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			Wednesday, May 10, 2017. Newlyweds Kim and Gabe Alexander arrived at their house in Miramar, Florida, after a long Alaskan flight. Kim unlocked the door and started to enter, but Gabe stopped her. He scooped her up in his arms and carried her through the doorway. “Welcome home, wife.”

			“That’s the first time you’ve called me your wife.”

			“True.”

			“Does being married feel different?”

			“Not really.”

			“Good,” Kim said with a big grin.

			“It is strange speaking to you. I’m used to communicating mentally. Want to switch?”

			“I enjoy hearing your voice,” Kim answered, nudging Gabe.

			“A nice compliment.”

			“Our wedding vows stipulated two compliments per day.”

			“The real number is fifty for the husband and twenty for the wife. Read the fine print next time.”

			“You’re too much.”

			Kim needed six more credits to get her master’s degree in design, business, and math at Nova Southeastern University. While she enjoyed school, her dry-cleaning business, Harrington Enterprises, required significant time. They had recently expanded to 35 locations and employed 91 staff members. Kim had hired two excellent people for the main office. Boyd worked on logistics and accounting, while Ellen handled marketing and human resources.

			Kim diverted some dry-cleaning profits to help Gabe start his semiconductor business, KimSemi. The month before, they had begun selling a disk controller for Linux servers. Profits were initially low but increased due to marketing and financial assistance from the owners of Gabe’s prior companies, Silicon Serpent and Pacific Progressive Peripherals. Initial customer feedback was excellent, and the company was on track to become self-sufficient in two months.

			After unpacking and a quick nap, Gabe and Kim sat down for dinner. Their housekeeper, Anna, had been one of Kim’s classmates, and she loved to cook. This evening, she made the South American dish arroz con pollo y coco, or rice with chicken and coconut milk.

			“When will you tell your mother that we got married?” Kim asked between bites.

			“Umm.”

			Kim slid his cell phone across the table and said, “She’s going to be livid at not getting a wedding invite.”

			“I know,” Gabe said with a sigh. “I’m kind of ashamed of not inviting her. It seemed like getting married right then was the best choice.”

			“Your sister is going to beat you bloody.”

			“I know.”

			“You need to tell them something else.”

			“What?”

			“I’m pregnant,” Kim answered with a bashful smile.

			“But we only had sex three days ago,” Gabe protested. “That’s not enough time for the test strips to get an accurate reading.”

			Kim stared at Gabe for a moment. Then he stood and hugged Kim, mentally sending warm emotions to her mind. “Sometimes my brain can get in the way,” he admitted.

			“I noticed.”

			“I’m thrilled!” Gabe said with a tighter hug.

			“Me too.”

			“You are going to be a terrific mother.”

			“Only with your help.”

			“We should celebrate,” Gabe suggested, pulling Kim out of her chair.

			“Being with you is all I need.”

			“That’s nice, but we should do something. How about Friday night, we go to that fancy restaurant? What is it? Blue Ginger something? Or we could go to that expensive day spa near the mall. What’s it called?”

			“Anything is fine, as long as it’s with you,” Kim answered. “Hey, you’re still not off the hook. Call your family.”

			“After dinner. I promise.”

			Gabe kissed Kim, sat, and asked, “When did you know?”

			“Since gaining our mental ability, I understand more about my body. On Friday morning, I felt something different. It took me a while to put things together. Now, I’m sure.”

			“Do you know the sex?”

			“My body tells me it’s a girl.”

			“Wow, that’s amazing.”

			“You’re not disappointed?” Kim asked.

			“What do you mean?”

			“In your last marriage, you had daughters. Don’t you want a son?”

			“Daughters are great. I should know.”

			• • •

			After dinner, Gabe called his mother. “Hi, Mom-O.”

			“All these years, and I’m Mom-O, not Mother?”

			“An old habit,” Gabe admitted. “Hey, there is something important I have to tell you.”

			“You married Kim?”

			“What?”

			“A mother knows these things. Is she pregnant?”

			“Um, yes. I found out a few minutes ago.”

			“And you did not see fit to invite me to the wedding?”

			“We got married in Alaska by the same judge who sentenced me,” Gabe solemnly answered.

			“Interesting choice,” Mrs. Alexander commented.

			“It seemed fitting.”

			“When can I see the new couple?”

			“Any time you like.”

			“Does Bridget know?”

			“I’m calling her next,” Gabe quickly answered.

			“Good. I’m happy for the two of you. Kim is an incredible woman who made a better man out of you. Do right by her.”

			“I will.”

			“I mean it!” Mrs. Alexander demanded.

			“I know,” Gabe said, and winced.

			“I have something in the oven.”

			“You always use that excuse. When was the last time you even turned that thing on? We have a lot more to talk about.”

			“Call your sister.”

			

			“Will do. Love you, Mom-O.”

			“Love you right back,” Mrs. Alexander said, then hung up.

			Kim had been listening to the one-sided conversation and commented, “Your mom hates talking to you on the phone.”

			“I know. She talks to my sister for hours. But get her in person, and she’ll talk your ear off.”

			“Why?” Kim wanted to know as she twisted strands of her long black hair.

			“I never figured that out.”

			“Better call your sister.”

			Gabe nodded at Kim, then dialed and got a busy signal. “Bridget doesn’t have voicemail?” Kim asked.

			“She doesn’t even have a cell phone,” Gabe answered with a groan. “Her husband’s anti-technology.”

			“Ooo. It must be fun when you two talk,” Kim said with a laugh.

			“It’s a riot!”

			• • •

			The two finished their chores and were getting ready for bed when Gabe’s phone rang. A voice with a strong Texas accent yelled, “You jerk! You married Kim, and she’s prego?”

			“You talked to Mom?” Gabe asked his sister, Bridget.

			“For the last two hours. That woman doesn’t know the meaning of silence.”

			“She never talks to me like that.”

			“What’s with that? ‘I have something in the oven.’ It’s always the same excuse.”

			“I never figured that out. Hey, I am guessing Mom brought you up to speed?”

			“No wedding invite for your sis?”

			“It kind of worked out that way,” Gabe admitted while feeling guilty.

			“Well, you two are inseparable. So, it stands to reason you two would go off and get hitched. When’s she due?”

			“The traditional nine months.”

			“Sex?”

			“Girl.”

			“Great. Hey, wait. How do you know the sex already? You need an ultrasound for that. Trust me, I’ve had enough of them.”

			“Kim knows, and that is all there is to it.”

			

			“That girl is as smart as they come.”

			“No arguments here,” Gabe said with pride.

			“Hey, I got that picture you all sent. What’s the deal? You look like you are twenty-something. What’s Kim feeding you, and how can I get some?”

			After their Alaskan adventure, Gabe appeared younger. However, due to their arrangement with the mysterious Jason, he agreed not to discuss the topic and pleasantly replied, “Healthy living.”

			“You’re up to something. I can always tell. Now, spill it! What’s your secret?”

			“Good food,” Gabe answered in a cagey voice.

			“Tell me, or I will wrestle you to the ground like when we were kids!”

			“Remember the Patersons’ car? Please drop this.”

			At age fourteen, Bridget and her boyfriend stole their neighbor’s car. They got into a wild police chase and crashed the car into the local gymnasium. The police searched the surrounding area but were unable to locate the car thieves. When Bridget returned late that night, Gabe told her he had watched the theft from his bedroom window. She begged him not to turn her in. Gabe loved Bridget and agreed on one condition. She would never commit another crime. This arrangement lasted for a month, when the police caught her shoplifting. However, Gabe had made a promise and kept her secret.

			“Bringing out the big guns?” Bridget asked with a sigh. “You never told me what you two did in Alaska. This is the same topic. Right? Alright, I get it. Mum’s the word.”

			“Thanks,” Gabe said with relief.

			“In all these years, you have never peeped about what you saw that night. So, this thing must be super hush-hush.”

			“It’s important.”

			“Well, alright. Next time we talk, I am getting you drunk, and then you will spill your guts like when I made you try vodka. Remember that?”

			“Actually, I no longer drink,” Gabe admitted.

			“Really?”

