asthe Troika. "It will destabilize, probably destroy, the gates
and the boson fractal. All I haveto do isget it to the other side.™

"That'sgoing to be hard,” the secretary of defense said. "Actudly,
that's abit of an understatement. That's going to be damned near
impossible”



"Weé're holding the Mreee, right?" Bill asked. "Can you pull forces
off esewhere and throw them at that gate? | just have to get thisthing
over for afew seconds and then the Titcher threat goes away,
permanently. Or, & least as permanently aswe're going to get. Were
losing everywhere e se, right? Let the Titcher have the territory, we can
get it back. We just need to close the gates.”

"Hehasapoint,” the national security advisor said. "Y ou're sure
thiswill closethe gates?"

"Yes" Bill replied, definitely. But afaint quaver in hisvoice must
have given him away.

"What are the secondary effects?' the national security advisor
asked, guardedly.

"Oh, if | get it to the other Sde, minima onthisside," Bill answered.
"I'm not even sure there will be aneutron pulse, thistime. Don't see
why there would be. The gates should just disappear asif they never
exiged."

"And if you don't get it to the other Side?’ the President asked.
"And it goes off onthissde?’

"That gateswill till get shut down,” Bill replied. "Aslong asl can
oet it closeto one of them.”

"And the secondary effects?" the nationa security advisor asked.

"Oh, pretty bad,” Bill said, hishead light. "' Just about as bad as can
be imagined. Some of the guysin nuke boats might be okay, if they're,
say, well out in the middle of the Pacific and redlly deep. There's
women on some of them now, right? So the human race won't be
entirely eliminated. If the world doesn't crack and turn into anew
agteroid belt,” he added, honestly, in avoice out of nightmare.

There was avery long pause that was ended by the secretary of
defense clearing histhroat.

"Dr. Weaver, what sort of magnitude are we discussing here?"

"Six hundred megatons” Bill said, looking at the devicein hislap.
There was another long pause.

"Dr. Weaver," the national security advisor said, in avoice that was



high and strange, "I'm reminded of an expression from the Vietnam
War. Something about destroying aworld to saveit.”

"We're doomed anyway, maam,” Bill replied, his voice firm now.
"The Adar have had this capability for sometime, how long | don't
know, but long enough to useit on their own gate. They havent. The
questionis why?'

"Why?" the President asked in afirm tone.

"Because they're not desperate, Mr. President,” Bill answered. "l
guessthe question is, how desperate are we?"

There was another pause.
"Mr. Secretary?' the President said.
llsrl?l

"Trandfer al available forcesto open the Oakdae gate,” the
president said. "Doctor Weaver."

"Yes, Mr. President?'
"Try very hard to set it off on the other Side of the gate. And may
God grant usvictory on thisday."

* % %

The F-15 never even returned to Orlando. Instead, taking a
snaking course that followed relatively safe lanes around the areathe
Titcher interdicted, it flared out and landed at Louisville International,
the closest airport with runwayslong enough. A Blackhawk, aspecia
operations variant he noticed, was waiting just outside the gatesto the
arport and as soon as Bill wasin and strapped down, in one of the
crew-chief seatsthat had agreat view out the Plexiglas window, it took
off. Theflight started low and got lower the closer they got to the dien
incurson.

Bill thought that riding in an F-15 waswild, and it was, but even
though the Blackhawk was going afraction of the speed of the fighter,
thefact that it was doing so, towards the end, actualy below the
treetops added a certain degree of frisson to the experience. So did
jerking up to avoid power lines and then back down, quickly, to avoid
firefrom the hillsto the esst.



It wasright at 130 miles, straight-line, from Louisville International
to the Oakdal e gate. Even in aBlackhawk it took over an hour to
make theflight, twisting and turning at the very edge of the experienced
chief warrant officer five's capability. Towards the end the chopper cut
south and, keeping aridgeline between itsdf and the gate, actudly
passed the gate to the Army assembly point in Jackson.

Naturaly, Bill thought, the most assaultable gate would be just
about the least accessible. The road network in the areawas, to say the
least, primitive. To get the bulk of the combat forcesto the region
required going down Highway 402 out of Lexington and through
Winchester, to Highway 15. Highway 402 was amultilane highway,
limited access for most of itslength, and it had been taken out of civilian
serviceto movethe vast fleet of tanks and fighting vehiclesthat were
headed for the gate. Highway 15, on the other hand, was atwo lane,
twisting, road that snaked through the hillsin the area, hillswhich were
just garting to leave the rolling bluegrass and edge up into the
Appdachians. Highway 402 was alogjam of low-boy trallerstrying to
turn onto 15, which was worse.

Many of the soldiers being sent to try to retake the gate were Ohio
national guardsmen who were, for reasons unexplained, being removed
from defending their own homes and driven to the wilds of Kentucky.
They were, to say theleadt, less than thrilled. Others were coming up
from Tennessee, again National Guard with aleavening of air assault
troops from the 101t at Fort Campbell. They took the Daniel Boone
Highway, alimited accesstoll road that, again, had been placed in
military service, and then turned north on the same Highway 15.

What the more astute soldiers noticed was the distinct lack of
support vehicles. Missing from the logjam were the fud, food and
ammunition trucks they were used to seeing accompanying their
formations. They had been given abasic load of ammunition and food
at an assembly point in Louisville and their tanks were full. But there
were no gpparent plansfor resupply. What that told those astute
soldierswas far more grim than the fact that they were being taken
away from their homesand families.

Furthermore, the assembly areain Jackson was anightmare. The



small town of abare 2500 souls was more of an elaborate crossroads
on two minor highways. It was the county seat of Breathitt County and,
notably, itslargest town. In an areawith barely a square acre of flat
land; it occupied a section of large, relatively flat, and therefore flood
prone, shordine dong the North Kentucky River.

"Asaspot to assemble a battalion of tanks, much lessa short
divison," Brigadier Generd Rand McKeen said, dryly, "it leavesalot
to be desired.”

Low-boy trailers could be heard in the background, snorting
around turns and backing and filling, trying to find placesto drop dl the
tanks and fighting vehiclesthey carried. The town, even before the
heavy reinforcements had arrived, had been largely abandoned and
tanks now parked in yards, dleyways and streets, trying to ensure that
they knew where their higher control was and, more importantly, which
way the enemy might come from.

Even defining "higher" was difficult. The unitswere drawn from four
different divisons, two brigades from Kentucky Nationd Guard, one
brigade from Ohio, one from Tennessee and a battaion of light infantry
from the 101t. Generd McKeen, assistant division commander of the
101st, had been placed in overall command.

"And you're not an armor officer,” Command Master Chief Miller
noted. "Sir."

"Nope," McKeen said, smiling faintly. He was atdl, rawboned
man with alantern jaw, wearing hishdmet very straight with the
chingtrap nestly fastened. He dso was weighted down with an
infantryman's combat harness, loaded with magazines, and carried an
M-4rifle."I'm not. But | suddenly got dumped with four brigades of
National Guard armor and a direction of the President to take and hold
one hilltop with them. So | guessthat'swhat I'm going to have to do."

"Certainly you have enough forces” Bill said.

"Wdll . ..yesand no,” McKeen replied. "The Mreee and Nitch, if
that's who those spiders are, don't seem to befighting dl that hard. The
local National Guard commander had positionsaong dl theridgdines
around the boson. Some of them got pushed out and the Mreee took



the town of Oakdale, pushed down the valley and took Athol and
pushed over the nearest ridge towards Warcreek. But the local
Nationa Guard forces held them up in every direction, despite the
Mreee having more forces and those damned rayguns of theirs. The
rayguns don't appear to track in on infantry. And that'swhat | meant by
'yesand no." If | go barrdl assing down 52 with al these Abrams and
Bradleys, were going to get blown to hell, Doctor. Frankly, it would
have been much better to just send the whole 101st. But we're spread
in penny packets on other missons. So herel st, alight infantry
specidigt with aclassc light infantry misson and awhole passdl of
mechanized infantry on my hands."

"So what are you going to do?" Bill asked.

"Takethegate" the generd replied, smiling faintly again. "Asto
how I'm going to take it, Doctor Weaver, that's for me to know. Asl
understand it, my misson isto get you and your SEAL team up to the
gate. And the very least, you haveto bedive. That iswhat | intend to
do. How isup to me. The when is, according to my orders, up to you."

Bill looked at hiswatch and shook his head.

"The. . . device we need to insert will not be ready for nine more
hours,” the physicig said. "Can we hold on that long?*

"Aslong asthe Titcher don't reinforce their dlies " the genera
replied. "In fact, I'd appreciate at least that long to get thisamazing
clugter . . . stuff fixed. Normaly this sort of movement would take days,
for exactly the reason that you see on theroads. Asit is, were doing
the best we can with the time we've got. Ten hourswould be
preferable.”

"The device won't be ready for nine hours,” Bill repested.
"Thereafter . . . well, would you like to be sitting on anuclear hand
grenade that dready had the pin pulled and was just being kept from
blowing up by holding down thelittle lever thingy?

"Spoon,” the generd said, hisface going blank. "Isthat what this
thingis?'

"Worse" Miller said, hisface grim. "Much, much, much worse."

"The best scenario isthat we get it up to the gate, through the gate



and blow it on the other side," Dr. Weaver said, blowing out as he said
it. "Then the gates dl shut down and we dl go have abeer.”

"Miller time," the SEAL said, one cheek jerking upinarictusof a
smile. Weaver had explained exactly what Sanson and therest of the
platoon were guarding.

"Next best scenario, and it'sarea seriousdrop, isthat we get it
close to the gate, thisisnot close enough, and it blows up,” Bill said.

"How serious adrop?' the general asked.
"Y ou don't want to know," Bill replied.
"Redly," Miller sad. "l wish he hadn't told me."

"That bad?' the generd said, lightly. "1 wish he hadn't told me, too.
If you get it closeto the gate and can't get it through, then what?"

"Il blow it," Bill replied. "It will destabilizethisfracta track. It
might even blowback adong the fractd. I'm not sure what that will do to
the Adar, or to us, if it happens, but it's going to do worse to the
Titcher. Thisisabout more than America, more than any persond
needs, wants and desires, more than the needs of the human race, this
isabout the future of multiple races. If the Titcher get out on this planet,
with that runaway boson generator Ray Chen created, theré's no
stopping them. If we're lucky, therewill be survivorsin nuke boats at
seaand placeslike Cheyenne Mountain.”

