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  Power Off


  General Arda turned to face the young lieutenant standing in the doorway. “Report?”


  “We are within range,” the lieutenant answered, barely suppressing a combination of fear and eagerness that the aging warrior recognized from his own past battles.


  “Commence the attack.”


  
    
  


  Not far away in the eyes of General Arda, but quite distant to the mind of one who had only traveled out of state once to pick up a load of hogs, Bobby Rannok opened another cold beer and wondered what he would do if the weather stayed so hot over the coming weekend. The air conditioner was broken again, so he had an old electric table fan turned all the way up, but it didn't seem to help much. The game on TV was almost over. He had already muted the volume and put his new Country Favorites tape in his boombox. Not for the first time, he regretted that his ex had ended up with the big stereo, but the little portable was better than nothing.


  The brilliant flash and spray of sparks from the TV, followed by darkness and silence, caught Bobby off guard. “What the...” slipped from his lips quietly as he looked around. The sun had gone down but there was still just enough light in the sky to see, after his eyes adjusted. He briefly wondered if his house had been hit by lightning, but there had been no thunderclap. A glance out the window confirmed that the house across the street was also dark.


  The sound of someone banging on his door startled Bobby again. Feeling a little uneasy, he grabbed his shotgun and headed toward the front of the house. He was relieved to see the old man from across the street on the other side of the screen door.


  “Bobby,” old Tom Niston croaked excitedly. “You hear about it on the telly before it happened? You think they're gonna come here?”


  The younger man leaned his shotgun in the corner by the door, then answered, “Who are you talkin' 'bout, Tom? I didn't see nothin' but the game.”


  “We're under attack!” Tom nearly shouted. “It's aliens! I heard about it just before everything blew up!”


  Bobby shook his head and gave a little laugh. “You been hittin' the juice again, Tom. Go back home and sleep it off. The power will be back on by the time you wake up.”


  Tom scowled. “I swore off that stuff when Shelly passed on, you know that. Heed my...” The older man's voice trailed away as both he and Bobby became aware of a deep rumbling. The sound quickly grew louder and was soon overhead, but by the time they looked up the source of the sound was already gone, fading into the distance.


  Bobby nervously reached for his shotgun again. “I dunno what that was,” he said, “but I ain't heard nothin' like that before. Or seen somethin' move that fast.”


  “It was one of them UFO's,” Tom insisted. “Listen... No sonic boom! You know it had to be going fast enough for one. Look, you got a battery radio? Maybe we can find out some news.”


  Bobby nodded and gestured for Tom to follow him inside. The younger man grabbed the flashlight on the top of his refrigerator and started hunting for batteries for his radio. When the smell of burning plastic caught his nose, though, he rushed to his living room with the older man close behind. There was no flame, but the flashlight showed smoke rising up from Bobby's boombox. “Damn.”


  “Let's try over at Daryl's,” Tom suggested. “Somebody has to have something that works.”


  
    
  


  General Arda looked up from his map. His primary advisor stood nearby, and behind his advisor stood one of the bipodal native sentient warriors in an enviro-pocket that provided the native with the planet's normal surface gasses. It had been stripped of its fake furs and battle gear, and its wild eyes stared around like the caged animal that it was. “Assuming you are correct,” the general asked, “and these clusters of hostile and non-hostile populations indicate political alliances, is there evidence of oppression against the non-hostile populations?”


  “Undetermined. There are signs of various internal hostilities but we cannot find a specific pattern. The planet appears to be primarily chaotic,” the advisor replied. “If this specimen has any wit left, and if we can communicate with it, we might learn more. I doubt it will prove sufficiently redeeming, however.”


  “And they have not mounted any resistance?” General Arda asked with a note of curiosity. His advisor confirmed the report. “Attempt to communicate with this native, then,” the general continued. “There is something unexpected here that I do not yet fathom.”


  
    
  


  Daryl shook his head. “You guys are nuts. That was just some military plane flyin' over. Now go back home, and for cryin' out loud, Bobby, put your gun away.”


  Daryl started to close his front door, but Bobby put his foot in the way. “This ain't one of them space TV shows,” Bobby snapped, “It's real. Tom says he heard about it right before the power went out, and we just heard somethin' go overhead faster'n we could look up, but without even a sonic boom! You're tellin' me that's a military plane, and I'm tellin' you there ain't no such plane.”


  “And I'm tellin' you —” Daryl began again, but his wife interrupted from behind.


  “Here, you boys can use this,” she said, pushing past Daryl with a small child's radio. “I can't right believe in no UFO stories, but if we need to know about something goin' on, we might as well find out if we can.”


  Tom took the radio from the woman before Daryl could voice the objection showing in his face. “Thank you, Sarah, you're a sweet one. Let's see...” The older man clicked on the radio and began slowly moving through the dial. Even on frequencies where a radio station should have been, there was nothing but static.


  “Go back slowly,” Bobby spoke up. “I thought I heard somethin'.” He and Tom ignored the indignant snort from Daryl. As Tom slowly moved the dial back, a weak signal finally came through, and to their momentary relief as they stood there in the dark, it appeared to be a news broadcast.


  “...calm and where you are,” the distant voice was saying. “Again, if you're just joining us, the news of the hour is that we appear to be under attack from forces beyond our world. Their craft were first detected when they were near Mars, and moments later the attack began.


  “At this time there have been no reports of direct casualties, as the attacks have been focused on disabling our electrical power supplies. High-tension power lines across the nation have been destroyed, and... one moment please... We are getting word that similar targets have been struck in other countries as well. It appears that industrialized nations around the world are bearing the brunt of what may be just the first stage of the attack.