			“Yes.”

			“That girl is improving you big-time,” Bridget observed with pride.

			“True.”

			“Bro!”

			“What?”

			

			“You know, Kim is the best thing that ever happened to you.”

			“I used to be married to a wonderful woman, and we had two amazing daughters.”

			“Lydia’s eggs were drying up like the Sahara Desert, and she knew it. So, she dug her hooks into the first nice man who looked her way. Kim’s a different breed. She respects you.”

			“I know.”

			“Do everything she says. No matter what!” Bridget demanded.

			“I will.”

			“Well, as soon as little Brian is old enough, we’ll fly out and see you-all.”

			“Looking forward to it.”

			“I am happy as heck for you three,” Bridget said with glee.

			“Thanks.”

			“Hugs and kisses.”

			“Love ya, sis.”

			After he hung up, Kim said, “You don’t spend enough phone time with your family. You need to work on that.”

			“True.”

			“Did she say when she wanted to come by?”

			“I’m thinking August. When you’re finished with school.”

			“Sounds good. Goodnight, hubby.”

			• • •

			Twenty-two-year-old Kim is a striking blend of her diverse heritage from Tanzania, Spain, Jamaica, and Cuba. Standing five foot eight, she possessed an athletic build with long, shapely legs, an ample bust, and a trim waistline. Kim’s straight, jet-black hair complemented her golden-bronze skin, thin nose, pucker lips, picturesque brown eyes, and high cheekbones. Her trademark confident expression conveyed both charm and self-assurance. Kim’s expert application of makeup always struck the perfect balance between sophistication and allure.

			After interacting with the white box gifted to them by the alien race known as the Veronn, Kim and Gabe learned how to mentally communicate words and emotions with each other from over ten feet away. It also provided them with the tools to better understand the human mind.

			

			It was now possible to interpret some emotions in other people’s minds. On rare occasions, Kim could telepathically understand (without the white box) a word or two. She had utilized this ability to assist her accountant, Boyd, with his marital and inner-office communication challenges.

			Unfortunately, the more Kim meddled, the more uncomfortable he became. This intrusion came to a head one morning when she confronted Boyd about his “mentally undressing” a coworker. Boyd felt humiliated, and he resigned. This was an incredible blow to Kim and the company.

			• • •

			Thirty-nine-year-old Gabe was a man of quiet strength. Standing six foot two, his thick, chestnut-brown hair added a touch of rugged charm, tousled just enough to give him a casual yet polished look. Gabe could trace his lineage to England and Hungary, but grew up in Killeen, Texas.

			Gabe’s chiseled jaw and strong profile complemented his broad shoulders. Recently, he gained a newfound level of muscle definition through dedicated yoga and regular workouts at their home gym. Gabe’s updated hairstyle further stressed this change― a short pompadour suggested by Kim. The subtle alteration reflected his willingness to embrace his wife’s expert fashion sense.

			Like Kim, Gabe’s new mental ability was also an issue with KimSemi employees. He knew he should ignore his telepathic insights, but this inside knowledge confused him, and ignoring nonverbal facts was often impossible. This insight led to illogical or inappropriate questions and awkward situations. As a result, Gabe’s coworkers kept him at a distance.

			Unfortunately, their new ability hindered their relationship despite Kim’s best efforts to discuss problems. The most hurtful incident occurred when she revealed her family’s cancer history. Gabe thought with no consideration, <Cool. I can start dating again.>

			Kim felt justifiably hurt, and Gabe profusely apologized for his inappropriate thought. She understood this thought was random and did not represent his true feelings. However, Kim often recalled the incident, and when Gabe experienced her pain, it saddened him.

			The incident inspired a new rule. To mitigate future unwanted mental intrusions, Gabe suggested they use a flat hand gesture to indicate “Get out of my thoughts” and a thumbs-up for “Let’s swim.” (Swimming was their term for mental communication.) This simple solution improved their relationship, but misunderstandings still occurred.

			Two weeks after returning from their vacation, the pair discussed using the white box to avoid misunderstandings. The box was three inches long, a quarter inch high by an inch wide, with no controls or seams. They had only used it five times because the experience was mentally overwhelming. This was because the white box conveyed vivid emotions along with information (thought content).

			That evening, they took comfortable positions in the fitness room while Kim gingerly held the white box. As in the previous experience, her mind opened to a vast mental picture. This time, Kim had more control and found a menu listing functions, databases, and controls. It took several minutes to maneuver her thoughts to activate the “mental analyzer.” This mode allowed her to examine her mind from an abstract perspective, and the device revealed the region responsible for mental interaction.

			Several minutes later, Kim thought to Gabe with intense emotions, <Wow, this is amazing.>

			<Your thoughts feel superfluid,> Gabe responded with great joy.

			<I am going to guide your mind to its ‘fur-mow.’ That’s the region responsible for thought control.>

			<Fur-mow? That sounds like part of a cat,> Gabe thought, smiling, and said, “Meow, meow.”

			<Funny. According to the white box, most humans have a fur-mow but do not have access to it. I also learned that the Veronn enhanced our fur-mow so they could comprehend our thoughts. Here, let me guide you, Kim thought cautiously. <It’s over here. Like this.>

			<I feel something,> Gabe thought with wonder.

			<Alright. You found it. See this area on the left? That is the power level. Place emphasis there, like squeezing your fist, and you will feel the mental image of me fade or increase. Feel this.>

			Gabe experimented with his fur-mow and unflexed it. Kim’s mental impression faded. Then he flexed it, and her mental image sharpened. <I get it now,> he thought. <It feels like moving my finger. Wow, it will be nice to stay out of people’s minds. This is really cool.>

			

			<True. Hey, what are you doing?> Kim asked with hesitation.

			<Nothing. I wanted to keep it simple.>

			<I felt that. You want me to navigate to the section about semiconductors.>

			<Oops,> Gabe admitted with embarrassment.

			<Hon!>

			<Sorry, babe. I’ll behave.>

			<Let’s finish up,> Kim thought with happiness. <And then I want to jump you.>

			<You behave,> Gabe thought with humor.

			<I’m glad you still get excited when you see me.>

			<Babe! I will always be attracted to you. You know that.>

			<I know,> Kim admitted with embarrassment. <I think this pregnancy is messing with my head.>

			<I’ve been told that can occur,> Gabe thought.

			<You can be funny when you want to be. Now, let’s put the white box away, and then I will rock your world!> Kim challenged.

			<OK.>

			<Just OK? Hon, stop feeling so intimidated.>

			<Sorry, babe,> Gabe admitted with regret.

			<You need to enjoy stuff more.>

			<True.>

			<Alright, Mr. Confidence. How do you propose to please me?>

			<I felt some tension in your neck. How about I start by working some of it out?>

			<You know, you have a lot of confidence for a man with no confidence.>

			Kim giggled, and the pair left their fitness room. After returning the white box to its hidden location, they undressed and got into bed. Kim rolled onto her stomach, and Gabe began working on her neck muscles. <You still have a delicate touch,> she commented with warm emotions.

			<I try,> Gabe admitted, while working to hold back his excitement.

			<Those are lusty thoughts.>

			<You have a nice butt.>

			<Thanks,> Kim thought with some misgivings.

			<Hey, stop feeling like that,> Gabe told her. <We’re married, and it is legally permissible to admire your fantastic body.>

			

			Kim rolled over and thought, <You still think I have a nice body?>

			Gabe began caressing Kim’s ample chest and thought, <I knew you had a perfect body the first second I saw you.>

			<That was a long time ago,> Kim admitted with embarrassment.

			<Not that long, and you still have a perfect body.>

			Kim grasped Gabe and thought with desire, <You have a studly body too.>

			<Thanks,> Gabe thought with deep pleasure.

			<Just thanks?>

			<Thanks, my wonderful wife.>

			<That’s better,> Kim challenged with sexual intent.

			<You are obviously ready,> Gabe thought with desire as he savored Kim’s intense emotions.

			<As are you.>

			<You know the rules. Let’s stop swimming. It will be a lot easier now.>

			<Not this time. Stay in my mind,> Kim responded.

