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      The handcuff on my right wrist was much tighter than it needed to be. I wasn’t going anywhere. But I understood their need to assert some authority. The whole base was on high alert.

      They had lost three priceless assets, as the people interrogating me kept calling them. I never corrected them. What would be the point? They didn’t want my opinion, they didn’t want my enlightened world view, they only wanted to know how I helped their assets escape. Right under their noses. No security cam footage, no clues, nothing.

      They had me in one of the small concrete interview rooms, one-way mirror, just like in a TV cop show. The other half of the handcuff was attached to the leg of a gray metal table that was bolted into the floor.

      I’d already been held for about three or four hours. There was no clock in the room, they took my watch, but you get a sense of blocks of time. They let me have one bathroom break, escorted by a guard, then back to the hard metal chair to wait and wait.

      I was still in my blue coveralls and black work boots. No one took my shoelaces, so I guess they weren’t worried I’d try to hang myself. From what? The table leg? I knew they were watching me through the glass. I just sat and thought my thoughts.

      Mostly about how slick it all was. None of it my idea, which made it all the better. I could just shake my head at it and go along and watch the show unfold.

      Plus I learned a lot in that last critical hour. Things I certainly never knew and didn’t even suspect.

      In the almost seven years I’d been there, you could say I befriended the guys. The assets. They were easy to like.

      But before I got the job, I had to go through two weeks of psychological testing. I figured working as a civilian for the military, there would be all sorts of hurdles, but the psych questions were strange.

      They showed me all sorts of pictures and videos of men, women, boys, and girls, all of every possible nationality and color.

      They had me hooked up to sensors to see if I reacted negatively at all. Of course I didn’t. I’m a black man, I’ve spent my life with prejudice, so you think I care if someone is Pakistani or Chinese or Native American? Come one, come all, I’ll judge you by your actions. If you’re an ass, you’re an ass, I don’t care what color you are. But if you’re good people, then fine. Come sit by me.

      And then, week two, they started slipping in some new kinds of pictures. People with horrible disfigurements. People who had obviously survived being burned. People who might have made a living with a traveling circus back in the old days, the only way they could support themselves.

      And then, aliens. Cartoon aliens at first, little green Martians, then little gray extraterrestrials from science fiction movies.

      Any reaction, Mr. Swan?

      They checked my readouts. Didn’t matter to me, green, gray, disfigured, any of it. I’d lived a life. I’d seen a lot of people.

      Just to make sure I wasn’t totally dead, they also showed me scenes from horror movies where face-eating aliens were stalking normal folk. I didn’t care for those, because who would? They checked my readouts. Elevated heart rate, fast breathing, I guess they liked what they saw.

      Because I got the job. Technician Specialist. Top security clearance.

      I know I came highly recommended. My old boss at Champion Rigs must have known someone in the Army, because they came looking for me, not the other way around. I didn’t know their secret base in the wilderness outside Aspen, Colorado even existed.

      The rules were strict. You live on base. You don’t leave. You don’t travel. We provide everything you need for free: food, comfortable housing, clothing, medical care, transportation, you name it.

      I was recently out of a marriage and without a lot of personal prospects. I figured I’d take the job for a year or two, just to get my feet back under me. And learn some new things.

      I’ve been what people call a mechanical wizard ever since I was a little boy. Not just normal fix-it and build-it kind of childhood play, but next level. When I was five I took apart my mother’s vacuum and a few other appliances around the house, and used the parts to make a working spaceship for my plastic army men. I got it airborne. I’ve always been a nut about flight.

      Teachers noticed me, they put me in programs. I won all sorts of competitions. Reggie Swan became a name. My picture in the paper, holding up those big fake checks that show thousands of dollars in prize money—that was me. I made a good living as a kid.

      And just like basketball and football standouts who start getting scouted while they’re still in junior high, my parents started getting offers early on. Scholarships to this college or that. High-paying tech jobs with Boeing and Ford and a lot of other companies. And military recruiters telling them why I’d do best in the Army, Air Force, or whoever that particular recruiter represented.

      But I have a stubborn streak in me. A real obsession with not being bossed around. And I had a different plan in mind.

      Learn everything. Try everything. Not the college route, that wasn’t for me, but hands-on. Working cars and airplanes and ships for a while. Then bridges and high rises. Whatever someone could design and build, I wanted to have my hands on that. Learn how everything worked, down to the nuts and bolts and motors and rivets.

      If you start at sixteen, like I did, you can work a lot of jobs by the time you’re forty-six.

      But I parked myself at Base X for six years and ten months—the longest I stayed anywhere—because there was more to learn there than anyplace else. I would have stayed there for the rest of my life if I could have kept learning from the guys.

      When I finally got clearance to begin the job, the supervisor, Greg, took me to a special room for my orientation.

