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PART ONE


Chapter 1

Earth Year 2016/Earth Station


Gino Morelli’s eyes were riveted to the screen in the Monitoring Station. He’d just relieved Tom Branch, who’d told him things were heating up in Paris. No other humans who worked at the Monitoring Station knew what Gino and Tom were doing. They operated in a room walled off from the others and used more advanced technology than the rest. Their assignment was to monitor the agencies on Earth that were searching for Maddie. There were several of them, including Gino’s former employer, the FBI, in combination with the DOD, and supported on the ground in Europe by Interpol. Most importantly, they watched Maddie and Cynthia. The Teacher’s instructions had been clear: Do not let them be captured.

			They knew where the Imprint and her reborn mother were living, and it was becoming increasingly clear that their pursuers had also recently learned their location. Gino and Tom were keenly aware that the moment of truth was approaching when their most important function was to be fulfilled. Or not. There was no time for relaxing. 

			Tom Branch had been working at the Monitoring Station for some time, and since he’d known Maddie and Cynthia during his life on Earth, he was the logical choice to take on the project the Teacher had devised when Cynthia had been allowed to return there. Tom had been Maddie’s neurologist in his former life and was the one who had discovered the physical reasons for her unique “abilities.” He’d known Cynthia on Earth and on World 2A, and the Teacher was comfortable with him and trusted him with the special duty of watching over the two women. But he couldn’t do it alone. His re-engineered body didn’t need sleep, but his mind needed downtime to relax and recharge, hence the need for a partner on this critical project. 

			Gino didn’t know Cynthia well. He’d met her there on World 2A before she was sent to Earth, and he found it odd that she had been the only human here with no job. The Teacher had limited Gino’s contact with Cynthia, but he was well aware that Gino had worked with Maddie briefly before his untimely demise at the hands of the henchmen of Boris Volkov. This, combined with Gino’s expertise in international espionage, had led to his promotion from fisherman to the Monitoring Station, a leap few others on World 2A had ever accomplished. 

			Gino could admit to himself that Maddie had captivated him from the beginning. He found her extraordinary mind, tremendous strength, and exceptional beauty an irresistible combination, and even though she was inexperienced in the ways of the world when he’d met her, her innocence was more than offset by a tenaciousness he had never seen in another human being. Yes, technically, she wasn’t human, but she was so full of human emotion that he’d never considered her to be anything other than that. And even though sexual impulses had been engineered out of the humans reborn on World 2A, Gino’s affection for Maddie remained. Being one of the two people assigned to protect her was an honor he took seriously, especially since this was likely as close as he would ever get to seeing her again.

			Gino’s knowledge of the intelligence services on Earth was instrumental in helping Tom and the Teacher understand what they should be looking for while watching the apartment building where Maddie and Cynthia lived. He knew all the surveillance techniques, from the basic stakeout to undercover street agents disguised in various ways. Recently, both tactics had been employed in front of the apartment. A homeless man had taken up residence on a patch of sidewalk across the street, and soon after that, a non-descript VW sedan had parked not far from him. It was apparent that an assault on the building was imminent. The Teacher had been informed and had instructed Gino to contact him immediately when the incursion began, and if the Teacher didn’t come to him in time, he was to use his best judgment about when to send the alert to Cynthia. Based on the current situation in Paris, Gino believed that the agents would breach the building during his current shift at the Monitoring Station.

			Gino had been “marked” by Maddie as an empathic personality during their brief time working together. While he didn’t know that at the time, he did now, and he would be forever grateful to her for giving him the unique opportunity to continue on as a biological being after his death. Tom Branch felt the same way, yet both were keenly aware that their life here would end if they were not ultimately selected to go to the World of the Makers, and it seemed their fate was inextricably linked to the outcome of their mission to protect Maddie and Cynthia. But neither of them needed this motivation to give it their utmost. They cared for Maddie deeply—Tom as a father figure and Gino as a colleague and an admirer—and they respected Cynthia for her unyielding dedication to her daughter.

			As Gino watched the screen, four men emerged from the vehicle. It was late at night in Paris, and all four were dressed in black. Gino sent a thought message to the Teacher, who immediately appeared beside him. He didn’t say hello; his attention was fixed on the screen before them. The agents were approaching the building.

			“Send the message,” said the Teacher. “Tell her they are coming into the building and to hurry. Also, let her know we will provide real-time updates on the location of their pursuers.”

			“Will do, sir,” said Gino. He typed the information into a keyboard, then reached over and pressed a red button to his right to send the alert. The message would not have a lag in transit time, reflecting the vast distance between Earth Station and Earth. The tech they were using, while completely baffling to Gino and Tom, would cause the message to appear in Cynthia’s mind instantaneously. 

			“Good,” said the Teacher. “Now turn on the interface to Cynthia’s eyes and ears. We need to know what she’s seeing and hearing until we know she’s escaped.”

			“Done,” said Gino, pushing another button.

			“Very well,” said the Teacher. “Now we will see just how skilled our two superhumans are.”


Chapter 2

June 2016/Paris


Lili Allard rushed into her sister’s bedroom in the middle of the night and shook her urgently. “Ils arrivent!” she whispered harshly.

			Juliette opened her eyes, rubbing them to get the sleep out. “Who’s coming?” she asked, switching to English, their native language.

			“The people who’ve been looking for you!” hissed Lili. “We have to leave now!”

			Charged into wakefulness by this dreadful news, Juliette jumped from the bed. “How long do we have?” she asked.

			Just then, Lili received another update from Earth Station. “They’re coming up the stairs now!” she whispered. “Grab your shoes. I have the passports. Follow me.”

			Juliette rushed across her small bedroom, snatched some sneakers up and went after Lili, who had already opened the apartment door and was peering out. There was no sound of footsteps coming up the narrow stairway, but that meant very little considering the kind of people who were hunting them. Professionals. Government professionals, most likely. 

			Lili quietly closed the apartment door and headed up the stairs. Juliette was close on her heels. They lived on the fourth floor of a five-story walkup, with access to the roof at the top of the stairway. Lili quietly opened the door to the roof, and they went out into the shadows of night. It was chilly, but the skies were clear, and the half-moon gave them light to see. Lili silently closed the roof door and turned back to Juliette. “Put on your shoes,” she said. Lili was already dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt and wearing sneakers. 

			Juliette slipped on her shoes and tied them quickly, shivering a little from the cold since she was wearing only the nightshirt she slept in. Goosebumps rose on her long bare legs. 

			“What now?” she asked.

			“We jump to the next building,” said Lili.

			“Okay.”

			Lili rushed toward the edge of the flat roof, passing by the group of chairs where residents often gathered to drink and enjoy the fresh air and the view of the river Seine. She didn’t hesitate upon reaching the edge, leaping into the air and sailing above the alleyway five stories below, deftly landing on the roof of the next building. Juliette duplicated Lili’s jump, compressing her powerful legs to soften her landing on the other side. 

			“Let’s keep going,” said Lili. “To the next building.”

			The two women jumped to three more buildings and descended a fire escape to an alley. They slipped onto the sidewalk of a side street and hurried to the parking garage where they stored their car. They rarely used the old Peugeot sedan and had purchased it exclusively for this purpose. To escape. Lili had the keys and opened the car. They jumped in, Lili in the driver’s seat. The garage was several blocks away from their apartment and on a different street, and it was unlikely the people chasing them knew they had a car since it was purchased with cash and unregistered. The objective was to get as far away as possible without being pulled over.

			“Which escape route do you think we should take?” asked Juliette. 

			“North to Hirtshals in Denmark,” said Lili. “Then the ferry to Norway. The Imprint in Oslo can help us.”

			“Well, it was a nice ten years in Paris,” said Juliette. “Especially the last six, with you being here.” 

			“I’ll miss it,” said Lili. “But we’ll build another life somewhere else.”



Chapter 3

Earth Station


“I’ll alert the Oslo Imprint of their pending arrival,” said the Teacher.

			“Great,” said Gino. “Looks like they’re in the clear, but we’ll keep close eyes and ears on them.”

			“Good work, Gino,” said the Teacher.

			Despite his reluctance to admit that he could feel emotion, the Teacher understood that he liked Gino Morelli. The young man’s Essence had been harvested by Earth Station ten years ago when he was shot and killed in Amsterdam by the bodyguards of Boris Volkov, an international criminal he’d brought Maddie to expose by reading his memories. After Gino was killed, Maddie escaped, but not before sending all the information the FBI should have needed to track and capture Volkov and shut down his operation, but that hadn’t happened. From what the Teacher had observed, they seemed more intent on capturing Maddie than Volkov. But he was glad Maddie had marked Gino as an empathic personality worthy of the attention of Earth Station. Gino had quickly moved to the top of the Empath list and been “captured” upon his death.

			Gino’s first work assignment on World 2A had been as a fisherman. He enjoyed the work and demonstrated an uncanny ability to track and catch schools of fish, which had not gone unnoticed by the Teacher. When Tom Branch was reassigned to the special tracking position, he needed a partner, and the Teacher promoted Gino to the Monitoring Station to help in the project to protect Cynthia and Maddie. The Teacher had explained to Gino that Maddie had marked him, and Gino was grateful this had happened. Thus it made sense for the Teacher to make monitoring Maddie and Cynthia Gino’s primary responsibility. 

			The Teacher had marked Maddie and Cynthia when he touched them on the shoulder while saying goodbye to them, after returning Cynthia to Earth six years ago. Because of this, not only could he and his team track them from Earth Station, they could also harvest their Essences if and when they died on Earth. If that happened, Maddie would become the first Imprint ever to have been “captured.” Cynthia had insisted on this, and in exchange, she offered her services on behalf of the Makers on a new project they were keen on pursuing.

			The Teacher turned to leave the Monitoring Station, but Gino stopped him with a question. “Sir, has there been any word on the status of Boris Volkov? Has he been captured?”

			The Teacher didn’t respond immediately, considering the logic of withholding this information from Gino once again. The goal here on World 2A was to purify the human residents in preparation for a possible elevation to World 3, the World of the Makers. It made no sense, therefore, for a resident to cling to their old life on Earth, as Cynthia had done. After her, the Teacher had made up his mind not to share this kind of information with other human residents of World’s 2A and 2B. This would help them free their minds of their Earthly connections. If they could only understand that the Megaverse awaited them. The tiny planet of their origin was a mere grain of sand on a vast beach of knowledge, and it would be a lot easier for them to adjust to their lives here if they could accept this. He’d explained this many times to Gino, to no avail. The young man simply couldn’t let go.

			“Gino, we’ve discussed this before,” said the Teacher. “What’s happening on Earth is of no concern to you, other than the project you’ve been assigned.”

			“But Teacher, in all due respect, that’s not really true, is it? You have me tracking Maddie and Cynthia, one of them an Imprint, and one a former resident, so we aren’t really doing that because we want to harvest them, are we?”	

			“I’m not sure why you would conclude that, Gino, but regardless, it’s not your concern. Just do your job, and everything will be fine for you. You have great potential, my son, but you must cast off these Earthly obsessions as part of your purification process. Otherwise, we will be forced to allow you to move on.”

			Gino bowed his head. “Yes, sir. Please accept my apologies.”

			The Teacher left the Monitoring Station, transporting over to the Imprint House for his next duty, to take an Imprint to Earth, but while he was there, he wondered what had led him to call Gino “my son.” After all, he was not his son. The Teacher had no children. And then he remembered that Maddie and Cynthia had both said he was as close to being Maddie’s father as anyone, and he wondered if some vestige of that emotion had clung to him in some way, becoming part of him. The Makers were not supposed to be emotional beings, but those two, Cynthia and Maddie, had caused him to wonder if that was true. What was it about the two of them, and Gino, that made him…feel?


