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Chapter 1

My day started off normal; I got up, jumped in the shower, and got dressed.  I turned on the TV and watched the normal boring news.  I wondered if anything new ever happened.

Personally I hated to eat alone.  I didn’t have to until last week when Peggy White, my girlfriend and I got in a fight over some stupid thing and she moved out.  She wasn’t the best companion but was better than not having anyone.  She was a newspaper reporter and sometimes tended to be a workaholic.

I started feeling sorry for myself and wondered how things could get worse. My name was Joshua Miller.  Usually people just called me Josh.

I got in my car and drove to Cactus Springs Grade School where I taught 24 students in the fourth grade.  I sat in my car for a moment and thought about my day.  We were having a history test which I am sure that some students hadn’t studied for.  Tests didn’t impress my students and didn’t impress me either since I had to grade them.  When Peggy was around, she helped me but now I was on my own.

I got my briefcase and went inside.  Kids were playing outside and having a great time.  I thought back to when I was that age and hated having to quit playing and come in to sit at a desk and be bored.

The bell rang and the students started coming in.  Most of the students were in great health, but three children were not.  Charlie had broken his foot last week and was on crutches.  A girl named Sally walked with a limp since her dad had hit her a few weeks back while he was drunk. There was Judy who couldn’t talk well since she had been in a car wreck that affected her speech.

Soon all the kids were seated and looked at me.  I smiled and started handing out the test sheets.

“Do we really have to take a test this morning?” Charlie asked.  “I don’t think that kids with disabilities should have to take tests?”

“I don’t either, Charlie, but the principal doesn’t agree with us,” I said smiling.

The kids started working on their tests and the room got quiet.  The twins were in the third row and frequently shared answers.  Unfortunately they were usually wrong.  I started to get up and go over to them and tell them to not share answers, but I wasn’t up to it today.  I guess I still missed Peggy and wished that we haven’t gotten in the fight that caused her to leave.  I stared at a paper on my desk and then glanced up.

I got a shocked look on my face and stood up.  All of the children except for the three children with health problems were gone.

“Charlie, where did the other children go?”

He shrugged his shoulders so I looked at the other two kids who seemed to be wondering the same thing.

I walked into the hall and found other teachers milling around.

“What is wrong, Jim?” I asked.  

“A lot of children suddenly disappeared from our classrooms.  Nobody understands what happened.”

I could hear sirens from cop cars so obviously the principal had called the police.

I went back in and talked to the three students who were still there.  They just looked guilty as if it were their fault.

I got them to come with me and then spotted Sarah Westwood, our principal.

“I think we should put all the kids that are left in one classroom,” I said, “and have a couple of teachers watch over them.”

Her hands were shaking as she said, “Thank you for that advice, Josh.  Could you take care of it for me?”

I got the other teachers rounded up and we put the remaining children together in my room.  The teachers didn’t know what to do so they sat down and waited for something to happen.

Suddenly Judy Smith, one of the women teachers started crying.  “I can’t believe that something happened to my students.  One moment they were there and then they weren’t.”

I looked at the students that we had rounded up.  Abruptly I noticed something.  “Are any of these children healthy?”

The teachers looked at the students.  “I think all of these children have health issues.”

“So whoever took these kids only took the healthy ones,” I said thoughtfully.

“Why would they do that?” Carl Jones asked.  He was a physical person and was in charge of the school soccer team. 

“I have called these children’s parents and they are coming to pick them up and take them home,” Sarah Westwood, our principal said.

The parents arrived a little later since they had heard the news and had come to get their children.  Many parents were shocked to find that their kids had disappeared.

The police had also arrived.  Tom Roberts was a slim thoughtful man who was the chief of Police.  

“I can’t understand how the children disappeared.  I know you teachers are conscientious and take good care of them. I don’t believe this story that the children disappeared into thin air.”

“I don’t believe it either, but it happened,” I said.  

“Maybe aliens grabbed them,” the Chief said smiling.

“I didn’t see any aliens,” Carl Jones said. “If they did it, they must have beamed them up like on Star Trek.” 

At that moment, Peggy White showed up.  She was a reporter for the Cactus Springs Daily Record.  She came over and hugged me and said, “I came right over when I heard the news.  It must be really hard on you as well as the rest of the teachers to have this happen.”