      It was a little bigger than the one where they held me after they arrested me, but it had the same light gray concrete walls and metal table and metal chairs.

      Greg said, “They tell me your psych eval was clean. But I won’t let you on the floor until I know you can handle it.”

      I had no idea what he was talking about. All they told me was I’d be working on high-tech flight simulators and maybe some special aircraft. It sounded interesting, but not something anyone would have to handle.

      The door opened, a woman stepped through, and after her came three little kids.

      I thought they were kids. But only for a half a second. Then the light in my brain went on…

      Whoa.

      They were about three feet tall. Hairless. Skin a pale pinkish-gray. Heads more of an oval shape than round.

      Their eyes were gentle and beautiful. That was the first thing I thought. It took me a moment to realize how much larger than were than a human’s. Maybe three times as large, and oval, and lidless. But the way they looked into my eyes, I just loved them right away.

      I know that sounds strange for a grown man to say about extraterrestrials, but the bond was immediate. Like bonding with an animal just from the way it looks into your eyes.

      You just know. You may be different species, but you are the same. You belong. The trust and the bond are real.

      I smiled. I think I even laughed. But with a kind of wild joy that I got to see three such extraordinary beings.

      My new supervisor was watching me closely all the time. He seemed relieved at my reaction.

      I found out later there had been two other tech specialists before me who washed out the first time they met their new coworkers. Both of them freaked out so mightily, doctors had to come in and give them sedatives.

      Then the techs were whisked off the base under all sort of security. I have no idea what happened to them after that.

      Because they were risks now to the secret program on the base. They had seen and they couldn’t unsee. They couldn’t be allowed to talk about it, ever. The military has experience dealing with things like that.

      But I wasn’t going to be a problem. I was all in, from minute one.

      The woman who had escorted the three extraterrestrials into the room introduced them as RJ, LX, and MT.

      No kinds of names for friends. I renamed them RayJay, Linus, and Mit.

      And finally I found out why I was there.

      The three extraterrestrials—ETs, for easier reference—hadn’t been captured, like I read might have happened back in the 1940s when spaceships started getting shot down in places like Roswell, New Mexico.

      These three ETs had shown up on Base X voluntarily one day. Just out of the blue. I found out from talking to some of the officers that there have been all sorts of spaceships over the years hovering around military complexes, especially ones with nuclear weapons.

      Like they’re monitoring us. Trying to make sure these Neanderthals aren’t blowing up their world like foolish teenagers playing around with gasoline and matches.

      But RayJay and Linus and Mit didn’t just buzz the base or disable the missiles, like some other ETs have done at other military installations. Instead, they came straight in one day, flying a disk-shaped craft with a glowing blue dome on top, and they landed on the airstrip right where any gawking personnel could see.

      Communication was a challenge. It took a while to find someone suitable to act as interpreter.

      It took a week, in fact, before they somehow found Kirsten Simmens, the woman who escorted them into the room the day I first met them.

      She was an attractive young woman in her late twenties when I first met her, small, slender, with pale skin and long blonde hair. I don’t know where they found her or how. There must be some kind of database, though, because her skills were perfectly suited to this case.

      RayJay and the other two had small slits for mouths, but they didn’t seem to have the mechanism for speech. No vocal cords. Nothing that allowed them to make any noise at all. I never heard them groan or laugh or cry. It would have been like trying to communicate with a fish.

      They spoke with their eyes. They latched on with their gaze and you just knew what they were feeling. Sad, scared, frustrated, delighted—I felt many of their emotions over the years.

      But Kirsten Simmens could do more than just feel what they felt. She could hear what they wanted to tell her.

      It was at a particular frequency, she explained to me when she realized I was ready to learn how to do it myself. Like tuning in to a faint and secret radio station that you could only access if the ETs gave you a special dial.

      Not everyone could hear them, even if they wanted to. RayJay and Linus and Mit were in charge. They decided who could hear them and couldn’t.

      And then when you did hear them—it made me laugh the first time. Because they were mimics. They talked to you in your own voice.

      “Hey, Reggie?”

      “Yeah, Reggie?”

      That’s what it sounded like. Like me having a conversation with myself in my own head.

      Kirsten spent a lot of time with the three ETs and gained their trust. And the fact was, they wanted to be able to talk to someone. They had come to this planet and this particular base on purpose. It was no accident.

      But they were new to the planet, obviously, and didn’t know which humans they should trust with their knowledge.

      I came along two months after they’d already been there.

      And I don’t think it’s an exaggeration to say I became their best friend.

      They showed me. They taught me. They confided in me. Not just the mechanics of their spaceship that they intended to give to us humans.

      They told me everything I asked. About themselves, about their people, about the planet that they came from, and their galaxy. All of it.

      And they taught me how to build a spaceship like theirs. They taught me things maybe no other ET has shared with any other humans.

