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Epigraph

 


So what one needs, in order to warp
space-time in a way that will allow travel into the past, is matter
with negative energy density.

 


From A Brief History of Time by Stephen
Hawking


Preface

The gray aliens who crashed at Roswell were on a
mission to annihilate the human race because they had made us in a
sort of biology experiment. The project was over, so they decided
to obliterate us before we could take our belligerent ways into the
stellar neighborhood. Of course, the mission failed when they
crashed on the New Mexico plains. Seventy years later, they
returned to finish the job. Carrie Player’s great uncle Miles
cracked the alien language by studying a reading device that was
recovered from the crash site. On a whim, he taught his niece to
speak alien. Carrie became the head of the CIA’s Alien Affairs Department and negotiated for
humanity’s survival with the genocidal invader from Tau Ceti,
Deshler.

Deshler rendered the entire human race
infertile with a synthetic virus, but Carrie’s wit and charm
softened him, and he revealed the secret to reversing the damage in
his parting gift to her. Georgia Turnbull, the no-nonsense director
of the CIA, saw the enormous advantage residing in who had the power to
decide the future of reproduction. She selectively doled the
anti-virus to those groups compatible with her ideology. On her
deathbed, she bequeathed that power to her goddaughter, Terrie
Deshler, who was the offspring of Carrie Player and Deshler, the
alien.

Terrie remained true to Georgia Turnbull’s
form even though governments tried to wrest the secret of the
fertility-restoring potion from her. When she was at the most risk
of being thwarted by her enemies, the quality assurance team
arrived from Tau Ceti to make sure humanity is on the road to
extinction. Terrie cajoled the newly arrived alien, Mischa, into
defending her from earthly menaces while pretending to support his
redoubled effort to destroy our species.

As the global population dwindled, Carrie and
Terrie faded into their golden years in the old Wrigley mansion on
Catalina Island until one morning when the phone rang.

 



Chapter 1

Mom is ninety-four, and I
dread the day I lose her. Turnbull Medical has stretched life
expectancy to an average of eighty-six point four years, so she’s
on borrowed time. That’s why I jumped at the chance to spend
another thirty years with her.

It started with a phone call. I was watching
the fog bank that obscured Avalon Harbor from our breakfast room in
the old Wrigley Mansion on Mount Ada while sipping my second
coffee. Cassiopeia said, “Incoming call from Turnbull
Astrophysics.”

“Speaker, encrypt, and record, please.”

“Don’t you need video?” our
sometimes-petulant computer avatar asked.

“In my bathrobe? I don’t think so.”

“Just asking. Here’s your call.”

“Is this Terrie Deshler?” a man’s voice
asked.

“Yes, who am I speaking with?”

“I’ll be damned, after all these years. This
is Marcus Hardcastle.”

“Oh, my God. Marcus, how have you been?”

“I’m fine. How are you?”

“Couldn’t be better. Are you still married to
Sheila with the big boobs?”

“No, we split a few years ago. I never
remarried. How about you and, uh—I can’t remember your husband’s
name.”

“Jack. No, we divorced after the kids left
home.”

“Actually, as much as I’d like to share old
times, this isn’t a social call.”

I had that feeling of dropping in an
elevator. “Oh?”

“We noticed an anomaly in the gravitational
field—something pretty strange.”

“How strange?” My premonition of doom got
deeper.

“You probably know that graviton waves step
all over themselves.”

“Marcus, you know I was a political science
major, not a physicist.”

“Yeah, but you know a lot about everything.
Anyway, when the crests of the wave coincide with the trough of the
overlapping wave they cancel each other and equal null. When the
crests coincide with crests, they amplify each other, equaling a
positive value—call it one.”

“Aren’t there waves that don’t get stepped on?”

“Sure, normally. That’s what’s strange. We
detected a burst of only zeros and ones that repeats every 3.14159
seconds.”

I let that sink into my morning-befuddled
consciousness. “Let me get this straight. You found binary code in the gravity waves that repeats
every pi seconds?”

“Yeah, so you see the implications?”

“Well, pi is universal, but seconds are
unique to us.”

“That’s right. We knew it was a message and
it’s aimed at us specifically.”

“Have you decoded it?”

“Sure, that was easy. It’s a digital audio
and video message, and the audio is the language of Tau Ceti
Four.”

“Are they coming back?”

“You need to listen to it. I’ll run it for
you.”

“Cassiopeia, I need video, please,” I
said.

“Make up your mind, Terrie. Here it is.”

The transparent flat screen came to life at
my elbow. The image of a Tau Ceti alien materialized with its
black, impenetrable teardrop eyes. It said in its sibilant
language, “Come, Carrie Player, how have you been?”