Chapter 4


Three hours after absconding from Paris, Maddie and Cynthia crossed into Belgium. It was still dark. The clock in the car said it was 5:10 a.m. 

			“What are our new names, Mom?” asked Maddie. 

			It was no longer necessary to use their French names, a discipline they’d kept since Cynthia had come back from Earth Station, having been remade into a younger, stronger, and more beautiful Cynthia than when she had died back in 1998, equal in special abilities to her adopted daughter, with a few extras, courtesy of the Teacher. Maddie had also been made on Earth Station but with a specific purpose, to mark human Essences. From the Makers’ perspective, Cynthia didn’t have a sound reason to be back on Earth and had been allowed to rejoin her daughter due to an arrangement she’d made with the Teacher, something she had not yet revealed to Maddie. 

			They’d lived in Paris for six years, posing as sisters, but the mother-daughter bond would always be the core of their relationship. When she’d arrived, Cynthia was biologically twenty-seven years old while Maddie was twenty-four, but as time passed, Cynthia wasn’t aging, yet Maddie was. Now Maddie was thirty while Cynthia should be thirty-three. But she could see by looking in the mirror that she wasn’t getting older, and that’s precisely what the Teacher had wanted in exchange for allowing her to return to her daughter. 

			It was all part of what he’d referred to as a “controlled experiment” when he’d left her and Maddie alone together six years ago, at the little café known as Le Paradis. The two had built a wonderful life together in Paris, posing as Juliette and Lili Allard, sisters from a small village in the countryside that no one had ever heard of and which neither of them had ever visited. But that was over now. New identities awaited them.

			“You’re Astrid Nilson, and I’m your sister, Linnea,” said Cynthia. “And the good news is that you can grow your hair out again.”

			Maddie rubbed the peach fuzz on top of her head. She’d tired of dying her hair black to disguise her appearance, so she’d taken to buzzing it all off, and although it was blond, there was so little of it that she looked nearly bald. “I’m looking forward to that,” she said. “And also to getting some clothes. This nightshirt’s not gonna cut it.”

			“We’ll have to wait until we get into Germany when the stores open up,” said Cynthia. 

			“No problem, but let’s get something to eat, okay?”

			“You bet. I’m sure we’ll pass by something soon.”

			They carried on deeper into Belgium. The further they got from Paris, the more relaxed Cynthia became. But then Maddie asked the question that Cynthia had been dreading.

			“Hey, Mom, how did you know those people were coming for us last night?”

			During their six years together in Paris, Cynthia had never revealed the details of her arrangement with the Teacher. He’d agreed to allow her to return to Earth in exchange for her cooperation on another project, which turned out to be more critical to the Makers than the study of empathy and narcissism conducted on Worlds 2A and 2B. It was a complicated agreement, the product of extensive negotiations between the Teacher and Cynthia. In essence, Cynthia had willingly become a guinea pig for a new Maker experiment in exchange for being allowed to return to Earth to be with Maddie. Another requirement of the Teacher was that Cynthia accept programming that would help keep her and Maddie and safe. It warmed Cynthia’s heart that the Teacher might be worried about her, so she readily agreed to add the new abilities to her growing portfolio of skills. She’d known the people hunting Maddie had been coming due to one of those abilities. 

			Cynthia wouldn’t lie to her daughter, but she didn’t want to reveal everything if she could avoid it. “The Teacher knew that the people looking for you would eventually come,” she said.

			“Yeah, but we all knew that, right? We always said it was just a matter of time. We were lucky to make it out of there, Mom. We both have excellent hearing, but I don’t think it’s good enough to hear people sneaking around four stories down, even if we were awake. So what gives?”

			Cynthia reluctantly revealed a bit more, hoping this would stop the questions from coming. “The Teacher gave me an extra ability to help us stay safe. It’s more like an alarm system that tells me when danger is nearby, and by the way, I’ve never even noticed that I had it until last night. He told me it was there, but I guess we’ve never needed it before.”

			Maddie scrunched up her lips. “Hmmm. How come you didn’t tell me, Mom?”

			“I guess it’s because I couldn’t feel it. It’s sort of like I didn’t really believe it was there.”

			Maddie paused, thinking. “Oh well,” she said. “It certainly did come in handy, didn’t it!”

			Cynthia felt a surge of relief now that Maddie seemed to be okay with her withholding information. But that was followed by a pang of anxiety regarding the bigger picture that she had yet to reveal to her daughter. She resolved that she would tell Maddie the whole truth soon despite the Teacher’s warning to avoid that. 

			They were traveling along one of three escape routes they’d planned several years back, not long after Cynthia had returned. The Teacher had promised help in each of these destinations from the local Imprints, and he was confident they would need the help since the combined forces of the FBI, DOD, and Interpol were searching for them. Maddie was a known “alien,” and although she had previously been performing services for the government, using her ability to know people’s pasts to help them capture powerful criminals, she’d escaped when a mission in Amsterdam had blown up, claiming the life of her partner, Gino Morelli. 

			The Teacher believed it would be easiest for them to avoid being captured by living in places where they didn’t stand out. Since Maddie was the main target, her naturally blond hair would blend in nicely in Norway, where 75% of the population had blond hair. Maddie had worn a blond wig for the passport photographs and would wear it later when they boarded the ferry to Norway in northern Denmark. Eventually, her hair would grow out, and she would blend into the Norwegian environment seamlessly. Cynthia was thinking about dying her hair blond for the same reason.

			They weren’t worried about money even though they knew they couldn’t use their credit cards. The two had more cash than they would ever need, stashed in safe deposit boxes around Paris—won in Casinos using their unique abilities—and they had decided to store a healthy amount of it in the trunk of the car in the event they needed to escape. Norway didn’t use the Euro, so they would have the inconvenience of changing Euros into Norwegian Krone when they arrived, assuming they made it without being captured. Neither of them had a driver’s license, and Maddie had minimal experience driving, only the limited practice excursions they’d taken together when Cynthia showed her how. But they made a point of obeying all the traffic laws they were aware of, especially the speed limit. 

			The language in Norway would be no problem since part of their preparations had been to learn the languages of the two countries on their list whose languages they hadn’t been familiar with previously—Norwegian and Icelandic. They weren’t yet fluent in the spoken languages but could read them and would pick up the spoken tongues very quickly after they arrived. English was the language of the third destination on their list—the USA—but neither was keen on returning there soon unless their whereabouts were once again discovered.

			Cynthia stopped the car at a small truck stop outside of Dusseldorf, Germany, and went in to get some food. When she returned, she was carrying a T-shirt with “Germany is For Lovers” printed on it, and a pair of shorts. She threw them over to Maddie, who quickly removed her nightshirt, exposing her bare breasts while she slipped on the shirt. “No bras, I guess?” she asked.

			“Not that I could see,” said Cynthia. “If they had, I would have bought one for me too.”

			“Well, no time to worry about that. Let’s just keep moving.”

			*****

			They arrived in the seaside town of Hirtshals, Denmark, at eight in the evening, having spent the past sixteen hours driving. Along the way, they’d picked up some more clothing, toiletries, and a few large backpacks to carry everything, including the cash. They were now both wearing jeans and flannel shirts, their preferred outfits, except on warm summer days, when shorts and short sleeves were more appropriate. Maddie had taken over the driving. Cynthia was reading a map of Hirtshal, directing her on how to get to the ferry. 

			When they arrived at the terminal, Maddie had a thought. “We probably should take a morning ferry, don’t you think? Otherwise, we’ll arrive late at night, probably after midnight.”

			“Good point,” said Cynthia. “That’ll also give us more time to dump the car.”

			They found a nearby low-end motel and paid in cash for the room. The clerk behind the desk didn’t ask for any identification. The currency in Denmark was the Danish Krone, but the country was part of the EU, and the Euro was often accepted by local merchants at exchange rates that were very favorable to them, of course. There was a stack of ferry schedules on the front desk. Maddie grabbed one. The motel was a single-story building with a parking spot for each room right in front of the door. They parked in front of room number “7” and unloaded the contents of the vehicle, which at that point was mainly the two large bags of cash in the trunk. Rather than waste time in the morning, they each took a bag of cash and began transferring it to their backpacks. The packs were bulging by the time they were finished. Maddie lifted hers and moved it to the side of the room.

			“Well, this is one time the extra strength will certainly help,” she said. “This pack must weigh forty kilos!”

			“That’s for sure,” said Cynthia. “Why don’t we go find a place to eat? Bring that ferry schedule, okay?”

			By the time they finished eating, it was past ten o’clock in the evening, but it was still daylight outside. The summer solstice was only a few weeks away, so northerly locales such as Hirtshals stayed light until well after eleven, and the sun came up early, around 4 a.m. Cynthia suggested they find a good place to leave the car. They decided on a sporting center with a large parking lot, which still had some cars in it even though it was closed. They pulled into the lot, parked next to another car, exited the vehicle, and walked back to the motel. 

			The next morning, they showered and went out for breakfast, then returned to the hotel and got ready to leave for the terminal, hoisting their heavy backpacks up and wriggling into the straps, latching the clasps at both the chest and waist areas to help them manage the load. After checking out, they walked over to the terminal. The ferry they had decided to take to Norway was operated by the Color Line and was bound for the city of Larvik with a 12:45 p.m. departure. They bought their tickets with cash and waited until the boarding process commenced. Many cars lined up to get on the ferry, but the boarding went surprisingly fast, and the ship cast off right on time, powering out into the North Sea. Surprisingly, no one in the ticket office or on the ferry had asked to see their passports. Things were beginning to seem very casual up in Scandinavia.

			The ferry was massive, over 200 meters long and 25 meters wide, boasting eleven decks. It could hold up to 750 cars and 2000 people but would cover the 170 kilometers between Hirtshals and Larvik in only three hours and forty-five minutes. Cynthia and Maddie found seats inside, and while they wanted to go out and get some fresh air, they didn’t feel like lugging the heavy bags with them, so they just stayed put and watched the sea traffic go by, of which there was plenty. Container ships, fishing vessels, cruise lines, and more all transited this busy sea lane, diminishing the excitement of being somewhere remote and exciting. Nevertheless, the two women felt anxious about what might lie ahead in their new home.

			The ferry reached Larvik at half past four in the afternoon. They disembarked and were waved on through. Again, no one asked for their passports. They stopped by the money exchange to convert some Euros into Norwegian Krone, then hired a taxi to take them to Larvik train station. Within an hour, they were speeding toward their final destination—Oslo.



Chapter 5


The train pulled into Nationaltheatret station in downtown Oslo a few minutes after seven in the evening. They emerged from the station next to a beautiful park and would soon learn that this city had many green spaces. It seemed exceptionally clean to Maddie. Paris was beautiful but wasn’t nearly as pristine as what she was seeing so far in Oslo. 

			“Let’s find a hotel,” she suggested.

			“Okay,” said Cynthia. “By the way, I’ve been getting more messages from Earth Station. They say to walk in a northeasterly direction to the Grünerlokka area and there we’ll find less expensive lodging that should accept cash.”

			“How are they communicating with you?” asked Maddie. 

			“I don’t know,” said Cynthia. “The messages just appear in my head, like when you communicate with me telepathically.”

			“Whose voice is it? Is it the Teacher?”

			“No, it’s not. I think it’s just an AI voice,” said Cynthia. 