      I learned how to easily create anti-gravity propulsion. How to make a ship invisible. How to pilot one without installing any levers or controls, but only by thinking to it with my mind.

      RayJay told me he hadn’t planned on sharing those extra details. He had specific instructions about how much to teach the Earthlings. He and the others were here to help us advance, as others like them had come before—many times over the millennia—but they were supposed to dole out just so much at a time. To keep our more primitive minds from overloading. And also to make sure we were using their technology for good, not to invent new ways of killing ourselves. We already had enough of those.

      But RayJay could see that I was different. I could understand as much as he decided to teach me. And my heart is peaceful. I’m not a man of violence.

      And RayJay knew that I loved him and Linus and Mit. He knew I would always protect them, I would never betray them, I only wanted what was best for them all the time.

      I gave up caring about any of my old life. About anything outside the base. I didn’t need anything but to work and to learn morning until night.

      I would take the eleven o’clock bus back to my housing on base every night just so I could shower and sleep for a few hours, then I’d come right back on the first bus at six.

      And I’d been living that way, loving every minute of my life, for the past almost seven years. My brain felt like it had grown ten times bigger than it ever was. I had learned so much about the universe and space travel and other life forms, I could write a hundred books on them to start and still have more to say.

      But even the best things can’t last. Think of your favorite dog or cat, dying too soon, when you wish they would live with you your whole life.

      You still have all that love for them, you would still want them by your side even when you’re an old, old man, but that isn’t how life works. Even extraterrestrial life.

      I could see that RayJay wasn’t looking right for a while. His skin was losing the pink tint that always made all three of them look like they were blushing.

      He was getting to be a duller and duller gray.

      Finally I said, “RayJay, are you dying on me?”

      He answered me in my own voice, speaking directly into my head. “Reggie, we have to go soon. Will you help us?”

      We were alone in the special hangar where they kept the guys’ ship. Only a few personnel were allowed to come in there.

      So we were alone at the moment, just the four of us, and I bawled like a baby. I couldn’t make myself stop.

      I hugged RayJay. Then the other two guys came in for the hug, too, and we stood there, just clinging to each other like brothers who were about to be separated.

      They didn’t make any noise, but I could hear them inside my mind crying with the same sound I was making. Like hearing myself, and then three echoes of the same sobs. It made it so much worse to know that they were feeling it, too.

      But then I got hold of myself. I said of course I’ll help you however I can.

      And then RayJay let me in on yet another secret. Of how I could help them escape.

      I asked them to wait one more day. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye. But I understood that RayJay needed to go back or he wasn’t going to make it.

      They told me they knew from the start that they would only stay for seven years. They had prepared their bodies to survive in our atmosphere for that long.

      And they knew that I would be with them for almost all of those seven years.

      “How did you know?”

      “We saw you,” came my own voice in my head. “On our time map.”

      They had hinted about their time map a few times before, but I never really understood what they meant.

      “Do you mean time travel?” I asked them the first time, but they said it wasn’t exactly that. “Is it a time machine?” I tried. “You see a time on your map and you can go there?”

      But still the answer was no.

      Now RayJay tried one more time to help me understand. He pressed one of his four pale gray fingers into his chest where a heart would be if he was a human instead of what he was.

      Then he drew a line through the space between us, and pressed that same finger to where he knew my heart was.

      “Beginning,” said the Reggie voice in my mind, “end. Time to end of time.”

      “But you saw it,” I said, trying to grasp what he meant. “Like looking at a map, but not of a place. It was of a time.”

      I could feel RayJay smiling with his eyes. And I heard the rest of his explanation, and finally understood.

      Before coming to Earth with Linus and Mit, they had looked at a time map to see when to come.

      Just as they had consulted other maps to find the best location to bring their gift of technology to teach the humans. And just as other extraterrestrials before them had chosen the best time to bring their own earlier technology to humans living in earlier times.

      Why are there suddenly a rash of discoveries and advances in different places around the world, all in the same few years?

      Because the leaders of the ETs send out teams. They try to seed our planet with knowledge by sharing information with people they think can understand it. Little by little, bringing us children along. Helping us to do better. Helping us to understand the better and peaceful ways so maybe some day in the future we can join the greater unified community and not just try to shoot everybody who looks and sounds different.

      So RayJay and the other two volunteered to be one of the teams. And they knew they had seven years to do as much as they could for as long as their bodies could survive. But which seven years should they use?

      They saw me on their time map. Reginald Swan, making my way through a life as best as I could.

      Not knowing I would get the job Base X. Not even dreaming I would one day meet RayJay and Linus and Mit.

      But they knew. They saw it. Just like astronomers can map out the future paths of the stars.

      So they landed when they did, and they waited for someone like Kirsten to come along to explain why they were here and what they intended to do.