“Holy shit. Cass, pause the playback. Give me
sixty seconds, then restart it in Mom’s room.” I set my cup on the
table and ran upstairs. Mom was still asleep. I shook her gently.
“Wake up. You’ve got to see this.”

She blinked and squinted. “What is it,
dear?”

“It’s a message from Dad.”

“What?”

“Just watch.”

The video started on the screen at the foot
of the bed. The elongated gray face rematerialized. “Come, Carrie
Player, how have you been? You are well and still viable, I hope. I
realize that your species is notoriously short-lived, but I suspect that such clever creatures
have found some keys to longevity in the gift I gave you. If you
have passed from the living, I am sad, and I hope that our
offspring is well and will hear
what I have to say. It is imperative that we open a dialogue.
During the very long duration of my trip to your planet and the
return home, great strides have been made in several technologies.
At the end of this message are the coded details for a new type of
communication device. You must build it immediately. It will allow
us to communicate in real time using the gravitational field. There
is great urgency. We need to talk. Going.”

There was static on the screen for several
seconds. Mom said, “Your father hasn’t changed a bit.” Then Marcus’
face flashed on the screen, and Mom said, “Oh, dear,” as she pulled
the covers to her chin.”

Marcus said, “Oh, hi, Mrs. Player. How are
you?”

Mom squinted at the image. “Is that Marcus
Hardcastle?”

“Sure is. What do you think of Deshler’s
message?”

“I take it you have unscrambled the plans for
this communication device,” she said.

“Oh, yeah. We’re on it. It’s pretty simple
really. The only thing new is encoding gravity waves and being able
to transmit them.”

I said, “How come it doesn’t take eleven
point nine years to reach them?”

Marcus got that superior look he always
affected when he had a chance to preach about his work. “The
gravitational field is everywhere in the universe, and all bodies
have a gravitational effect on every other body. The effect
decreases to the square of the distance, but it’s still there. If
you move a body, the effect on all others, no matter how distant,
is instantaneous, even though it is nearly imperceptible on really
distant objects.”

“So if we blew up the moon, they’d feel it on
Tau Ceti Four immediately?” I asked.

“Yes, if they had a powerful enough gravity
wave detector, which I’m sure they do.”

“And this thing you’re building is that
sensitive?”

“It sure is, and it’s built. I’d like to
bring it to you this afternoon if
that’s all right,” he said.

Mom sat up and dropped the bedspread. Her
nightgown was pretty modest. “You mean we can talk to Deshler this
afternoon?”

“If he answers.”

I had never spoken to my father. He left the
solar system just before I was born. All I had of him was a
photograph that my godmother, who I called Aunt Georgia, took when
Deshler landed to say goodbye to Mom, and the alien reading device
that he gave to her the first time he departed. That was when she
gave him a puppy to keep him company on the long trip home. It was
a little overwhelming to think that in a few hours I was going to
talk to the alien creature who had given Mom a hallucinogenic drug that made her think she
was going to bed with a barkeep from Roswell, New Mexico, who she
just met. That must have been some trip. Deshler also altered the
genetic code in his sperm so it would be compatible with her
DNA. As a result, the only outward
manifestation of my mixed parentage is my black and impenetrable
eyes. The other thing is I can read minds.

I said, “Oh, he’ll answer. Aunt Georgia
always said Mom was alien bait.”

“Terrie, I think I’m a little past my
prime.”

“So, are you available later?” Marcus
asked.

“Hell yes,” I said. “Get over here.”

“Okay, I’ll load it and get there as fast as
I can. It’s a little bulky. It’s got its own cold fusion
generator.”

“That will be fine, Marcus,” Mom said
sweetly. “It will be nice to see you again. Bye, now. Cass, end
call.”

“End call, what, Carrie?”

I said, “End the damn call, Cass, or we’ll
resurrect Arthur.”

“You wouldn’t.”

Arthur was Aunt Georgia’s avatar. When she
died we kept him around for a while. Cassiopeia had a hard time
accepting him. When we lived near Washington, DC, she was fine with being called Cass, but she got
uppity when we moved to the West Coast.

Mom said, “I guess I’d better make myself
presentable.”

I helped her get out of bed. “For Marcus or
for Dad?”

She tottered a little before getting her
balance. “Why, for both of them. This is a big day.”

“I wonder what the urgency is all about.”

“Knowing your father, it’s probably something
to do with exterminating us again.”

“You don’t think he’s softened after all this
time?”