			<You’re the boss,> Gabe thought with humor and joy.

			<I will show you who’s boss!> Kim challenged Gabe with great sexual intent. She placed Gabe inside and thought, <Ooo. That was a rush. You liked that.>

			<You also loved that first push,> Gabe thought as he experienced Kim’s deep mental pleasure.

			<Move to the left. Yeah, like that. A little more. Like that. That’s good.>

			The pair began moving in passion, and a moment later, Gabe sensed sharp negative emotions and thought with great concern, <What’s wrong?>

			<Something’s off.>

			<I’ll stop,> Gabe replied.

			<No, you’re close.>

			<Your happiness is much more important.>

			<Keep going. A little more,> Kim said a little less confidently. Their intense passion increased, and she thought, <Stop!>

			Gabe pulled out and thought with deep regret, <I’m so sorry.>

			<Stop apologizing.>

			<Sorry.>

			<Hon!> Kim chided

			<Oops.>

			

			<Stop automatically feeling guilty. I loved what you did.>

			<What did I do wrong?> Gabe needed to know.

			<Assuming you made a mistake is your go-to response. Stop that.>

			<I’ll try,> Gabe admitted with embarrassment. <Do you know what the issue is?> he said to change the subject, then realized Kim had picked up on it.

			<I’m not sure. Let me put it together.>

			Gabe held Kim’s hand and stroked her face until she thought, <It’s the baby.>

			<I don’t understand.>

			<It’s strange. Our daughter is aware we’re having sex.>

			<Really?> Gabe asked with surprise.

			<Yup.>

			<That’s creepy.>

			<Exactly.>

			<No sex for a while?> Gabe thought while trying to suppress his disappointment.

			<I can always please you. You know that.>

			Gabe lightly squeezed Kim’s arm and asked, <What did I tell you so long ago?>

			<That we’re in this together,> Kim thought with relief.

			<Yes.>

			<The student has become the master. Relax with me.>

			<You’re one of a kind.>

			The pair held each other until they drifted off to sleep.

			TWO
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			The couple discussed baby names and chose Emma after Kim’s mother, Emelia. Three months later, she had matured enough to communicate basic emotions, strengthening the mother-daughter bond. Gabe swam in his daughter’s mind while resting his head against Kim’s belly. Emma could not form words or mental pictures, but she felt comforted by her parents’ presence.

			At Kim’s first pediatric visit, she informed the doctor about her child’s sex and the exact development stage with confidence. The doctor was impressed with her insight, but still scheduled an ultrasound. “If you think it is necessary,” Kim commented. “Emma knows how well she’s doing.”

			• • •

			While the Alexander household had many positives, Kim and Gabe had health problems. Gabe experienced sudden itching, stomach cramps, dizziness, and headaches. At the same time, Kim had headaches, dizziness, muscle aches, and difficulty comprehending the passage of time. They had visited several doctors but could not obtain a firm diagnosis.

			The pair used the white box to investigate their health issues in more detail. Kim concluded their brains were “misaligned.” She searched for more information in the extensive white box health database, but failed to understand the problem. Kim commented to Gabe, <I get the feeling we’re missing something super obvious. But for the life of me, I cannot discover what the heck’s going on.>

			• • •

			Gabe got a call from his former boss, Al Horne. They had worked together at Silicon Serpent to develop a disk controller for Computix Systems. Unfortunately, when Gabe went missing in Alaska, his unpleasant coworker, Sato Tonegawa, claimed Gabe’s work as his own.

			Gabe exposed the lie, which led to Sato’s termination. As an act of revenge, Sato and a woman named Jenna Cox instigated a massive online campaign involving many people to discredit Gabe and Kim. In response, Kim hired Russian hackers to commit several drug and computer theft crimes, which were made to appear as if the thirty most prolific slanderers were responsible. The accused did not cooperate during the trials and were all convicted, ending the vilification.

			Six months later, Al informed Gabe on the phone call that while serving his sentence (for the crimes the Russian hackers instigated), Sato wrote a long letter to the president of Computix Systems. In it, he claimed Gabe stole Computix Systems’ disk controller technology. Now, Computix Systems was threatening to sue Silicon Serpent and KimSemi.

			Al hired a corporate lawyer, who spoke to the Computix Systems lawyers. Neither company wanted the negative publicity, so they agreed to meet at Computix Systems headquarters in New York to settle their differences amicably.

			That night, Gabe told Kim the bad news, and she had some bad news of her own. A friend messaged her about a Facebook post. The ringleader of the harassment campaign, Jenna Cox, received a pardon from the Alaskan governor. Over 100 people “liked” the post, and several replied with detestable comments about the couple.

			Gabe wanted to discuss the topic mentally, but Kim felt it prudent to verbalize her feelings so she could express her anger without unsettling him. “I will take care of Jenna,” Kim coldly began. “You deal with Sato. Also, we’re not playing games.”

			“Agreed.”

			“I’ll contact the Russian hackers. Hopefully, they can help.”

			“Any ideas on our overall plan?” Gabe asked.

			“We’re going to deal with everybody at once.”

			“I like it.”

			“What about Sato?” Kim asked. “He’s still in prison.”

			“My goal will be to separate him from his computer.”

			“Break his hands!” Kim said with a scowl. “That will stop him from typing.”

			

			“Hey, hey, let’s dial it back. How about we frame him for something? They can lock him up in solitary confinement.”

			“Hmm. I guess that could work,” Kim said in an unsure voice.

			“I am attending a meeting in New York to get KimSemi back on track. How about afterward, I talk to my prison buddies? I’m sure they’ll have ideas for handling problem inmates.”

			“That sounds like a plan.”

			“What about Jenna and that other lady? Teresa, was it?”

			“That’s my problem,” Kim retorted. “Don’t worry about it.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“I don’t want you to be involved. This is my thing, and if it goes sideways, you need to raise our daughter while I’m in jail.”

			“How is she?” Gabe asked, trying to change the subject.

			“She is curious about what we’re doing.”

			“Wow!” Gabe exclaimed.

			“I sense her desire to learn. She gets that from her mother,” Kim said with a smile. “Only a few months until we see her pretty face.”

			“She will get that from her mother as well.”

			“Thanks. You’ve been a great husband.”

			“I try.”

			“Stop being so modest and take the compliment,” Kim chided.

			“Alright.”

			“I can tell you want to rub my feet because it has been a bad day.”

			“You figured this out without swimming?” Gabe asked in a coy voice.

			“I know you. But I don’t need to have my feet rubbed every day.”

			“Not true. I recall a wedding vow that specifies one foot massage per day. So, put ’em up, wonderful wife.”

			Kim snickered while Gabe massaged her feet, and they watched the evening news.

			• • •

			Promptly at 8:50 a.m. on Monday, Gabe met his former Silicon Serpent coworker, Gustavo, and owner, Al Horne, in a lavish Computix Systems conference room. Al’s lawyer was also in attendance, and the four had briefly chatted before the meeting. The disk controller division manager, Nick Stanley, began, “Gentleman, I’m upset.”

			“We didn’t steal your designs,” Al challenged through gritted teeth. “I can prove that!”

			“I am about to present ten technical intellectual theft allegations. We will discuss each one at length.”

			Nick displayed the first presentation slide, and the two groups argued. Occasionally, the lawyers interrupted with legal opinions. Half an hour later, they had reached the third slide. Sensing a fruitless debate, Nick verbally outlined a lofty payment plan for Silicon Serpent and KimSemi. Al was visibly unimpressed and demanded to see Sato’s evidence. He was “tired of salad and wanted meat and potatoes.”

			While the discussion raged, Gabe swam. He admired Al’s brilliance and ability to interact with the assembled people while remaining composed. Gustavo worked hard to suppress his anger and struggled to stay silent. Gabe mentally felt Gustavo pressing a pen into his leg to suppress rage. He wondered if his pants would have an ink stain.

			The lawyers all thought about billable hours and how they would spend the money they were making. Gabe found Nick to be a curious individual, and he discovered that he had orchestrated a brilliant move to cover up unrelated problems.