"And theworse caseisyou never get near the gate,” the genera
sad, licking hislips. He hadn't realized it would be that bad. After
twenty-five years of servicein uniform he was used to taking riskswith
hislife and the lives of the soldiers he commanded. But thiswasrisking
thefate of dl humanity.

"Yes, gr," Miller replied. "That would realy and truly suck.”

"Well, for thefirst time today, | understand my orders,” the genera
said. He gave the physicist ahalf salute and waked back to the
lawyer's office that he had taken over asacommand center.

"You think it'sgonnawork?' Miller asked.

"It'd tekeamiracle."

* % %



"The gateis at the head of this narrow ravine that branches off of
the main Clover Branch vdley," the S-3 of what was being called Joint
Task Force Oakdale said, pointing at the map. The magor was normally
the S-3 of the 37th Armored Brigade Ohio National Guard. Asa
full-time reservist he was decently capable of arranging the operations
of hisbrigade, whether it be summer training, training schedulesfor the
battalions scattered throughout Ohio or peacekeeping in Bosnia, Iraq
or Afghanistan.

Planning a desperate assault on a mountaintop in Kentucky for four
brigades and a battalion of regular soldierswas adifferent ballgame.

"The Mreee hold most of the Twin Creek Valey aswell asKeen
Fork and Bear Fork, but are being held up on ridges on three sides by
units of the Kentucky National Guard."

There was an "ooowah!" from the back of the crowded tent and
the S-3 amiled thinly.

"Part of thisis probably because the Mreee seem willing to stand
on their gains. But acontinud trickle of reinforcements has been coming
through the gate, both Mreee and Nitch. It is beieved when they have
sufficient force they intend to assault, probably in the direction of
Jackson. Mogt of the reinforcements have been moving up the Twin
Creek Vdley to assemble opposite the defenses near Elkatawa."”

He turned back to the map and frowned.

"The assault on the bridge will be aong four axes. The mgority of
the 35th Brigade will move into positions opposite the Chenowee
build-up and prepare for adirect frontal assault up Highway 52. Inthe
meantime, 1t Battalion 149th Infantry with supporting unitsfrom 2nd
Battalion 123rd Armor, will move up to the vicinity of Lawson where
they will prepare for an assault over the ridges dong the axis of
Warcreek-Filmore Road. Once established on the ridges they will
advance dong the axis of Keen Fork. Thereis an unnamed road
running along the creek that junctions with Warcreek-Filmore a the
ridgdine. Itisanticipated that the mgority of this advance will be
dismounted as the named roads are the only onesthat will be functiona
for mechanized systems. Thirty-fifth Brigade, less one battaion, will



move as soon as possible to the vicinity of Copebranch. When they are
in position, they will move down to strike the enemy positions near
Athol. Thishasto bethefirst assault made. Theintention isto force the
enemy to redeploy troopsto repe it before the other two brigades

engage.

"Second Battalion, Third Brigade of the One-Oh-Onewill be
moved up to the vicinity of Elkatawa. They will then dismount and
move up onto the ridgelines currently held by 2nd Battaion, 149th
Infantry of the Kentucky National Guard. Their objective will beto
move, hopefully undetected, aong the ridgdinesto the vicinity of 541,
then stage a dismounted assault upon the gate under cover of the
mounted and dismounted assaults from the other directions. Y our
northern border will bethe generd axis of Warcreek to the
Warcreek-Filmore Road with southern border the ridges overlooking
Highway 52. But movement isto be along the ridges. Kentucky
Nationa Guard patrols have found what may be aclear lane, nearly to
the gate opening. The Second Battaion will be accompanied by units of
SEAL Team Five and Dr. Weaver, who will be carrying the gate
closuredevice"

"So, what you're saying," the brigade commander of the 1st
Brigade said, "isthat we're on the nature of agreet big diversion.”

"Yes" Generd McKeen said, looking over hisshoulder. "Isthat a
problem?’

"No, gr," the colond replied, grinning. "WEll just be as diverting as
hdl.”

"If you can take the gate, any of you, doit," the generd said. "Push
for it like hel. But the 101« battdion is, hopefully, the key. They've got
more experience moving dismounted and they can move through the
hills better than your troops probably can. The Mreee seem to bejust
tacking down the ridgdlines, concentrating on forming their forcesin the
valey. Were going to use that to butt-fuck them. Once Dr. Weaver
and the SEAL sinsert the device, the gates close. At that point, it'sal
over but the mopping up. Not just here, everywhere. Ohio, Tennessee,
Georgia, Alabama, from Floridato Saskatchewan. It'sal up to us. And
we're going to do thejob. Any questions?”



There were none. The S-3 turned over the briefing to the Assistant
S-3 who ran through the movement lanes, phaselines and other nitpicky
details of the attack. He studioudly ignored the portion on artillery
support; there was none for the smple reason that it didn't work. He
aso ignored resupply and postassault consolidation. Thiswasan dl or
nothing attack. There would be no resupply and if it failed there would
be no need for reconsolidation.

Bill tuned that out as hetried to quiet his own fears. He had written
down the instructions on how to set the bomb, but if the artass had
made amistake it was going to be alousy timeto find out right in front
of the gate. So far it had only been Mreee and Nitch on this gate, but
that didn't mean that the Titcher might not show up at any time. They
were racing againgt aseries of deadlines, some of them unknown and
unknowable. He glanced at hiswatch again. Five hours.

Finally the briefing was over and the various officersfiled out of the
large tent, some of them joking halfheartedly. They dl knew that they
were going into agauntlet from which most of their forces, their
soldiers, their children, would not return.

"Dr. Weaver?' alieutenant colond said asthey wereleaving.
"Lieutenant Colond John Forsythe, I'm the battalion commander from
the One-Oh-One. You'rewith me." Hewasatdl officer witha
clean-cut look and asquare jaw. He looked like Hollywood's idea of
an airborne battalion commander.

"WEIl meet you at the assembly area, sir," Miller interjected.
"Weve got some specia materials we need to assemble and we have
our own transportation. It wasin the movement supplement.”

"All right," the colond said, nonplussed. "Bethereontime.”

"Werethetiming, Colond," Bill said. "Thewhole thing sartswhen
we'reready." He glanced at hiswatch. "Five hours."

"Understood,” the colonel said, clearly not understanding. "Just be
there”

"Wewill, gr," Miller replied. "With bellson.”

* % %

Asit turned out it took just over four hours until al the unitswerein



position and Colond Forsythe found out what the "specia materias’
were.

"What the fuck, pardon my French, isthat?' the colond asked,
looking up & the knedling mecha suit.

After thefirst Wyverns had worked out so successfully, Bill had
convinced Columbiato fast track congtruction of theMark 1. The
Mark Il had abit morefluidity, less of atendency to disco at just the
wrong moment and the stylish face had been removed. Thewhole
upper haf had, infact, been sgnificantly lowered and the armor had
been modified into reflective glacisridges. The suitswere dso
camouflage covered and, in the case of the nine that the SEALswere
now suiting up in, covered further in aspecia camouflage netting that
would bresk up their outlines.

"ItsaMark Two Wyvern armored combat mecha," Bill
responded. He was now wearing the skin-tight black coveralsthat
were necessary to properly "fit" the Wyvern and he ran his hands over
the suit proprietarily. "The Mark Twos are armored about like a
Bradley and can carry some serious firepower. They also are going to
be better armor for the ardune.”

"Thewhat?" the colonel asked.

"Thegateclosing device" Bill replied, glancing a thelight violet
box. It had been carefully placed on the back of the truck that had
carried the Wyvern to their assembly areaand his eyes, and those of
most of the SEALS, were never far fromit. The blue charging bar on
the top now within asmidgeon of reading full. Bill's Wyvern had been
hagtily modified with ameta box to carry it and he had carefully
ensured that the Wyvern finger systems were dexterous enough to key
the arming system. He hadn't had the gutsto actudly key the full
sequence, though. "The SEALsand | will let you carry the assault up to
the gate but if you get bogged, we're going to go through on rock and
roll. Theardune will be placed on the other side of the gate, and it will
be triggered, one way or another.”

"l want your people to understand something,” the colonel said. "l
know they're SEALS. | know they're the best of the best. | know that



the misson isimportant. But you don't go until | say you go,
understood?’

"Yes" Bill replied. "Theflip sde being that when it istimeto go,
you let dip the hounds."

"l will," the colond said. "But | let them dip. My assault, I'min
command. Y ou're just supernumeraries until we get up to the gate.
You'rein line between Bravo and Charlie company, right ahead of my
section. Get suited up, Doctor.”

Bill nodded and stepped into the suit. Once fitted, the Wyverns
werereldively easy to take on and off. He smply put his handsin the
controls, settled hisfeet into their holders and pressed a button. The
front closed and he was ready to fight. With one small exception.

Miller came over carrying both his own and the doctor's weapons.
Miller had inssted on another 30mm but the doctor had opted for a.50
cdiber Gatling gun. The Mreee and the Nitch were not as hard targets
asthe Titcher unitsand Bill fet that the gun, which wasthefirgt Gatling
gun accessorized with a semiauto selector switch, was morein keeping
with the threat. Miller's philosophy, on the other hand, had not
changed. More firepower is better firepower.

Bill picked up the big gun in one hand and waited until the
command master chief had hooked up the feed tube and checked the
connections. Then he keyed the externa speaker and raised one hand
inahdf salute

"Ready when you are, Colond,” Bill said.

"Maybe | should think about putting you on point,” the colone
replied, then hefted hisown M-4. "Okay!" he said, raising hisvoice.
"Let'srall out!"

* % %

"ThisisJuliet Five-Four," the commander of the 35th Brigade said
over the command net. He was half whispering despite the rumble from
the command Bradley he wasin. "Our advance scouts have the Nitch
linesingght. Ready to initiate.”

"Juliet Five-Four, thisis SerraOne-one," Task Force Command
sad. "Stand by. Were awaiting word from the Lima Eight-Six unitsthat



they'rein place.”
"Fucking One-Oh-One," the colond bitched. "They think they're so
hot shit and here we St waiting on them.”

"l dunno, sir," his S-3 opined. "Them ridgesareabastard. | hunt in
country like this and making that movement, stedthily, in three hours?|
would have been awfully surprised.”

* % %

It had been atotal bastard of amarch.

The distance wasn't far, no more than three milesin direct line, but
they hadn't taken adirect line. The guide from the Kentucky unit wasa
short, broad young sergeant, dark hair covered by afloppy "booni€"
cap and adark growth of beard apparent in afive o'clock shadow. He
had led them up and down hills, across streams and dong knife-edge
ridgdines, never in one direction for very long.