			“Weird,” said Maddie, wondering why her mother seemed so uncomfortable when speaking about the assistance they were receiving from Earth Station. But she wasn’t complaining. This was a new city for them, and any help they could get was appreciated. “Northeast it is, then,” she said.

			As they moved out of downtown, Maddie noticed the conditions of the buildings and the streets declined slightly. Occasionally, she would notice some rubbish on the ground, which was comforting because it was more like Paris. As they entered the Grünerlokka area, she could tell it was an area in transition. Many of the buildings had been renovated, and some were in the process of being updated. She saw some pleasant-looking bars and restaurants and more green spaces. They passed by one area where a small river flowed; later, she learned that the river was called the Akerselva. It wound through the neighborhood in a very natural way, and the water seemed exceptionally clean. Eventually, they found a place to stay called the Anker Hotel and paid for a week in advance. The person at the front desk looked at their passports but didn’t make copies, and Maddie wondered again why things were so laid back in Scandinavia. Later she would learn that it was more about respect for privacy but also valuing individual freedom, two distinct characteristics of Scandinavia and Norway in particular.

			After they settled into their room, which was small but clean, Cynthia had more information to share. “There’s an Imprint here in Oslo that Earth Station says can help us,” she said.

			This revelation gave Maddie reason for pause. “Why are they helping us so much?” she asked. “They never helped me when I was in trouble.”

			“Probably because they never viewed Imprints as being anything more than functionaries in a grand plan. They were just pawns to be moved around and discarded when circumstances called for it. But I really think I made some progress in convincing the Teacher that was wrong. And you helped too.”

			“How?” asked Maddie.

			“When he came to see you in Paris that time, trying to convince you to return with him to Earth Station, you made a compelling case that you were human and wanted to remain part of human society, even though it might risk you never seeing me again.”

			“I remember that,” said Maddie, reliving her heartache after the Teacher left her alone in Paris. “That was a conversation I regretted until you showed up four years later.”

			“Which is a blink of an eye on Earth Station,” said Cynthia. “And as I said, the Teacher seemed much more willing to consider allowing me to return to Earth after that, and he admitted that his meeting with you helped him to understand that you were very human indeed. I’m not sure he thinks about all the Imprints that way yet, but you opened his eyes to the possibilities of what an Imprint can become.” 

			“What about the Imprint we’re supposed to meet here? What kind is he or she?”

			“His name is Magnus Olsen, and he was put here as an adult about ten years ago. His programming is similar to the programming they used before your generation. I don’t know the specifics, but he knows his purpose for being here and will never reveal it.”

			“I presume someone has briefed him on who we are, though, right?” asked Maddie.

			“I guess we’ll find out soon. He works as a waiter at a restaurant called Louise. It’s down in the waterfront area of town that’s known as Aker Brygge. Are you hungry? Maybe we can eat there.”

			“Yeah, sure,” said Maddie, wondering how many other things her mother hadn’t told her about her new and improved self.



Chapter 6


Cynthia was annoyed that the Teacher had yet to deactivate her ear and eye sensors. After all, she and Maddie were obviously in the clear. No one knew where they’d gone, and even if the authorities had found the car in Hirtshals, it was unregistered, and the man they’d bought it from wasn’t even a car dealer and would be hard to find. Regardless, they had new identities and had yet to show their new IDs. She was frustrated because she’d been adamant with the Teacher not to abuse the privilege of using her eyes and ears to discover what was happening. But as she thought more deeply, she wondered if the Teacher wanted to see how the meeting with Magnus Olsen went before deactivating the sensors.

			She also considered the bigger picture, the one she had tried to ignore since agreeing to the Teacher’s terms, that she was now so far from human that she didn’t really know who or what she was anymore. She’d lost touch with her core values before leaving Earth Station, putting her faith aside and compromising and changing herself to get back to Maddie. She wondered if she would ever find her old self again and, in so doing, rekindle her belief in God. She seemed so far away from that now that it was hard to know the way back. She felt like a blind person trying to walk to a faraway city with no one to guide them. This dilemma would have caused her to pray if she were her old self, but she wasn’t, and she felt tremendous guilt about trying to pray after all she’d forsaken to get back to Earth. Back to Maddie.

			The walk from the hotel to Aker Brygge took about thirty minutes, and as they approached the waterfront, the city’s personality seemed to change. There were many more tourists here than in Grünerlokka, and the vibe was distinctly different. Not unpleasant, but less quaint and comfortable than the area of their hotel. She was looking forward to getting to know Grünerlokka better, but for now, they had a job to do: meeting an Imprint here in Aker Brygge who might be able to help them in many ways.

			Magnus Olsen worked at a seafood restaurant called Louise. It had a large outdoor seating area along the wide walkway that paralleled the bay, the most northerly part of the Oslo Fjord. Most of the boats in this area were ferries of various sizes that carried the tourists out into the Fjord to pass by or visit the extensive island network in the Fjord. The ferries were at rest at this hour, docked after a long day’s work, and the water was calm. Oslo was definitely a waterfront city, and the view here was beautiful. 

			Other similar restaurants on both sides of Louise and beyond were placed there to accommodate the twelve million tourists visiting Aker Brygge every year. Cynthia and Maddie were seated at one of the outside tables and given menus. The person waiting on them was a woman who seemed more like an immigrant than an ethnic Norwegian. She had dark skin and hair and spoke English with an accent that sounded like she was from somewhere in Eastern Europe. They ordered white wine, and when it came, they clinked glasses across the table.

			“Welcome to Norway,” said Maddie, smiling.

			“And to you as well,” replied Cynthia. “I wonder where our friend is hiding?”

			“Maybe he’s not working today.”

			It was half past eight in the evening, and the sun was still relatively high in the sky, shining down on the decks of establishments on the other side of the walkway and the ferries floating quietly in their berths. Some people on that side were facing the sun, leaning back with their eyes closed as if working on a tan. After they had ordered their meals, Cynthia decided to look inside, where she found Magnus Olsen working behind the bar. 

			When she first saw him, Cynthia stopped in her tracks because Magnus was a replica of the Teacher, except his hair was cut short, and he looked about ten years younger. He could also have been a twin of Maddie, who was the same Nordic “model” of Imprint as the Teacher and Magnus. Cynthia regained her cool, dismissing the feeling of loss she always experienced when she thought of the Teacher and approached the young man. Magnus’s skin seemed tanned as if he spent his free hours in the sun. Cynthia leaned against the bar and spoke.

			“Hello, Magnus,” she said, using English. “My name is Linnea Nilson. I was told to come here to see you.”

			Magnus’s round blue eyes seemed to grow even more prominent when he heard the words from Cynthia, as if taken aback but not confused regarding who she was. He’d obviously been informed of her pending arrival by the Teacher, as promised. 

			“Hello,” he said, returning his attention to mixing the drink he’d been working on. “Where is your colleague?” His voice was soft but audible.

			“She’s outside at a table. We’ve decided to dine here.”

			“Ah, good,” he said. Cynthia noticed his spoken English had only a hint of an accent, and she would find this to be the case with many Norwegians she would meet later. But then she reminded herself that he wasn’t an ethnic Norwegian but was instead more of a living replica of one. 

			“Can you help us figure out how to live here in Oslo?” she asked.

			“Of course,” he replied. “But I’m sure you’ll agree that we shouldn’t talk here. I get off at eleven tonight. Would you like to meet later, or do you prefer tomorrow?”

			“Tonight is fine,” said Cynthia. “We’re both anxious to learn more.”

			“Where are you staying?” he asked, glancing up at her from his mixing. 

			“Anker Hotel.”

			“Ah, good. I live up in that area too. Meet me at Nedre Løkka. It’s a nice bar and just a few minutes’ walk from Anker. And it’s open until 1 a.m. on Thursdays.”

			“Very well,” said Cynthia. “We’ll see you there around 11:30, then?” 

			“Sure,” he said. “Enjoy your dinner.”



Chapter 7


Maddie watched as Cynthia returned to their table from inside. “I take it you found him?” she said.

			“Yes, he’s tending bar inside,” replied Cynthia. “He wants us to meet him at 11:30 tonight at a bar near our hotel called Nedre Løkka.”

			“Did he speak to you in English?” asked Maddie.

			“Yes, thank goodness. But we need to start practicing our Norwegian. Let’s try ordering with it.”

			The two looked over the menu and saw several seafood dishes they would eat. Cynthia ordered salmon with avocado and tomato, and Maddie ordered a green salad followed by mussels in a cream sauce. They both enjoyed the food, but it was hard for any cuisine to measure up to what they’d gotten used to in Paris. 

			During their meal, Maddie left the table on the pretense of using the restroom but with the primary objective of taking a look at Magnus. He was busy behind the bar and didn’t notice her at first, but then they made eye contact, and something happened that caused them to begin exchanging thoughts. Maddie was polite and introduced herself, and Magnus did the same, but the look in his eye was one of wonder, as if he’d encountered one of his own kind for the first time. This was not the case for Maddie, having met Tommy and Abagail many years ago during their mutual captivity at the hands of the Department of Defense. Nevertheless, she was still fascinated at seeing a male version of herself, just as she’d been when she first met Tommy, and the Teacher. She wondered what Magnus would be like. His age was similar to her own, around thirty, but that didn’t mean much. She understood from Cynthia that the Makers could produce Imprints of any age for service on Earth and with whatever programming was in vogue at the time. 

			Maddie sent a thought message telling Magnus she was looking forward to meeting him later at Nedre Løkka, and he responded in kind. She made a quick visit to the restroom and rejoined Cynthia. They finished their meal, paid in cash, and left Louise around half past ten, retracing their steps back to the Anker Hotel and asking at reception where they might find Nedre Løkka. It turned out to be only a three-minute walk from the hotel. They arrived at around quarter past eleven and found the lively bar nearly filled to capacity. Maddie estimated that around a hundred people were enjoying drinks and conversation here and immediately received her first lesson in Norwegian culture. The people were quiet talkers. If this had been a bar in Paris, it would have been nearly impossible to have a conversation, but that was not the case here. Everyone was talking but doing so quietly, which turned out to be the way most Norwegians conducted conversation. She found it pleasant. Respectful of others.

			The bar was elegant too. The floors were made of hardwood, as were the tables and bar, and various paintings and artifacts adorned the wall. They sat at a table for four, and when they received the menus, they read that Nedre Løkka was located on the busiest street in Grünerlokka, Thorvald Meyers Gate. Thorvald Meyers was a wealthy man from the 19th century who had donated most of his properties to the city of Oslo, and this gave many people from the working class the opportunity to build their own homes. The bar was intended to be like a bar in New York City, and many of the cocktails were American recipes. Cynthia ordered a glass of wine, and Maddie tried a Bloody Mary.

			As the drinks arrived, Magnus Olsen entered the bar and joined them. He wore jeans, a loosely-fitting light blue T-shirt, and white high-top sneakers. Very casual. Maddie felt a tinge of attraction as he approached. They all shook hands, and he joined them at their table. The look on his face indicated he was as confused as they were about what they were there for. Cynthia tried to break the ice.

			“Magnus, would you mind speaking Norwegian with us?” she asked. “We need to practice. And if you don’t mind, please speak slowly.”

			“Selvfølgelig,” he said, which meant “Of course.” Continuing in Norwegian, he asked, “How may I be of service to you ladies?”

			“I think you can help us in several ways,” said Cynthia. “First, we’d like to find a place to live. Where do you live, Magnus?”

			Just then, the waitress appeared, and Magnus ordered a beer and answered Cynthia’s question. “I live in an apartment complex nearby,” he said. “It’s very nice because the river runs by right below it. And across the way is a nice place to eat called “Way Down South.”