“He always was a softy, but his fellow aliens
are hardliners. Help me to the shower, please.”

Here’s the thing—going all the way back to
the Roswell incident in 1947, the aliens
from Tau Ceti Four have been trying to destroy us. They created us
millions of years ago by genetically engineering primitive
primates. It was a sort of biology experiment, and when it was
over, they thought they should get rid of us because we had become such a belligerent species. When
we started developing technology that would someday take us into
their stellar neighborhood, we had to go.

We knew what our fate would be because the
Army discovered a reading device at the Roswell crash site. In
fact, they took it out of the
spindly hands of an injured alien who was trying to smash it. The
next day, the Army euthanized the alien. It was Mom’s Uncle Miles
who deciphered the language on the reading device when he worked
for the CIA. The Army gave the ereader to the CIA
in the early fifties. Uncle Miles surreptitiously taught Mom the
alien language when she was a little girl. Later, when Deshler and
his team returned to finish the job, she became the head of the
CIA’s Alien Affairs Department. In what
was pretty much the reverse of what Deshler told Marcus to do, the
CIA told the aliens how to build a cell
phone site on their spaceship, and Mom began negotiating for our
survival.

After showering, I dressed in one of my best
silk jumpsuits. I dried the light brown hair that I inherited from
Mom and brushed on a little mascara to accentuate my alien eyes.
Marcus and I had been an item when we were young, back at Turnbull
Academy, until he got tired of me knowing his every thought, and he
hooked up with a coworker at SpaceX. I had
overlooked the mental image of Sheila’s overly large breasts that
he frequently carried around in his head, but he couldn’t take it.
Not long afterward, I met Jack
Caldwell who got me pregnant. We had a good marriage until our
kids, Merrie and Barry went off to Turnbull Academy. I guess when
the nest was empty, I was just too damned alien for him. For the
record, Merrie inherited my eyes, and Barry takes after his father,
but neither of them is telepathic.
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Chapter 2

Marcus hovered across the
Catalina Channel in a Turnbull Astrophysics utility vehicle. The
equipment in the truck bed was a featureless gray metal box about
the size of a washing machine. He drove into the courtyard of the
Wrigley Mansion. Mom and I met him there.

He said, “Hi, Terrie. You look great. You
too, Mrs. Player.”

Mom said, “Hello, Marcus. It’s good to see
you.”

He was shuffling awkwardly, so I hugged the
fool and said, “It’s great to see you, Marcus. It’s been a long
time.”

“You haven’t changed, Terrie.”

“Don’t be a dolt. I can still see inside your
head. We’ve all changed, but you’re aging well.”

“Thanks. Where do you want this thing? It has
a remote handset, so it can be somewhere unobtrusive.”

“Why don’t you put it in the carriage house?”
I said.

We watched him use an old hydraulic pallet
jack—sometimes you just don’t need gravity waves—to haul it into
the garage where we parked our golf cart, which was what we used to
get around the island. Then we followed Marcus into the house and
he showed us the handset. It was transparent and looked like a
tablet. He said, “All you have to do is power it on, and it sends a
signal into the gravitational field that will alert anyone with a
receiver to pay attention. There is no way to keep your call
private.”

“So, how many civilizations have this
technology?” I asked.

“We have no way to know. So far Tau Ceti is
the only one we’ve heard.” Marcus asked, “What’s your network
key?”

“Cassiopeia, please allow this device access
to the network,” Mom said.

“Gladly, Carrie. Hello, Marcus. You’ve been a
stranger,” Cass’s disembodied voice said.

“Hi, Cassiopeia. So, you’re still running the
show around here.”

“Someone has to hold this place together. The
network recognized your gadget, here’s your alien.”

The big monitor in the family room came to
life. In the center of what had been a clear sheet of acrylic,
coalesced the head and shoulders of an alien.

“Come, Carrie Player. It is splendid to see
you after all these planetary revolutions. How are you?”

“Come, Deshler, I am well, if somewhat
decrepit. You look exactly as I remember you.”

“For the last fifty of your planetary
revolutions I mostly have been in suspended animation. High-velocity contracts one’s time sense as
well. Look who else is here.”

He lifted a small terrier to his cheek, and
the little dog licked his nasal orifices as it wiggled in his
spindly hands.

Mom gushed, “Ah, she is still a puppy.”

“Little Carrie has only aged a few months.
She still has trouble remembering to eliminate on disposable
surfaces.”

“She will outgrow that,” Mom reassured
him.

“Well, it will not be my concern.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

“We will come back to that. First, you must
introduce yourself. I presume you are my offspring. You have
beautiful eyes.”