Bill was glad that the Mark Two had more maneuverability,
otherwise the march would have been impossible. It was necessary a
timesfor the mechasto wak onefoot in front of the other, something
impossible with the Mark One. And while they were not holding up the
advance, they definitely didn't fee dowed by the soldiersin front of
them; it was dll the clumsy mechas could do to keep up with the pace.

But the unit had stopped, dl of the soldiers dropping to asquat and
facing outward for threats as the colond held the radio and talked to
someone.

Bill kicked in hisexternd directiona mike and shamdedy
eavesdropped as the Kentucky scout came back down the line and
squatted by the battalion commander.

"Honest to God, sir," the scout said. "They wasn't there five hours

"Picket,” Miller said over theradio. They SEALshad been training
with the essentidly effortless suitsfor two weeks and held learned some
of theinsand outs, too. Likethe directiona mike. "The Mreee have a
picket up on our line of march.”

"What do we do?" Bill asked asthe colondl shook his head and
looked at hismap.



"Takeit out,” Miller replied, stepping forward in acrouch. "Excuse,

"Yes, Magter Chief," the colonel said, clearly annoyed.

"Sir, taking out sentriesis our specidty,” Miller pointed out,
ignoring the fact that the colonel had missed the "command” part.

"I don't think that, despite your wonderful camouflage job, you can
exactly sneak up on these Mreee," the colonel said, sarcastically. The
suitswere well camouflaged, visudly, but even with the enhancements
they were asnoisy asaplatoon of regular infantry.

"I wasn't planning on using the suit, gr,” the SEAL sad, politey. He
turned and made a series of hand gestures towards the other SEALS,
who were down on their knees and elbowsto reduce their vishility.
One of the suits sat up and kneeled, opening aong the front. The SEAL
within stepped out and around the suit, opening up aside-panel on the
ammunition storage box. From it he extracted a sillenced M-4, ablack
baaclava, acombat harness and acamouflage"ghillie’ suit made, like
those over the suits, of netting strung with soft colored cloth. Ina
moment he was suited up and soft footed over to Miller's position. Bill
noticed that he was wearing what appeared to be dyed black
moccasins,

"Russdl isour team sniper, Sr," the command master chief said.
"Thewind istowards us. He can take down the picket and no one the
wiser.”

The colonel looked at the two SEALs and shook hishead.

"Sorry, Chief," the colond said. "l should have known you weren't
anidiot. Go."

Russdll looked at the scout and then gestured with his chin towards
the front of the bettaion.

Bill dided up the directional mike and followed them out of Sght.
He could hear the scout moving quietly through the underbrush ong
the ridgeline, but not a sound from the sniper despite the encumbering
camouflage. He waited what seemed an interminable period and then
heard two muted cracks, something like firecrackers that had been
placed under ajar.



"They're down," the colond said. "They didn't gppear to havea
radio or any other communications devices."

Bill wondered about that, thinking about the Adar and their
implants. But the Mreeeredlly did seem to be arelatively low-tech race
that had somehow acquired a set of high tech implements. The battalion
garted moving again but the suits had to wait while Russal made his
way back. The SEAL quickly trotted into view, though, and stowed his
dismount gear, suited up and they were on their way.

Asthey passed the two Mreee bodies, Weaver wondered what
they had thought, sent to an dien land by their allies? Their masters?
Set up on ahilltop that was unlike anything from their home world.
What were they thinking? Were they hoping to go home, dive, to ther
mates? To tharr littermates? Or were they looking forward to killing the
humans?

He aso wondered what the soldiersthought at atimelikethis. He
had never even considered joining the military; he had nothing againgt it
but science had been his passion since an early age. What was Russdl|
feding? Did he have any fedlings about killing the child-szed fdlinoids at
dl?

He remembered the expression on the SEAL 'sface asthe
balaclava had been taken off and he stowed his gear. Cold, clear,
professondly interested in getting his gear away and back on track as
swiftly and efficiently as possible. What drove these human killing
machines?

Bosons made more sense.

The sun had set and away from city lightstherewas limited
vighility. All thetroopers of the 1014, though, hed flip-down
monoculars on their helmets and the reduced lighting seemed to affect
them not at dl. Thesuits, of course, had night vison systems and they
could seg, if not as clearly as day then clearly enough. They even had
therma imaging systems and Bill flipped them onto get alook at how it
fetinared misson. The soldiers ahead of him were white ghosts and
the overdl impresson was, if anything, worse than with the night vison
systems. He quickly switched back.



The battalion reached itsfirst phaseline, Highway 541, and spread
out to either Sde, probing for Mreee sentries. They found none. The
lone picket on the hilltop seemed to be the only force the Mreee had
out on thiswing. As soon as everyone wasin position, the colonel sent
the code word and the whole battalion, plus the mecha, swiftly crossed
the road and settled into the woods on the far side. They were within a
mile or so of the gate and still seemed to have been undetected.

The colond spokeinto hisradio and then waved the battalion
down; now was the timeto wait. Bill turned up hisexterna audio to
listen to the night. There was the sound of an owl, unaware that the
planet had been invaded by diens, cdling forlornly for amate. A cough.
A dight rattle of equipment from down theline. Then, inthe distance, a
sound of firing that rose to a crescendo, quickly. A shattering
explosion. Then, morefiring, closer.

The colond till waited, monitoring hisradio. Bill looked at his suit
clock and noted that the bomb should have fully cooked by now; it had
taken that long to get into pogition. But there was only oneridge
between them and the gate. Thefiring to the south and the west was
joined by more to the north and there was abrief flash of actinicfireto
the south that lit the crouched infantry for amoment like day. Findly the
colond stood up, saying something on hisradio. Therewasarustle
from either Sde asthe battalion began to move up the steep dope.

Still, asthey moved, nothing. Then, from the north, there came the
sound of afusillade of shotsand abal of plasmalit theair.

Contact.

Bill switched over to therma imagery and could see ghostlike
images a the top of the ridge. There were severa of themin view and
even as he drew abead on one with the laser mount on the Gatling gun,
abal of plasmaflew through the air and impacted near the line of
infantrymen, throwing two them to the ground to rall in agony at instant
third-degree burns.

Bill dlased hisfinger on thefiring mechanism, rolling thefire through
the figures on theridgeline. One of them seemed to separate into two
and another flew backwards. He could hear firing on either side of him,



now, loud, but the audio sensors quickly diaed down. Thefigureson
the ridgeline had disappeared. He could hear shouting and redized that
it was hewho was doing it, bellowing in rage as he tried to force the
mecha up the steep dope. Theridge got steeper towardsthe top; a
short bluff was apparent. Bill realized he could never get the suit up and
over it and looked around for somewhere he could climb up. Suddenly,
he felt himself lifted up and half thrown onto the top. He ssumbled onto
his face and then lay prone, moving forward on knee and elbow whedls
to clear the spot he had been lifted up on. Another suit landed next to
him and his systems automatically designated it as Seaman First Class
Sanson.

Bill wasright in the areathat he had fired at and he saw, for the first
time clearly, the effects of the Gatling gun. Two forms, their images
fading with their internd hesat, were on the ground. Three, redlly,
because one of them had been cut in haf by thefire from the gun. He
gtarted to heave but suppressed it with amighty effort; it wouldn't kill
him in the suit or damage the dectronics, but it would have been
damned messy.

Hedid forward, looking to either sde and seeing human forms
running across the top of the ridge. He pulled up alocation map and
they were within afew hundred yards, no more, of the gate. He pulled
himsdlf upwardsthen ducked asaball of plasmaflew through the air.
More firing was apparent from the area of the gate and Bill popped his
head up for just amoment to get alook. He didn't know how many
Mreee and Nitch had been passed through the gate, or how many had
been moved up closeto thelr intended assault point, or how many had
been drawn off by the earlier attacks. But based on theimagesin the
valey, mogt of them were till down there. Histhermd imagery system
couldn't separate them ouit.

Pasmarounds wereimpacting dl aong theridgeline, now, asthe
forces around the gate redlized they were being flanked. Bill heard
screamsto either Sde and redlized that there was no way to get in view
of thefire and survive. On the other hand, there were so many targets
down inthevaley it would be hard to miss. So heraised the Gatling
gun up over thelip of theridge and fired it without looking.



The other mecha had joined him and were doing the same thing.
Mogt of them had Gatling gunswith two 25mms and the chief's 30mm.
Miller was one of the few not firing. Hewaslying on hisside,
gpparently peacefully watching the scene and occasiondly reaching
behind him and lobbing something overhand into the valley.

"Having fun, Chief?" Bill asked, watching hisammunition counter.
The Gatling was going through rounds at an darming rate. He decided
that when he was down to one quarter of hisammo load, he would
gopfiring.

"Loads" Miller replied. "Made up some improvised explosve
devices while we were waiting. Bouncing Betties on atimer. Thought it
was an gppropriate time to expend them.”

"We could use some fire support,” Bill said through gritted teeth.
Holding the gun overhead and firing it, even with the mechas powered
support, was not easy. One of the SEAL s screamed and flopped
backwards, his arms blown off by a plasmaround. The scream was
surprise rather than pain since the areathat had been hit didn't vent into
the suit and his"red" armswere down in the bodly.

"Saving it for something worthwhile," the chief replied.

Bill dropped hisweapon and snaked forward, taking a quick look
over the edge.

Where there had been bodies too numerous to count there were
now . . . bodies too numerous to count. But most of them weren't
moving. Some were, however, and plasmafire was still dropping on the
lines, some of it damned close to the position the mecha had taken. But
now fire from the infantry on either Sde, with the plasma somewhat
suppressed, was beginning to get the upper hand. Bill saw aline of
tracerslazily float down the hillsde, missing their intended target high,
then correct into the moving form of one of the giant spiders. It
collgpsed. Theinfantry medium machine guns had been set up dong the
lip of the hollow and now were steedily diminating the resistance.

He brought the big Gatling gun up and started searching for targets
asthe rest of the mecha pushed forward on either sde and did the
same. Even Miller leaned over thelip and started sending individua



rounds downrange. Seeing that he couldn't detect if they hit or not he
switched to full auto and stroked the trigger, sending burst after burst,
amogt every oneincluding atracer, into the carnage in the hollow. The
lines of explosonswere easily detected by the therma imaging scope,
brief, bright, dots of white heet that gradually faded in the cool night air.
Sometimesthey Ieft behind cooling bodies aswell.

"| think it'stimeto go,” Bill said.