			Gabe then focused on one man who had remained silent while diligently studying the other people. He was in his late sixties and wore a spotless pinstriped suit with a thin blue tie. Gabe sensed deep complexity, focus, and intelligence.

			Gabe’s attention broke when Nick began pounding his fists on the table. He demanded, “Justice for all!” Gabe thought this was absurd because they were not in a courtroom, but the Computix Systems employees nodded in approval.

			However, the man with the blue tie was frowning, and Gabe again entered his mind. Clearly, the man did not like Nick’s grandstanding. Gabe suddenly realized this man must be in charge, which gave him hope that they could reach an agreement.

			Nick sat and let a Computix Systems lawyer take over the discussion, even though he had only made it to the fifth slide. Gabe returned to Nick’s mind, hoping he could find a solution. He suddenly felt a vivid thought: <I’m so relieved we’re not talking about the Dolphin server schedule. This lawsuit will save my job.>

			

			Now, Gabe knew what was happening and looked at Al with raised eyebrows. Al knew he was onto something and nodded. Gabe turned to the man with the blue tie and said, “Sir, I don’t believe we’ve met.”

			“Blake Wade,” the man answered, and Al nodded to him.

			“Nice to meet you,” Gabe said calmly, sensing caution. “Let me first say that these allegations are groundless, but that doesn’t matter.”

			“Why?” Blake challenged as Gabe sensed curiosity.

			“A big lawsuit will not solve your problem. In the best case, it will be a whirlwind of bad publicity.”

			Gabe sensed surprise at the word “publicity” and realized Nick had not discussed this topic beforehand.

			“My problem?” Blake asked with concern.

			“Your Dolphin server is far behind schedule.”

			“How the heck did you know that?”

			Gabe froze and lied, “It’s common industry knowledge.”

			“I see. What’s your proposal?” Blake asked.

			“I see several opportunities.”

			“Such as?”

			“Let’s start with Silicon Serpent. Al put me in charge of the RAID 5 project four years ago. Things were going well, and Nick liked our progress. Personally, I thought our teams worked well together. Then, right before the prototype was ready for fabrication, Sato became the project manager. Unfortunately, he changed the project focus and made poor decisions. To make matters worse, I vacationed in Alaska at the height of this setback.”

			“Wait a minute,” Nick interrupted. “You are that Kuiu Island guy. They put you in jail for killing that twelve-year-old girl!”

			Gabe knew Nick had planned to bring this topic up at the perfect time to cause the most damage, but hearing the lie still angered him. He took a deep breath to calm down while staring daggers at Nick and continued through gritted teeth, “You have some misinformation. Kim was seventeen at the time, not twelve. Together, we survived a sinking cruise ship and the harsh Alaskan wilderness. We developed a strong friendship, but it was not intimate. To answer your allegation, I pleaded guilty so she wouldn’t have to testify. I did so because I did not want her to be publicly crucified.”

			Gabe sensed relief in Blake and deep fear in Nick. To deflect the conversation, Nick blurted out, “She killed four bears with a rock.”

			“Kim bravely killed a single bear with a rusty fishing knife,” Gabe corrected.

			“That’s not what the news reported,” Nick countered while being relieved that the conversation had changed.

			“Let’s get back to the topic at hand. While I was fighting for my life in Alaska, Sato modified one of my test articles and claimed it was a functional design. He was too inept to realize that it had no real guts. When I returned, I showed everybody the truth.”

			“Al informed us that the team had to start from the beginning,” Blake said as Gabe perceived renewed interest.

			“Sato wiped the servers and backup drives.”

			“And that’s why the project took so long?” Blake asked.

			“Yes.”

			“Why is Sato in prison?”

			“Al fired him for what he did, and then he could not find employment. This ticked him off, and he attacked us online. That’s where the public got this nonsense.

			“Anyway. Because Sato could not find legitimate work, he hacked into government computers and tried to sell the files. The authorities caught him red-handed and sent him to jail. There, he devised a new plan to discredit his former employer. This brings us to today.”

			“Wow! That’s a wild story,” Blake said with a big nod.

			“True.”

			“What’s your plan?”

			“I have a good understanding of the RAID 5 project, and with Gustavo’s help, I’m sure we can make it work in 30 days. I’ll do my part for free as a gesture of good faith.”

			“Is that all?”

			“No. Also, as a gesture of good faith, I will show you the technology behind KimSemi’s product. Then, it will be apparent that no intellectual theft has occurred. But I require a non-disclosure agreement.”

			Gabe sensed Blake’s surprise and asked, “Can you give me a baseline difference?”

			“Of course. The RAID 5 is a simple controller that is optimized for cost. My product uses brand-new technology that simultaneously executes 32 disk commands. It also has interactive memory buffering.”

			Blake nodded and asked, “What about the Silicon Serpent’s intellectual property theft allegations? Sato claimed Al sold our design to our competitor.”

			“The only other company that makes a similar product is the 1085 series from Lance Microsystems. As you know, they released that product ten years ago and have not announced any new revisions since then. Plus, I know Al. He’s honest and would never risk his reputation for a few bucks.”

			“Hmm. I’m satisfied,” Blake said after some consideration, and Gabe knew he felt good about his proposed solution. “Getting this project back on track is the most critical path. Thirty days? Let’s make this happen.”

			Nick looked surprised and nodded.

			• • •

			Gabe arrived at the Fairbanks Correctional Facility the following day and met with his former inmates. They enjoyed seeing their friend and talking about old times. Gabe explained his Sato issue, and they offered several ghastly solutions involving paying prisoners to murder him or threatening his family. He did not like their heavy-handed approach and asked for more realistic options.

			One of Gabe’s former students, Tuk Tuk, had been quiet during the discussion. He cut an imposing figure at six feet three, his towering frame accentuated by bulging muscles. As an Alaska Native, Tuk Tuk possessed a quiet dignity that emanated from deep within. He was a man of few words, his calm demeanor often masking keen observation skills.

			Despite his reserved nature, those who crossed paths with Tuk Tuk immediately regretted their mistake. They became friends when Gabe helped him pass his high school equivalency exam.

			“I read you got back together with that girl,” Tuk Tuk began in a friendly voice.

			“I married Kim, and we’re expecting our first child.”

			“And this guy is bothering you that much?”

			“He is trying to put my company out of business and spreading awful lies about my wife. I have to stop him, no matter the cost,” Gabe said with a sharp nod.

			“Do you love her?”

			“She means everything to me.”

			Tuk Tuk thought deeply and said, “You know all about my past. I cannot undo what I’ve done, but you helped me become a better person.”

			

			“I’m glad you let me help.”

			“You know what revenge does to a man. Look at the cons around here.”

			“I know what happens when someone goes down the wrong path.”

			“Do you really need to stop this guy?” Tuk Tuk needed to know.

			“I must free my family from his lies. This isn’t about revenge.”

			Tuk Tuk studied Gabe for a long moment and said, “I will help you, but you are taking a one-way trip to hell. You know that. Is there no other way?”

			“This man won’t listen to reason.”

			“Where is he locked up?”

			“The prisoner database listed Lompoc Federal Correctional Institution in California.”

			“Hang out for a while.”

			Gabe spoke to the other inmates, and two hours later, Tuk Tuk returned. “Here’s a phone number. They will do the job for fifty grand, but these men are sharks. So take every possible precaution.”

			“I owe you big-time. Is there anything I can do for you?”

			Tuk Tuk shook his head and answered, “Gabe, you dragged me out of the gutter. I am the one in your debt.”

			“I don’t see it that way. May I at least buy you another Kindle book reader?”

			“Wow. You would do that?”

			“Of course. Anything for a friend,” Gabe said with a smile.

			“That means a lot.”

			That night, Gabe called the number from a payphone. The gruff male voice provided specific instructions and hung up. Gabe then called Kim from his hotel room and explained what the man requested.

			The following morning, Gabe ate a tasty breakfast at a nearby café and then returned to retrieve an overnight package from the hotel’s front desk. It contained a USB drive and an encouraging note from Kim.

