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By T. M. Julien

“And the Lord said unto Moses,

Stretch out thine hand toward heaven,

That there may be darkness over the land

of Egypt, even darkness which may be felt.

And Moses stretched forth his hand toward heaven

and there was a thick darkness in all the land...”

Exodus 10:21-22.
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CHAPTER 1: Silicon Valley, CA.
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In the dark and cool ventilation shaft of a high security/high tech laboratory deep in the heart of Silicon Valley, a tiny machine...too small to be seen by a human eye...is in the process of doing something that its creators never intended. In fact, it's doing something its creators never even thought possible. It's escaping the confines of the prison they think they have it contained in.

Of course, the machine doesn't know it's escaping. It doesn't have the capacity to "know” anything. It's merely following its programming. 

One of the tasks its creators programmed it to do is to break down raw materials at the molecular level and use them to replicate itself. That is exactly what it's doing and now there are two tiny machines working to escape. 

In this case, the raw materials the tiny machines are using to replicate themselves are from a filter meant to prevent them from getting out of the laboratory. And now there are four tiny machines eating away at that filter.

In order to keep the tiny machines contained in the laboratory, the filtration system in the ventilation shaft was designed with built-in redundancies. But that's not deterring the eight tiny machines currently eating their way towards freedom.

There are a total of six filters inside the shaft, including the one that sixteen tiny machines are now attacking. The designers of the system believed that by installing multiple filters in the vent, if one or two should fail, the others would still keep the tiny machines confined to the laboratory. Neither the system designers, nor the tiny machines’ creators, had considered the possibility that the machines might be capable of eating through the very filters meant to contain them, as thirty two of them are currently doing.

The number of tiny machines in the ventilation shaft continues to grow exponentially: Sixty four...128...256...512, and so on. As they make it through the first filter, what started out as one tiny machine, now numbers 4,096. Breaching the second filter, they’ve increased to 524,288. With the fall of the third filter, their number has grown to 67,108,864. Penetrating the fourth filter, they are over two billion strong. Eating past the fifth barrier, they have surpassed 8.5 billion. And as they clear the final obstacle, over 17 billion tiny machines proceed to use the ventilation system to spread throughout the entire building...each intent on finding a host.
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CHAPTER 2: Silicon Valley, CA.
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It was a clear sunny day with a light breeze blowing in from the ocean to cool it enough for it to be comfortable, the kind of day that California was famous for.

Susan missed days like this. Lately it seemed like she was spending a lot more of her time in Washington than California, but she just figured that it went with the job. On her third term, 56 year old Susan Palmer was the senior senator from California. Standing 5’ 6” tall, the blue eyed blond with the trim waist, hair down to the middle of her back, and not a wrinkle anywhere on her tanned skin, looked more like the stereotypical California beach bunny than a United States senator.

As she pulled her maroon Porche convertible into a parking space facing one of the many palm trees surrounding the property, Susan noticed the ornate sign standing on the lawn between the parking lot and the four story chrome and mirrored building. It read "Biotron Nanotech".

"I must be in the right place,” she muttered to herself as she climbed out of the car and began walking towards the building.

Susan was halfway to the door when she spotted a large gray haired man in a blue uniform exiting an Air Force staff car. 

"General Wilson!" She called out, recognizing the man and making her way toward him.

"Ah, Senator, ah see ya found the place," the officer said with a slight nod and a southern accent reminiscent of a Foghorn Leghorn cartoon. 

"It wasn't easy,” Susan remarked. "I must have passed this place five times before realizing this was it." 

"Ah suppose they could do a better job identifyin' it from the road," the general observed. "How's your daughter doin'?" 

"Jenny's doing good. She just got a huge promotion. She's now the vice president of Asian operations for Pacific Dynamics. In fact, she’ll be flying out to Tokyo in the morning.”

“That’s great! Be sure ta congratulate her for me”

“I’ll do that. Shall we go inside?”

“After you, ma’am,” the general said, holding the door open for her.