"Roger," Miller replied, tersdly. " Switch to the battalion command
freq.”

It took Bill amoment to fumble for the sheet of paper that had the
information, read it by the dim redlight in the suit and switch his
frequency. By thetime he did, the argument wasin full swing.

" ... Dont care, Uniform Two-Four," avoice Bill didn't recognize
sad. "We're il encountering resstance. Until it's suppressed stay in
position.”

"They are suppressed, Mgor," the SEAL sad, tightly. "We need
to get thisbox in pogition, now, before they can regroup or reinforce!”

"Wheré'sthe colond?' Bill asked.

"LimaEight-Six Bravo isunavailable," the new voice said. "Thisis
LimaFour-Fve; I'min command.”

"Colond Forsythe bought it," Miller said. "Mgor White wasthe
battalion X O, he'sin command, now."

"Have you ever heard the term communi cations security, Uniform
Two-Four?' the officer said, clearly furious.

"Thisisan encrypted link, Mgor." Miller sghed. "And our
opponents have shown no sign of having intercept capability. And we
don't have time to diddle around with codes. We need to move, s,
right the fuck now."

"l amin charge of thisoperation, Uni ... Mi .. ." themgor
spluttered. "Y ou will movewhen | tel you to move and not one
moment before.”

"Magor, for God's seke," Miller said, nearly shouted. "Take not
counsd of your fears. We need to move!"



"That'swhat you SEAL sthought in Panama, right?' the mgjor
snarled back. "Wel thisisahdl of alot more important than making
sure Noriegamissed his plane. And we will not move until we havefull
control of the Stuation! ThisisLima Four-five, out!"

"Switch back to SEAL net,” Miller said. "Thisiswhoever thefuck |
amleavingtheng.”

Bill punched the numbersin for the other frequency, which he
remembered, and keyed the mike.

"What do we do, Miller?' he asked. He was down to one quarter
ammo and had stopped firing. Miller was till sending the occasiona
burgt into the hollow. Only an occasiond burst of plasma, poorly
amed, was returned.

"Miller?' Bill asked asthe slence lengthened. "Hey, an | onthe
right freg?'

"Yes," avoice answered. It was one of the SEALS, but he didn't
recognize the voice. "Keep the chatter down.”

"Miller!" Bill said, hdlf afraid, haf furious.

"SEAL Team Five'" Miller said, stonily. " Sound off."

"Six." "Four." "Seven." "Five." "Eight." "Nine." "Three. Here,
wegponsinop.”

"Two?' Miller sad. "Two?'

"Two'sgone." Bill recognized the voicethistime as Sanson. He
sounded . . . cold.

"SEAL Team Five," Miller sad. "Prepare to assault gateway on my
sgna. Three, go ground tactical.”

Bill manipulated the security settings on hisradio as he prepared to
stand up. The settings could be reset so that the commanders could
speak to subordinates without being overheard. It was on the same
frequency but anyone without the proper setting would only get a
hissing in their ears. His suit and Miller'swere dialed in on the security
Stting.

"Miller?' Bill said. "Isthisagood idea?"

"Tacticaly?' the SEAL answered. "Yes™"



"I mean, doesn't the military sort of frown on chiefs, even command
master chiefs, not ligening to mgjors?”

"Yes" Bill said, tersdy. "It's called disobedience of adirect order
from alawful superior under combat conditions. It means | won't be
getting apension. On the other hand, 1 will be boarded by the United
States Government, at no expense to mysdlf, at apleasant place caled
Leavenworth. Get the fucking box in the gate, Doctor. Leavetherest
for me to worry about."

"SEAL Team Five" Miller said, hisvoice cold and professiond as
he reset to generd communications settings. "Let'sroll."

Bill started to stand up, then rolled over instead and lowered his
feet over the dight bluff at the top of theridge. The dope of theridge
down to the hollow was covered in light scrub-had apparently been
cleared off afew years before-which broke under the weight of the
mecha. But going downhill was, if anything, harder than going uphill in
the suits. Hemore or less did on hisbutt, haf out of control, down the
dopeto whereit flattened out. He felt rather than saw some plasma
detonations, but they weren't close to him so heignored them. There
was no way, as out of control as he was, that he could return fire,
anyway. He was having enough trouble just hanging on to hisweapon.

Findly the out-of-control dide stopped and he hefted hiswegpon,
levering himself to hisfeet and getting ready to run to the gate. Then he
paused. Faceit, it wasthe job of the SEALsto clear theway. He was
just thereto set the ardune. Let them go firgt.

Helooked around and found it surprisingly hard to spot them; the
suits had aradiator on their back, just below the americium battery
pack, but other than that spot they didn't radiate hest. It was another
benefit of the suitsand if he survived he planned on adding it to his
after-action field-test report.

There was no more plasmafire coming at them and asthe SEALS
did forward, swinging their wegpons from side to side, and scanning for
threats, he followed, concentrating on the gate.

It wasvisbleevenininfrared, emitting adightly higher temperature
than the background. The planet on the far sde must have been



warmer and with adight overpressure because whisps of what |ooked
likefog in the thermd imagery were drifting up and out of the gateway.
He quickly ran the fifty metersto the gate and set his Gatling gun on the
ground, turning and fumbling to open up the container that held the
ardune, just as one of the suits exploded in plasmafire.

* % %

"Generd Thrathptttt," the runner was panting but he straightened
and bowed to the commander of the combined Mreee NI T!Ch! assault
force. "A group of human infantry hasinfiltrated to the gate area. They
pushed off the forces on the ridge to the east. They are attempting to
sizethegate”

General Thrathptttt spat a curse and looked at his map. The detall
was pooar, it had been found in one of the human storesin the smdll
town they had taken, but it was clear what was happening. The humans
had used their heavy forces as diversons and then sent in an infiltration
forceto seizethe gate, cutting off hisreinforcements. Hed left light
forces on the ridge, banking on picketsto tell him if there was an atack
from that direction. If there was, the forces near the gate should have
been ableto reinforce the ridge, easily. But the humans were tricky,
worthy opponents. He was pleased.

"We can let the reinforcements handleit,” one of hisaides said. He
had been updating the map and now put amarker on it for an unknown
force at the gate.

"No," Thrathptttt said. Hefingered his eyepatch in thought. It wasa
long time since the Mreee had faced worthy opponents and he
remembered what had happened, then. But the humans were not as
much to be feared asthe Masters.

"Have runners sent to Mraown company and SIL!K! company.
Have Mraown come over thisridge on them. Take the ridge and
provide covering fire. Let the N!'T!Ch! go up the road and recapture
the gate.”

"That will weaken our defenses aong the road to Waaaarcrick,"
the aide protested.

"And the humanswill drive through them, eventudly,” the generd



sad, looking at the map and fingering his patch again. "Which will leave
Mraown in position to catch them in the flank asthey pass. We can
push reinforcements from Flefffpt up the hill aswell when they come
through. Have Mraown and SIL!K! retake the gate area. The rest will
beeasy."

* * %

"Son of abitch," Miller snarled. He didn't know if thiswasforces
retreating from the mech attacks or units sent back to reinforce the
gate. But he did know that they were bloody well screwed. The
ridgeline to the west had just spotted itself with what were gpparently
Mreee and he could see awhole passel, company, maybe battalion,
strength, of Nitch running up the road into the hollow.

"SEALS, form perimeter around the doc,” Miller snapped. "Engage
targets of opportunity. Keep fire off the doc.”

That was pretty difficult, however. The Nitch had eight legsand
two "arms' which they used to carry dightly larger versons of the
"raygun” the Mreee had been armed with. They apparently had trouble
moving among the trees-their feet spanned nearly three meters
across-but they could skitter dlong the road, fast. And they were stable
enough to fire at the same time. Which these were doing. They were
gl acouple of hundred yards away and most of the firewas going
overhead, but it was till brutal.

And the Mreee on the ridgeline could pour fireinto them, just as
they and the 101st had poured it into the scattered bodies of Mreee
and Nitch in the hollow. Admittedly, they seemed to have sometrouble
spotting the SEAL s and thelir fire was pretty inaccurate. But as each
SEAL fired, tracersfrom their weapons revedled their location. Thefire
had aready taken out one of the suits and would soon start pounding
theredt.

"Mgor, we need heavy fire-support here," Miller said on the
battalion frequency. He had assumed the prone position and was now
sending carefully aimed burgtsinto the Nitch charging up the road; he
consdered them the worst of the two thrests.

"Wereonit," the battalion commander replied. "Thisiswhy | said



hold up.”

Miller didn't bother to point out that if the mgjor had started the
assault earlier, the bomb would aready bein the gate.

"Yes, dr," wasdl hesad. "All the fire support you can provide
would be gppreciated.”

"Alpha, Bravo, concentrate on the spiders,” the mgjor said on the
battalion frequency, disdaining calsgns. "Charlie, engage the catson
the ridge. Maximum firepower; keep 'em off the SEALS"

"Thismust have been how Shughart felt,” Russdl muttered on the
SEAL freq as Miller switched back.

"Target-rich environment,” Ryan replied. "Nice to know somebody
loves..."

"Saven down," RusHll sad.
"Lovesus," Sanson finished.

* % %

For Sanson it was something on the order of adream cometrue.
Sure, he hadn't risen out of the waves to take out a sentry on the
beach, but thiswas the next best thing. HE'd never been some anime
geek but the suits, he had to admit, were damned cool and the
firepower they supported was just awesome. He was toting a.50
caiber Gatling like the doctor and the thing would just saw one of the
gpiders, much lessthelittle cats, in two. On the other hand, it ate
rounds like there was no tomorrow and he was down to just stroking
the trigger, watching hiswaterfall counter get closer and closer to the
bottom. And there just seemed to be more and more of the damned
things. Which was codl, too, in its own way. Target rich environment.
Better than Mog. Much better than what the old guys talked about in
Iraq and Ashkanistan.

Hetriggered another burs, just barely stroked the trigger, and ten
more rounds poured out of the Gatling, tearing one spider in half, you
could see the parts separate on the therma imagery, and getting apiece
of the one next to it. Probably got the one behind, too. But that wasit.
He hit thefiring circuit again and was rewarded by having the barrels
spin around and around making a cute ratcheting noise and awhine.



Fuck.