			That evening, Gabe flew to Los Angeles, rented a car, and stayed at a small hotel. The following morning, he drove to a Denny’s Restaurant in a sketchy Baldwin Park shopping center. The caller had asked Gabe to wear a red hat and sit at a specific booth at 1:00 p.m. At 3:30, four motorcycles roared up. Two men got off their bikes while two stared directly at Gabe. The men on the bikes intentionally moved their leather vests to reveal large revolvers.

			After looking around, the two entered the restaurant, and one man sat at a booth in the back. The other man eased into Gabe’s booth and stared him down. This imposing biker stood a towering six foot four and weighed at least 300 pounds.

			His long, greasy brown hair hung in unkempt tangles around his broad shoulders, framing a face etched with rugged lines and a menacing expression. Violent tattoos adorned his arms, each mark telling a story of strength and turmoil. A foul body odor clung to the man, speaking of long nights spent in the shadows and dark deeds.

			He was clad in a dirty black shirt emblazoned with an evil skull and a well-worn black leather biker vest adorned with the ominous emblem of “Death’s Avengers” in bold red letters. The man’s eyes glinted with a dangerous intensity, scanning his surroundings with a predatory instinct for survival.

			Gabe did his best to remain calm and kept his hands visible. Then, after a long moment, the man began, his voice deep and quiet, with extreme intent, “I understand you have a problem.”

			“Prisoner number 45298-319, Sato Tonegawa,” Gabe answered with his most confident voice.

			“What’s your beef with him?”

			“He’s terrorizing my family.”

			“How’d you get my number?”

			“An Alaskan gang member made the introduction,” Gabe answered, realizing he had a shaky voice.

			“The con’s name?”

			“You know the rules. No names.”

			“You spent time in the hole?” the man guessed with a nod.

			“Two years.”

			“For?”

			“I got together with a seventeen-year-old woman.”

			“You mess her up?”

			“I would never harm a woman.”

			“Hmm. As we agreed, the fee is fifty gees.”

			Gabe had been counting on his swimming ability to provide a decisive edge, as it had in the business meeting. However, when he read this man’s mind, it was clear he had no intention of making a deal. Instead, the man visualized getting the money and then signaling the man in the back to slice Gabe’s neck open on the way out. He now understood the magnitude of his failure.

			Gabe’s mind raced to find a solution, but he could only sense the man’s intense greed. Suddenly, he realized this greed could be the solution and said with maximum fake confidence, “I know how this works.”

			“How what works?” the man asked with a chuckle.

			“After I give you the money, that big guy will ice me. What’s the signal? One finger down?”

			“Hmm,” the man murmured with raised eyebrows.

			“There’s a better way.”

			“Listening,” the man said with concern.

			“What are you going to do with the fifty gees?”

			“Whatever I want,” the man answered with a chuckle and a dismissive hand gesture.

			“Why not make it half a mil?”

			“Five hundred gees?” the man asked with raised eyebrows.

			“Everybody knows product is worth ten times more on the inside.”

			“Agreed.”

			“The problem with so much product is that somebody will get caught. Probably one of your guys.”

			“What are you saying? Make this Sato the fall guy?”

			“That and more.”

			“And more?”

			Gabe leaned forward and said, “The people on the inside have all the time in the world to come up with a big sting. What they need is seed money to get things rolling. If you do this correctly, you can make it look like Sato controls several people. Including your rival groups.”

			“My rival groups?” the man asked with concern.

			“Your competitors.”

			“Hmm.”

			Gabe had been choosing every word based on the man’s mental reactions to ensure he did not push him too hard. Finally, he sensed amusement and lied, “There are forty-two people outside of prison who are harming my family. I don’t want them iced. I only need somebody to send them a strong message. If this first job goes well, there will be future work.”

			“Forty-two?”

			“Yes,” Gabe confirmed with a sharp nod, even though he had made up the number. “Forty-two easy jobs.”

			

			“That will require a lot of dough.”

			“My business is growing.”

			“What do you want done to Sato?”

			“I want him to spend the rest of his life behind bars and never touch a computer.”

			“You don’t want him roughed up?” the man asked in surprise.

			“That isn’t necessary. Just set up the right situation to keep him quiet.”

			“Hmm. Show me the cash.”

			“I’m going to remove something from my sock. Is this alright?”

			“With your left hand,” the man cautioned him. “Keep your right hand on the table. Move slowly.”

			Gabe extracted the USB drive, wiped it with his napkin, and passed it to the man.

			“Is this a bank account number?” the man guessed.

			“That is fifty gees of Bitcoin.”

			“What’s a Bitcoin?”

			“Electronic currency. Untraceable and safer than cash. There are instructions on the device for converting the Bitcoin to money.”

			“And you have forty-two more people lined up?” the man demanded with narrow eyes.

			“Yes.”

			“You seem confident that I will not signal my boy.”

			Gabe leaned back momentarily, thinking about how his former wife would handle confident people. Then he recalled a discussion in which she convinced an insurance agent to give them a better rate, and he modified her technique. “Let me ask you this. You’re a badass biker. Right? This means you party hard and do whatever the heck you want. But what I want to know is: what makes you happy?”

			“Money,” the man said with a wave of his hand.

			“I disagree, though I think you enjoy making money. Tell me. Which is a better story to tell your brothers? You iced an unarmed guy who tried to protect his family? Or that you came up with this fantastic scheme that saved his family, took out your rivals, and made a gigantic pile of cash?”

			“Why not skip Sato and screw over somebody else?”

			“There’s no hero in that story. All badass biker stories need heroes.”

			The man narrowed his eyes in deep thought, and Gabe’s swimming revealed a shifting greed. Finally, he adopted a wicked smile and said, “You’re an interesting man.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Forty-two?”

			“Forty-two.”

			“Hmm.”

			The man stood and then pointed his finger up. Gabe turned to see the man in the back of the restaurant raise his eyebrows, nod, and walk to them. The first biker asked Gabe again, “Forty-two?”

			“Forty-two.”

			“We’re doing this thing?” the other biker asked.

			“Dude has a fun plan.”

			The first biker left the restaurant, and the remaining biker commented, “I do not know what you said to Wilbert, but this is a first.”

			The second biker walked out to join his companions while Gabe breathed a massive sigh of relief. What kind of hard-core biker name is Wilbert? he wondered.

			• • •

			Gabe flew home and met Kim at the airport. After hugging, she said, “I missed you.”

			“Missed you too.”

			“Make any progress?”

			“I think so,” Gabe answered with hesitation. “The biker guy looked mean as heck. I’m not sure we can trust him.”

			“I’ve made a lot of progress.”

			“But first, how is Emma?”

			“She’s doing well. I get the impression that her eyes are forming.”

			“That’s amazing,” Gabe said with a smile.

			“To answer your question, the hackers identified 28 people who are actively trying to destroy our reputation. Jenna is running it, and Teresa is her second-in-command, even though she is in jail. I took care of everything.”

			“Really? How?” Gabe wanted to know.

			“A new member joined the Kuiu Saviors. She is a rich newspaper owner and wants to fly them to Florida for an all-expenses-paid strategy conference.”

			“The Kuiu Saviors?” Gabe asked with a chuckle. “Like the island in Alaska?”

			

			“I know. It’s an awful name.”

			“What’s going to happen when they arrive?”

			“We will introduce ourselves, explain that what they are doing is wrong, and show them what will happen to them if they continue.”

			“What about Jenna and Teresa?” Gabe asked.

			“I told you I would handle them.”

			“Going to keep me in the dark?”

			“I want to keep you in the clear. Understood?”

			“I guess,” Gabe answered, as Kim’s cold determination surprised him.

			• • •

			Three weeks later, the Kuiu Saviors exited an eye-catching charter bus after spending the night at a five-star hotel, which had been paid for by their new supporter. They walked into an elegant office complex located outside of Tampa. Security guards in crisp uniforms escorted them to a conference room with a banner that read “Welcome, Kuiu Saviors.” In the front was an imposing lectern, and they spoke excitedly to each other about the new direction their group would be taking.

			Unexpectedly, one of the security guards walked up to the lectern and began speaking, “Do you know who I am?”

			The room became quiet, and heads shook. “My name is Gabe Alexander,” the security guard answered. “The woman back there is Kim Alexander, my wife.”