Lieutenant General Peter “Pistol Pete” Wilson was a mountain of a man. Standing 6’ 5” tall and weighing in at 285 pounds, he looked more like a retired NFL lineman than an Air Force officer. The former commander of the NATO forces in the middle east, he was currently assigned as the director of the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, or DARPA as it was better known. Even in his crisp blue uniform with its three silver stars on each shoulder and the intimidating array of colorful ribbons on its chest, he did little to distract from the pretty senator next to him.

In a silk blouse, beige Louis Vuitton jacket and skirt, black Yves Saint Laurent high heeled pumps, and carrying a Gucci handbag, Susan could easily pass for an aging fashion model.

As they entered the building, they found themselves in a luxurious lobby. To both the left and right, the walls were covered with deep purple morning glories growing from marble walled planters at their base. The floor was covered with a lavender colored carpet. Several leather covered chairs and end tables provided a comfortable looking waiting area. In the center of the room stood a marble reception desk where two security quards in black and white uniforms were seated. Behind the guard station rose a bank of glass walled elevators. Far above, the entire ceiling was one large tinted skylight. 

"Lieutenant General Pete Wilson and Senator Susan Palmer ta see Director Punjabi,” the general announced, stepping up to the security desk. "Ah believe he's expectin' us." 

"Yes General," the guard on the right said as his partner typed their names into his computer. "If you will please place your right palm flat on the scanner pad in front of you." 

The general did as the guard instructed and a bright green light scanned his palm, followed by a soft chime. 

"Now you madam," the guard instructed. 

Susan did as she had seen the general do and the green light scanned her palm as well. Again there was a soft chime. Then a box on the desk started to hum and it spit out a vinyl card slightly larger than a credit card. A moment later it spit out a second card. The guard attached a clip to each card and handed one to each of them.

“These are your visitor’s passes. Please display them on the front of your clothing at all times and return them here when you are ready to leave,” he instructed.

“Thank you,” Susan said as General Wilson clipped his to the flap of his right breast pocket. She examined hers and was surprised to find that beneath the words “BIOTRON NANOTECH” and “Visitor” were her driver license photo, her thumb print, and her full name: Susan Louise Palmer. 

“General Wilson, I am happy to be seeing you,” a short Indian man in a white lab coat said as he approached from one of the elevators and extended his hand.

“Director Punjabi,” Wilson said shaking the man’s hand. “Allow me ta introduce ya to the chairwoman of the Senate Armed Services Committee, Senator Susan Palmer.”

“I am very pleased to be meeting you,” the director said extending his hand to her.

Susan clipped the visitor’s pass to her lapel and shook his hand.

“The pleasure is mine, Director,” she said. “I’m looking forward to seeing what you’ve accomplished with the taxpayers’ money”

“If you will be following me, I will be glad to show you,” he told them. “We have everything ready for you in the third floor conference room.”

He led them into the center elevator, which they took to the third floor, then down a plush hallway to the conference room. Inside was a long mahogany table surrounded by thickly padded black chairs. The walls on either side of the table were glass, one with a view of the hallway and the other with a view of a neatly manicured lawn. At one end of the table was a view screen and at the other end stood a table loaded down with refreshments. On the opposite side of the conference table stood a thin man in his early forties with dark hair and a short beard. Like Punjabi, he too was wearing a white lab coat. On the table in front of him was a computer terminal. While not as tall as the general, he still seemed tall to Susan.

"This is our project manager, Doctor Abraham Weise,” the director announced. “Abe, this is Senator Palmer and you are already knowing General Wilson." 

"We've spoken on the phone a few times,” Weise said, "but it's good to finally meet you in person. And I'm glad to make your acquaintance as well, Senator."

"Likewise," Susan said. 

"I must be apologizing for the heat," Punjabi said. "There seems to be a problem with the ventilation system today. May I get you refreshments before we are starting?"

"Nothing for me," Susan replied. 

“Ah wouldn’t say no ta a cup of coffee,” Wilson stated.

“How are you taking your coffee, General?” The director asked as he moved to the refreshment table.

“Black, no sugar.”

“If you’ll each take a seat, we can get started,” Weise said as he sat down at the computer terminal.

The two visitors chose seats opposite the doctor. Punjabi placed a steaming cup in front of the general, then took his own seat.