"I'm out!" he shouted, pushing the weapon to the side and looking
around. He had an M-4 in his pack but no way to accessit without
bailing out, which he was|oathe to do. On the other hand, hewaslying
on top of adead Nitch, he'd been using itsthorax for cover, and there
was aNitch plasma gun stting on the ground not too far away. He
shinnied forward and picked it up, trying to examineit. But there was
nothing to see under therma imagery. He switched to night vison and
saw that there were some levers and buttons on it. Nothing that looked
likeapistol grip or astock, though. He set it againgt his shoulder,
awkwardly, hewasredly just holding it up with hisleft suit-hand, and
pushed one of the buttons. Nothing. He pressed another. Nothing.
Then he pressed the first one again.

Therewas aburst of light from the front of the wegpon and a
sapling about twenty feet away blew up, showering them in bits of stem
anddirt.

"Hey!" heydled. "The plasmagunswork!" He took more careful
am thistime and pressed the button again, the bolt of lightning tracking
over the heads of the closing Nitch. Hefdlt like adamned fool missing
that big of atarget from this close. Helowered the barrdl, dightly, and
fired again. Thistime two Nitch were turned into spider-goo and a
couple behind them dropped to the ground, their legs writhing
frantically on the ground.

"Awesome. . ." the SEAL whispered. He never even felt the bolt
of plasmathat dropped on him from the ridge above.

* % %

Miller looked over at where Sanson had been turned into ablazing
pile of carbon and titanium and then back at the oncoming Nitch. Not
S0 oncoming anymore, though. Thefire of the SEALS, ot to mention
support from above, was having an effect. He had switched the 30mm
to single shot and had been hammering out round after round. Each of
the rounds blew a spider apart, okay, he admitted it was overkill, and
between hisfire and the fire of the other SEAL s the phalanx that had
been attacking them wasn't gaining any ground.



But they were till being daughtered by the Mreee up on theridge,
that was what had gotten Sanson and Ryan, and if they didn't get taken
out pretty soon they were donefor.

Of coursg, if the doctor could ever get the box in the gate, they
could do the Mogadishu mile and leave the clean-up to the Nationa
Guard. If.

"How'sit coming, Dr.?" he said, calmly. Didn't want to spook the
guy, not with that thing in hishands.

* % %

Miller was lying behind the bulk of the dead Petty Officer Ryan's
auit, using it for cover from the fire from above and the road. It was not
so0 much that he was a coward, athough anyone would be abit anxious
inthisstuation, but if one of the plasmarounds hit the ardune, it was
going to detonate on Earth. Which would be bad.

Hed initidly ended up on the side with the box down. After rolling
over hedd fumbled the metal container open and pulled out the ardune.
Hefumbled it around to where he could seeit through the armored
glassin the chest of the suit and cursed under his breath. It was night;
he couldn't seeit. He shoved it up to where it wasvisible from his
low-light circuit and cut to light enhancement. The symbols on the front
dill weren't visble; the vison just wasn't detailed enough.

"Miller," hesaid, ascdmly ashe could. "Does anyone have a
flashlight?' Held argued for some sort of alight on the suits, but the
military didn't want them. Not white light, which was what he needed.
The symbolswere purple on violet; red light wouldn't help one damned
bit.

"Shit," Miller muttered. He stopped firing for amoment and
fumbled in acontainer, finaly extracting something and arming it. He
threw it to the Sde of the gate where it flashed into white heet.

"What the hdll isthat?' Bill asked. The late Ryan's suit | eft the box
in shadow so hetilted it up to where there was light enough to see. It
was damned near as bright as day.

"Thermite grenade,”" the SEAL said. "And | just lit our position O
get afucking moveon.”



"Y ou're carrying thermite grenades?’ Bill asked, arting to key the
symboals. One, two, three. . .

"Y ou never know when they're going to comein handy," the SEAL
sad. Pasmawasfdling al around their position now that the Mreee on
the ridgeline could see them clearly. There was another cut off scream
asaSEAL auit washit.

Four . . . Bill was struck in the side, the box knocked out of his
hands, as a Nitch coming out of the gate caught him with one of itsfront
legs. He grabbed the leg and with half hysterical strength, aided by the
auit, ripped it off. Asthe Nitch, pouring some sort of goop out of the
hole, stumbled downward, he struck upwards and punched it in the
thorax. The blow was unthinking, a Wah-Lum ground fighting move
backed by dl the power of the suit. Hisarm sunk into the thing's thorax
up to hiselbow.

"They're coming through the gate!" Bill yelled, rolling to wherethe
box had falen. " Shit, shit, shit, shit!" He picked it up in one hand and
pointed the .50 caliber at the gate, hosing roundsin the hope that he
could hold off the forces on the other side.

"Wha?' Miller yeled.

"Besidesthe fact that we're surrounded and about to get overrun?”
Bill laughed, hystericdly. "I had the damned thing haf keyed! | don't
know if | can start over or what!" He fumbled the box around to where
he could seeit, again, but the light from the thermite grenade had been
extinguished. "'Aaaaagh! No light!"

"Stay coal!" Miller yelled. He turned around and started throwing
things through the gate. One of them blew up before it went through
and threw shrapnd dl over Bill's suit.

"Don't hit theardune!" Bill yelled, desperatdly. "I need light!"

One of the SEAL s stood up with aplasmagun in hishand and
gtarted firing upwards. On the second shot he managed to nail the
crown of alarge oak that overhung the gate area. It had, miraculoudy,
escaped fireto this point. But at the impact of the plasmaround the
crown burgt into immediate flame. The SEAL was hit before he could
even drop the wegpon. The smoking legs of the mechawere thrownin



two directions but they were dl that was |€eft of the suit.

"Yougot light," Miller rasped.

Bill thought, frantically, about hisingtructions. He hadn't asked what
happened if the code entry was interrupted. Better to try finishing it. He

hit the last symbol and was rewarded by ablinking light. He started
pressing the counter.

"How long?' heyeled.
"Not very," Miller replied, looking around. There were only two
SEALsill firing besdes himsdif.

Bill pressed five increments on the counter, about seven seconds,
thought about having to key the second code, and pressed five more.
Then he keyed the code, took the box in both hands and threw it
through the gate as hard as he could.

It entered the gate and he started to get up but it bounced back and
landed behind him. Immediately following it was a centipede tank.

"Fuck!" Bill shouted. "IT'SLIVE, ARDUNE ISLIVE,
CENTIPEDE!"

* % %

Miller turned around and pulled out hislast thermite grenade. He
had noticed that the centipedes seemed to have some sort of mouth or
breathing organ on their front. It was heavily armored and turned down,
impossibleto hit with around, but he wasn't planning on shooting it. He
pulled the pin on the grenade, took two steps and shoved it up the
opening as hard as he could, leaning the mechainto the face of the tank
and pushing back, trying to keep it from extruding dl the way out of the
gate. Hisfeet started diding back as he counted.

"Three, two, one," he muttered, wondering what hell waslike.
Probably pretty smilar to Leavenworth, but longer.

Bill got one hand on the box and turned around. The centipede
more than half filled the gate opening but he took two steps and legpt
onto it, directly between two of the hornlike plasmagenerators. Taking
the box in both hands he threw it towards the gate again, ashard ashe
could.



* % %

Bill never was sure what he saw in that moment. For just a second
he thought that stars appeared in the gate as it turned black and lights
flashed in it. But they seemed to be moving lights, moving in some
complex pattern that defied explanation. Theimage wastherefor only a
moment but it seared itself on his soul. He knew, in his heart, that they
were not just stars, not burning bits of gas, but souls, entities. Perhaps
even fuzzy children'stoys, waving afarewe | salute. Hefdlt, in that brief
instant, that he truly knew what it meant to touch the face of God.

Then the world went white,

* % %

Miller saw the gate go black for amoment, then disappear, leaving
the rest of the centipede, and Dr. Weaver's suit arms, either on the
other side or in some nowhere place. And then he felt the thermite
grenade pop.

* % %

The explosion was not aplasmaexploson. Morelikeavery large
transformer blowing up. Very large. Miller felt himsdlf picked up and
thrown through the air. It was avaguedly peaceful feding, much better
than the desperate combat he had been involved in amoment earlier.
Right up until he hit the burning oak tree.

* % %

"Dr. Weaver?'
Pain. All-enveloping pain. Lots of it.

Weaver got one eye opened and groaned, or tried to; it came out
asacroak. He swore that if God made the pain go away hed livea
good life and never, ever, do anything even dightly risky again.
Wah-Lum? Hah, no chance. Mountain biking? And risk road rash?
Hed buy ahouse on onelevd, never climb stairs again, never run, just
walk. Nothing that could cause so much asascrape. Blunt knivesin the
house. Put rubber on al the corners. His nervesfdt jangled. Please,
God, judt let the pain go away.

He got alook at the celling and it wasn't good. It looked like the
insde of atent. There was agroaning from nearby and then ahoarse



ghriek. Hetried to move hisfingers and was rewarded with alance of
pain again, bad enough that he nearly passed out.

"Dr. Weaver?' the voice said, again.
"Ow," wasdl he could get out.
"Areyouinpan?'

"Owwwwww!

"I'll get adoctor.”

He swiveled his one good eye around and saw that therewasaline
of beds, filled with casudties. It was atent, abig one.

"Dr. Weaver?' afemdevoice sad. "I'm going to give you some
liquid Vaium. Were running low on morphine; weve got more
casudties than we're supposed to have for afield hospitd thissize.
You'rein no danger. Y ou have some serious burns from an ectrical
fire and abroken arm. Other than that, you're in good shape compared
to most of the rest of the injured. We're going to be moving you, soon,
to another hospital. Just rest aswell asyou can.”

"Uhhh,” Bill said and then God answered his prayers and made the
pain go away.

* % %
"Hey, Doc, you're not out of bed, yet?'

Weaver |ooked up from the mess of gruel that the hospital consider
anourishing med to where Miller was being whedled in the door by a
candy striper. The chief had abig bandage over one eye, anarmand a
leg in acast and avery nonpermissble cigar in histeeth. Hed managed
to find aset of BDUs, somewhere, though and he had anew set of
rank pinned on his callar, ayelow bar with ablack check init that Bill
recognized, now, astheinggniaof awarrant officer.

"Like abad penny, you keep showing up,” Bill said, grinning. He
grinned alot these days, the world hadn't come to an end.