			“Does that name refer to the south of Norway?” asked Maddie.

			“Oh no,” he said. “The south of the U.S. It’s a barbecue place.”

			Both Maddie and Cynthia frowned at that. Not because they were offended but because neither ate meat other than seafood. But Maddie didn’t want to appear disagreeable to Magnus, so she switched to a smile and nodded politely. Cynthia followed her lead and put on a big grin.

			“What are the requirements to rent an apartment in Oslo?” asked Cynthia. “Do you need references? Do they do a credit check? Can you pay in cash?”

			“It depends on the kind of place you live in,” he said. “If you went to the east of Oslo, where most immigrants live, the qualification standards are more relaxed, and some will accept cash. In my apartment building, they sometimes ask for references. The way I handled that was to live in a hotel until I had been working for a while, and I got a reference from the hotel and from my work. I also have a bank account, which I recommend you set up immediately. No one uses checks in Norway. Everything is done via bank transfer, debit cards, or credit cards. For example, I transfer the rent directly to the administrative account of the apartment building each month.”

			“It seems like we have some work to do,” said Cynthia, sipping her wine.

			“If you set up banking, I can provide a reference for you at my apartment building and even co-sign on your behalf, if necessary. The only thing I’m not sure about is availability. Grünerlokka is the up-and-coming place to live in Oslo, and demand is high.”

			“Thank you,” said Cynthia. “We’ll get going on the banking tomorrow, and perhaps you can check on availability in your building.”

			“Certainly,” said Magnus. “I would also recommend getting Norwegian cell phones first because the bank will want to send you an SMS to help you set up online access.”

			“Will do,” said Cynthia.

			The confused look returned to Magnus’s face, and he abruptly switched subjects. “If I may ask, why are you two here? Are they expanding the Imprint population in Oslo?”

			“What did the Teacher tell you?” asked Cynthia.

			“He simply said you were from Earth Station and needed my help. I was to do what I could to help you get established here. But he didn’t say why. Are you allowed to tell me?”

			Maddie assumed the last question had to do with the autocratic nature of things on Earth Station. Cynthia had explained to her how things worked there, and ultimately, the Teacher and, behind him, the Council of the Makers, decided who would do what and when there. Failure to follow instructions was not a good formula for survival, and Magnus was no exception. She concluded that his programming must be very different from her own since she’d been free to develop her own views on anything and everything due to the complete absence of programming when she’d been brought to Earth by the Teacher as an infant. But Maddie had no basis for answering his question, so she let Cynthia take a stab at it.

			“We’re on the run,” said her mother. “Maddie’s origin is known to certain U.S. and European government agencies. And they want to capture her and study her.”

			“And what of you?” asked Magnus. “I get the clear sense that Maddie’s an Imprint, but I can’t figure out what you are, Linnea. By the way, should I call you two by your assumed Norwegian names or your original names? I’m a little confused about that.”

			Maddie put down her drink to answer the question. “We haven’t really discussed it,” she said. “When we lived in Paris, we used our French names, even when we were alone together. But I really don’t like that. I prefer to use my real name whenever I can.”

			Cynthia weighed in. “I think the three of us are smart enough to know when to use our assumed Norwegian names versus our real names, so let’s use our real names when it’s just us. Okay?”

			Maddie and Magnus nodded, and then Magnus brought the conversation back to his original question. “So what exactly are you, Cynthia? I realize you were made on World 2A, like myself and Maddie, but you don’t register as an Imprint to me.” 

			“I’m a bit of an enigma,” said Cynthia. “Perhaps we should save that discussion for another time.”



Chapter 8


They each bought a cell phone and went to DNB, Norway’s largest full-service bank, to set up accounts. The good news was that they could deposit Euros to open the accounts. The bank would convert the Euros to Krone at its current exchange rate. The bad news was that it would take three to four weeks to be approved since they’d never had bank accounts before, and their identity needed to be confirmed through the national database. Cynthia wondered if they were even registered on the national database, but she assumed they were since the passports had been given to her by the Teacher himself, who wasn’t the type to do things halfway. 

			Magnus had reported that no apartments were currently available in his complex, so they decided to establish a long-term living arrangement with the hotel. They gave them three months’ rent in exchange for a written contract, which they showed the bank. They would know in three to four weeks if they were official ethnic Norwegians, based on whether or not their bank account was approved. In the meantime, they decided to get to know the city in the short term and, after their bank accounts were established, try to find work. Oslo was more expensive than Paris, and they felt it would be helpful to supplement their cash reserves by getting jobs. 

			For the next several weeks, they learned the city—how the Metro and trams and buses worked, where the nearby restaurants and grocery stores were, and also bits of history, which led them to the tourist areas, but it was worth it. Places like Akershus Fortress, The Royal Palace, Vigeland Sculpture Park, Holmenkollen ski jump, and Sognsvann Park each had distinctive roles in Norwegian history. The Viking Ship Museum and other Viking museums around the city intrigued Cynthia since they explored the origins and exploits of the Viking culture. It fascinated her that the people of Norway could evolve from a warmongering group of raiders into some of the most peaceful people on Earth in only a thousand years. She wondered if her concept of time might be why this surprised her because time was basically absent in the place she had come from. Everyone who lived there was immortal. A thousand years wasn’t much for beings like the Makers, who claimed to have been living for billions of years.

			Overall, Oslo was a beautiful city and a pleasant place to live, at least in June. Cynthia wondered if she would change her opinion when winter arrived. Eventually, their bank accounts were approved, and they were free to look for jobs. Since they had a few more months remaining on their lease at the hotel, they used it as their address when they applied for jobs. Both were hired as bartenders at the Mathallen food hall, a famous eating establishment near their hotel with dozens of eateries offering local Norwegian cuisine. Maddie worked upstairs at the central bar that supported all the eating establishments, and Cynthia worked downstairs in the Long Bar. The jobs didn’t produce as many tips as Magnus’s waiter job in the heart of tourist territory, but it kept some money coming in and helped them minimize the drain on their cash resources. 

			They spent time with Magnus during his time off work. Both Cynthia and Maddie were trying to figure him out. He was a new model that had gone into production after Cynthia had stopped working at the Imprint House. She didn’t know the details of his programming and probably wouldn’t have had such knowledge anyway since that was never revealed to the humans working in the Nurturing department there. Magnus was hard to describe, but if Cynthia could choose one word that summed up what he was like, it would be “boring.” He had no friends they were aware of and seemed to have no opinions on any subject, positive or negative. Once, Cynthia had asked him what it was like serving so many tourists from around the world when he was waiting tables at Louise, and his response was typical.

			“They come in, order their food, and pay the bill,” he said. It was as if he hadn’t even considered that the clientele of the restaurants down at Aker Brygge was a diverse compilation of the cultures of Earth. More to the point, he simply didn’t care. 

			Cynthia had noticed that Maddie seemed to be attracted to Magnus. If she were honest, she would admit she was as well, but for different reasons. Magnus reminded her of the Teacher, with whom she had bonded while living on Earth Station. She missed him and wanted to see him again, especially since she was now in close contact with one of his carbon copies. Magnus had the appearance of a man about ten years younger than the Teacher, but he still looked very much like him, and it pained her that he wasn’t actually him. 

			Maddie’s attraction, however, was more fundamental. She was physically drawn to Magnus; that was obvious, even though she hadn’t discussed it with Cynthia. While living in Paris, Cynthia had refrained from pursuing any physical relationships. This was simply not part of her DNA and was evidence that she hadn’t lost complete touch with her Christian values. Intimacy between a man and a woman was reserved for married people. And then there was the other, more complicated reason—the Teacher. She had strong feelings for him, and she believed that what minimal emotions he could feel caused him to have some kind of affection for her. Beyond that, she had no idea how anything between them might occur and chose not to think about it, at least most of the time. 

			On the other hand, Maddie had been with men occasionally, but those relationships lasted only a short time. She seemed to be looking for something different, something more, and she hadn’t found it. Cynthia had been tempted to reveal to Maddie that she had met the reincarnated version of Gino Morelli on World 2A, but she didn’t have the heart to do it. Cynthia was aware, from conversations with Maddie, that her daughter had found Gino to be physically attractive and the kind of man she would love to have a relationship with. He was intelligent, brave, and honest, an excellent combination for any person to have. Therefore, Cynthia hadn’t told her daughter about him because they were unlikely ever to see him again. Thinking about this reminded Cynthia there was so much she hadn’t told Maddie about the reasons she’d been allowed to return to Earth, and it weighed heavily on her. She knew in her heart that she would have to tell Maddie everything. And she would have to do it soon.



Chapter 9


Magnus Olsen was confused. He didn’t understand why the two beings from World 2A were here. Maddie was an Imprint, nothing more, and they didn’t need another Imprint in Oslo. He was the Oslo Imprint, fulfilling his function of marking empathic and narcissistic people admirably. His job at one of the busiest tourist locations in the city gave him endless opportunities to find candidates for Worlds 2A and 2B. So why was Maddie here? Why didn’t the Teacher terminate her if her mission on Earth was completed?

			And then there was Cynthia, who was an even greater mystery. Even though she seemed to be human, he couldn’t penetrate her mind at all. And this meant she had some unique ability that even he didn’t have. So what was she? Was she a new model of Imprint, more advanced than himself? It was frustrating. So maddening that he had begun to feel an emotion he was aware of but had never before experienced. Jealousy. He didn’t understand why these two beings received special treatment from the Makers. Perhaps he should have asked them, but it was too late for that now. 

			Magnus didn’t know everything about World 2A or World 2B, or the World of the Makers, but he’d been given more information as part of his programming than Imprints in the generations before him had received. He knew the Makers wanted to determine if incorporating human emotions into their Essence could help them improve as a species. He knew that the Imprints on Earth were the foot soldiers in this endeavor, and his programming had given him a sense of the vital importance of his role. 

			Another new aspect of his programming compared to his predecessors was that he could feel it when a marking occurred, and it was no small thing. In fact, the feeling he experienced when marking a human was nearly as exhilarating as an orgasm, which he had also been allowed to experience. And while he did not possess the ability to feel love, he had plenty of opportunities to experience sex here on Earth. Women were attracted to him, and he accommodated them as often as possible. But true fulfillment came to him only when he marked someone. It gave his life purpose. 

			But now, his purpose had become blurred. He was being asked to aid other beings from Earth Station and had been given no reason other than Cynthia’s assertion that they were “on the run.” And this is where his confusion arose because his programming had informed him that any Imprint whose purpose had been compromised would be terminated. After all, how could “being on the run” mean anything other than them being compromised? Yet the Teacher had ordered him to help protect them. Why were they so important? Why were they so much more important than him? It didn’t seem fair. In fact, it was infuriating. And he intended to do something about it.

			Magnus got off the bus in Teisen, a residential area east of Oslo. He would have no reason to come to this area—it was populated mainly by immigrants and highly industrialized—except for his particular purpose today. He input the address he had found online into the GPS app on his phone and followed the walking directions for about ten minutes, arriving at Kripos headquarters. Kripos was a specialized division of the national police force, the Politi, responsible for criminal investigations, working regularly with Interpol, the European-wide agency dealing with regional crime. He felt confident they would be interested in what he had to tell them about Cynthia and Maddie. He entered the building and approached the reception desk. 

			*****

			A few days later, Maddie and Cynthia left their hotel room for work. They stepped out into the hallway and saw six assailants down at the end of the hall, rushing toward them.

			“Stoppe!” screamed one of the men, and the group raised their guns.