“I really wished that we had never broken up, Peggy since I have missed you a lot.”

She smiled and said, “I missed you too, but maybe we can get back together since we did have a good time.”

At that moment Principal Sarah Westwood came in.  “The children have been found over at Global Regenerations, Inc.  They were just wandering around so we need to go get them and bring them back so their parents can pick them up.”

Chapter 2

Peggy asked me to ride with her so I took her up on it.  The Corporation was just a couple of miles from Cactus Springs so wasn’t a long drive.

We were stopped at the gate but allowed to go through when we said we were here to pick up the missing children.

We drove down to Longhorn Lake which was next to the Hacienda where the CEO and his wives lived.

The children were running back and forth and having a great time.  I talked to some of my students and they didn’t know how they got there.

Joe Clarke, CEO, came over and talked to us.  “We noticed a low pressure system over our installation and Cactus Springs this morning.  So we extended our shield over Cactus Springs in case there was severe weather.  Cactus Springs has a contract with us to do that.”

Some other women scientists came over and hugged Peggy so obviously they knew her.

“We talked about what happened with the children,” Kelly said.  “We think that someone tried to beam them up and hit our shield which deflected the children to our installation.”

“Who would do something like that?” the Principal asked.

“We have no idea,” Scarlet said.  “I helped design the shield but it was for protecting the installation and town from hail and strong winds.  We never thought it could be used for this purpose.”

I noticed some doctors checking the children to see if they were okay.  They seemed to think the students were fine.

“Here are the school buses so let’s get the kids loaded and back to school,” Sarah said.

I rode back with Peggy and we sat and watched the kids getting off the bus.  Parents were picking up their children as fast as they got off the bus.

Peggy reached over and took my hand and said, “We should have worked out our problems instead of splitting up.  That didn’t work well for either of us.”

I thought about it and said, “I guess it was my fault.  I hate to eat alone and you were working late a lot so I finally got angry.”

“Then I got angry too during our argument and packed and left.”

She kept holding my hand.  “You have nice hands, Josh.  If you want me to return, I will do my best to be home for dinner so we can eat together.  However, since I am a news reporter, I can’t always guarantee that.”

“I guess not.  However, I got angry since you missed some meals.  Now I eat alone every night.”

She stroked my forehead with her fingers and said, “I think you have lost weight since I bet you just snack in front of the TV.”

At that moment Principal Sarah Westwood came over to our car.  “I am glad that I caught you, Josh.  I am shutting the school down until we get to the bottom of what happened.”

I opened the passenger side and got out to talk to her.

“At least we didn’t lose any children.  Since they were deposited close to that Lake, I am surprised that some children didn’t fall in.”

“No, the playground guards did a great job and kept the children away from the water.”

I looked startled, “Are you saying that there were a few teachers transported along with the children?”

“Actually there were three.  I guess you didn’t realize that.”

Peggy had gotten out and joined our discussion.  “It sounds like this was a well thought-out operation instead of an accident of some kind.  Obviously whoever did this didn’t want the children to get hurt.”

“I wished we knew who these people were that kidnapped the children,” Sarah said frowning.  “The FBI will be on the scene tomorrow and maybe they can solve the problem.”

“Are you living with Josh again, Peggy?”

She smiled and said, “We are going to give it a try again.  I am going to spend the night with him but will have to write up the events of today this evening so may not get to spend a lot of time with him.”

Sarah hugged Peggy and said, “Try to keep it factual and stay away from speculation.  All we need is a bunch of crazy UFO people showing up wanting to get on a starship.”

Chapter 3

Peggy went home with me and wrote her article for the newspaper before dinner. So we had a nice dinner together and spent some quality time together in the bedroom.  Making up is almost worth breaking up.

During the night, I got up and went to the bathroom which was off the bedroom. I realized that Peggy was not sleeping with me; I went out into the hall and saw a light on in the living room.  I noticed that Peggy was typing on her laptop.  I thought about going over and giving her a hug, but I didn’t want to interrupt her; not only that but I was sleepy so went on to bed. Later Peggy came in and snugged up against me.  