Things were gtill bad. The gates, and the track three bosons that
generated them, were well and truly gone. But the Titcher/Dreen had
established large bridgeheads before that happened. They were using
their surviving forces and the bridgeheads to begin colonization,



continuing to creste monsters that were atough battle to destroy. But,
dowly, they were being pushed back. Where the bridgeheads were
observable from the distance, it was apparent that the Dreen, asthey
were being called now, built specia-purpose structures to produce
their fighting forces, some for dog-demons, some for thorn-throwers,
othersfor the mosguito-missiles. Asthat became obvious, artillery was
brought to bear from long range, saturating the air defenses until the
Structuresthat provided the missiles and centipede tanks, which were
the only thingsthat stopped air assaullts, were destroyed. After that it
was amatter of killing the mongters and their structures faster than they
could be produced. It was working, dowly.

In the meantime, the"red" world had continued though. Units had
had to be redeployed from Iragq and the nascent democracy in that
country was having ahard time with ongoing guerillaactivity. Terrorists
had exploded atruck bomb in New Y ork, killing nearly fifty people.
But that was probably going to be some post-9/11 high water mark;
the Middle East had other problems.

Dreen pockets had broken out in several different, decidedly odd,
places. They weredl out of the way and most had not been noticed
until they were wdl established and started spreading.

Onewasinthe Bekaa Valey, in Lebanon, near a center for Hamas
and Hezbollah recruitment and training. Hamas, Hezbollah and the
Syrianswho actudly owned the territory, immediately blamed it upon
the United States and sent out proclamationsthat they would reduce
theincursion in short order. The proclamations had been going out,
steadily, for aweek. There was no indication that they had had any red
success. Indeed, news reportsfiltered from the U.S. government said
that satelliteimagery indicated at least atwenty-five percent spread.

Another was just north of the holy city of Qomin Iran. It had
gpparently started at the head of avalley which housed an experimental
farm run by the Iranian Ruling Council, the fundamentaist religious
council that ruled upon shariah law in Iran and wasthe actua
government behind the scenes. An "unnamed U.S. spokesperson” had
pointed out that the farm was one of severd sitesin Iran suspected of
running a clandestine biologica wegpons program. The Iranians hotly



denied the accusation and stated that it was aplot of the Great Satan
and the forces of the Revolutionary Guard would quickly contain and
desiroy theinfestation. Likethe infestation in the Bekaa Vdley, it was
gl soreading.

So was the one just south of Mecca, this one conveniently near the
coast a another "experimentd farm." The areawas a Saudi military
reservation and the Saudi Nationa Guard had assaulted the infestation
with Abramstanks and Bradley fighting vehicles. Survivorsfrom the
group stated that upon entering the fungus arealit had attacked the
tanks, choking their systems.

The Saudi government had not charged the U.S. with planting the
Dreen infestation on holy ground, but the mullahs throughout the world
were more than happy to blame it on the Great Satan.

Qom wasthe holiest city in the Shiaversion of Idam and Mecca
wasthe holiest city in Idam, period. Both the Iranian Ruling Council
and the Mullah of Mecca had pronounced jihad againgt the dlien
invaders and mujaheddin from the Philippinesto Algeria, not to mention
various western countries, were being flown in by the Saudisand the
Iraniansto try to fight the infestations. The bulk of their fighterswould
have probably come from the Bekaa Valley, but they were all
extremey busy. Or being converted to more mongters.

Thefungus and growth structure of the Dreen had been, at this
point, carefully studied by the U.S. government. It was determined that
the fungus spread viaa smal wormlike cregture that had been specidly
modified to convert terrestria biology to Dreen. Asit did so,
terraforming the soil, eating plant and anima materid, the "fungus’
spread behind it. The fungus was anything but, an entity that not only
gathered energy from achlorophyll analogue but had an extensive
vascular network for moving materials from one place to another. In
addition, it could sprout structures that reproduced the megafaunathat
did the work of the Dreen. The fungus, |eft done with some functiond
materialsit could "est," purefertilizer would work, and sunlight, could
spread and grow unchecked. It also was damned hard to keep
contained if it had materids available, sprouting subgrowths that would
attack any container it was placed in. It was considered alevel four



biological hazard. It was, however, responsive to burning, acid and
certain powerful herbicides and did not grow well on soil that had not
been preprepared for it by the worms.

One scientist had done an andysis and concluded that one human
body could be converted into a dog-demon in two days. Or two
humans in three days for athorn-thrower, given the structuresto make
same.

Reports from the Bekaa Vdley indicated thet, the maority of their
Katyusharockets and agoodly part of their artillery rounds having
been expended trying to break into the main areas, the Syrian, Hamas
and Hezbollah forces were now attacking with rifles and flamethrowers
and sugtaining heavy casudties. The response by American military
spokespeopl e was notably unsympathetic.

"You look good," Miller said. "Hey, honey, can | talk with my
friend donefor aminute?' the chief added to the candy-striper.

"Of course, Mr. Miller," thegirl said, smiling. "I'll comeback in
about fifteen minutes, okay?"

"Works," Miller replied. He gestured at the turned-down TV where
the latest newsfrom Mecca, via Al Jazeera, was showing. "Bit of a
bastard, ey?'

"Well, | know you didn't doit," Bill said with achuckle. "And |
know | didn'tdoit.”

"And | happen to know that we didn't doiit,” Miller said, shaking
his head. "Give us some credit, okay? Besides, | checked with the
Teams and they'd know if anyone did. They did it to themsalves. Okay,
maybe with some hep from the Isradlis.”

"Give" Bill sad.

"All the outbresks are at placeswhere terrorists or terrorist
sponsors have been working on biowegpons,” the SEAL said, taking a
puff on the cigar. "We don't know how they got the Dreen materia
there, but that's where all the outbresaks occurred.”

"Any word on what we're going to do?"' Bill asked.
"Well, the Teams are Sitting back, watching the tube and laughing in



their beer,” Miller answered. "The Ayrabs can't fight for shit. Theresa
lot of culturd reasonsfor it, some of them pretty complex, but it'strue.
Inasgtuation likethis, they're the worst possible group to try to stop
the Dreen. But they're pouring fightersin like water, just the sort of
bastards that run around sniping at our troops, blowing up innocent
Isradli civilians and flying jetlinersinto our skyscrapers. They've got lots
and lots of mujaheddin, but no matter how many they throw &t the
Dreen, they're not going to push them back. The Dreen are the purest
flypaper for those boys. Wait ayear and there won't be enough
mujaheddin left on earth to bury their deed. If they can find the bodies."

"Wait ayear and the Dreen will be making those mountain-sized
tanksthat Dr. McBain saw on Ashholm'sWorld."

"Oh, they won't wait ayear,” Miller admitted. "l figure, in afew
monthsthey'll al get back-channd messagesthat the U.S. iswilling to
help them out. The hep will be anuke. Severa nukes, actudly, the only
way to be sure. They can takeit or leaveit. By then, they'll takeit. The
muj will be dided down to afraction of their former strength and
maybe there will ill be afew of theworms sitting around. The
ragheads will aso see, clearly, what the U.S. can doiif it cares enough
to send the very best. Nuclear wegpons rising where the mullahs cannot
ignore them. | suspect that they're going to have adightly different view
of the'Great Satan’ after we carefully drop nukes so they miss Mecca
and Medina"

"Nukes can't get through,” Bill said then shook hishead. "Sendin
atillery, firgt, saturate the defenses, run them out of mosguito-missiles
andthen. .. boom."

"Yeah." Miller chuckled around the cigar. "Boom. | think they
ought to drop one on Tikrit and Falujah while they're about it, but
nobody ever asks me. Hell, drop aripple across the Bekaa Valey and
I'd be happy. Let the Dreen have the whole thing, then popit.”

"Worksfor me" Bill sad.

"But we have other thingsto do, Dr. Weaver," Miller said in avery
formd tone. "l need influence.

"How much?' Bill asked. "I notice you're not in Leavenworth right



now and you seem to have been promoted.”

"Well, yeah," the SEAL saidinadightly embarrassed voice.
"Submitted an honest report asto the actionsin taking the gate. I'll
admit there was adightly awkward moment or two, but they would
have looked silly court-martialing awounded hero. It's pretty much
been noted that I've got over twenty inand | can take ahint. Assoon
as|'mfit for duty they'll suggest that maybe | should retireand I'll take
‘em up on it. What the hell, I've aready saved the world, once; leave it
to the young kidsfor the next time. But we've still got one thing we
need to take care of .

"What?'
"Thrathptttt."

* % %

"Mr. Presdent, what Warrant Officer Miller said makes sense," Bill
sad, carefully. "We need the information.”

"| agreewith that," the President replied. "But I'm not sure of the
reg."

"Genera Thrathptttt, after the gate was closed, mousetrapped one
of the National Guard Brigades," Bill pointed out. "I'm sure the
secretary will agree on that?"

"Yes," the secretary of defense admitted, tightly. "Hedid.”

"Hethen told it that he would surrender, on terms, or he could go
down fighting," Bill noted. "He had the choice of killing alarge number
of our troops. He knew he was doomed, anyway. But he chose to let
our soldierslive. | think we owe him for that. And we need the
information; the Dreen are dill out there, somewhere.”

The President looked at Weaver over the video link for along ten
seconds and then nodded his head.

"Approved.”
* % %
Miller and Weaver were standing when the guards brought Genera
Thrathptttt into the interrogation room. Weaver wasin civilian clothes
and Miller in desart BDUswith aweb belt and aholster holding an



H&K USP .45 caliber pistol.

The sergeant with the two guards frowned and shook his head.

"Y ou can't have aweapon in the same room with a prisoner,” the
sergeant said. "It'sagaingt regulations.”

"Sergeant,” Weaver answered before Miller could open his mouth.
"Did you happen to see my orders?’

"Yes, gr," the sergeant said, carefully.

"My orders say that your regulations are superceded, understand?’

"Yes, gr," the sergeant replied.

"Youcango."

"Sir," the sergeant said, again, with apained look on hisface. "This
isn't about regulation. You're bothinjuredand .. . ."

"Sergeant,” Miller said, chuckling. "Theday | can't handle one
three-foot-tal cat, even with one arm and one leg broken, I'll just have
to turninmy trident. Clear?"

"Yes, gr," the sergeant sighed.

Thrathptttt had been seated in the chair in front of the table by the
two guards and al three of them left. The chair was an adjustable
swivd chair so the Mreee could it at the table a something like normal
haght.

Bill and the SEAL had dightly less comfortable folding metd chairs
into which they lowered themselves.

"Gengd," Miller said, inclining his head.

"Chief Miller," the generd replied. "Dr. Weaver. | am pleased to
seethat you both survived.”

"Pleased enough to talk with us?' Weaver asked.

"No," the generd replied. "I am not required to answer your
guedtions.”