			Maddie and Cynthia went into fast motion without speaking to one another. They moved so quickly that the policemen could barely see them. Before they knew it, two of their group were down, unconscious, and two others were engaged in hand-to-hand combat, their guns having been knocked from their grasp. The two who still had guns stepped back from the melee and aimed their weapons.



Chapter 10


Sir, we have a situation, came the voice of Gino Morelli. The Teacher needed no further information to ascertain that his presence at the Monitoring Station was being requested. Unfortunately, or perhaps the opposite, he was on Earth, helping a new Imprint get established in Istanbul. He could transport himself back to Earth Station nearly instantaneously, but if there was trouble on Earth, he was already here.

			What’s going on? he asked.

			Maddie and Cynthia are currently engaged in hand-to-hand combat with an undercover SWAT team in their hotel. I’ve activated Cynthia’s eye and ear sensors. They’re fighting six assailants, who seem reluctant to use weapons. But Maddie and Cynthia might give them no choice. They’re kicking their butts!

			How could they have gotten into the hotel without us seeing them? 

			They’re dressed in casual clothes as if they’re hotel guests. And they probably went in one at a time, randomly, then gathered inside for the assault. It’s like they’ve been warned about the best way to approach the hotel.

			I can guess who’s responsible for that, said the Teacher. But I’ll need to learn why later. I’m going to have to intervene in this, Gino. Keep monitoring the situation, please.

			Will do, sir.

			Before beaming to Oslo, the Teacher briefly wondered why he was doing this. He had marked both Cynthia and Maddie so their Essences would be retrieved if they were killed. This meant that he wouldn’t be saving them if he went to their hotel and subdued their adversaries. The question, therefore, was why. Why was he doing this? The capture tech was flawless. They were marked and pre-approved for capture if they died. Their bodies would be remade, and everything that was them would be restored. All their memories, their personalities, their emotions, everything. Everything except for Cynthia’s immortality. 

			And there was the truth of it. The Teacher wouldn’t put her in a position to refuse the grueling immortality treatment; having been through it once already it was unlikely she would submit to it again. He wanted her to continue living on Earth as an immortal, and one day he wanted to join her there whenever the Makers discovered how to make that happen for their species. Letting her die would be a step backward. More than that, it would be a risk for him. A risk that he might lose her. Because if she refused the immortality treatment but still wanted to return to Earth and also refused to be marked, then she would eventually die. She would die while living with the hope that she would finally reach the Heaven of her faith. Perhaps she would, but where would that leave him? Alone for eternity. He didn’t fully understand what he was feeling, but he suspected that of all the living beings he’d crossed paths with over the millennia of his existence, she was the only one that he had…loved.

			I’m on my way, he said.

			The Teacher locked onto the signal from Cynthia that only he could access. Maddie also had one, as did all Imprints, but Cynthia’s was more substantial. He materialized in the hotel hallway and watched Maddie throw a woman into the wall, rendering her unconscious. Cynthia kicked a man in the face while her arms were being held by another man behind her. The kick caused the man in front of her to collapse, and then she threw an elbow at the head of the man behind her, who crumpled to the floor. There were only two of the police team left standing, and one of them was preparing to fire a weapon. It was time to end this.

			The Teacher raised his palm in the air and sent an energy pulse toward the woman who was about to fire, freezing her in place as if time had stopped. He did the same thing to the remaining policeman and approached Maddie and Cynthia, who were gazing at him in surprise. 

			“Wait a moment,” he said, then went to each downed policeman and wiped their memories clean of the incident. They would wake up sore and bruised, but they wouldn’t know who had done it to them. After addressing that issue, the Teacher quickly returned to Cynthia and Maddie, and before they could speak, he grabbed each of them by the arm and initiated the transfer.

			*****

			Maddie never lost consciousness during the transfer and had a good idea where they were when they arrived a few seconds after the Teacher had taken hold of their arms. They were on Earth Station. They were in an empty room, which her memories from Cynthia’s stories suggested might be the infamous “Transfer Station,” the forbidden room where only the Teacher could go, also known as Department 6. They were at the Imprint House, where Maddie had been born, or made, depending on your point of view. But it didn’t matter. The Teacher had yanked them from Earth, and she needed to find out why. They were going to prevail against the team sent to capture them. She’d seen the two people with the guns and would have dealt with one of them. Cynthia could have handled the other one. Suddenly, her mother made an interesting request.

			“Teacher, can you give me some time alone with Maddie?” she asked.

			“Of course,” he said. “You are free to show her around. After all, she’ll be here for a while.”

			That last statement was troublesome. Maddie didn’t want to be here at all, much less “for a while.” But she’d need to figure some things out before having a chance of getting out of here. The Teacher disappeared, and Cynthia took her hand.

			“Honey, let’s go for a walk. I’ve got a lot of things to tell you that I wish I’d already told you.”

			They walked through a double door into the Nurturing Department, full of adult Imprints being readied for transfer to Earth. Human attendants were speaking quietly to each of them, briefing them on what it was like to be human. Well, they could have asked her because, as far as Maddie was concerned, she was as human as anyone here, probably more so. Maddie saw a wastebasket on the side of the room and approached it. She removed her wig of long blond hair and tossed it in. If there would be anything redeeming about being here, it was that she didn’t have to wear that mop anymore. She rubbed the blond stubble on her head and listened to what her mother had to say.

			“The other departments are more troubling than this one,” warned Cynthia. “I don’t like to linger in those.”

			Maddie felt differently. She wanted to see all of it in detail. After all, this is where she was born. “Do you want to meet me outside, Mom? I kind of would like to take my time in here.”

			“Okay,” said Cynthia. “Just keep going through the double doors until you come to the lobby. I’ll wait for you there.”

			Cynthia left her in the Nurturing Department, rushing through the double doors. Maddie watched the humans speaking softly to the Imprints, patiently answering their questions and reassuring them that they would be fine, even though it was a fact that many of them would not be okay because of the circumstances they would soon be thrust into. It had been even worse for the wave of little babies she was a member of before the Makers revised the approach they’d taken with Maddie’s generation. What had the Teacher told her mother? Because the power of the Imprint mind is too great to leave untethered for that long without guidance. That had proven true in Maddie’s case, but it was also why she had regained her freedom.

			Maddie slid through the swinging double doors into Department 4, the Programming Department. Several Imprints were lying on programming beds, unconscious. She wondered if they were receiving the same programming that Magnus had received. Even though he was devastatingly attractive, he was a very dull individual, and she thought it was a waste to limit the abilities of such an inherently powerful brain. Depressing, she thought and left the room.

			Her mother had never discussed the following three departments with her, but Maddie could see why they might make her uncomfortable. Bodies were floating in large vats in Department 3, being grown into final “products.” She imagined that baby embryos would look very lonely indeed in the enormous vats and briefly wondered which one of the vats she’d been grown in. But it didn’t matter, did it? Department 2 was just powder being dumped into coffins as far as she could see, ironic because coffins were a vehicle of death on Earth, but here, they led to life. And finally, Department 1, where the raw materials that contained all the ingredients necessary to produce a living being were stored. Perhaps her mother had been right. This was no place to linger. She pushed through the double doors and rejoined Cynthia in the lobby, acutely aware at the moment that this woman wasn’t her biological mother. No one was, apparently.

			“Are you hungry, dear?” asked Cynthia.

			“A little,” said Maddie.

			Cynthia took her to Restaurant Two, where they ate fish and vegetables, saying little during the meal. It seemed Cynthia was saving that for wherever they were going. Back in the streets again, they followed a gravel road out of town, heading toward the mountains.

			“Where are we going, Mom?” asked Maddie. 

			“To Mountain Lake, my favorite spot here on World 2A.”

			“When are you planning on telling me whatever it is you’re going to tell me? Not that it matters now. After all, we’re prisoners here.”

			“Please don’t look at it that way, honey. We have options. We just have to decide what we want, and I can talk to the Teacher about them.”

			“I know what I want,” said Maddie. “I want to go back to Earth.”

			“Okay,” said Cynthia. “But let me explain a few things first, okay?”

			“Fine.”



Chapter 11


Maddie wasn’t happy to be on World 2A, but she had to admit it was beautiful. They took their time walking down the road, strolling through fields of freely growing grass with beautiful ponds sprinkled along the way. Eventually, the road surface began to climb, and trees claimed the sides of the road from the grass. There were maple, oak, beech, and ash from what she could tell, and up ahead, the mountains were covered chiefly by evergreens, interspersed with groves of what might have been Aspen trees. 

			The road became steeper and more winding, and after a while, it turned into switchbacks. They’d walk across and up in one direction, then switch back to the other, allowing them to continue up the steep mountainside. Finally, they made it to the top of a ridge. 

			The view in front of them was breathtaking. The road they were on curled down into a beautiful valley. The road looked as if it became more narrow as it descended, and sections of it were hidden by massive evergreen trees. As it went lower, the path approached a stunning mountain lake surrounded by hills and forest. Maddie noticed the weather was perfect—bright blue skies and a few clouds floating along, pushed by the gentle breeze they felt on their faces and arms. The temperature was comfortable, like a spring day in Paris. But there was no sun. The light was there, but it wasn’t produced by the sun, apparently.

			Before they reached the lake, Cynthia took Maddie by the hand and guided her off the main trail, following a footpath through the woods that led to a flat clearing overlooking the lake and providing a spectacular view of the cliffs in the distance. There was a stone bench, and Cynthia sat, patting the spot beside her. Maddie joined her on the bench.

			“The first time I came here, I prayed,” said Cynthia.

			“What did you pray about?” asked Maddie, knowing intuitively that her mother wanted to tell her and trying to be patient.

			“I asked God for guidance on how to get back to you,” said Cynthia.

			“And was your prayer answered?” 

			Cynthia smiled. “Not directly. But as you know, I did make it back to you, so maybe it was.”

			Maddie was still frowning, unhappy about their current status, akin to limbo. “But you gave up a lot to make that happen, didn’t you, Mom?”

			Just then, Maddie saw something fall from high up on the distant cliffs. But as she focused her powerful eyes on the object, she determined that it was a man, diving from high up on the face of the cliff, plunging down and down, and piercing the water with hardly a splash. A chorus of voices rose below them, cheering for the diver.

			“That was Jimmy,” said Cynthia.

			“Who’s Jimmy?” 

			“Jimmy is the most perfect empath you will ever meet,” said Cynthia. “I didn’t know it when I first came here, but Jimmy is a permanent fixture at Mountain Lake. He’s always here, and while no one told me this, I believe he is here as an example of what perfection looks like.”

			“He seems to have Down Syndrome,” said Maddie. “That’s hardly perfection.”

			“It’s what’s in his heart that is perfect,” said Cynthia, and Maddie fell silent, reflecting on her mother’s words, feeling foolish for saying what she’d said. But Cynthia was just getting started and soon gave Maddie more to think about. “I feel like I gave up my humanity to get back to you,” she said. “And I’m so remorseful about that, so embarrassed, that I couldn’t bring myself to tell you.”

			“How so, Mom? What did you give up?”

			“Do you remember when the Teacher brought me back to you in Paris, and we were together with him for a few moments before he left?”

			“Yes,” said Maddie.

			“Do you remember when he asked us to consider my return to Earth a ‘controlled experiment?’”

			“Sure, I remember that. I just thought he was using the words as a figure of speech.”

			“Well, that’s not really what it was.” Cynthia seemed to be choking up a little, having difficulty speaking, but she pushed forward. “You see, I’m the experiment.”