The next morning I got up and poured a bowl of cereal.  As I was eating I looked for the news about the kidnapping of the kids at school yesterday.  I finally found it on page three; after I read the short article I sat there for a moment with a puzzled expression on my face.  

Peggy came in and gave me a hug.  She noticed my expression and said, “You must have read my article about the kidnapping.”

I frowned and replied as she sat down and poured some cereal into a bowl and added some milk, “You made it seem more like a field trip instead of a kidnapping.  What happened since yesterday?”

Peggy dished up some cereal with a spoon, “My editor called me after we went to bed and had me rewrite the story.  Tom Roberts, Chief of Police, is a cautious man.  After looking over the evidence, he realized that there wasn’t enough to bring in the FBI or enlarge the investigation.  So I had to downplay the story when I rewrote it.”

“I guess that means that school is on for today and I will have to go to work,” I said sighing.

Peggy looked for a moment like she was in deep thought, “I still think it was a kidnapping.  I agree with Tom though that we don’t have any solid evidence.”

Although we had separated for a while, I noticed that Peggy and I had slipped back into being comfortable around each other.

“Do you think that the people at Global Regenerations, Inc. could have done the kidnapping?  They would be able to accomplish that feat since they made gates to travel to places.”

Peggy looked at me and brushed the hair away from my forehead, “I know all those women over there.  I agree that they could possibly do it, but why would they want to?”

I took the last bite of cereal and lifted the bowl to my mouth and drank the remaining milk.  “At least the incident is finished and I can get back to teaching my students.”

“Are you sure Josh?  Maybe this was an only a test that was interrupted by the Corporation.  Perhaps whoever or whatever these kidnappers were will try somewhere else and get away with it this time.”

I got up and went and washed my face and finished getting ready for work.

“Josh, if you don’t mind, I would like to ride along with you and spend some time in your classroom.  If something happens, I could be an observer.”

The kids were still playing out in school yard.  Then the bell rang and they started coming in.  I looked them over and didn’t notice any signs of stress.

I smiled at them and started handing out the test we had started yesterday.  Soon the kids were working away.

I turned toward the door and noticed Principal Sarah Westwood standing outside the door.  She had a couple of women with her.  She motioned to me to come outside so I got up and went to see what she wanted.

“This is Special Agent Iris Jackson who wants to talk to you.  This temporary teacher will take over your class.”

“You can use the assistant principal’s room since she is off today,” Sarah said.

The special agent took the desk so I took the chair in front of it.  She was a slim attractive woman in her mid to late 20s.  She tried to act friendly, but I noticed hardness in her eyes.

“Are you upset by what happened yesterday, Josh?”

“No, should I be?”

She frowned and said, “Losing a whole classroom of students is very serious.”

“Actually I didn’t lose them all since there were still three left.  The rest had gone on a field trip.”

“What makes you think that?”

“I read the newspaper like most people.”

She frowned and stared at me for a moment; all pretense of friendliness forgotten.

“I thought that the FBI had ruled this to be just a field trip according to the newspaper.  Are you here for some other reason?”

“Let me ask the questions,” she blurted out.  

She softened her tone since she could see that she wasn’t intimating me.

“What did you think when you saw the kids were missing?”

“I was surprised at first, but then figured that since they were taking a test, they had figured out a way to get out of it.  Obviously they had since they went on a field trip.”

She stared at me again and asserted, “You really have no idea what happened, do you.”

I didn’t have to respond to that since Peggy walked in and sat down.  She hugged the FBI agent so knew her well.

“Special Agent Iris Jackson, have you had any luck in finding out what happened?”

“No, Peggy, Josh doesn’t have a clue and the other teachers don’t either.  I am at a loss to know what to tell my supervisors.”

“Maybe you should wait for the second shoe to drop,” Peggy said smiling.

Iris looked puzzled and answered, “Are you expecting something else to happen?”

I spoke up now since I had been thinking about this for a while.  “I think this is a test to refine the procedure on how to extract the children.  So it is possible that more testing will be done.”

At that moment the Principal came in and said, “Josh, three of your children are missing.  I think that they are the ones that were skipped yesterday.”

Iris looked at me and said, “Were you expecting that to happen?”

I gathered my thoughts and replied, “If they could fix the defective children, then they could take all of the children.”