"No, you're not," the SEAL answered. "Although, God knows,
weve got alot of them. We need to know about the Dreen. Where

they are. If they haveinterstdllar capacity. If they do, when they might
show up. Anything at dl that we can find out. And ain't none of you



catstalking. We didn't capture but ahandful of Nitch, what with
nobody realy wanting aten-foot spider near them, and the onesthat
we did we can't communicate with. So wed redlly liketo ask you
about the Dreen and wed like you to answer those questions. But, you
know what, Generd, I'm not going to ask you about any of that stuff.”

"Good," the generd said, Sraightening. "Can | leave, now?"

"No, because | am going ask you one thing, Generd," the SEAL
sad, leaning forward. "Why?When | saw you thefirgt time| thought to
myself: That is one hardcore motherfucker of acat.’ | don't respect
many people, much lessdiens, on first meeting. But | respected you.
And I'm pretty good at first impressions. Pretty good. And | il say
you're an honorable guy. The way you let those Nationa Guard
soldiersoff proves it. Not only to me, but to the President. So | gotta
ask, Generd, soldier to soldier: Why?'

The general looked at him for along moment, asif he was going to
spit or cough up ahairbal and then he looked away. Silent. Bill was
smart enough to hold histongue. So was Miller for awhile.

"Y ou might be wondering, if I'm talking soldier to soldier, why |
brought this pasty-faced academic with me. | brought him because he
deserves an answer, too. He'salousy shot and hasn't got the situational
awareness of an ant, but we both stood our ground at the gate and he
got his share of abodyguard in Vahala. He took thejob and he closed
the gates. | think he probably killed agreat many of your people. If
your world was on the other side of that gate, likely it'sgone. At his
hands. But he's here because he deserves the answer, too. For honor
and for ganding hisground.”

"If my world isgone, so much the better,” the generd said, softly.
Therewas along silence and then he made afaint mew. "Thereason
we don't talk to you, Miller, is because we know the depths of
dishonor. And wefind it hard, impossible, to share them.”

"Wel, I'mblack ops" Miller said, leaning back. "It ain't al fields of
glory. One of our mottoesis. Wedo alot of thingswe wish wedidn't
haveto. So: Why?'

The general made another mew and looked away, sllent for a



moment, then he looked back.

"l was ayoung officer, what you would call alieutenant, when the
Masters came to our world.

"The banners of Tchraow flew from seato sea, upon them the sun
never set. We had bested the Raaown, we had conquered the Trooadl,
an ancient and powerful land. The White Empress held sway over a
vast empire. And then we were given word that in the unsettled lands a
new power was arisng. | was ayoung officer in charge of asmal unit
in the expedition that went out to pacify this new threst.

"We came upon Master forcesfar from their bases. The onesyou
cal dog-demons and the thorn-throwers. Our sraaah riders fell upon
them in aterrible charge and it was a complete defeat. Theinfantry
stood their ground against the Masters for aslong asthey could but we
had only cannon and poor riflesto try to hold them. They broke us. A
regiment that had never been broken and they broke uslike atwig.

"| was carried back on astretcher, hundreds of your miles. It was
upon the Plains of Shraaaan that | took this," he said, gesturing at his
eye. "And other hurts. But | survived. All the resources of the Troodl
empire were gathered, host upon host. Genera Mreooorw, who had
defeated the Raaown, was sent from Tchraow though hewas old, old.
You cadl meagenerd?' the cat said, looking a Miller. "That, that was
ageneral. He had never lost a battle, but he lost one then. We met
them on the Plains of Mraag, avast hog, shining in the sun. Cannons
ranked league upon league, in perfect positions, our infantry filled the
valey and the hogts of sraaah riders were like the ocean'swaves." He
paused a moment, savoring the image.

"And they destroyed us. Of that vast host no more than onein ten

survived. | was one of those unlucky enough to stumble away from that
black field.

"Again and again we met them but we could never defest the
Magters. Intime, we lost Troool to them and some of us, afragment of
the Tchraow who had been masters there, fled back to our homelands.

"Tchraow was far from Troool and we thought we might be safe.
We sent out moreforces, aiding other lands, | did my timein that duty,



but dways the Masters were undefeatable. They spread, land to land,
sometimes dowly, sometimesin jumps. They created vast weapons of
war, air-beingsthat blotted out the sun, giant Nitch-like creatures that
burned the land as they came, every footstep a disaster, spitting fire
from their mouths. Water did not stop them for they could fly through
theair. Nor did distance.

"Findly, they sent the NIT!Ch! to us. The NIT!Ch! had been
daves|ong before our world was conquered and they managed to
communicate with us. The Dreen held hundreds, possibly thousands, of
worlds. They spread by the gates but aso by biologica systemsthat
drift from solar system to solar system, looking for fecund planets. One
such had found our planet and it would be fully colonized unlesswe
submitted to the Masters. The Masterswould let some of usliveif we
submitted tribute to them. Meta's, many that we had never heard of
before, certain types of gemsand . . ." He paused and did spit, "
‘biologica’ materidsfor their expangon.”

"Biologicd?" Bill asked. "Herd animas?*

"Those and the bodies of our people,” the generd said with a
snarling yowl. "We were defeated. We knew we were. There was no
choice. So we made that devil's bargain. We sent our best to davein
the Master's mines. We sent our littersto the Mastersto be
'reprocessed.’ Our herds, our bodies, whatever it took to keep usdive.
And when they cdled for usto trick you? Y ou think we paused? Do
you think we cared? After giving of our own bodies? My litters. . ."
The generd paused and hisface worked in anguish. "My children . . ."

"Generd," Miller said, after apause. "We need one more service of
you. Y ou must ask your people to give usinformation. We need to
know about the Dreen."

"The Dreen," the cat pat. "Better to cal them that. We caled them
the T!Ch!R! because that was the name the N! T!Ch! used. We
learned, soon, that it Smply meant ‘the Masters.” They had cometo
regard them, smply, asgods. | suppose wewould intime aswell.
This" hesaid, holding up hisarm, "this| lost to the Dreen. My eye, my
am, bits of my flesh, my children. My honor."



He hung his head again and rowled, acry of anguish and anger that
seemed to hang inthe air even after he had finished, then set his
features.

"1 will give ordersthat my peoplewill communicate with yours™ he
sad, looking directly at Miller. "We havelittletime. Thereisno food
upon this planet we can eat. Thefood your scientists gives us il lacks
something. In short, we, probably thelast of our species, are dying and
thereis no escape. Wewill aid you, but | want something of you, as
well. | think you know what itis"

"I do," Miller replied. "1 understand. If it had not been for Dr.
Weaver, here, and about a hundred years of technological
advancement, I'd have been in your position. | hopethat | could have
survived it and donewhat | had to aswell asyou. For my world and
for my children.”

"Tel Sraaan, heismy aide, that the codeis'Mraaa." It wasthe lagt,
the best, time of our people. He will know what to do." The genera
hung his head and then looked up a Miller. "May | have my choice,
now?'

"Yes" Miller said, nodding. He drew the pistol and racked around
into the chamber. Then he dropped out the magazine and pocketed it.
"l am glad that my first impression was not wrong. | wish that the
universe was not so cruel. | would have liked to have stood side by
sdewith you in battle. May we meet upon the shining fields, battle evil
al day, feast dl night and rise anew to do battle once more."

"That isnot your locd faith," the generd said, interested.

"I am not aChrigian,” Miller said, laying the pistol on thetable.
Then he stood up and saluted the generd. " Seeyou in Vahalla, Genera
Thrathptttt."

Weaver stood up aswell and inclined his head, then the two of
them went out the door. The guard on the door looked at them,
quizzicaly then hiseyes dropped to Miller's empty holster and he
started to reach for hisradio.

Miller lifted one hand and looked himin the eye.

"I'm here on Presidentid orders, son," the SEAL sad. "Don't force



me to make you edt that radio.” There was the sound of apistol shot
and he closed hiseyes, hislipsmoving. All that Bill could catch was
something about shining fids.

EPILOGUE

"Our Dreen boson has closed aswell,” Tchar said, nodding to Bill
as he stepped through the Adar gate.

"So | heard," Bill said, looking around at the Adari facility. There
were even more humans than had been there before the Kentucky
battle. "Which doesn't explain why I'm here. There are plenty of
diplomatsaround.”

"The ardass wishes to speak with you," Tchar said, waving himinto
one of the Adar scooters.

"About what?' Bill pressed, knowing it was probably useless.

"The ardasswill explain," Tchar said as he engaged the gearsand
screamed out of the gate area.

Bill held on for dear life as Tchar jetted out of the facility and
towards arange of mountains acrossthe vast salt plain. Like Groom
Lakethe Adar gate facility was placed asfar away from civilization as
possible, probably for the security of their world. Bill wished they could
do the same on Earth. But the Chen Generator was still spitting out
bosons. They'd started moving and linking them finally and he could see
atime when thered be amarket for them. Instantaneous transportation



wasfindly here. All they had to do was keep it from linking off-world.
Sooner or later the Dreen would find a secondary route of attack.

They drove up to the mountains and as they approached, doing at
least two hundred on theflats, Bill saw that there was alarge building
st into theridgdine. It was low and apparently made of concrete.
More like abunker than ahome but he suspected that was exactly
what it was.

Tchar dowed asthey approached and then hit the long drive up the
ridge still doing around a hundred. Bill managed to hang on through the
bump and lift asthey entered the drive and then Tchar hit the brakes,
throwing him forward.

"Nexttime, | drive” Bill said.

"The contrals areill-suited for humans," Tchar replied, gesturing for
him to enter adoorway in the sSde of the bunker.

They descended three level sto a heavy security door guarded by
two of the Adar soldiers. Then through a series of corridorsto asmall
room that Bill was pretty sure was on the back sde of the facility.

"Peasedt,” Tchar said, gesturing to ahuman desk chair a the
Adar-sized table. "Would you care for refreshment? We have water
and your human Coca-Cola. It seemsthat your caffeineissmilar in
chemica composition to our gadam and has the same effect. Indeed,
caffeine seems stronger. Further, your Coca-Colais processable by we
Adar. It has become something of ahit on our world."

"Leaveit to Coke" Bill muttered. "Just wait until McDonads
figures out your food. But, no, I'll just wait."

"It should not belong," Tchar said, stepping out of the room and
irising the door closed.