			“What do you mean?” asked Maddie, her heart rate increasing as anger boiled up inside her.

			“They changed me, Maddie.” Her mom’s head was down now, and she was fighting back tears. 

			Maddie reached out and took one of her mom’s hands in both of her own. “How, Mom?” she asked, consciously lowering her voice to sound comforting.

			“They did something to me so I wouldn’t age,” she said. “They told me it was a process they had never tried before.”

			“Why did they do that?” asked Maddie, a surge of resentment toward the Makers coursing through her body and mind.

			“Because they want to use it on themselves if it works on me. You see, the Makers don’t want to be what they are, basically energy fields with no bodies. But they want to keep their immortality. Right now, the only way for them to keep from aging when they take physical form is to travel at the speed of light, which Earth Station is doing. But now they have another option.”

			“Because it worked, didn’t it?” asked Maddie. “I was going to ask you why you don’t look a day older than you did when you returned to me six years ago.”

			“And now I’ve told you, finally,” peeped her mother, fighting away the tears.

			Maddie squeezed her mother’s hand. “Why was it so hard for you to tell me this, Mom?”

			“Because I’m ashamed!” 

			“Why?”

			“All the things I submitted myself to run counter to everything I believe in. I’m not supposed to be immortal until I reach the Kingdom of Heaven, Maddie. That’s what I’ve always believed, but now I’m a manufactured immortal being.”

			“No more manufactured than me. And I feel just fine about who I am.”

			“I know you do, dear. But I’m not you. I’m so sorry for not telling you.” Cynthia leaned into Maddie, and Maddie put her arm around her, squeezing tightly. 

			“Well, you’ve told me now,” she said. “Anything else I need to know.”

			“They put sensors in my brain that allow them to see what my eyes are seeing and what my ears are hearing. Oh, and he marked both of us so that if we die, our Essences can be harvested and brought here. Other than that, nothing to tell. You already know they can send me messages when they want to. You know everything that I do now about the new me.”

			“Okay, Mom. I’m not sure how I feel about being marked, but I can certainly understand how it must be conflicting for you to be this way. And if it makes you feel any better, I’m fine with it. In fact, where do I get in line to get mine?”

			They laughed together, but there was a hint of truth in what Maddie had asked. The prospect of immortality intrigued her but could be left for further discussion at another time. Now that her mother had revealed her secrets, Maddie shifted her attention to more immediate matters. “How are we going to get back to Earth?”

			Cynthia pressed her lips together. “The first thing I need to do is meet privately with the Teacher. Then we’ll talk.”



Chapter 12


Cynthia walked with Maddie down to the beach of Mountain Lake. There were several people there, none of whom Cynthia knew except one. “Oops,” she said. “I forgot to tell you that Gino Morelli is here.”

			Maddie didn’t have time to resent her mother for failing to reveal that Gino was alive on World 2A because she was stunned. For ten years, she had assumed that he was dead. And he was, except he’d had the same experience her mother had because she had marked them both. And now Gino was here. As she sorted through her feelings, one rose to the surface, tamping down all the others. She was happy. Happy that Gino was alive. Glad there was someone here in this strange place whom she could relate to. Someone who might bring a little excitement to a manufactured world that wasn’t Earth. She remembered she’d thought about what a good candidate Gino would be for World 2A, but she’d never even speculated whether he’d made it after he died. But she was thrilled to see him and couldn’t help herself as she rushed toward Gino and embraced him tightly. He hugged back, but she felt resistance and wondered what might be wrong.

			“It’s so good to see you, Gino! What a great surprise.”

			“It’s great to see you too,” he said, but his enthusiasm didn’t match hers. “Hello, Cynthia,” he added. “I’m glad you two made it out of there.”

			“Did you have something to do with it?” asked Cynthia.

			“Sort of,” he said. “It was my job to watch over you two from the Monitoring Station. Now that you’re here, I’m kind of out of a job until the Teacher reassigns me.”

			“Well, thank you,” said Cynthia. “And I’m sure you two have a lot to catch up on, and I have another meeting I need to attend, so I’ll leave you here if it’s all right with my daughter.” Maddie nodded. “Okay, I’ll catch up with you later.”

			Cynthia headed up the trail, and Maddie turned back to Gino. He was wearing a swimsuit with no shirt, and he looked as trim and muscular as she’d imagined he’d be, probably more so due to the perfecting that was part of the reincarnation process here. Perhaps the most desirable improvement was that his dark hair was no longer combed back with hair gel. It was short, with a gentle wave, and looked good on top of his chiseled face.

			“Shall we sit?” he asked.

			“Sure,” she said. “But I feel a little bit out of place in these jeans and flannel shirt. I’m not hot, but everyone else is geared up to swim.”

			“Just a second,” he said, moving away from her and approaching one of the women in a group sitting not far from them. He said something to her, and she nodded, reaching into her daypack and removing a one-piece suit. Gino returned to her, offering the suit. “Just go up the trail to the footpath. You can change up there. These one-piece suits are pretty stretchy, so they fit different sizes. And Melinda is tall, like you.”

			“Thanks,” said Maddie, looking over at Melinda while she said it. Melinda smiled and nodded her head. Maddie went up to the trail and changed, carrying her clothes in her hands as she returned to the beach. The suit fit okay. She wondered how she looked in it and if Gino would notice. When she returned to the beach, no one was looking at her, including Gino, who was sitting down and facing the water. On Earth, people gaped at her a lot, and while this made her uncomfortable, the complete disregard for her presence wasn’t a comfortable feeling either. But the suit was more appropriate for the situation she found herself in, so she took some comfort in that. “That feels better,” she said, sitting beside Gino.

			“I’ll introduce you to the others after we’ve talked for a bit, okay?” he asked. Gino seemed nervous, and that wasn’t like the man she remembered. 

			“Sure,” she said. “Where do we begin?”

			“I was wondering how long ago it was that I, uh, died,” he said.

			Maddie remembered that her mom had said time passed differently up here, and you couldn’t keep track of it. “It was ten years ago.”

			Gino shook his head. “Wow, I would never have guessed that. It seems like it was only yesterday.”

			“My mom said time is different here. But that’s when it was. The year was 2006, and now it’s 2016 on Earth.”

			“Thanks,” he said, then fell silent.

			“What else can I tell you, Gino, about the goings on back on Earth.”

			Gino compressed his lips but forced himself to respond. “The Teacher says I’m supposed to forget about Earth if I’m going to advance to the next level.”

			“My mom told me about that. It’s kind of strange to me, but I guess it’s the reality up here for the humans who’ve been reborn.”

			“It is,” he said. “And I’m not really making progress in that regard. I can’t stop thinking about Boris Volkov. You remember him, don’t you?”

			“Oh yeah. How could I forget?”

			“How did you get away?”

			Maddie scooped up a handful of sand and let it drain through her fingers. “I was able to fight off the two goons who were his bodyguards, and then I rushed onto a bus, and then a tram, and then I got back to the hotel, and soon after that, I took a train to Paris.”

			“Do you know what happened to Volkov?” he asked. “Did they catch him?”

			“Before I left the hotel, I wrote everything down and sent it to the Vegas field office. There was more than enough information to catch him and shut down his operation. But I don’t really know what happened.”

			“I think the Teacher knows, but he won’t tell me,” said Gino, shaking his head in frustration.

			“It’s important to you, isn’t it?”

			“Well, I can’t stop thinking about it, so I guess it is,” he said. “But that will lead me to a quick end up here.”

			Maddie frowned. “Yeah, that’s the downside of life after death on Earth Station. It kind of sucks, in my opinion. But I guess it’s better than the alternative.”

			“I guess,” he said. “But if I only knew that my death had a least resulted in something good, I’d find it much easier to get into the groove up here.”

			“I understand,” she said. “Let me make some inquiries later. I don’t know what the Teacher has planned for my mom and me, but I suspect we’ll have some time here.”

			“Great!” he said, seeming more comfortable with her than when they’d arrived. Maddie wasn’t sure why Gino seemed so different from his Earthly self, but he was a changed man. Less confident. More insecure. She didn’t understand why, but she intended to find out. For the time being, she decided to try to enjoy the area her mother had said was the best place to be on World 2A.

			“How’s the water?” she asked. “Shall we go for a swim?”



Chapter 13


On her way back to town, Cynthia thought about seeing the Teacher repeatedly. This was how she’d gotten him to come to her when she lived here before, and it clearly still worked because he appeared beside her not long after she started thinking of him. 

			“Hello, Cynthia,” he said.

			“Hello, Teacher.”

			During the tumultuous confrontation with the police, the Teacher’s role had been brief and decisive. When he brought them to Earth Station, Cynthia’s overwhelming need to disclose everything to Maddie had led her to ask the Teacher to leave them. After six long years, she was finally alone with him again. Six years was the blink of an eye for him, but she had missed his companionship and wondered if he had missed her at all. 

			He answered her thought, obviously having read her mind. “While it is difficult for me to know for sure, I believe that I have missed you too, Cynthia.” 

			She didn’t have to worry about Maddie reading her mind because she could block her efforts to do so, at least regarding information she didn’t want Maddie to have while they were on Earth. But now she was with him, the most powerful being on Earth Station, whom she had convinced to allow her to do something no human on Earth Station had ever done. To return to Earth. She’d given up a lot to get there, so it wasn’t as if she’d bent him to her will. She firmly believed, however, that the Teacher had some kind of affection for her that led him to create a plan regarding her return to Earth that would be acceptable to the Council. But now that she was back, she had no idea where to go from here. Regarding him.

			“Time,” he said.

			“What do you mean?” she asked.

			“Time is what is needed. Time for us to see where things lead…us.”

			That was a bold statement for him, a being who supposedly had no emotions. He was suggesting that there was something between them but that he, no they, needed time to explore. That was progress.

			“Okay,” she said, but inside she felt giddy. 

			They walked along together on the gravel road, getting closer to town but not yet there. The sky was a perfect blue with a few clouds floating along, the temperature like a spring day in Paris or a June day in Oslo.

			“Why did you come to save us?” she asked. “We had it under control.”

			“It did not look that way to me,” he said.

			“You could have let them kill us,” she said. “We still would have ended up here, right?”

			“Yes, but in new bodies,” he said. “We need you to stay in the body you are in now for us to determine if the formula works.”

			“You mean the formula for immortality, right?”

			“Yes.”

			“But you can see that it works, can’t you?”

			“It worked for six years,” he said. “But we need it to work much longer than that to conclude the experiment was a success.”

			“How long?” she asked.

			“Five hundred years, at least,” he said. “A thousand would be better.”

			Cynthia thought about what this meant, which did not make her happy. There were several reasons for this. First, it meant that Maddie would be gone. She was not designed to live forever and would pass away if they returned to Earth, in sixty or seventy years, at the most. A life without Maddie was something Cynthia knew she couldn’t bear. Second, there was the issue of her faith. Would she have to wait a thousand years before ascending to the Kingdom of Heaven? She’d had doubts about whether her faith was simply a fantasy or if it was real, and she’d decided that she wanted to try again to find God in the way she had found Him before. But in a thousand years? That seemed like forever. And finally, there was her relationship with the Teacher himself. How could time help them discover what they had if she needed to be on Earth, away from him, for a thousand years? All these things combined to produce great despair in her.

			“Teacher, you’ve read my thoughts. You know my concerns. Is there any way we can address them?”

			He was quiet for a moment, thinking. His mind worked so quickly that it was rare indeed that he paused, but then again, what he felt was new to him, something he probably never imagined he would experience. Finally, he spoke. “Let’s talk about it,” he said. 