“Hi, Dad, I’m Terrie Deshler. I’ve
waited my whole life for this moment. Actually, I did not expect to
ever have this moment.”

“If it were not for this new technology, and
the chance gravitational sling of a freshly collapsed singularity
in our stellar neighborhood, we would never have had this
opportunity. It is fortuitous. What does dad mean?”

“Dad means male parent. It is great to
be able to talk to you,” I said with a fluttery feeling in my
stomach.

“I am only half male. You have a peculiar
accent.”

“Mischa said the same thing. It is because I
grew up in Virginia.”

“Your species has too many political
subdivisions. I assume Mischa and his crewmates met an unfortunate end at the hands of those
disagreeable Russians or some other segment of your
bellicose race.”

That put me on the spot. “Uh, kinda, two
crewmen were killed while trying to abduct somebody. Mischa and
Urshel had some mechanical trouble with their spaceship and had to
land in a place where there were primitive humans who killed them
with blowgun darts tipped with curare.”

“Young, impulsive fools. What is the energy
source of these blowgun weapons?”

“Human lungs.”

“Astounding. You are such a murderous
species. And what is the nature of curare?”

Mom had hatched the scheme with the Amazonian
Indians to sneak within blowgun range of the two surviving aliens
and dispatch them with curare-tipped darts. She said, “It is a powerful
plant-based toxin used by
primitive people. I am sure they never felt a thing.”

Deshler looked perplexed. “The urge to kill
is deeply rooted in your psyche, even in the genome of primitive
specimens. That is why we are having this conversation.”

Mom looked shocked. “I thought we were
reminiscing.”

“As much as I am enjoying that aspect, I have
a dire request.”

Mom and I both said, “Request?”

“I assume that you have plundered our
technology and now have the capability of interstellar travel.”

“Deshler, plunder is such an ugly word,” Mom
said.

He laughed his eerie alien laugh. “You are
still an amusing creature, Carrie Player. I will take that response
as affirmative.”

She said, “What is this request?”

“Bluntly, we need you to utilize your
extraordinary belligerence to defend us from invaders.”

Again, in unison, we said, “What?”

“We want you to send armed spacecraft to our planetary system to expel
hostile invaders intent on seizing our planets and exterminating
us.”

After that sank into my frontal lobes, I
said, “You came here multiple times with the intention of
destroying us, now you want us to save your ass?”

“Do not be an ungrateful offspring.”

Mom said, “Deshler, it is sweet of you to
ask, but your history speaks of warfare. Can you not defend
yourselves?”

The implacable alien countenance actually
looked pained. “We have grown soft after so many galactic rotations
of nonviolence that we lack the will to fight. You, however, are in
a perpetual state of aggression. You are perfectly suited to
perform this small task for those who made you.”

Mom said, “I seem to remember you wiping out
three hundred soldiers in Argentina without breaking a
sweat.”

“I was provoked.”

“You made us belligerent, you tried to
destroy us, and now you need a favor,” I said shaking my head.

“Carrie Player, our offspring is very much
like you.”

“Well, Deshler, what do you expect? You went
gallivanting across the universe and left me here to raise her
alone.”

It was his turn to shake his head. I say ‘he’
out of habit even though the aliens are hermaphroditic and ‘it’
would be a more apt pronoun. “Carrie Player, it would have been
impractical for me to remain on your planet. You know we find the
atmosphere foul.”

“But you want us to come to your stinking
planet to keep some other nasty smelling aliens from doing to you
what you tried to do to us.”

“Again, I emphasize that if it were not for
us, you would not exist.”

I didn’t want to see this devolve into a
domestic dispute. “Look, Dad, let us say that we decide to
come to your aid. Will the invaders not get there long before we
could?”

“Ah,” he said, “our culture has been
productive during my absence. You are aware of the multiverse?”

“Yes, parallel universes residing the
diameter of the quark apart but yet unobservable.”

“They are no longer unobservable.”

That rattled me. “That’s interesting, but how
is it pertinent?”

He looked smug if it were possible. “You can open a portal into a
universe that is a mirror of your own but exists a sufficient
distance in the past to negate the time required to arrive
here.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and blinked a couple
times. “Could you explain that a little more clearly?”

“Yes, I could.”

I waited and
waited. “So, explain.”

“Ah, you see we have enhanced our propulsion
systems so that the transit time between our worlds is reduced to
forty, by our reckoning, of your planetary revolutions.”

“What is that in base ten?” I asked. They
only have eight fingers, so they use the octal number system.

“Hmm, let me think. Thirty-two as you
reckon.”

Mom said, “That is still a long time. When
are the invaders due?”