			Kim was dressed in security gear and nodded.

			“Raise your arms! Now!” Gabe said.

			The other security guards all put their hands on their guns. The assembled people looked at each other and began complying. “Good,” Gabe continued. “You can follow directions. Well, all of you have taken it upon yourselves to―”

			A man in the front row interrupted. “We don’t have to take this!”

			Gabe drew his gun and walked over to the man. He pressed the barrel into the man’s forehead and said, “I will shoot you dead! Right here. Right now! Sit your dumbass down!”

			The man looked at the assembled security guards, seeing their angry expressions. He also noticed three had taken their guns out of their holsters. Kim sensed the members still needed convincing. She drew her weapon and put the barrel against the back of a woman’s head while glaring at the man.

			The man sat and raised his arms. Gabe holstered his weapon and returned to the lectern. “No more interruptions!” he ordered. “Now, all of you messed with our lives. You spread wild rumors and harass our friends, family, coworkers, and customers. The first time this happened, we sent a bunch of you to prison. That obviously didn’t work, so we’re giving you an ultimatum.

			“But first, let’s rewind the clock. You convinced yourself that I abused my daughters and struck my former wife so hard that she needed surgery to put her eyeball back in. On top of that, I stole from work and sexually abused my coworkers. Let’s think about this. All my misdeeds occurred without a single incident being documented in a human resources write-up, hospital record, or arrest report. How is it possible for one man to get away with so many serious crimes?”

			The assembled people kept their hands up, looking confused. Gabe then asked a woman dressed in a pink dress, “Yvette. You called my coworkers several times. What did they say about me?”

			Yvette remained silent, and Gabe ordered, “Answer or take a bullet! What?”

			Gabe again drew his gun, walked over to Yvette, and pressed the barrel against her forehead. She looked at him in horror and mumbled, “They said you were a great boss and to stop calling them.”

			“Every time you called, they said that?”

			“Um. Yes.”

			“Alright, we’re making progress. Now, let’s talk about my prison time. Does anybody know why I pled guilty? Earl. Answer!”

			Gabe approached a tall man in a gray suit. Earl answered in a shaky voice, “Because you were guilty.”

			“Did you read the courtroom testimony? Every paper had it.” Nobody responded, and Gabe asked, “Not one of you read it?”

			Gabe returned to the lectern and said, shaking his head, “You are pathetic! All of you! Well, I have the article right here. Let me read:

			Gabriel: Just like in a war, we had to put aside the rules. With that in mind. I had the great privilege of making Kimberly happy. I will stop at nothing to ensure she remains safe. Therefore, I am pleading guilty to prevent her from enduring any negative publicity.

			Judge Gibbs: Do you feel remorse over your actions?

			Gabriel: Your Honor, remorse isn’t the right word. Kimberly’s father spoke to me once. He struck me as an honorable man. I think he would want me to use the word “responsible.”

			“I pleaded guilty to prevent the woman I loved from experiencing the pain of testifying. I would do anything for her. This includes killing every single one of you.”

			Two guards looked concerned when Gabe said “killing.”

			“Now, let’s look at the woman you are attacking,” he continued. “She is supposed to be a casualty of my tyrannical abuse. If you use your own logic, you are attacking the victim. In doing so, you made three massive mistakes. The first is the assumption that Kim is too naïve to understand what happened to her. Let’s dispel this silliness right now. Kim is only 22 and is about to complete her master’s degree in design, business, and math. Plus, she’s in charge of a thriving business.

			“Your second mistake is underestimating her drive. Who do you think came up with the idea of bringing you here? Who organized this? Who paid for your tickets? Kim did. Kim did it all. And finally. Your biggest mistake is thinking Kim is weak. That’s the worst misjudgment possible. Ask anybody who knows her. They will tell you the same thing. She’s a fighter. That woman right there is the most dangerous person you will ever encounter. I’m done with you. All of you!”

			The people looked at each other with wide eyes. Then Kim approached the lectern and yelled, “You sicken me! Posting all your lies behind closed doors like you were on a crusade to save the world. You’re pathetic. Well, it’s time for your punishment. Take off your clothes!”

			Kim saw Gabe’s surprised expression. She suppressed her smile and continued, “Get going. You there, dumbass. Strip. Now!”

			The people looked at each other, and Kim motioned to the guards. They drew their weapons but looked unsure. Soon, the people began undressing, and Kim said, “That’s better. Next to the door, you’ll find envelopes with your names. Inside, you will see every scrap of information available about you and the people you care about.

			

			“We towed your rental cars, emptied your hotel rooms, and canceled your flights. I gave all your information to the best identity thieves in the world. They sold your houses and emptied your bank accounts. Every one of you is up to your eyeballs in debt. This afternoon, hundreds of people are entering this country using your names, and it will take years to rebuild your pathetic lives.

			“But that’s not what is important. Right now, you are breathing. But that can change in an instant. Notice somebody is missing? Jenna’s gone. Gone for good.”

			Kim looked at Gabe; he raised his eyebrows, and she continued, “This will be the last time we meet. There will be no third chance. Your new job is to delete every lie you posted. If I see a single new one, I will pick up an envelope and terminate you and every family member on that list. And don’t get any bright ideas. I have a one-hundred-million-dollar bank account and standing instructions with scary people to do bad things if I kick it. Are we clear?”

			The people looked at each other, and Kim yelled, “I didn’t hear a ‘yes.’”

			“Yes,” the people mumbled.

			“Leave!”

			Most people had undressed to their underwear. Kim again took out her gun and pointed it at a bald man in the first row. He removed his boxers, covered his genitalia, and walked to the door. The man briefly turned to the others, found his envelope, and exited.

			The woman beside him looked at Kim in horror and removed her remaining clothing. The rest of the group followed suit. Some sobbed as they left, and others faked bravery as the sunlight struck their naked bodies.

			The guards picked up the clothes, and they exited the building. At the charter bus, everybody boarded. As the driver closed the doors, Gabe took a picture of the naked group with his cell phone, inspiring Kim to laugh.

			“What the heck, lady?” one security guard asked.

			“Don’t worry. You’ll get your five hundred dollars,” Kim answered with a big grin.

			“The Craigslist job posting promised a ten-minute security gig. It said nothing about forcing people to take their clothes off.”

			“It lasted ten minutes, and you get to keep your uniforms.”

			“What about that woman you killed?”

			

			“Don’t be silly,” Kim said with a fluttering gesture. “She has a long walk home through the swamp.”

			“What about our guns? Can we keep them?”

			“I already told you they are movie prop guns, and the answer is no.”

			“Did you speak the truth?” another guard asked. “Are you the two Kuiu Island people? Like in the news?”

			“We are.”

			“And those naked people messed with you?”

			“Yeah, we wanted to send them a clear message to stop harassing us. Thanks for the help.”

			“That rocked.”

			“I liked it too,” Kim said with a laugh.

			The bus returned to the meeting point, and the guards put their prop guns into a box. Kim gave each one a thousand dollars and explained there was an extra five hundred to keep quiet. When the guards departed, Gabe asked, “What happened to Jenna?”

			Kim took out a cell phone Gabe had never seen before and showed him a video. He saw a woman with red hair facing away from the camera. Her wrists were bound, and she had many bruises. An unseen person pushed her toward the water with a rifle barrel. The woman turned to look at the camera, and Gabe recognized Jenna Cox. The unseen person then pushed Jenna into the water. It violently churned, and two alligators began attacking her. She fought for her life and screamed as the alligators mauled her. The thrashing lasted a full minute until they pulled Jenna’s body under. The camera moved closer to focus on a leg stump surrounded by bloody water.

			Kim turned off the video and said, “I sent this to Teresa’s daughter with the message, ‘Tell your mother to stop what she is doing or this will happen to you.’”

			“Wow! Um―” Gabe stammered, then his voice trailed off.

			“Do you understand why I had to do this?”

			“You killed a woman. That’s not how we do things.”

			<Do you remember all the lies?> Kim mentally asked with concern.

			<Of course.>

			<What lie hurt the most?>

			<I didn’t appreciate the one about abusing my daughters,> Gabe admitted sorrowfully.