			“Great,” replied Cynthia. “When? Now?”

			“Soon,” he said.

			“Where will Maddie and I be staying?” she asked. “I really shouldn’t leave her alone for too long. She doesn’t know this place, and I want her to like it in the same way that I like it.”

			“I understand,” he said. “But she likes Gino. More than she should like him, considering that he can no longer reciprocate her feelings in the way she wants him to. But he’s good company for her. That’s why I sent him to Mountain Lake. I’ll send a message to him to bring her to an empty dwelling near Human House when they are done.”

			“But she’ll be bored there. She likes to do things. I need to be with her and show her around.”

			“Gino can do that,” said the Teacher. “I’ll suggest to her that she write for a while. She likes writing. Paper and pen will be waiting for her at the cottage.”

			“Why can’t I go to her Teacher?”

			“You can,” he said. “But wouldn’t you like to spend some time with your old friend, Aya? Maddie will be fine with Gino. I need to get back to Earth to take care of something, and I think she could help you sort through your feelings. Would you like that?”

			“Yes, Teacher. I would like that very much.”



Chapter 14


Maddie and Gino walked back to town, just the two of them. She wanted to take his hand, not so much out of physical attraction but simply to comfort him. He seemed troubled. She decided to just get it on the table.

			“Gino, what’s wrong?”

			“I’m not ready to discuss that yet, Maddie,” he said.

			“Would a glass of wine help? My mom told me there was a nice wine bar in town.”

			“Maybe,” he said. “I actually go there a lot.” 

			They made it to town and went into the Wine Bar. Maddie ordered white wine, and Gino ordered red. They raised their glasses and clinked.

			“To the future,” said Maddie.

			“To the future,” said Gino. “Which is certainly a mystery to me.”

			“To me as well,” she responded. “I have no idea what’s going to happen next.”

			“Well, I have a pretty good idea what’s next for me, but I don’t know what Oblivion will feel like. It’s hard to imagine nothing, right?”

			“Is that what’s bothering you, Gino? That you’ll be moving on unless you find a way to rid yourself of your obsession with Boris Volkov?”

			“It’s more than that,” he said. “I miss my family, my work. And I feel like you and I have unfinished business.”

			“You mean the Volkov thing?” 

			“Yeah,” he said. Lowering his head.

			“Just that?” she asked. “No other unfinished between us, other than Volkov?”

			Gino blushed, but he also frowned. “You don’t know, do you?”

			“Know what?”

			“What they do to the humans who end up on World 2A.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Well, it’s personal,” he said, the red blooming more fully on his face.

			Maddie wasn’t sure what Gino meant, but it was clear to her that she needed to tread softly. “Gino, trust me when I say I want to help you regain what you’ve lost. Whatever it is. I don’t know if I can, but I’m willing to try. I just need to understand what we’re talking about here.”

			“Your mom didn’t tell you?” he asked.

			“I don’t think so. She told me a lot, but I’m kind of lost right now. Can you guide me in the right direction?”

			Gino pressed his lips together as if he’d come to a decision. “I can look at you and know you’re beautiful,” he said. “But I can’t feel your beauty.”

			“Hmmm,” said Maddie. “You mean you can’t really get aroused, something like that?”

			“Yeah, something like that,” he murmured, and Maddie understood. Gino lifted his head up and continued. “I asked Tom Branch about it…”

			“Dr. Tom Branch?” she asked, a hint of excitement in her voice. “Mom said he was here. How is he?”

			“He’s great,” said Gino. “He was my partner in the tracking assignment of you and Cynthia. We were the only two here who knew about it. Anyway, I asked Tom about this arousal thing, and he said that yes, the sex drive of all humans on World 2A had been deactivated.”

			“How does he feel about that?” she asked.

			“He doesn’t seem to mind,” said Gino. “Tom is so grateful to be alive that he’ll do anything to stay that way. Actually, I think he’s pretty close to being elevated to the World of the Makers. But for me, I can’t handle it. I don’t feel whole anymore. It’s like I’m not a man at all.”

			Maddie was shocked but not surprised. Even though Cynthia had told her many things about World 2A, she had never mentioned this. She’d wondered why Gino had seemed somehow diminished compared to the man she remembered, and now she knew why. It angered her that the Teacher would condone this.

			“That’s fucked up,” she said. “No other way to put it.”

			“Sure is,” he said. “I mean, why bring someone back to life if you’re going to take away their primary life function of perpetuating the species.”

			“It’s more than that,” she said. “It’s one of the things that makes us human, so in a big way, they’ve stripped you of your humanity.”

			“Well said.” Gino lifted his glass to his mouth and took a long draft of wine. Maddie did the same.

			“Let’s get another glass of wine,” she said. “I’m dealing with some serious anger here, and I need to take the edge off it, or I’ll probably do something I’ll regret.”

			 They ordered more wine and continued their conversation.

			“So the Teacher hasn’t told you anything about what happened with Volkov?” she asked.

			“Nothing,” said Gino. “I have no idea if he’s been captured or killed or is still running free dealing dope that ultimately kills thousands of people.” 

			“I hear you,” she said, but she was thinking of how to help Gino. “Hey, Gino, can I ask you a crazy question?”

			“Crazy is a relative term,” he said. “After all, who would have thought that you were born here and I was born again here? That’s crazier than anything you might ask me, at least I think it is.”

			They were feeling the wine now, a little, and Gino seemed more like his old self. If there would be a time to put her cards on the table, this was it. “Well, you know I’ve got connections with the Teacher, so why don’t I try to find out what happened with Volkov.”

			“I’m not sure about that, Maddie,” said Gino, a look of fear crossing his face. “The Teacher will know that came from me.”

			“Maybe,” she said. “But I have bigger plans for you than just getting answers to questions.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like you becoming your old self again and going back to Earth with me, and together we’ll deal with that asshole Volkov if he hasn’t been corralled already by the authorities.”

			Gino grimaced, then something came over him, and his expression changed from gloomy to ebullient. “I could do that,” he said, a hopeful smile appearing on his handsome face.



Chapter 15


The Teacher took Cynthia to World 3 and left her near the Empath village.

			“How will I find her?” she asked.

			“I told her you’re here. She’ll join you soon. Just wait for her over there in the restaurant.”

			“Can we talk when you return?”

			“Of course,” he said. Then he disappeared.

			Cynthia entered the restaurant. There were several Makers in there, both male and female versions of the Teacher, and she felt a little uncomfortable. But they gave her welcoming smiles, and she sat down, wondering how you ordered in a place like this. You simply think of what you want, and it comes to you. It was the voice of Aya, her old voice, soothing to Cynthia in the way she remembered from their time together on World 2A. Aya entered the restaurant, and Cynthia stood up to greet her. They embraced for a long time.

			My new spoken voice is different from my old one, but we can talk this way if you prefer my old voice, said her friend.

			Yes, let’s speak this way, said Cynthia. It gives me comfort to hear your old voice.

			Are you troubled? asked Aya.

			I am, said Cynthia. But we have time for that. Tell me about your life. Is it all that you hoped it would be?

			Of course, I will tell you. But first, would you like food? Wine?

			Not right now, thank you, said Cynthia. Please, tell me about your life.

			First, I will tell you something you may not have considered before, said Aya. You’re aware that I am half me and half Maker. And that means that I am two beings in one body. The Makers wanted it that way because they want to experience the emotions of a human being. It’s true that my Earthly Essence has been purified extensively, but I still can feel things like surprise, humor, happiness, and even anger. Not as strongly as unpurified humans, but all emotions are still there, to some extent.

			Why is this important to the Makers?

			Because they are preparing themselves.

			For what?

			For when they can join the human race on Earth.

			This revelation wasn’t a complete surprise to Cynthia. Before she had returned to Earth, the Teacher explained that Earth Station’s true purpose was to prepare a pathway for the Makers to live as biological beings, but without losing their immortality. He didn’t say they actually wanted to come to live on Earth, but it had indeed occurred to her that this was a possibility. However, they couldn’t do this until they were convinced that the experiment they were performing on her was a success. 

			Am I correct that this will happen after my experiment is deemed a success? she asked.

			That’s the plan. But as you know, it will take some time until we know.

			Yes, five hundred to a thousand years or so, right?

			Correct, said Aya.

			Wouldn’t it make more sense to test more subjects than just me?

			It would, said Aya. But the Teacher trusts you more than other humans.

			Aya, would you come to Earth with me if you had the chance?

			An interesting idea, she said. But I am happy with what I’m doing right now as an Empath Maker. I love learning about all of the things happening around the Megaverse.

			But you’re stuck here! Don’t you miss just living? Meeting new people, trying new foods, falling in and out of love.

			Aya smiled. I suppose I do, she said. But my other half has no such experience, and thus my memories, my feelings from those days, are diluted somewhat. And to get here, I had to move on from Earth emotionally to be completely purified. So the answer to your question is no, Cynthia. I do not want to go back to Earth. At least not now. There is still much for me to learn in my current role.

			But will you go when the experiment is finished?

			Yes. Then I will go. All of the Council of Makers will go when that day arrives.



Chapter 16


After their time together ended, Aya took Cynthia back to the dwelling above the bay where she and Maddie would be staying. It was the same cottage she had lived in when she’d first been on World 2A. They said goodbye, and Aya disappeared, returning to the World of the Makers. Cynthia was surprised that she didn’t feel deep sadness when Aya left, and she reasoned that this was because it wasn’t really Aya anymore. It was a Maker and a purified Aya, only a shadow of the human she’d once known. Somehow, it all felt plastic, this business of purifying and becoming Makers. Then she remembered her own transition and scolded herself for her hypocrisy.

			She saw Gino and Maddie walking toward her from the direction of town, and she waited for them before entering the cottage. After all, there was no reason to go inside. She didn’t need to sleep, nor did Maddie, and she wasn’t hungry. She glanced down at the tiny dock on the edge of the bay and saw her old sailboat bobbing there in the gentle waves. When Maddie and Gino came closer, she yelled to them. 

			“Anyone want to go sailing?” 

			“I’ll go,” said Maddie.

			“I’d like to,” said Gino. “I used to love sailing back on Earth, but I think you need special permission to do that here,” said Gino. “You two go. Maybe I’ll make it next time.”

			Surprisingly, Gino turned to Maddie and hugged her, which made Cynthia wonder if his sex drive had been deactivated or not, and then she realized here was yet another critical piece of information she had never conveyed to Maddie. Gino turned and went back toward town, and Maddie faced her, glaring. She knew. Gino must have told her.

			“I’m sorry,” said Cynthia. “I was embarrassed to talk about it.”

			“It’s okay,” said Maddie. “But it’s just another reason why this place is so messed up. We need to get out of here.”

			“Let’s go sailing and talk about it.”

			*****

			They cast off, and Cynthia headed straight out into the bay. She’d decided to take the boat on a full circle of the island because the two needed some time to hash things out. 

			“What’s on your mind, honey?” Cynthia asked.

			“Only two things. First, I want to go back to Earth as soon as possible. And second, I want to take Gino with me. He doesn’t belong here. No one belongs here, in my opinion.”

			“It’s not such a bad place,” she said. “Once you get used to it.”

			“So you say, but I don’t want to get used to it. I know I was born here, but I have no sense of connection to this place. I’m an Earthling; no matter if some government agencies say I’m not. I know the truth about myself. And so do you.”

			“Yes, I do. And I want to go back too, and I’m sure the Teacher wants us back there as well, to continue the experiment I’m the centerpiece of. But can I ask you something personal, honey?”

			“What?”