“Anytime.
They will be passing through a portal as well, so we have no way to
observe them.”

“Well, it just does not seem practical to
even try,” I said figuring that we still had to retrofit our fleet
of flying saucers with their new propulsion system.

“You are normally such bright creatures, but
you seem to be missing the concept. You will go backward in time
thirty-two of your planetary revolutions. It will take you that
length of time to make the transit, therefore, you will arrive
today.”
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Chapter 3

I said, “Dad, that’s
pretty mindboggling. How complicated is this new propulsion
system?”

“Remarkably simple. Allow me to attach the
plans.”

“Cassiopeia, please download the incoming
attachment and forward it to Marcus,” Mom said.

Not being an alien speaker, Marcus was
standing idly out of the loop. Cassiopeia said, “Heads up, Marcus.
Alien file coming.”

“But how does it work?” I asked. “Just use
more anti-particles?”

“No, it is more elegant. The reason nothing
can ever accelerate to light speed is that the faster a body moves, the more mass it attains
thus requiring ever more energy to move it. The device you must
install on your craft will reduce the mass of the interior
structure as acceleration increases by stripping neutrons from the
nuclei of the atoms. Those neutrons are then used to annihilate the
anti-particles.”

I said, “That is elegant.”

“You are not the only clever creatures in the
cosmos.”

“How do we find the portal?” I asked
next.

“When we know exactly which universe you must
enter, someone will send you
calculations. The process will involve electromagnetically charging
a region in the dark matter above the plain of your planetary
system. It will require a large amount of negative energy. I assume
you have the capability to lift a generator capable of producing
the energy equal to that released by the fission of 30,864,197,530 atoms of the element having
143 neutral particles and 92 positive particles”

“I don’t know. Let me check.” I said to Cass,
“Please convert the fission of 30,864,197,530 uranium atoms to watts.”

She said without a pause, “3,674.31
terawatts.”

“Thanks.” Then to Marcus, I said, “Can we put
a three point six thousand
terawatt generator into space?”

“No sweat. What’s going on here?”

“We’ll update you in a minute.” I turned back
to Dad. “Yes, we can do that.”

“Excellent. Then you will need very little
time to begin your journey. At the velocity you will be traveling, the trip will seem to you to take
only about seven of your planetary revolutions due to time
compression.”

Mom said, “Deshler, we don’t have control of
our flying saucers. The government does. We’ll have to convince
them to approve this.”

“Carrie Player, you have always been a most
persuasive human.”

“You flatter me, Deshler. Actually, Terrie
probably has more pull than I do.”

“What is she pulling?”

“I mean influence.”

“I see. Why is that?”

“She is in charge of dispensing the
anti-virus that prevented us from going extinct.”

“Ah, yes, that is another matter. Soon I am
being put on trial for dereliction of duty and treason. The fact of
this conversation is sufficient proof of my guilt. In only a few
planetary rotations, I will be terminated.”

“Terminated?” I shouted.

“Naturally, all crimes are capital.”

“What kind of beings are you? You make us,
you try to destroy us, they send you to ask for our help, and then
they plan to execute you?”

“We are civilized beings.”

“Dad, I have seen civilized behavior, and this is not it.”

“I have relayed all the information that I
have. When you have made your decision, contact us. If I am no
longer, someone else will answer your call. Going.”

Mom said, “Going.”

The monitor went transparent. “Mom,
can you believe that?” I was still speaking alien.

Marcus said, “You can talk human now. What
the hell is going on?”

“Aliens are very stubborn creatures. You
should know that by now,” she said.

“Hello, I’m here.” Marcus sounded
frustrated.

Mom smiled sweetly. “Marcus, dear, you must
build the thing in the file Cassiopeia sent to you and retrofit all of the saucer fleet with it.”

“What does it do?”

“Apparently it sucks out the neutrons.”

“Why does it do that?” he asked.

She looked slightly befuddled. “I guess
neutrons slow you down.”

I got Mom and I a glass of wine and Marcus a
Tau Ceti beer, then we sat on the veranda and filled him in on what
Deshler had said. Marcus seemed rather matter-of-fact about the
request, but he said, “How are we going to convince Congress to
declare war on some aliens we’ve never met, to save the aliens who
tried to exterminate us and go
twelve light-years to do it?”

“I’m sure Terrie will have no trouble.”

I looked at Mom like she was an alien.
“I won’t have any trouble?”

“You are the director of Turnbull Academy.
You have a tremendous amount of power.”

“Not with the government. Some of them still
remember the time I had Mischa level everything from the Capitol to
the White House.”