“Who are they?” Iris asked with a worried look.

I shrugged my shoulders.  “You are in Government and knowledgeable about things like Aliens.  Are there any reports of Aliens that would grab children for some reason?”

She laughed and said, “The FBI doesn’t take reports of Aliens seriously except in movies.  So we have no knowledge of any Aliens.”

“What about Roswell?” Peggy asked.

Iris ignored her and shrugged and said, “I guess we are going to have to consider all possibilities.  Just because we have no knowledge of aliens don’t mean they don’t exist.”

“What would they want with the children?” the Principal asked.  

“Here is something that I have been thinking about,” I said.  “Suppose you want a dog for a pet for your household.  You go out and buy a dog that is not too young so you can’t take care of it or not too old for it to adapt to your family.”

Iris thought about what I was saying, “That makes sense in a way.  These children are old enough to take care of themselves, but young enough to learn to be part of a family.  It would require an advanced race of aliens that wanted children as pets.”

“Perhaps these are only the middlemen,” Peggy said.  “They collect the human children and sell them as pets to other races of aliens.”

“Human are very trainable,” Sarah said.  “I guess they would make good pets to an advanced race of aliens.”

Sarah took a call and then said, “The children have returned and all of their injuries are completely healed.”

Chapter 4

“What do we do now?” I exclaimed.

At that moment Peggy’s cell phone rang and she put it on speaker phone.

“We detected a low pressure system over Cactus Springs,” Kelly said.  “Find out if they want us to extend our shield.”

“Kelly, this is Special Agent Iris Jackson of the FBI.  I need you to extend that shield immediately.  We think the children are in danger of being taken.”

“It has been done,” Kelly said.  “Do you want us to notify you if any children pop up here?”

“Let’s hope that doesn’t happen, Kelly,” I said.  “Maybe they will realize the shield will protect our school and move on.”

The Principal got a strained look on her face and said, “Do you think they will move on to another school?”

“If they do, it will not be in Cactus Springs,” I said.  “We only have one elementary school here.”

“That is true,” Peggy said.  “They may hit a school in some other town or city.”

“That is likely,” Iris said.  “I need to talk to the FBI in private so could you clear this room.”

We got up and left the room giving her privacy. The Principal got on the phone to the police department.

Peggy followed me back to my classroom.  I looked at the temp teacher and said, “Let’s take the children outside and let them play in the playground for a while.  Maybe they would be safer there.”

The other teachers noticed what we had done so soon all the students were outside.

The kids were thrilled since we let them have time out of the classroom.

Peggy’s cell rang.  “We think that another attempt was just made to grab the children,” Kelly said.  “We got a strange signal from over Cactus Springs.”

“Kelly, can you extend your shield to cover other cities?” I asked.

Kelly talked to someone for a moment, “Scarlet said that it is not possible to extend it farther than your town.  We would have to build one directly in the city to make it work.”

Iris walked up at that moment, “The FBI is still not convinced that we have a serious problem.  I guess it is going to take the loss of some children to make them take this serious.”

After a while we took the children back inside for lunch.

“Would you like to go to Sonic for lunch?” Iris asked.  “I am buying and will put it on my FBI card.”

While we were waiting for our order, we heard Peggy’s cell phone ring.  “The low pressure system over Cactus Springs has evaporated,” Kelly said.  “Do you want us to leave the shield up?”

“Leave it up until school is out for the day, Kelly,” Iris said.

“Would you like to come over for dinner tonight, Iris?” Peggy asked.  “We will call in a Pizza?”

While we were eating our pizza, we had the TV turned on.  The newscaster was saying, “Wilcox Elementary School in Wilcox, Arizona lost all of its 4th grade students half an hour before the close of the school day.  The children suddenly disappeared and nobody can figure out what happened.”

“That is the other shoe dropping,” Peggy said.

“I guess you were right, Peggy,” Iris said.  “I had better call the FBI and see if they want me to go up there.”

After talking for a few minutes on her cell phone in one of the bedrooms, Special Agent Iris Jackson of the FBI came back in and told us that they wanted her to stay put.

“I wonder why they didn’t hit Tucson or Phoenix,” I said. “It seems they always go after small schools.”