Once everyone was settled, Weise pressed a key on the computer and the lights dimmed, the windows became opaque, and the view screen at the end of the table sprang to life with the following message:

WARNING!

The following presentation has been classified 
TOP SECRET 
by the 
United States Department Of Defense. 
Unauthorized possession, viewing, or distribution is a felony punishable by 25 years in prison and a $500,000 fine.

After thirty seconds, that message was replaced by the words 

“PROJECT BLINDSIDE”

“Imagine a heavily armed terrorist stronghold somewhere in the deserts of the middle east,” a voice rang out from hidden speakers.

The image on the view screen changed to a scene of a desert encampment. Terrorists carrying AK-47s could be seen moving about the compound.

“Intelligence has determined that three American hostages are being held there. The President has ordered a SEAL team in to rescue them.”

On the screen, the SEALs can be seen attacking the compound.

“But the SEALs are walking into a trap.”

The screen shows terrorists surrounding the SEALs and mowing them down with machine guns. A navy helicopter flies into the scene to provide cover fire, only to be hit by an RPG and blown up in midair.

“The SEALs and the hostages are all killed...”

The scene changed to mutilated bodies being unceremoniously dragged through a street packed with cheering crowds.

“...and for the next month their dead and desecrated bodies are displayed nightly on Al Jazeera for the whole world to see. It’s not a pretty picture, but that is exactly the kind of disaster Project Blindside was designed to prevent.”

The scene changed and once again showed the compound before the SEALs attacked. As they watched, a drone flew over the compound and continued on out of the picture.

“Now imagine the same scenario but this time a drone flies over the compound and, unbeknownst to the terrorists, releases a clear odorless spray three days before the SEALs move in.”

On the screen the SEALs can be seen moving into the compound. The terrorists just seem to be wandering around in a stupor. A few try to resist and are killed by the SEALs. Most are easily subdued, disarmed, and zip tied. A navy helicopter lands and three hostages can be seen being led out to it.

“This time the SEALs find all the terrorists stumbling around blind. The terrorists are easily killed or captured, the hostages are rescued, a treasure trove of intelligence data is collected from the compound, and no American lives are lost.”

The screen changed to an image that looked somewhat like an out of focus ant.

“What you are seeing now is a Wonder Bug as seen through an electron microscope. In many ways a Wonder Bug acts like a virus, but it’s actually a microscopic machine called a nanobot. It was designed and built by a Cray quantum computing system using a highly advanced artificial intelligence program. Wonder Bugs are so small that over eight hundred of them could simultaneously pass side by side through the eye of a small sewing needle without touching each other or the needle.”

The Wonder Bug faded from the screen to be replaced with the outline of a man. A tiny red dot appeared at the left of the screen and moved into the outline.

“A Wonder Bug has four functions. First, it seeks out a host and enters through the pores of the skin. Second, it replicates itself by breaking down waste materials found in the body at the molecular level and using it to build exact replicas of itself."

On the screen, a second red dot appeared inside the outline. Then two more appeared. Then four more, followed by eight more. Before long there were hundreds of red dots scattered throughout the outline, with the main concentration being in the head at about eye level.

Then the picture changed. It now showed the side view of an eyeball and a brain with a cord connecting them. Blue flashes kept running the length of the cord from the eye to the brain.

"Its third function,” the voice continued, "is to attach itself to the host's optic nerve and prevent any visual signals from reaching the visual cortex of the brain, effectively blinding the host."

A large number of the red dots on the screen suddenly rushed in and completely covered the cord, keeping the blue flashes from traveling along it. Then the image changed back to the picture of the human outline, but this time it showed red dots leaving the outline in all directions.

“Finally we come to its fourth function. As the Wonder Bug replicates itself, replicas leave the original host to seek out and infect new hosts. The host becomes contagious within two hours of being infected and blindness occurs two to three days later, thus allowing them to spread the Wonder Bugs to others before they even know they’ve been infected.”

The screen returned to the image of the Wonder Bug.

“Project Blindside is designed to incapacitate an enemy force and allow battles to be won with minimal casualties.”

Weise pressed another key on the computer terminal, The screen went blank and the lights and windows returned to normal.

“Are you having any questions?” Punjabi asked.