  “You are advised to remain calm and stay where you are. We have not had any reports of direct attacks on citizens or military personnel. At this time, no defense has been raised because their strike aircraft move too quickly for our weapons. This is a frightening time for humanity. Please stay at home and stay calm. If we let our fear take over, we will increase our danger. Pray for us all! If you are just joining us...”


  Tom turned off the radio and stared blankly at Bobby, then Daryl. Tears appeared in Sarah's eyes, but the men did not see them in the dark.


  
    
  


  Rhonda looked up in surprise, suddenly realizing that the thing in front of her was trying to talk to her. The noise was more of a whistle, but she could almost make out words. “What are you trying to say?”


  Talak Murr backed away in startlement, and then turned to the general's advisor. “Good, it does speak. I was concerned they might not all be capable of spoken communication. I think I will try your idea of using three similar questions, in hopes one gets close. I don't think I can properly analyze their language in a timely manner.” He turned back to the native sitting on the floor in the portable enviro-pocket.


  “Which be you logo? What am your slogan? Where is they title?”


  Rhonda stared. She was certain of it now, the alien was trying to talk, but she had to concentrate to make out any words. Did it just say logo and slogan? What was it talking about? “I don't understand what you are trying to say,” she finally said.


  “That sounded rather long for a name,” the advisor said. “Try different questions.”


  Talak gestured his agreement with a hint of frustration. “Where be you brand?” he continued, attempting to reduce his tone to something closer to the native's. “Which am your name? What —”


  “Name?” Rhonda interrupted, realizing what the creature was trying to say. “You want to know my name? I don't even know what you are, and you want my name. Well, my name is Rhonda Almussen.”


  Talak turned his attention back to the advisor. “I think that must be it. It said that word four times. If I understand the pattern correctly, her name is Rondaalmussen.”


  Rhonda caught the reference to her name, and spoke up. “Yes, Rhonda Almussen, that is me,” she said, pointing to herself and grinning slightly without realizing it. The advisor left abruptly to report the progress that Talak was making to General Arda, but Rhonda was already busy trying to decipher another set of questions.


  
    
  


  “Casualty reports are arriving slowly,” the child's radio in Tom's hand hissed. “The loss of power by hospitals in poorer areas unable to afford generators has rendered them unable to continue normal functions and patients who have relied on machines are dying. There are countless reports of fires from the massive electrical attack, and clearly the number of dead in the countries that have been attacked will rise into the hundreds of thousands. Possibly millions. And, of course, we have no idea what their overall intent is. All we know so far is that we have not been able to fight back at all.”


  Tom switched the radio off. “They're gettin' too glum,” he said after a moment to the group of neighbors who had gathered on Daryl's lawn. “We'll knock down one of them flyers soon, and get some information. Then we can turn the tables a bit!” He was trying to sound positive, but nobody responded. Tom fell silent too.


  
    
  


  General Arda traced several lines on one of the maps. “These make no sense. I realize the natives are not advanced, but these patterns are all wrong. Why would they bother to attack us if they can't even make the weapons in a reasonable form?”


  “Agreed,” the advisor stated. “It would seem they are not satisfied with their own wars and have struck out at us at the first opportunity. Their weapons are so crude that they do not have a focus beneath the lines, it is simply cropped vegetation.”


  General Arda looked to his advisor. “Vegetation? That would help explain the weakness of their attack. That, and the design of their weapons. But I cannot accept the motive...”


  
    
  


  “I don't understand,” Rhonda snapped. “I have not attacked you. I am not attacking you. We have not attacked space or the moon or the stars or whatever it is that you are trying to tell me. We launch weather and communications satellites, and we've built some research stations. Our use of space is peaceful, at least most of it is. You aren't making sense. Oh, what's the use? I don't even know if I understood 'attack' right. Maybe you said something else. It'd be nice if you could talk normal instead of that whistling or whatever it is you do. Damn it! I must be going crazy. I'm sitting here, freezing my ass off, without a stitch of clothing, trying to talk to an alien, and telling it that it doesn't make sense. Great!”


  Talak backed away. He found it frustrating that the biped would start delivering long strings of babbling, rather than logically relying on basic constructs. He understood the native's expressions for not understanding him, and he was beginning to think that it was denying the planet's attack. That would prove interesting, as it would mark a shift from basic communication to a crude level of politics. He sent a brief note regarding the possibility to General Arda, and considered the next set of questions. He could get back to their motive for the attack later.


  
    
  


  General Arda looked down at the primitive planet. In the half-revolution of the planet during which they had conducted their counter-attack, they had discovered incredible anomalies and behavior that could not be explained. The general was not religious and did not believe in coincidence, but he wondered. Could they possibly have blundered so? Were the bipeds incredibly, and terribly, “lucky” to have constructed their weapons by accident? It was clear that they considered themselves warriors, and their domination of other life forms on the planet was unquestioned. If it was an accident, despite the minuscule odds, the natives would probably rejoice at the thought that they had constructed a weapon so far beyond their knowledge. But did they know? And if they
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  If you would like to learn more about the origins of US copyright law, and to understand why the law as it was transformed from the early days of the nation through the current day would be a “nightmare come true” for Thomas Jefferson (who only begrudgingly agreed to the inclusion in the US Constitution of the Congressional right to legislate copyright law), do a search on the Web for:

thomas jefferson madison copyright

  Consider for yourself the extent to which claims made by modern entertainment industry executives align with the original intent of copyright when it was allowed into the Constitution.
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