“Perhaps they aren’t sure how much technology large cities have,” Peggy said.

“I wonder who they were and if they will hit any more schools,” I said.

Peggy thought for a moment before saying, “Perhaps this was a test run and will be back in a few months or years.”

“At least we saved our children,” I said.  “I feel very sorry for those parents at Wilcox.”

We asked Iris if she would like to stay with us that night.  She thought about it and decided to stay.

Before we went to bed, Iris said, “I wished that I had what you do, Peggy since you and Josh get along so well and support each other.”

“Do you have a boyfriend?” Peggy asked.

“No, my job is full time so I don’t time for close relationships.”

“That is understandable,” Peggy said.  “As a reporter I sometimes have to spend time away from Josh when I would like to be with him.  We broke up a couple of weeks back because he was unhappy that I wasn’t always home in the evening to eat dinner with him.”

“That is why I am not involved in a relationship with a man; however, I am missing out on something very wonderful that you have, Peggy.”

Peggy hugged Iris and said, “Perhaps you can get a different job someday and get a good man like Josh.  He makes my life worth living.”

Iris looked doubtful and replied, “I sure hope so.”

During the night I woke up and could hear voices.  I got up and went to the door of the living room.  Two women were sitting in sofa chairs in their house coats and watching TV.  I was sleepy so went back to bed.

Chapter 5

At breakfast the next morning Iris said, “A lot of schools overseas got hit last night while we were sleeping.  Then Peggy woke me up since she was watching what was happening so I put my robe on and watched the news with her.”

“Did we lose any more children in this country?” I asked.

“I don’t think so,” Iris said.  “I called my office at the FBI this morning.  They said that they didn’t have any reports of other child abductions in this country, but they got a lot of other reports from countries on the other side of the world where it was daylight and schools were in session.”

“All the schools in Arizona are closed for the rest of the week,” Peggy said. “The Governor made the decision since she didn’t want to lose any more children.”

I ate a piece of bacon and replied, “It is a shame that we lost the kids at Wilcox but it could have been worse.”

“Did you know any teachers from Wilcox Elementary School?” Iris asked.

“No, I didn’t know any of them.  I have heard though that they have an excellent elementary school.”

Peggy’s cell phone rang and it was Kelly; she put it on speaker phone.  I got up and went to the restroom since I wanted to brush my teeth.

“Kelly wants to talk to us for a few minutes at the installation,” Peggy said.  “She also wants us to bring Iris.”

“Maybe she has some other ideas about what is going on,” I commented.

“I feel like I have been cut out of the loop at the FBI,” Special Agent Iris Jackson of the FBI admitted. “Either that or they are in as much the dark as I am.”

“I don’t think anyone is aware of what is going on,” Peggy said.  “Maybe my friend Kelly has some new ideas.  She probably talked to the other women scientists and came up with some new ideas.”

We drove over in two cars; I drove my car and Iris took her FBI car.  They waved us though at the security gates since Kelly had been expecting us.

Kelly said to come down to the hacienda to see her there.  I have never been to it but understood that Joe Clarke, CEO lived there with his wives who were scientists.

We parked by the hacienda and Kelly came out and greeted us.  Then she asked us to come in.  

I stopped in amazement as soon as I went through the door.  Kids were swimming in a large swimming pool and having a great time.

“I didn’t realize that you had children living with you,” I blurted out.

Kelly laughed, “We don’t normally, but these are the kids from Wilcox.”

Iris frowned and said, “We thought they were abducted.”

We sat down at the tables in the dining area and a couple of young women who I assumed were robot women brought us soft drinks and donuts.

A couple of other scientist women came over and sat with us.  I had already met Kelly and Scarlet, but they introduced me to Melanie who was Scarlet’s sister and worked with her on weather.

“We noticed a small low pressure system had stopped over Wilcox last night,” Melanie said.  “We thought this was an indication that the school was about to be attacked so we directed a portable shield over the elementary school.  An attempt was made to beam them up, but they were directed to here instead.”

“We got two dozen kids and two women teachers,” Scarlet said.

“Why didn’t you return them immediately to Wilcox?” Special Agent Iris Jackson of the FBI asked.

“The small low pressure system followed us back here,” Kelly said.  “We were afraid to move the children since they might get grabbed again.  We also maintained communication silence.”