“What keeps the SEAL team in your example from bein’ blinded?” General Wilson inquired.

“We developed a vaccine that prevents the Wonder Bugs from infecting a host,” Weise informed them. “The SEALS Would be vaccinated before their assault on the terrorist compound.”

“But what about the hostages?” Susan asked. “ls the blindness reversible?”

“We are currently working to develop a reversing agent to counteract the effects of the Wonder Bugs,” the doctor said.

“How close are ya?” Wilson asked. “Cause it would be disastrous ta deploy it without havin’ a way ta stop it.”

“We’re projecting a completion date in six to ten months,” Weise answered.

“Why do you call them Wonder Bugs?” Susan asked. “They seem like more of a nightmare than a wonder.”

Punjabi and Weise both chuckled.

“One of our lab techs coined the name after the blind musician Stevie Wonder and the name just caught on,” the doctor explained.

“Does the host have to be human?” Susan inquired.

“Yes and no,” Weise told her. “Wonder Bugs are designed to only target primate physiology so, while it could blind a monkey, your dog or cat would be perfectly safe.”

“How long can these Wonder Bugs survive without a host?” Wilson asked.

“Without a host, they become dormant and begin to break down after about three months,” Weise responded.

“Where are the Wonder Bugs now?” Susan wanted to know.

“When not being used in our labs, all our nanobots are kept in tanks in a high security storage facility in the basement,” the doctor assured her.

Learning that the Wonder Bugs were right beneath her feet made Susan’s skin crawl. It was as if she could feel the microscopic machines burrowing into her pores. She knew she was being ridiculous. She was just letting her imagination get to her. After all, Doctor Weise had just said that all the Wonder Bugs were secure in the basement.

After the meeting ended, Pistol Pete and Susan made their way back to the parking lot, returning their visitor's passes along the way.

"So what did ya think?" The general asked as they left the building.

“I think the Manhattan Project pales by comparison,” Susan said thoughtfully, referring to the creation of the atomic bomb. "This could completely change the way wars are fought and save countless lives on both sides. Hell, it could turn the United States into the world's sole superpower. However, it's also absolutely terrifying."

"Ah believe that's what they said 'bout the Manhattan Project," Wilson commented half jokingly. "Ah have a jet standin' by at Travis Air Force Base. Can ah offer ya a ride back ta D.C.?"

"No thank you, General. I'm spending the night with Jenny at the ranch in Santa Barbara so I can see her off in the morning. I’ll catch a commercial flight back afterwards."

"Well it was good seein' ya again,” he said with a mock salute as he headed for his staff car.

"Take care, General,” she said heading for her own car. 

Neither of them was aware of the tiny machines busy replicating inside their bodies as they went their separate ways.
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CHAPTER 3: Sayre, OK.


[image: ]


Thirty six year old Phoenix Walker sat on the edge of his 2 1/2’ x 6’ bunk in an 8’ x 12’ cell in Unit F of the North Fork Correctional Center trying to read a book. He wasn’t having much success because his cell partner, twenty one year old Rick Thurman, kept leaning over the edge of the top bunk to interrupt him with a bunch of useless chatter.

“Wh-wh-when I g-get out, I’m g-g-gonna f-find me a sweet y-y-young thing and m-m-marry her and start m-makin’ me some b-b-babies,” Rick announced with his usual stutter. “What ab-bout you, cellie? Wh-what are y-y-you g-g-gonna do wh-when you g-get out?”

“I’m not getting’ out. Life without parole, remember?” Phoenix said, mildly annoyed.

“Y-you could still g-g-get out,” Rick persisted. “You c-c-could win your ap-appeal, or you c-could g-g-get a commut-t-tation."

"Yeah, and maybe the Governor will give me a pardon for all past, present, and future crimes," Phoenix quipped.

"S-seriously, bro, wh-what would you d-d-do if you g-got out?"

"Seriously? I'd head up into the Rocky Mountains, away from everyone, and I’d follow them up into northern Canada," Phoenix responded. “Once there, I'd find one of those secluded lakes that nobody has access to and I'd live there on my own."

"B-but what ab-about a f-f-family?" Rick asked. "Everyone n-n-needs somebody to c-care about and that c-c-cares about 

th-them."