			<How about the lies about me?>

			

			<Those were awful.> Gabe thought with pain.

			<Relax. There’s no danger. Think. The lies about me?>

			<I hated the one where I forced myself on you so hard that I broke your arms.>

			<How did that make you feel?>

			<Like the worst person in the world. I would never hurt the woman I love.>

			<I sense your anguish. The lie I hated the most was about you killing my sister. Do you feel my pain?>

			<It’s deep,> Gabe admitted sorrowfully.

			<You feel my pain even though I never had a sister?>

			<Yes,> Gabe answered while being close to tears from directly experiencing Kim’s anguish.

			<How would you feel if they made up lies about Emma? What kind of life would she have? I had to stop this madness before Emma is born.>

			Gabe looked down as Kim continued. <You realize what’s next? They’re going to make up a lie that you killed Emma’s sister.>

			Gabe considered Kim’s logic for a long moment and thought, <I’m sorry.>

			<It’s alright. I will always be here for you. No matter what,> Kim thought, encouraging him.

			• • •

			Later that month, authorities searched the Lompoc Federal Correctional Institution, resulting in fifteen charges for heroin distribution. Additionally, the local police executed search warrants at four nearby residences, resulting in six arrests. The article in the newspaper mentioned Sato Tonegawa.

			Meanwhile, Gabe worked with Silicon Serpent on their RAID 5 product, and the project was back on track. The company had additional good news. The designers and managers at Computix Systems studied Gabe’s design and quickly concluded it was vastly superior to theirs. They were so impressed that they agreed to use this KimSemi product in one of their new servers.

			Gabe also shared his initial specifications for what he called “a server on a chip” with Computix Systems. This new processor would significantly reduce the cost of a low-end file server and deliver improved performance. Computix Systems signed a contract based on the estimated specifications to purchase the first ten thousand units.

			Kim’s business continued to expand, and she hired two people to fill the void left by Boyd. Dan took over business operations, and Sally became responsible for accounting and inventory. Unfortunately, Boyd posted on Facebook that he was getting a divorce. The news saddened Kim, but she managed to get his resume in front of the hiring manager at a shipping company. While Boyd interviewed poorly, he still got the job.

			Three months later, a visibly pregnant Kim attended her college graduation. Gabe now had a deep connection to his unborn daughter and found it amusing that she enjoyed country music. When the subject came up, Kim always said with a laugh, “Your daughter. Not mine.”

			Ten days after her graduation, Kim’s water broke. In the delivery room, Gabe put his hand on Kim’s belly and his forehead on her forehead. <This is the big day.>

			<Are you excited to see your daughter?>

			<Of course! Hey, stop that. No anxiety. Everything will be fine.>

			<Does this remind you of your first child?>

			<Yes and no,> Gabe answered.

			<What’s different?>

			<I’m experiencing a birth from your perspective.>

			<Few husbands get to do that.>

			<I’m probably the first.> The thought made Gabe swell with pride.

			The anesthesiologist moved Kim on her side, inserted the epidural, and injected painkillers.

			<Emma is ready,> Gabe thought to Kim as he experienced the slight pain of the needle in her back.

			<We both are. My body tells me it will be around fifteen minutes.>

			Gabe said without looking up, “It’s going to be fifteen minutes. Please get ready.”

			“What?” the delivery nurse asked.

			“Emma will arrive in fifteen minutes.”

			“I’ve done this over a hundred times. The birth is at least an hour away.”

			“Well, either way, please get ready.”

			The delivery nurse shook her head. Confident in her judgment, Kim thought, <Relax, hon, I’m fine.>

			

			<Emma feels anxious.> Gabe was concerned as his forehead continued touching Kim’s forehead.

			<She’s not scared.>

			<My brave daughter takes after my brave wife.>

			<True,> Kim admitted with cautious pride.

			Gabe smiled, and seven minutes later, Kim began pushing.

			“Um, wow,” the delivery nurse said. “I see the head.”

			“We know,” Gabe replied while his head still touched Kim.

			“You know what?” the delivery nurse asked.

			“Put more lube around her head. She feels uncomfortable,” Gabe instructed.

			“Um. Wait, what? Who’s uncomfortable?”

			“Apply the lube. It hurts.”

			“Working on it.”

			Gabe continued to look into Kim’s eyes as he experienced everything she and Emma did. As she pushed, he shared her exhaustion and desire to give birth. Gabe also felt Emma’s fear and extreme discomfort from being pushed. Three minutes later, he knew Emma would come out in one push.

			<Ready for this?> Kim asked.

			Gabe sensed Kim’s fear. <Yes,> he answered, convinced everything would be alright.

			<When Emma comes out, I want you right there. Hold her hand. She needs to know you are there. Don’t worry about me. Got that?>

			Encouraging Kim, Gabe answered, <Yes, babe. I love you.>

			<I love you, too.>

			“Ready?” Gabe asked.

			The delivery nurse replied, “Wow, this is fast. Three more pushes, Mom. One, two, three.”

			Kim pushed once, and Emma slid right into the nurse’s hands. Gabe raised his head from Kim’s and held Emma’s hand while looking at her with great pride.

			“Sir, let us do our job!” the nurse instructed.

			Emma’s eyes adjusted to the light for the first time, and she looked at her father with a curious expression. “Hello, Emma. Welcome to the world,” he said softly.

			The nurse shook her head and cleared Emma’s nose with a suction syringe. Gabe pushed her chest with two fingers, and Emma took her first breath.

			“That’s the darndest thing,” the nurse commented while cleaning Emma. She cut the umbilical cord and wrapped her in a fluffy pink blanket. Gabe continued to hold her hand while looking into her eyes with a big smile. Emma smiled back, and the nurse commented to the anesthesiologist, “She didn’t cry a peep.”

			“She likes her father,” the anesthesiologist said.

			The nurse began moving Emma to a warming table, and Gabe said, “My daughter wants to be with her mother.”

			“Um, only for a short while. She needs to conserve body heat.”

			The nurse bundled Emma in a blanket and brought her to Kim. Emma looked into Kim’s eyes and, fifteen minutes later, began falling asleep while Kim held her.

			THREE
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			The happy family arrived home two days later, and Emma became the center of attention. Kim spent two weeks recovering before returning to work. However, there was a significant issue. Emma refused to be separated from her parents, and the only solution was to take her to work with them. Fortunately, she behaved like an angel and enjoyed quietly observing her surroundings.

			Eight weeks later, Kim arrived home to see an unfamiliar car in the driveway and the front door open. Because of the Kuiu Saviors, she carried a nine-millimeter Beretta handgun in her purse. With Emma safely in the car, Kim cautiously approached the front door, drew her gun, and clicked the safety off. She peeked inside and saw a man in black jeans with a suit jacket sitting on their sofa.

			It was the secretive Jason Becker who arranged for Gabe to get a light prison sentence for keeping quiet about the Alaskan incident. He stood five foot eight, with short, curly, gray-black hair. Gabe and Kim thought he looked like the comedian Dennis Miller. Jason was holding a Heineken beer bottle and reading their newspaper. Then, Jason looked up and said, “Why don’t you bring Emma in so we can talk?”

			Kim stared deeply into Jason’s cold and confident eyes. Sensing there was no danger, she clicked the safety on and put the gun back in her purse. Then, Kim brought Emma inside and placed her in a bassinet.

			Jason found Emma’s angry expression perplexing as she glared at him while drinking her bottle. “I remembered you like beer,” Jason said with a smile. “Want one? I put a six-pack in your fridge to chill down.”

			“Our house is alcohol-free,” Kim answered with a scowl.

			

			“I hope you don’t mind that I’m having one now.”

			“It’s fine. You know, our house has a sophisticated alarm.”

			“I noticed,” Jason said with a grin.

			“How did you disable it? The alarm company told me that’s impossible.”

			“I called them, and they turned it off.”

			“I don’t believe you,” Kim said as she folded her arms.

			“An old habit.”

			“Now what?”

			“Will Gabe be home in about ten minutes?” Jason sidestepped.

			“Yes.”