“Are you saying that the small pressure system is a starship of some kind?” Iris pondered.

“If it is, the vessel is cloaked so all we can measure is the small pressure system,” a new woman said as she sat down.  She introduced herself as Julie and the other woman with her as her sister Amber.  

“Is the alien vessel still around?” I asked.

“We don’t know that it is alien,” Amber said.  “That is a good guess though although it could be something else like a terrorist group, time travelers, etc.”    

“Until we know better, we are assuming that this vessel is an alien ship,” Kelly said.  “It left a couple of hours ago.  So it could not have been involved in the children abductions in other parts of the world.”

“Maybe it is a transport vessel,” I said.  “Perhaps it beams the children to somewhere else.”

Everyone one looked at me for a moment.

“Are you a scientist, Josh?” Amber asked.

“No, I am just a school teacher; however, I have seen a lot of science fiction movies and read a lot of science fiction books.”

“That was not a bad guess,” Iris said smiling at me.  “If we attacked it, there might not actually be anything to engage with.”

“That is what makes me nervous,” Kelly said.  “We seem to be dealing with a very advanced race that has technology that we can’t even guess at.”

Kelly’s phone rang and she talked for a moment.

“The President is going to give a speech in a couple of minutes so we need to turn on the TV.”

Kelly said, “Turn on, TV.”

The screen came on and showed President Cristina Wilson walking to a podium.  She was addressing a room full of reporters.

“Yesterday two of our schools were attacked.  Luckily none of the children were abducted.  However, that has not been the case in the rest of the world.  Based on reports we have received so far, the abductions of children could run into the thousands.”

She paused to let it sink in how serious this situation was.

“We are defenseless against attacks against our schools.  However, we have a line of defense that we were unaware of.  Two years ago, we developed a weather shield to cover the continental United States.  This shield was designed to protect this country from severe weather such as hail, high winds, tornados, etc.  

I have personal experience with this shield from the time I was mayor of Cactus Springs.  It works perfectly.  Scientists at Global Regenerations, Inc. used it to prevent the abduction of children from Cactus Springs and also from Wilcox.  

Based on their actions, this shield is being deployed as I talk.  Canada asked to be covered too so we were able to extend the shield through Alaska.  So the United States including Alaska and Canada is protected.  

The problem is we don’t understand who is doing the abductions or why.  All the children being taken are from six to ten years old.  We are not sure why this is.  Also although speculation is that a superior alien race is behind the abductions, we have no solid evidence for that.”

She paused for a moment to let her words sink in.  “I am declaring that all schools in this country be shut down for a week until we get more new information.  So effective immediately, no schools will be open.  If any have opened already, the school should send the children home immediately.”

“Are there any questions?”

“Is Hawaii protected?”

“Partly,” the President said.  “It is not possible to protect all of Hawaii since it is strung out, but we are able to protect the large islands.”

There were many other questions; she answered the questions, but it was obvious that she didn’t know any more than anyone else.

“I want to go home,” a small voice said behind us since the children had sat on the floor to watch the President’s talk.

Everyone looked at the FBI agent.  “I think we can send them all home.  However, I would suggest we do it in small groups just in case the Aliens return.”

Chapter 6

Soon the kids and the two teachers were gone.

I started teaching my class again and settle back into a routine.  Then another test day came around which all of my students hate.

I handed out test sheets which were multiple choice.  The student started working on the tests and it got very quiet.

Abruptly Special Agent Iris Jackson of the FBI walked in and sat down at my desk.  

“How are the kids doing?

“They try but are not very good at tests.  I think they would rather be outside playing.”

Iris got up and went over to the windows and looked out.  I glanced at the children but they hadn’t noticed Iris come in.

“Come over and look at this, Josh; it is sure pretty.”

I got up and walked over to the windows and was shocked.  Instead of seeing playground equipment, there was a blue earth swimming below us with a moon to one side.”

I glanced at Iris who smiled, “Yes, it is the earth and moon.  We are in a starship looking down on the earth.”

“Since when did the FBI get starships?”

Iris laughed and said, “I am not actually an FBI agent.  I am a scientist from a planet you never heard of.”