"Not me,” Phoenix answered. "I'm sick of people. I just wanna be left alone to live out the rest of my life in peace."

"Wh-what is it th-that's made you so j-jaded, bro?"

Phoenix realized that he wasn't going to get any reading done with Rick wanting to talk, so he set his book to the side.

"l suppose you could say I've been disillusioned,” he explained. "You see, I was raised to believe that this is the greatest country in the world. I was taught that our government stood on the side of right, that it treated people fairly and humanely and went out of it’s way to defend human rights and protect the oppressed. I have to admit, I bought that propaganda hook, line, and sinker...so much so that right after high school I joined the army...”

“Y-y-you w-were in the a-a-army?”

“Yeah, I was a ranger. I ev...”

“D-did you s-s-see any action?”

“Yeah, I even earned a silver star and a couple of bronze stars during the Syrian Offensive. But everything changed a little over ten years ago.”

“Wh-why? Wh-what hap-p-pened?”

“I was in a bar called the Sooner Shack...”

“The one in N-N-Norman, just off I-35?” Rick asked.

“Yeah, you know it?”

“Y-yes. I’ve been th-th-there.”

“Anyway.” Phoenix continued. “I was enjoyin’ a cold beer when this really cute blond coed sat down and started flirtin’ with me. I think she was attracted by my uniform. We were gettin' along great when her boyfriend showed up, and he was not at all happy to see her payin' me so much attention.

"Him and a couple of his buddies jumped me in the parking lot as I was leavin'. When the fight wasn't goin' like they wanted, the boyfriend pulled out a knife and he ended up dyin' on his own blade.

"When the cops showed up, his buddies told 'em I had tried to rob 'em and stabbed him when they fought back. The girl backed up their story. It turned out they were members of the OU football team so as far as the cops were concerned, they could do no wrong. They arrested me and charged me with murder and attempted robbery."

"B-b-but it was h-h-his knife,” Rick objected.

"His buddies said it was mine and that I pulled it out to rob 'em.

"Anyway, the trial was a complete farce. They stuck me with a public defender who had never taken a case to trial before and he kept tryin' to get me to plead guilty. The judge couldn't fairly judge a beauty contest. He kept fallin' asleep durin' the trial and, I found out later, he was a graduate of the OU Law School. The prosecutor was more  concerned with paddin’ his conviction rate than seekin’ justice. Because of my army experience, he made me out to be a psychopath and a trained killer. And finally, the jury was composed entirely of OU fans and alumni. It took ‘em all of about five minutes to find me guilty.”

“M-man, they really st-st-stacked the d-d-deck against you.”

“Yeah, and I’ve been a guest of the Oklahoma Department of Corruption ever since. I’ve experienced first hand the indignities, the inhumanity, and the physical and psychological tortures that this country inflicts on its prisoners. It’s made me realize that the so called justice system in this country makes the worst third world banana republic seem like paradise. So, yeah, I’m a little jaded.”

“Lockin’ down for count!” A guard’s voice yelled out.
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CHAPTER 4: Washington, D.C.
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Army General Winston Rhinehart sat in his Pentagon office contemplating the significance of the information he had received earlier that day. As Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, he had been present when the director of DARPA briefed the Joint Chiefs on a new weapon system being developed in California. If Project Blindside lived up to Pistol Pete’s briefing, it had the potential of making the United States military unstoppable. Hell, it could completely end war and force peace on Earth on the U.S.’s terms.

Rhinehart depressed a button on his intercom.

“Linda, get me a meeting this afternoon with the Secretary of Defense,” he said.

*              *              *
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DEFENSE SECRETARY HARLAN Bell had a lot on his mind as he made his way across town for the weekly cabinet meeting at the White House. His youngest son had driven down from Princeton last week with a new girlfriend he wanted his parents to meet. Evidently thing were getting pretty serious between them. Amber seemed nice enough, but the boy should be concentrating on his education, not on a new girlfriend. Why couldn’t John have just gone to Annapolis like his two brothers? The Naval Academy would have kept him on the right track. Anyway, John would be heading back to school tomorrow. Harlan made a mental note to have a talk with the boy before that.