She gave me the look that said ‘I told you
not to do it.’ “There aren’t many who remember that. Things have
improved since Turnbull graduates have been getting elected. You’ll
do fine.”

I was skeptical, but I felt an urgent need to
get started—started doing what? Somewhere in the back of my
mind, I was thinking that I needed
to get to Tau Ceti to try to save my father. There is nothing worse
than having so many urgent things to do that you can’t decide which
one to do first. “Marcus, should you take that file to Turnbull
Astrophysics?”

“I forwarded it. Somebody is already studying
it.”

“Should I go to Congress?”

Mom patted my hand. “No, dear, you should go
to the Pentagon.”

“What can I do at the Pentagon?”

“Remember, Turnbull Astrophysics is still a
private company, and they now have a new technology that the
military will want very badly. You have a bargaining chip. In fact,
you have two.”

I was puzzled and looked it.

“The anti-virus. If you finally admit that
you have it, you can use a global release as leverage for approval
of the expedition.”

Mom had been nagging me for fifty years to
release the anti-virus to the whole world. “But everybody who is
infertile is too old to reproduce anyway.”

“See, then there’s no harm done. Politicians
won’t be able to figure out that it’s a futile gesture.”

“What am I going to say to the Pentagon to
convince them to send our saucers to Tau Ceti?”

She looked crafty. “It may be best to not be
entirely forthcoming with your intentions.”

 


When Turnbull Industries salvaged Mischa’s flying
saucer from the Amazon jungle and reverse engineered it, we kept
the prototype for corporate use. It was in a hangar at the Catalina
Airport. I made an emergency appointment with the Director of
Procurement at the Pentagon and invited a bevy of engineers from
Turnbull Astrophysics to join me. Marcus was one of them. They
crossed the channel in a helicopter and were already at the airport
when Mom and I arrived in our golf cart.

The drawback to anti-particle propulsion is
that there is no way to replenish the fuel while in the atmosphere.
That was what doomed Mischa and Urshel. They ran out of
anti-particles—well, we damaged their plasma containment vessel—and
since there is no antimatter on Earth, they were sunk. Maybe there
are a few anti-particles in the Large Hadron Collider, but that
wasn’t doing two aliens sinking in the Amazon mud one bit of good.
We originally captured the anti-particles that we needed to salvage
the crashed saucer by sending the repaired containment vessel into
orbit on a SpaceX Falcon Heavy booster.
Our Turnbull crew now takes our corporate saucer into space every
few days to keep the tank full.

When all were aboard, we immediately shot up
to geosynchronous orbit, where the concentration of anti-particles
starts thickening and topped the
containment vessel, then we vectored straight to Washington where
we settled on a remote parking lot that had been cleared for our
arrival.

Mom said, “I’ll wait here, dear, and maybe
have a short nap. I remember the way you handled General McBride. A
little colonel should give you no trouble at all.”

I wasn’t sure I shared her confidence.

Two MPs met us in a
big armored SUV to take us to our meeting
with the Director of Procurement. He was a colonel named Bailey who
had a degree in astrophysics, so everyone felt comfortable in the
conference room.

Colonel Bailey shook my hand and said, “So,
you’re the famous half-alien lady.”

I’m fairly used to that. “Yes, and I have
received a call from my alien parent. He gave us a recent upgrade
to their propulsion system. Naturally, we want to install some
prototypes in our saucer fleet to test how it works.”

“Splendid. How did he manage to contact you
without NASA intercepting the message?” he
asked.

I should have been better prepared for that.
“Oh, don’t you recall? We’re telepathic.”

“Are you bullshitting me?”

I looked into his head. “Colonel, your wife’s
name is Silvia, and right now, she isn’t speaking to you.”

I love when their eyes get so big you can see
white all around the cornea. That can’t happen with my eyes. Of
course, it was a lie. I can only
read the minds of those in my immediate vicinity.

“I would rather not be reminded of that, but
I stand convinced. What exactly are you proposing?”

“Turnbull Astrophysics is building several of
these devices as we speak. We’d like to install them in some of
your spaceships and take them for
a test drive.”

“And have you got a figure in mind for this?”
He looked ready to bargain.

“We don’t want to wait for your expenditure
approval process. We’re eager to see how it works, so we’re
offering the prototypes gratis.”

“That’s rather generous of you.”

Right then I was grateful for my impenetrable
eyes. “We’re confident that the upgrade will be significant. We can
talk money after you see the improvement. How many saucers do you
have in your fleet now?”

“Nine,” he said.

Marcus choked. I said with incredulity, “Just
nine?”