I glanced at the students who didn’t seem to notice us.

“Humans have a relationship with dogs that is similar to what we have with Steps.  Our Steps look similar to humans and may have originally come from this planet over 100,000 years ago.  About ten years ago the Step started dying from a mysterious disease and they are almost gone now.”

I frowned and said, “So you want to abduct millions of our children to replace the Step.  I don’t think that their parents would be too fond of that idea.”

“No, I doubt they would be,” Iris said with a sad look on her face.

“Actually we would probably need billions rather than millions.  However, it is irrelevant now.  We ran some tests of the children and they failed miserably.”

“Failed,” I inquired with a shocked look on my face.

The woman looked at me for a moment trying to carefully pick her words so as not to hurt my feelings.

“Human children are fun and bright.  However, they are not intelligent like the Step were.  I guess a hundred thousand years ago the first Step creatures were not overly smart either, but we breed them to have characteristics we wanted such as intelligence.”

“Maybe you overbred them and caused them to be weak.  That happened to a lot of our breeds of dogs.”

“That is what a lot of our scientists think happened; so now they are almost all gone.”

“I am sure that some crazy people out there would love to go off in a starship to some other world.  Why don’t you see if you can get some of those to go willingly?”

She seemed to be getting older and less like the FBI agent that I had been around the last few days.

“Yours is a new species and ours is an old species.  Your species is too aggressive for ours.  So you would never make good companions for us like our Step companions were.  Not only that, but you would never be able to relate to us in a meaningful way.”

“So what you really want is pets like our dogs are pets.  I don’t think human being would make good pets.”

“You are right, Josh.  Human beings would not make good pets so this mission was a failure.”

I was getting a little tired of the put down remarks so said, “You put us through a lot of anguish and now you say you are wrong.  Are you going to return those thousands of children that you kidnapped?”

She smiled and said, “The only humans that were abducted were you and your students.  The rest of what you experienced was a simulation to see what would happen.”

Simulation,” I said as I started to get angry.

“Yes, we wouldn’t have gotten the children if we weren’t sure that they would work out.  We did physical and mental tests on the children and knew that humans just wouldn’t work out for what we needed.”

I thought for a moment, “I guess failing a test isn’t always bad.”

I sat down at my desk and Iris sat down beside my desk.  I noticed that she looked about 45 years old and was an attractive woman.  

“Is that your real body or do you look like a monster?”

She smiled at me before saying, “This is my real body.  I look human on the surface and would pass a human doctor’s examination.”

“You keep referring to us.  Do you have other people on this ship with you?”

She thought for a moment, “I have three highly intelligent robots that look human that work with me, but I am the only biological being here.”

She sighed and said, “I guess I had better get you and your students back to your school.”

I thought about something, “How do I explain where we were?”

“I can adjust the time so you will return within seconds of being abducted.  You will also not remember being abducted.”

I frowned, “I think that is a good idea for their memories to be erased, but I want mine to be intact since I want to remember this experience.”

“We can do that,” she said.

“Where are you going next?” I asked.

“We have another planet with humanoids that we want to look at,” Iris said.  “So we will be there in a week or two.”

“I think it is terrible that the Step died off.  However, have you considered replacing the Step with dogs?”

The idea hadn’t occurred to her so she said, “They wouldn’t look like us though.”

“Dogs don’t look like us either, but they make great companions and are greatly loved in families.”

“Wouldn’t humans get upset if we beamed them up?”

“They would if they were pets; however, there are lots of unwanted dogs in pounds and shelters that you could get.  They will be destroyed anyway if nobody adopts them.”

“Would you take me to a dog shelter tomorrow so we could look at some dogs, Josh?”

“I can do better than that,” I said smiling since I had begun to like the alien woman.  “If you would meet me at my car at quitting time, we could go out to eat dinner.  Then you could spend the night at my apartment and we could look at dogs tomorrow.”

Suddenly I got a sinking feeling; am I still broken up with Peggy?”

“She was part of the simulation so I guess so,” Iris said.

Chapter 7

I glanced up and saw my students working away.  We were returned immediately.  When I glanced at my watch, I noticed only a few minutes had transpired.

The problem was that the simulation seemed real so I missed Peggy already.