Then there was the new mutual defense treaty between Russia, China, Iran, Syria, and North Korea. The news media was calling it the Axis Pact but, whatever you called it, it was a major concern for the western alliance. The President was going to have a lot of questions about that and Harlan wasn’t at all sure that he would have the answers.

Also, the President was scheduled to deliver his State Of The Union Address the day after tomorrow. Harlan had known President Andrew Harrison since the two of them had played high school football together back in Omaha. Andy was a good man but, with the inflation and unemployment rates being so high, he'd been taking a lot of hits lately. He had to be worried about how his upcoming speech would be received.

Finally, right before he left the Pentagon, General Rhinehart had told him about a new weapon DARPA was developing that acted like a biological weapon but was neither biological nor chemical. He would have to remember to get with the DARPA director and find out more about it. Rhinehart seemed to think it would be a game changer. Supposedly the weapon caused an enemy to go blind.

*              *              *
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PRESIDENT HARRISON sat behind his desk in the Oval Office with his head in his hands. The cabinet meeting had just ended without there being much in the way of good news. The Treasury Secretary had reported that inflation was up another two points over the last week and the Fed was talking about raising the interest rates again. The Attorney General had reported a significant increase in violent crimes, particularly in mass shootings, and the Homeland Security Secretary noted a sharp increase in domestic terrorist activity.

On the international scene, the Secretary of State said that NATO was becoming increasingly worried about all the Kremlin’s saber rattling and both Syria and Iran were stepping up their anti-Israel and anti-American rhetoric. The Defense Secretary reported that North Korea had begun amassing troops along the demilitarized zone and the Chinese navy was becoming more aggressive around American warships in the South China Sea. He also said the Defense Department was working on a new weapon that could tip the scales in America’s favor, but he wasn’t prepared to elaborate yet.

The only positive thing accomplished in the meeting was his appointment of the Secretary of the Interior as the designated survivor for the upcoming State Of The Union Address. The designated survivor is a cabinet member who remains at an undisclosed location outside of Washington during a State Of The Union Address. In the event of an attack on the Capitol during the address, the designated survivor would become the acting president thereby insuring continuity of government.

Harrison looked over the speech he was suppose to give and moaned.

“I’ll be lucky if they don’t tar and feather me,” he thought as he depressed a button on his intercom.

“Janet, have Tommy come in here,” he said, calling for his speech writer.

*              *              *
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INTERIOR SECRETARY Latisha Johnson stood on the platform with a Secret Service detachment waiting to board the train. As the plump African-American woman stepped onto the train for Chicago, she was unaware that she and everyone else who attended the President's cabinet meeting, as well as over half the staffs of the White House and Pentagon, were spreading nanobots to everyone they came near.
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CHAPTER 5: Albuquerque, NM.
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Eleven year old Dani Tyler awoke with a yawn to the smell of bacon frying. After a leisurely stretch, the fifth grader climbed out of bed and headed for the bathroom.

"Danielle, breakfast's ready,” her mom called from the kitchen.

Returning to her bedroom with freshly brushed teeth and a scrubbed face, she peeled her pajamas off and pulled on a pair of blue jeans. Digging in a drawer of her dresser, she found a green camouflage T-shirt and pulled it over her head.

"Your breakfast is gonna get cold,” her mom yelled as Dani finished tying her sneakers. 

“Coming,” she called back as she stood up and saw her reflection in the mirror. She quickly ran a comb through her short copper colored hair before she left the bedroom.

Arriving in the kitchen, she sat down at the table in front of a plate of scrambled eggs, bacon, and an English muffin.

“Is that what you’re wearing to school?” Her mom asked disapprovingly as she poured Dani a glass of milk.

“Yeah,” Dani replied. “What’s wrong with my clothes?”

“Why don’t you ever wear any of your nice dresses to school?”

“Ooh,” Dani said making a face like she was sucking on lemons.

“You are such a tomboy,” her mom laughed.

Dani reached for a jar of strawberry preserves and began 

smearing it on her muffin.

“Did you finish your homework last night?” Her mom inquired as she packed her daughter’s lunch.

“Yeah, Mom,” Dani
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