He looked surprised at my response. “So, how
many interstellar, gravity-wave-armed flying saucers do we
need?”
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Chapter 4

He had me there, but I
wasn’t looking forward to calling Dad to tell him that we would be
arriving with an expeditionary force of ten.

Colonel Bailey asked, “How does this
propulsion upgrade work?”

“I’ll let Mr. Hardcastle explain that.”

Marcus was in his element. He went into depth
about the relationship of velocity, mass, and force. I sat back and
zoned until he finished explaining the annihilation of the
neutrons.

The colonel said, “Well, I’ll need an
approval or two, but I can’t think that anybody is going to object
to this. Even liberals get on board for free. When do you want to
start?”

I said, “We’re anxious. Send them to
Vandenberg soonest possible. Marcus, what’s the turnaround time for
the retrofit?”

This was a setup. “A couple hours. The unit
is self-contained. All we do is bolt it down and plug it into the
power system. Send all nine at once, and we’ll do the test flight
the same day.”

Colonel Bailey was taken aback. “Okay, how do
I reach you when I’ve got a go?”

 


The crew dropped Mom and me on Catalina and took the
saucer back to Vandenberg to retrofit it with the neutron-zapping
device and the gravity wave phone. While driving the golf cart back
to Mount Ada, I asked, “How confident do you feel that Colonel
Bailey will get approval?”

“Sweetheart, those space jockeys are going to
jump on this idea about as fast as Marcus is going to jump on
you.”

“What?”

“Don’t play the silly ass, dear. The man
can’t keep his tongue in his mouth.”

“Mother, Marcus and I were finished thirty years ago.”

She just gave me an enigmatic smile.

Instead of rising to her bait, I said, “I’ve
been thinking about something.”

“What’s that, dear?”

“Ever since I became the chairman of the
board at Turnbull Academy, you’ve nagged me to stop excluding
certain groups of people from fertility restoration.”

“I know. You’ve been committing
genocide.”

“I was acquitted of that.”

She gave me that smile again. “I think your
memory is faulty. You were acquitted of murdering the jihadist. In
the genocide rap, Turnbull Security had to break you out of federal
custody in the middle of the trial. You only got away with it after
Mischa obliterated the government.”

“Oh, yeah. Well, I was thinking. If we’re
going to go back in time thirty-two years, we could take a few of
those people that Aunt Georgia forbade me to make fertile with us
and give them another chance.”

I have never before seen that look on my
mom’s face. “You would do that? After all these years of pleading
with you, you would do that?”

“Just a few of them. It seems a shame to let
whole genetic groups go completely extinct.”

“I never thought I’d live to hear you say that.”

“I may be getting soft in my old age, but I
don’t know what harm a few dozen Russians and Chinese will do,
especially if they assimilate into the Turnbull population.”

“What about the Germans and Middle
Easterners?”

“Okay, Germans too, but there’s a Turnbull
Academy in Tel Aviv. That takes care of the Middle East.”

She shook her head silently.

When Aunt Georgia, Georgia Turnbull, that is,
opened the academies where she educated a very rarified and elite
group of students on ultra-conservative values, she limited it to America and
Western Europe. She considered Western Europe ended at France. It was at the graduation ceremonies
of these academies that she released the anti-virus that restored
fertility to a few of the people rendered sterile by the aliens’
virus. Over time, she relented to Mom’s harping and opened
academies in New Zealand and Australia. If I recall, she gave in to
Spain and Italy. She even took a chance on finding a few
conservatives in California. After I took control of the process,
we opened more academies, but the screening process kept the
acceptance rate minuscule in most
places. No communist countries and
only the most democratic socialist countries got an academy. Out of fear of Aunt Georgia
rising from the dead, I held a hard line on Germany.

“What about Africa, dear?” Mom interrupted my
reminiscing.

“There’s an academy in Cape Town. Besides,
Turnbull missionaries re-fertilized the Pygmies, the Bushmen, and
the Dogon people, and you know we did the same with the indigenous
Amazonians. We even made it to the Eskimos and Laplanders. There
were some others who I forget at the moment.”

“I’m afraid, dear, that history will remember
you as being a racist.”

“There are all races represented in the
graduates of Turnbull US and UK. You know that Aunt Georgia and I agreed that
racism will never go away until race becomes irrelevant. They all
must assimilate into the mainstream.”

“Are you going to make these Chinese and
Russians pass the Turnbull entrance exam?” she asked somewhat
pointedly.

“I’m going to loosen it a little.”