It might have been my imagination, but the students seemed more alert and interested in the test.  I wondered if Iris might have tried to make them smarter.

When I came out to my car, Iris was standing there.  She gave me a hug and said, “I decided to be your Aunt Iris Jackson from Denver, Colorado.  I am visiting you for a week.”

“Get in the car, Aunt Iris.  I am taking the rest of the week off so I can visit with my aunt.”

We drove to my apartment so I could change clothes.  I had decided to take a shower and put on clean clothes before going out to eat.

When I came out of the bedroom, Iris said, “Peggy called and we talked for a while.  I told her that I was your aunt from Denver.  She seemed like a real nice girl but clearly misses you since she talked about you continuously. I asked her if she would like to join us for dinner and she accepted.”

“So now you are playing match maker,” I said smiling.

“When in Rome, do as the Romans do.”

“You seem to know a lot about earth’s culture.”

“Yes, we can manipulate time so we have plenty of time when we need it.”

We sat down and talked for a while.  I had a hard time thinking of her as an alien and started thinking of her more as a human.

We drove to Country Buffet in Tucson since Cactus Springs doesn’t have great restaurants due to its small size.  It was a cafeteria so we could get what we wanted.

When we went in, Peggy was waiting for us.  I introduced her to my aunt who hugged her. Then I hugged Peggy since it seemed to me that it had only been a while since I had seen her.

My aunt fit right in and went around and got the things she wanted to try.  Peggy followed me and said, “Your aunt seems really nice.  I don’t remember you talking about her before.”

“She is my mother’s youngest sister,” I said.  “I usually don’t talk about family since most are not that interesting.”

Peggy went over and sat at a table with Iris.  I went and got a bowl of ice cream to add to my meal.

The two women were talking when I sat down.  

“Josh, your aunt thinks we should get back together since we make a nice couple.”

“Is that what you want to do?”

Peggy thought for a moment, “I really missed you and think I made a bad mistake leaving.  If you really want me to, I will move back in tomorrow.”

I smiled at Peggy and said, “You left some clothes at my apartment when you left so you can stay overnight if you want.”

Peggy reached over and took my hand and said she was going to do that.

“How long do you plan to visit with Josh?” Peggy asked.

I spoke up and said, “She is only going to be here for a week.”

“That was my plan,” Iris said smiling at me.  

“My husband was sick with cancer so I had to take care of him most of last year.  He only died about a month ago.  Before he got sick, we ran a high tech business but had to sell it when he got sick.  So I don’t have any reason to go back to Denver.”

“What would you like to do if you stayed here?” Peggy asked.

Iris thought for a moment as she ate a piece of apple pie with ice cream on it.  “What I would like to do is go to work for Global Regenerations, Inc.; I would like to work in their robotics department.  My husband and I built a robot that does housework.  I have it stored so will get it tomorrow.”

Peggy seemed to have taken a real liking to Iris.  “I have a lot of friends that are scientists at that Corporation.  You could make up a résumé and I could give it to them.”

Iris smiled and said sadly, “I am afraid my résumé wouldn’t amount to much since all I have ever done is work with my husband in our own high tech business.  Perhaps I could get some other type of job.”

At that moment Peggy got up and waved at a couple of women.  They had been looking for a table to sit at.

They came over and sat with us.  “This is my boyfriend and his aunt Iris,” Peggy said.

“This is Kelly and Charlene who work at Global Regenerations, Inc.” Peggy said.

I frowned since I had never physically met Kelly, but she seemed familiar to me since I met her in the simulation.

“I have heard a lot of good things about you, Kelly,” I said.  “You are just as pretty as Peggy said.”

Kelly smiled and said, “I am not as pretty as Peggy.  She said that the two of you are back together.”

“Yes, we can get along without each other, but it is much nicer when we are together,” I said.

Iris’s cell phone rang and she opened it and talked for a moment, “My robot just got delivered to your house, Josh.  She is a great cook and housekeeper.”

“Where did you buy her?” Kelly asked.

“My husband and I built her from scratch,” Iris said.  

“Can she grade school assignments since my students seem to have gotten smarter and are more work for me?”

Iris smiled, “She can help you or do the tests for you, Josh.  She doesn’t need to sleep so works at night too.”
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