      And then they waited longer still, just a few more months, for their friend to show up, answering a job offer that didn’t exist before they arrived.

      I passed the psych test. I would accept people of all kind. I would accept aliens. I wouldn’t freak out.

      To the contrary, the minute I saw those three, it was like I’d come home to a planet I didn’t know I had left.

      And then all my lifelong mechanical wizardry finally had a reason to be.

      If they had time, I wish they could have shown me how to make a time map of my own. To find out what to do next, now that they were leaving.

      But there wasn’t time. I could see that. RayJay had waited as long as he safely could.

      Linus and Mit were still looking healthy to my eyes, but I knew they would soon look as gray and sickly as RayJay.

      You have to let people go. Even if you don’t want to. And I was ready to do whatever I could to help them.

      So they gave me the one more day that I asked for, and they told me as much as they could about whatever else I wanted to know.

      Including how to help them escape. It took so little effort. That’s why it worked so well.

      They did not travel through the stars to get here to Earth. They didn’t travel light years. They didn’t travel distance.

      They traveled time and dimension. Both of them entangled together. They slipped from their time and dimension into ours.

      To our human sensibilities, they must have needed a spaceship to do it. And I spent the last seven years picking it apart and reverse-engineering it and learning about anti-gravity and all of its other special properties.

      When they never needed the ship at all. And they proved it to me when they left.

      They asked me to bring three items from my home. Small metal objects that were easy to conceal.

      I plucked out three clean teaspoons from my kitchen drawer their last morning. And even though I was sad, desperately sad to know my friends were leaving, I still had to smile to myself at the absurdity of thinking these spoons were somehow going to transport them to a galaxy so far away.

      I knew that whatever they were going to show me would be the last perfect lesson. But I couldn’t even guess how it was all going to work out.

      I dressed in my blue coveralls and heavy black work boots. I stuck the three spoons in my coveralls pocket.

      I took the six o’clock bus. I didn’t even pause at the commissary for my usual cup of coffee. I was too sad and nervous. I wanted both to delay it and to get it over with.

      The three of them were waiting for me in the hangar beside their ship. The security cameras that monitored us at all times would have seen us greet each other and go inside the ship as we did almost every day.

      There were no cameras inside the ship. There wasn’t room and there wasn’t a place to mount them. The interior walls were curved and smooth and there was barely space for the three small extraterrestrials and one six-foot human.

      I had to lie on my back, scrunched behind their command seats. But I loved it inside their ship and never minded the discomfort.

      The walls always glowed with a faint kind of golden color, not metallic, but more like the first glow of sunrise.

      It was always the perfect temperature, even though the hangar was too freezing in the winter and way too sweltering in the summer. Inside the craft it was always just right.

      In the closed-in space I could smell the unique scent of the ETs. Both earthy and lemony. Like citrus-scented soil. I always wondered if they minded the way I smelled so sweaty at the end of a day. It was why I always wanted to shower at least once a day, to try to make it a little nicer for them.

      But they never seemed offended by all the human aspects of me. They never minded any of my human failings.

      My impatience when I wasn’t learning as fast as I wanted, or when I couldn’t easily understand what they were trying to say.

      My anger sometimes at the way things were run on the base. The way people sometimes treated me like an underling to be bossed around.

      My awkward, gangly physical form that couldn’t copy their elegant motions with even a fraction of their finesse. Their ship was a work of art. Sometimes I felt like a gorilla trying to mimic the delicate work of their hands.

      They forgave me all my failings. They embraced me as their brother.

      And now it was time to say goodbye. I didn’t even try to hold back my tears.

      I pulled out the teaspoons from my pocket and gave them to RayJay. He handed one each to Linus and Mit.

      Then RayJay struck his spoon against the smooth golden wall of his ship. I could hear a faint tinkling, like a vibrating chime.

      Linus and Mit struck their spoons against the wall, too, and RayJay said this was a resonance. The sound and vibration were all they needed.

      I looked into their eyes. I could feel the love they felt for me. I know they could feel my love for them.

      Then with the sound of three goodbyes in my head, all of them in my own voice, my teachers slipped away, like disappearing behind a hidden wall. One moment they were there, and the next the spoons fell with a ting to the floor of their craft and my three dearest friends were gone back to their homes.

      I stayed there for a while. I couldn’t bring myself to move. I cried like a boy who had just had to put down his beloved dog.

      But I couldn’t hide inside that spacecraft for very long. I had promised the guys I would cover their trail.

      So I pulled myself together. I slapped my palms against my cheeks. I took some deep breaths. I had to do this right.

      I climbed out of the craft like I’d done a hundred times before. No big deal, the ETs were obviously still inside working on something.

      I went to the commissary and got myself a coffee and a danish. I made myself sit at one of the tables and take my time
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
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