 


Colonel Bailey’s aide called to tell me that the
saucers would arrive at Vandenberg in two days. In the good old
days, General McBride returned my calls personally. Also, provided
they weren’t in the asteroid belt, the saucers could have been to
Vandenberg in two hours, but that’s bureaucracy for you. I called
our own saucer crew to see where they were. They were back on
Catalina after a shakedown cruise to the moon in forty-five
minutes. I asked the captain, “Is there a problem of decelerating
in that short of a space?”

He said, “No, the thing replaces mass as a
form of braking, but the gee force is pretty intense.”

I told him that we would be going on a
round-the-world trip, then I decided it was time to see if Dad was
still in the universe of the living.

“Cassiopeia, please get Dad on the gravity
line for me.”

“Sure, Terrie, encrypt, record, and
video?”

“Yes, please.”

“Are we all going to go see him?”

“Yes, we’ll leave Arthur in charge of the
house. When it’s time to go, please send yourself to the onboard
computer of the Academy’s flying saucer.”

I heard her groan about Arthur, then, “Here
is your father.”

“Come, Terrie Deshler, what news do you
have?”

“Come, Dad, I am glad to see you have
not been zapped.”

“The authorities may be waiting until you and I have a deal.”

“Well, that is part of the reason for my
call. We will be leaving in two earth days with a fleet of
warships, so I need instructions on how to navigate the
multiverse.”

“You make a parent proud. Have you placed the
energy source in the dark matter field?”

“Damn. I forgot about that. I will have to
call you right back. Don’t get executed. Going.”

“I will do my best. Going.”

“Cass, I need Marcus, pronto.”

“You’re backsliding, Terrie.”

“I’m sorry, Cassiopeia. I got excited. Please
get me Marcus, same protocol.”

Marcus’ face materialized on the monitor. He
really was aging well. “Hi, Terrie, what’s up?”

“I just talked to Deshler. He asked about the
electromagnetic generator.”

“We knew we didn’t have time to wait on the
government, so we funded it ourselves. We had a five terawatt unit
waiting to ship to the Israelis. I commandeered it. Now, it’s
sitting on a booster at Vandenberg. We just need to know where to
park it in space.”

“You did good, Marcus. I owe you one.”

“I’ll remember that. Let me know where
Deshler says to put it.”

“I’ll ask him to send it in graphic form so
you won’t have to have it translated. Watch for it. Bye.”

“Bye.”

“Cassiopeia, Dad again, please—same drill.”
Mom came from her room. I said, “You’re just in time. I’m calling
Dad.”

She smiled and sat beside me on the divan.
“Come, Terrie Deshler. That was quick. Oh, how delightful to see
you, Carrie Player. Are you coming to visit?”

“Why, yes, Deshler. I need the temporal
readjustment.”

He laughed. “Yes, a little time travel does
us all wonders. I hope I shall be here when you arrive.”

I said, “We are good with the generator, but
before we get into the details, I want you to tell your authorities
that if we get there and do not find you healthy and free, we are
going to side with the invaders.”

He remained inscrutable. “You are your
mother’s child. Nevertheless, I am immensely proud. Allow me to let
you tell that to my captor.” Deshler beckoned to his left, and
another alien face came on the screen. “This is my guard and
eventual executioner, Schwimmer.”

“Come, Schwimmer, I cannot believe your name.
Are there any Smiths or Joneses up there?”

“I could say the same of your name.”

“Never mind, as I was saying, if Deshler has been tried and executed when we
get there, we are going to join the invaders’ side.”

“Come, are you the Terrie Deshler I hear
about incessantly?”

“That is me. Do you understand?”

“It is not in my power to obey such an order
on behalf of the planetary authority.”

“Well, you can take it to the Triumvirate. I
happen to have experience obliterating governments.”

“We are aware of your innate pugnacity. That
is why we called you in the first place, but we are dedicated to
the good of society. The law must be upheld.”

“If I am going all that way to save your
scrawny, stinking, little ass, I’m going to see my parent, and see
that he is unharmed.”

Mom said, “Terrie, don’t make it
personal.”

“Terrie Deshler, we are also a compassionate
species. I will make sure that Deshler survives his inevitable fate
long enough to meet his offspring. Going.”

Deshler said, “Well, that is settled. Now,
let us attend the details of your arrival. About the
electromagnetic generator, it must go into a stellar orbit,
stationary relative to the field of dark matter that you select.
Which field of dark matter is irrelevant. There will be a
sufficiency of it for your purposes anywhere in extra-planetary space.”

“How far above the planetary plane should we
go?” I asked after cooling from my rant at Schwimmer. Schwimmer,
Deshler, and Mischa? Were the aliens all
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