			“Wonderful,” Jason said with a grin, then leaned back. He turned to Emma and said, in an uplifting voice, “Congratulations are in order. Your daughter looks beautiful and healthy.”

			“Thanks.”

			“I see that both of your businesses are flourishing.”

			“We work hard,” Kim tersely replied as she folded her arms tighter and narrowed her glare.

			“I also see the two of you have had your hands full with those unpleasant people.”

			“We’re handling them.”

			“Nice alligator video,” Jason said with a wicked smile and a chuckle.

			Kim had taken the video from Jenna’s phone, and she wondered how Jason had managed to intercept it. “Thank you,” she said cautiously.

			“We learned from your health records that you two are having some issues, especially Gabe. How severe is it?”

			Kim was angry because Jason had obtained her private health information, and she replied coldly, “He has headaches and tremors. My headaches aren’t bad, but my balance gets out of whack.”

			“Do you know what’s going on?”

			“From what we can tell, our brains are misaligned. I know that’s not a medical term, but it is what we call it. The doctors don’t have an explanation.”

			“Can Gabe function?” Jason asked.

			“Some mornings, he has to sit for a while before he can drive. Otherwise, he’s good to go.”

			“I’m aware of a new drug that might help. A sample will be in the mail.”

			

			“Do you know what’s causing our health problems?” Kim asked.

			Jason pursed his lips, deep in thought, then answered, “I’m not sure.”

			“Do you have access to medical resources that are not available to normal people?”

			“At a later date, I might offer something,” Jason answered with a twinkle in his eye. Then, after looking at Kim for a long moment, he continued, “You two kept your word.”

			“As promised.”

			“That means a lot.”

			“We know,” Kim said with a nod.

			“I read a funny transcript of a call between Gabe and his sister. He told her to stop asking questions or he would spill the beans about the neighbor’s stolen car. That impressed me.”

			“You know about the stolen car conversation?” Kim asked, surprised.

			“We keep tabs on you two.”

			“Hmm.”

			Kim heard Gabe’s car entering the driveway. <Jason’s here.>

			<What does he want?>

			<His thoughts are jittery. He wants something important.>

			<Any danger?> Gabe asked, his heart pounding.

			<Not yet.>

			<On my way.>

			Gabe entered. “Jason,” he said in a controlled voice.

			“I would offer you a brewski, but Kim told me you two are off the sauce.”

			“We’re no longer compatible with alcohol,” Gabe answered, frowning.

			“That’s acting healthy. Well, let’s get to it. How about some background? Hmm. I’m not used to being this honest. Here it is. The, ahh― incident you two were part of was big. Bigger than any other incident that my, ahh― department has encountered. We had to bring in people from all over to clean up the mess. Even with the extra help, we had to go in fast and sloppy. What does this mean? Quite simply, we killed every person who knew the truth.”

			“That’s awful!” Kim exclaimed.

			“We had no other options. Now, ahh― here’s the hard part. You two were, ahh― part of that cleanup. Remember when I invited you into my car? You two sat on hypodermic needles. Kim, they ordered me to give you a full dose of incurable strep. And, Gabe, you got a deadly shellfish virus. We took this drastic step to keep the secret. That order came straight from the top.”

			Gabe looked at Kim in horror.

			Jason cleared his throat before continuing. “Now, that’s when our little plan ran into a snag. Ahh― you two came away squeaky clean. Not even a cough. When something like that happens, there can only be one conclusion. When a person gets taken, ahh― er―” Jason lowered his voice. “Off-world, there are― er, precautions taken by the ahh― er― outsiders to keep them from getting Earth diseases. A side effect of these precautions is that the human body will become great at killing the little buggers that make us sick. You survived because these precautions obliterated my poisons.”

			Jason paused and then continued at a normal volume. “A side effect of these precautions is that you age more slowly. Gabe, that’s why you look twenty-something. Oh, big plus. You will also live longer.

			“Now, straight up. Going off-world is a major no-no. Every nation has the same strict laws. Unless permitted beforehand, we will put a person down. No exceptions. We cannot afford a virus outbreak from some off-world bug.

			“I didn’t put two and two together until long after our meeting. Now, here is where things got interesting. You two did your best to lead quiet lives. But, in reality, you became massive beacons for the conspiracy nuts. They focused all their efforts on that crucible theory that Gabe made up. Fantastic name, by the way. Quite catchy. And, boy, oh boy, did the media eat it up. And convincing the world that the Air Force HAARP project was responsible for setting the atmosphere on fire and killing everybody on Kuiu Island? I loved it. Stick it to those flyboys.

			“When all the hubbub died down, I talked to my bosses, and they agreed to spare your lives. This is the only exception to off-world law that has ever occurred.”

			Kim scowled. “You are making an ends-justify-the-means argument.”

			“Hmm. I suppose. I never really thought of it that way.”

			“What changed? Why are you here?” Gabe demanded.

			“Well, you two began doing all that yoga stuff― some of that mental hoo-ha rubbed off on your yoga friends at the prison and here in Florida. We started getting all kinds of reports about people completing each other’s sentences. This set off our alarms.”

			Gabe shook his head and asked, “What the heck is wrong with completing a sentence?”

			“Rapidly completing a sentence requires telepathy. Some humans have this mild ability, but it’s harmless. However, completing lots of sentences is a sign of advanced telepathy. My department cannot allow this.”

			“Why is having telepathy so bad?” Kim asked.

			“How do I put this? Hmm. I work with many, er― ahh― individuals, and they have a lot of ahh― experience with how societies develop. There is a natural progression. You know, the Stone Age leads to the Bronze Age and then all the way to the Computer Age. If you plot this development, it shows a flat slope with a few humps. A hump is what we call a ‘reasonable expected advancement.’ An example is the telegraph, which brought people closer.

			“Human bodies have a similar developmental line, but the changes occur more slowly. For example, walking upright was a ‘reasonable expected advancement.’

			“Getting back to the issue at hand. Your yoga friends are passing along telepathy to their families. This must stop.”

			“Why? They are learning,” Kim countered.

			“How do I explain this? Hmm. Imagine somebody transported Emma back in time two thousand years. While she would not have your knowledge, she would grow up taller, smarter, faster, and healthier than everybody else. Emma’s offspring would dominate the world. More to the point, mental development must grow hand in hand with society. This means each generation is slightly better.”

			“I am getting the sense there is something you are not saying about Emma.” Kim’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “You used her as an example for a reason.”

			“You picked up on that?” Jason asked, realizing he had underestimated Kim.

			“Yes.”

			“Hmm. You’re correct.”

			“But you cannot say anything about it?” Kim guessed.

			“Very perceptive.”

			“Why are you here?” Gabe demanded again.

			“I need you to turn off those yoga people’s mental ability at the prison. And Kim needs to work on her yoga friends here.”

			“Hey, we kept our word and did not say a thing to anybody. You have no right to ask that of us.” Kim protested.

			Jason leaned back, nodded, and thought for a moment. “I respect your position,” he said. “Let me explain my position. If we do not nip this thing in the bud, there is strong, er― historical evidence to show that billions will die in telepathic wars. Now, how do we fix this?

			“My department has two options. One: kill everybody we suspect has telepathic ability and those around them. This solution has many problems. The big one is publicity. The lesser problem is that a few would escape, making the situation far worse.

			“Two: a surgical strike to deprogram one person at a time. Now, here’s where our situation gets complex. The― telepathic individuals in my department would not, er― blend in. That leaves you two. And Kim cannot go into a men’s prison, which leaves Gabe.

			“Now, this is where we face the issue. Gabe, you’re an engineer. You understand all about positive and negative feedback. People respond quicker to negative but better to positive. Let’s start with the negative. You have a wonderful family; I will say no more. And, yes, you could fight back by going public. Also, if I make a bunch of threats, our relationship will never recover.

			“Now for the positive. You two already make beaucoup bucks, and I don’t have the financial means to reward you. Plus, you’ve seen my car.”

			Kim grinned, and Gabe smiled. “I might be able to help with your health issues,” Jason continued. “In addition, I will tell you that behind the scenes, we work very hard to deflect nasty people away from
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