Bill pulled out his PDA and brought up aset of news articleshed
downloaded before coming to France. Unsurprisingly, the incidence of
terrorism, in Isragl and internationdly, had dropped to nearly zero.
Most of the mujaheddin types that were serious about the "cause" had
been turned into Dreen fodder over the last few months. Now, there
wasared dearth of mujaheddin willing to fight the Dreen these days,
no matter how much money got thrown at them. Heck, there appeared



to be ared dearth of mujaheddin l€eft, period.

Saudi had been the first country to ask the U.S. to help and, as
Miller predicted, they ended up using nukes. Iran was il trying to
convince themsalves they could handle the infestation but there was no
effective control left in Lebanon. The"refugees,” multigenerationa
resdentsin any saneworld, thet lived in the area of the Dreen
infestation had become redl refugees asthe Bekaa Vdley dowly got
covered in the Dreen fungus. The so-caled government of Lebanon,
which had been controlled entirely by the Syrians, had more or less
packed up and left. The country was atotal mess. Nobody knew who
was in charge and the civil war had broken out again in earnest, but this
time with people fighting to get avay from the Dreen. The spread was
heading in the generd direction of Israel and Weaver was pretty sure
when it got to be athresat to that country they'd nukeit and let bygones
be bygones.

Thebig question in everyones mind wasiif the Dreen could come at
the Earth from space. And that had led to a new space race, but an
internationd one. It wasn't going very well in Bill's opinion; NASA was
gill in chargein the U.S. and NASA couldn't get its butt out of gear to
save the Earth. But enough money was getting thrown around sooner
or later some of it would stick to good ideas. But they were till playing
with chemical-powered rockets and that wasn't going to do it if the
Dreen wereinterstellar capable.

There were abunch of theories about FTL out there, some of
which might work. Bill had pretty much planned to use hisinfluence and
knowledge of boson physicsto form astart-up. There had to be away
to use the bosons to power a ship, maybe even an FTL ship.
Something better than chemical rockets.

Heflipped over to another screen and was doodling equations
when the door opened and Tchar and the ardass entered.

Bill stood up and half bowed to the ardass, who he now reslized
was something like the World President. The ardass apparently didn't
notice, smply taking a seat on one sde of the table as Tchar settled at
the end.



"Wehave adevice" Tchar said, whistling tonelessy for amoment.
Bill suspected it was athroat clearing. "We found it on an abandoned
world. It appearsto be of an ancient technology. We have, thusfar,
performed afew experiments with it and been unable to determineits
purpose. We know it releases energy, in excess of input, but we are
unsure why. Simple energy release does not gppesr . . . rationd.”

"Energy in excess of input sounds great,” Bill said, frowning. "1 can
think of any number of reasons you'd want that."

"Not the way thisreleases energy,” Tchar said, pulling papers out
of apouch. "These are our experimenta findings. We have had them
trandated into English. It has been recommended that you, personaly,
be given the device to continue the experiments.”

"Wl ... thanks" Bill said, glancing at the ardass and then away.
"Butif youguys..."

"Y ou have touched the face of God," the ardass said, quietly. "You
areworthy. May your travels be honorable and increasing in
knowledge." He nodded at Bill, then stood up and walked out.

"I would suggest you read the briefing papers carefully,” Tchar said,
standing up aso.

"How bigisthisthing?' Bill asked. "Can we get it through the gate?
What'sit look like?"

"All of that iscovered in the papers,” Tchar said, waving a them.
"But you can get it through the gate, easly. Y ou have an expressonin
your engineering, a'little black box,' yes?"

"Yeeh," Bill sad, puzzled.

Tchar reached into another pouch and removed . . . well it looked
like ablack deck of cards. Or acard-sized "monoalith” from 2001. He
st it carefully on the table and then did it acrossto Bill.

"Do not let it bein contact with Sgnificant voltage," Tchar said,
whistling again. "That would be.. . . bad."

Bill picked up the black box and looked &t it. Asan anomaly it was
classic.

"Thisisit?" heasked, increduloudy.



"May your journey of knowledge be more fruitful than mine" Tchar
said, gesturing at the door. "A guard will conduct you back to the gate.”

* % %

After reading the briefing papers, carefully, they had chosen to
conduct their firgt test on a deserted world connected to one of the
gates. Bill ill couldn't believe his eyes as he looked acrossthe
ten-mile-wide crater.

"Yep," Warrant Officer Miller said, leaning Sdeways on hisfour
wheder to spit. "Putting acharge on it sure causes one hdll of abang.”

"A double A," Bill said, shaking hishead. "A friggin' double A. |
hope like hell nobody every redly figures out thistechnology or kids
will be making hundred-megaton nukes for sixth-grade science class.”

They rode down the side of the newly formed, and quite warm,
crater with Bill keeping acareful eye on the mounted Geiger counter.
But there was, effectively, no radiation over background. The explosion
had blasted materid into space, but with no evidence of anuclear
explosion. The ground wasn't even glassed.

They finaly reached a spot near the center of the crater and Started
hunting around. It took them nearly an hour but, sure enough, there was
thelittle black box, Stting inthedirt asif it had falen there, entirely
unharmed.

"Thisisjust bizarre" Bill said, shaking hishead and picking up the
box. "It's not even warm.”

"l am," Miller said. "Let'sget out of here.”

"Weé're going to need to find another world to blow up,” Bill
replied, starting hisfour-whedler.

* % %
"Damn," Miller said asthey cleared the gate. They'd waited afew

hoursfor the areato cool off but there was till atornadic wind blowing
dust around. "What did you do thistime, Doc?'

"Look at the sky," Bill said, wonderingly. Cloudswere running in
every direction asif the entire atmosphere of the planet had been
disturbed. Asit should have been given theincredible mass of dirt in
view. The explosion had gpparently dug an even bigger crater and the



sdeof it looked like asmal mountain range. "I hopelike hell we didn't
dig to the mantlel™

"WEe're going to need more peopleto help hunt for it thistime,”
Miller said. "Next time, we're not going to use as much juice.”

"It wasa car battery!" Bill snapped. "How was | supposed to
bdievetwdvefriggin' volts would cause this sort of exploson? Thereis
no rationd explanation for thig"

* % %

"Holy Toledo," Miller said, wonderingly. He hit the gasjetson his
EVA pack and turned around. Sure enough, the gate wasfloating in
gpace. "Didn't we just put thisthing down on aplanet yesterday?"

"That's not the scary part,” Bill said, spinning around. "Didn't there
used to beasun?'

"Uh..." Miller said, spinning himsdlf. Sure enough, the nearest star
wasfar, far away. "Did it move?'

"No, | think it went away," Bill said, turning and looking out
towardswhat he thought was the plain of liptic. There might have
been afaint lineof light out in every direction. "Theterm we're looking
for hereisnova. Maybe supernova.”

"That explainsthe explosion through the gate," Miller said. "Good
thing we fed it through two planets, firgt. If it had blown back in
Arkansas things would have been bad. By the way, how are we going
to find ablack box inthe middle of interstellar space?”’

"We know the direction of the box," Bill said, sghing. "If it runsto
form, it'sgoing to be floating right where we lft it, relative to the gate.”

They jetted outward and found the device in less than fifteen
minutes. It appeared to have remained stationary when everything ese.
.. went away.

"Right," Bill said, grasping the enigmeatic device and pocketing it.
"Three phase current is definitely out.”

"Okay, | think 1 know what it's doing and why," Bill said,
addressing the Troikawith the addition of the national science advisor.



"It'sforming amicro black hole."

"Now, those | know something about,” the President said.
"Wouldn't suff be sucked into them?'

"With astable black hole, yes, Mr. President,” Bill replied. "But a
micro black holeisungtable. Theoreticaly, they were only formed
during the big bang. And they don't hold their matter insde, but let it
out. What happens, | think, isthat the device grabs dl the matter ina
certain area, based upon input, and usesit to form ablack hole. But
part of that matter isits power input system. When that goes away, the
hole destabilizes and releases dl the trapped matter as energy.”

"Causing avery big bang," the nationd security advisor said.

"A very big bang,” Bill said, nodding.

"Soit'sabomb,” the secretary of defense said. "A reusesble
nuclear hand grenade?’

"Maybe," Bill said. "Maybe not. I've got another idea."

"Well, don't leave us guessing, Dr. Weaver," the national science
advisor said, acerbicaly.

"Wdl, | got tothinking, ar," Bill said, musngly. "Therewasthis Sar
Trek episode where the Romulans were trying to use micro black holes
for animproved warp drive. . ."

"You think it'sadrive system?' the nationd security advisor said.
"Redly?'

"Redly," Bill said, grinning. "And | think | can figure out how to
apply power to form the black hole off to the sde. Using that we can
generate awarp field. Theoreticaly. It makes more sensethan a
reusesble bomb."

"Now that's a very big thought," the President said, sitting back.
"We can go looking for the Dreen. But . . ."

"Therésabillion 'buts, Mr. President,” Bill said, nodding. "But the
major truth isthat, yes, we can try to find the Dreen before they find us.
And weve got atechnology we might be able to bootstrap for more
ships. | don't think we can replicate that device but we can start
working on something smilar.”



"I'm thinking of the internationa implications,” the President said,
frowning. "Everyoneisgoing to want in on this. And, frankly, | don't
know what | want everyoneinonit."”

"And ared space ship isnot going to be easy,” the secretary of
defense said. "1 took alook at some of the space stuff for space
defense. And | remember there arelot of problems with space ships.”

"Nothing we can't overcome," Bill said. "I've got the basicsin my
head. We can get into space, find the Dreen before they find us, fight
back. And. . . heck, explore. We can get into space Mr. President!
Not go to the Moon and never go back. Go to other stars!"

"To go where no man has gone before?' the national security
advisor asked, smiling.

"If you want to put it that way, maam,”" Bill replied. "But for
science, for safety, weneed to try."

"How much?' the President asked.

"A lot," Bill admitted. "And if you want to keep it secret, more. But
... the basic ship can be built around asubmarine design. | think we
could even let Groton or BAE build it. They don't talk. It will haveto
be big, though, and abig new sub class. . ."

"Twenty, thirty billion," the secretary of defense said, wincing.
"Getting that through Congresswill be hell.”

Bill turned to the President with alook of pleading on hisface. "Mr.
Presdent?"

The President looked a him for amoment, then looked away in
thought. Everyone was Slent as he considered the question. Findly he
looked at the physicist again.

"Nobody isgoing to say | sat on my asswhen there was a chance
to find the Dreen,” the President said, nodding. "Approved. Well find
the money somehow. It lookslike the U.S. isgoing to get anew class
of nuclear submarine. And Dr. Weaver getsto go seehisstars.”