			“Do you love Gino?”

			Maddie pressed her lips together. “I don’t know, Mom. Love is a tough emotion to understand.”

			“Let me help you, dear. Love is just a word. It’s the connection between two people that matters. Do you feel something between you and Gino?”

			“I do,” said Maddie. “More accurately, I did when we knew each other back on Earth. But he’s not who he was back then because of…you know.”

			“Yes, I know. And if it’s anything like it went for me, that issue will immediately correct itself should we be able to arrange his return to Earth.”

			Maddie perked up. “So you’ll help me, Mom?”

			“Of course, honey.”

			“It’s the original Gino that I want to learn more about, so I can figure out how I feel about him. We don’t know each other well, but there was a connection from the start. Even here, there’s a connection, but not like the one we had on Earth. This one is necessarily, platonic. And it shouldn’t have to be that way.”

			“I understand,” said Cynthia. “But there are other things to consider besides your desire to bring Gino with us.”

			“Such as?” 

			“First, I don’t want to go on living forever unless you’re with me.”

			“But that’s easily fixable,” said Maddie. “Just ask the Teacher to give me the immortality medicine or whatever they did to you. What was it, by the way?”

			“It wasn’t medicine,” said Cynthia. “It was some kind of biological reprogramming. They did it to me in a lab over near the Monitoring Station. It was quite a process and not completely a smooth one.”

			“How so?” 

			“I died three times until they got it right. The whole thing took around four Earth years, which is why I didn’t come to you sooner.”

			“I don’t like the sound of that,” said Maddie. “I mean, doesn’t your Essence deteriorate the more times it’s reprocessed?”

			“Not that I can tell. Do you think I’m different, Maddie? At my core?”

			“You’re still Mom to me,” she said, smiling. “I just want to remain me too, if I do it. I’ve told you before that I’m happy about who I am. All of me. I don’t want them to change me.”

			“I don’t know much about science, Maddie, and I also don’t know if they would agree to perform the biological reprogramming on you.”

			“If you ask the Teacher to do it, he will. The guy does anything you ask him to.”

			“Hardly. But I’m certainly willing to ask. If you’re willing to submit yourself to that horrible procedure.”

			“I’ll think about it, but if you say I’ll be okay in the end, I’ll probably go for it. What other issues are on the table, Mom?”

			“One is that I want to revisit my faith, but it’s hard to do when I’ve already been made immortal by someone other than God.”

			“That alone should tell you something, in my opinion,” said Maddie.

			“What?” 

			“That your religion isn’t what you thought it was.”

			“I disagree. Two words describe the ultimate goal of Christianity, dear. One is the word ‘eternal,’ and I seem to have that covered. But the other is ‘salvation,’ and I don’t have that covered at all. I need to get that back in my life.”

			“You can do that, Mom. No one’s stopping you if it’s what you truly want.”

			“I suppose you’re right.”

			They rounded the bend where the mountains of World 2A were located. Mountain Lake was up there somewhere, and in another canyon was the Monitoring Station and the vast complex where things were made and where the lab they’d used to reprogram Cynthia’s biology was too. 

			“What else?” asked Maddie. “What other problems do we have?”

			“The Teacher. I want him in my life, but I’ll have to wait five hundred or a thousand years until the experiment to make me immortal is deemed a success.”

			“Hmmm. That’s a tough one. I don’t have any immediate ideas for that. Unless you can convince him to do the programming and come with us.”

			“Not likely, but it might be worth a try.”

			“What about Gino?” asked Maddie. “How will we convince the Teacher to let him return to Earth with us?”

			“I have an angle that might enable Gino to come with us.”

			“What is it?”

			“Data points.”



Chapter 17


Maddie and Cynthia tied the boat to the dock and walked to town for food and provisions. They returned to the cottage and sent a message out to the Teacher that they needed to see him. Not long after, the Teacher appeared, but he wasn’t alone. Magnus Olsen, the Imprint from Oslo, was with him, and he didn’t look happy.

			“I’ve brought Magnus along so he can explain why he turned you in to the police in Oslo,” said the Teacher.

			This revelation brought a surge of anger into Maddie, and she wondered what Cynthia was feeling. She speculated that it probably wasn’t anger since her mom rarely got mad at anyone or anything. Her empathetic soul seemed to have survived all the changes she’d been through since her life on Earth as a pure human ended. But Maddie felt it. She wasn’t the natural empath her mother was, and her range of emotions had become even broader, living for ten years among the French, who were an emotional people. Maddie absorbed emotions like she absorbed everything else, a function of her original programming or, more to the point, her lack of programming. She’d come to Earth as a blank slate and become a product of the environments in which she’d lived. 

			Cynthia brought her out of her reflections with an important question. “I don’t remember this being the way of things,” she said, addressing the Teacher. “I don’t remember Imprints being brought back to Earth Station from their service on Earth.”

			“To be blunt,” said the Teacher, “we don’t terminate the Imprints anymore if it can be helped. We simply bring them back here, determine what went wrong, and reprogram them. They can then be put back in service on Earth.”

			Maddie watched her mother smile, glowing because she knew that it was her, with an assist from Maddie during her brief encounters with the Teacher, who had initiated this idea. And the Teacher had followed through. More support for Maddie’s theory that he’d do anything Cynthia asked of him. This gave her hope for the requests they would soon be making.

			“Tell us, Magnus,” the Teacher continued. “What did you feel that caused you to bring the stay of Maddie and Cynthia in Oslo to an end.”

			Magnus had the look of a caged animal on his face, seemingly not understanding what the Teacher had said about reprogramming. Perhaps he thought it was a lie designed to get him to reveal his motivations, followed by his abrupt ending as a living being. Whatever the reason, he didn’t appear to want to talk.

			“Magnus,” said Maddie. “Didn’t you hear the Teacher? You won’t be terminated. You’ll be reprogrammed so that whatever problems you encountered regarding Cynthia and I can be prevented from happening again.”

			“As one Imprint to another, you mean this?” he asked.

			“Yes, of course! And the Teacher meant it too. You will learn that he is a man of his word by the time this situation is over and you’re back in Oslo, tending bar at Louise.”

			Maddie’s words seemed to comfort Magnus in a way the Teacher’s hadn’t. She also hoped that the Teacher appreciated her support and her high compliment to him. 

			“I was confused,” said Magnus. “I didn’t understand why you two were there. I knew Maddie was an Imprint, yet she didn’t appear to be in Oslo to perform the primary function of Imprints. But if she was there for that, then perhaps the Teacher deemed my performance unworthy, and I was in line to be replaced. Cynthia was a mystery to me. I couldn’t understand what she was, what she is, and this bothered me. I wondered if she was there to evaluate me and decide my fate. In short, I was afraid.”

			“I’m thinking it was more than fear you felt,” said Cynthia.

			Her mother’s comment caused Maddie to wonder why the Teacher was doing this interview in their presence, and then she realized why. They knew much more about human emotions than he did because they had them, and he didn’t. Well, he seemed to have some emotions, especially regarding his feelings about Cynthia, but even those weren’t in full bloom yet. 

			Cynthia continued. “To take action against us, knowing our presence there had been condoned by the Teacher, means that you had some powerful feelings. Stronger than fear. Something like anger, jealousy perhaps, that the Teacher was giving us such special treatment.”

			Magnus nodded his head. “I’m not as well-versed in human emotion as you, Cynthia, but you’re right. It was jealousy. I thought I could quietly go to the police, and they would capture you, and everyone would think it was due to them finding you, as opposed to me exposing you. And then I would be on my own again in Oslo, performing my duties and living my life.”

			“Jealously,” said the Teacher. “Not a healthy emotion in my mind.”

			“No, It’s not,” said Maddie. “But it’s part of what makes us human.”

			A confused look appeared on Magnus’s face. “But I thought you were an Imprint, Maddie.”

			“I am,” she said. “But my programming is different from yours. I was programmed to absorb all the emotions of humanity, and that is what I have done. So now I consider myself to be human. I know my mother feels that way too. I don’t know how the Teacher feels, but when you’re human, the most important thing is how you feel about yourself. And that is how I feel. That I’m human.”

			The Teacher didn’t comment on Maddie’s little speech. “Magnus, you and I will go now to the reprogramming lab and begin our work. Then you can return to Oslo and resume your duties.”

			“Thank you, sir,” he said, relief spreading across his handsome face.

			“Teacher,” said Cynthia. “We need to speak with you urgently about many things. Can you return here after you have taken Magnus to the lab?”

			The Teacher stared intently at Cynthia, clearly boring in to find out what was on her mind. A slight frown appeared on his face. Very slight, but it was there. “All right,” he said. “I will return soon. But don’t get your hopes up.”



Chapter 18


Cynthia had the idea to prepare a meal there in the cottage while they waited for the Teacher to return. They washed some carrots and asparagus, cut the veggies into small pieces, placed them on a baking sheet, and put them in the oven. They boiled water on the stove and put in some pasta, sliced fresh bread, and placed it into a small wicker basket. They set three places at the round wooden table and added a pitcher of water and some glasses. Soon after that, the Teacher returned, appearing inside the cottage.

			“It smells good in here,” he said, a tiny smile on his face.

			“Yes,” said Cynthia. “I thought the three of us might enjoy a meal together if you’re not too busy.”

			“We all need nourishment to perform our duties.”

			“Please, sit then,” said Cynthia. “The food is just about ready.”

			Maddie and Cynthia brought the food to the table in dishes and invited the Teacher to take what he wanted from the bowls. He delved out a healthy portion of pasta and piled carrots and broccoli on top of it. 

			“There’s fresh butter here as well,” said Cynthia, offering a plate of butter to the Teacher. He cut the butter with his knife and placed a dollop on top of his food, then took another cut and slathered butter onto a slice of bread. He waited until the women had filled their plates, and he was about to begin eating when Cynthia made a request.

			“May I say a short prayer, Teacher? It’s something I’ve gotten away from these past years, and I feel the need to give thanks for the first time in a long time. I promise it will be short.” The Teacher nodded his head. Cynthia bowed her head and began. “Dear Lord, Thank you for bringing the three of us together after so many years apart. Thank you for the bounty you have placed upon this table. And please, give us the wisdom to decide where our lives should go as we take up meaningful discussions in that regard. Amen.”

			Neither the Teacher nor Maddie said Amen, choosing instead to nod their heads in recognition of Cynthia’s words. Neither of them was a believer, and Cynthia respected that and appreciated their patience in allowing her to say a few words to a God she wasn’t sure she believed in anymore. But her short prayer was a start for her in a long-delayed journey to find her faith again. The three of them ate quietly for a while, and then the Teacher took a long drink of water, placed his glass on the table, and asked a question.

			“Where would you like to begin, Cynthia?”

			“Actually, Teacher, I’d like Maddie to begin if it’s all right.”

			“Certainly,” he said, turning his gaze on Maddie.

			Cynthia was hopeful that Maddie understood that now was her opportunity to make her plea on behalf of Gino, and Maddie didn’t disappoint.

			“Teacher, Gino Morelli is not doing well here,” said Maddie.

			“That is true and not true,” said the Teacher. “He was an excellent fisherman and performed his duties in the Monitoring Station admirably.”

			“Yes, sir, Gino is a hard worker and smart. But what I’m speaking about is his feelings about himself. He is not happy with what he has become.”

			“Yes, I’m aware of that,” said the Teacher. “It’s probably time for him to be moving on.”

			Cynthia’s heart raced when she heard this, and she hoped Maddie could remain calm. She looked at Maddie, and she seemed fine; determined would be the best description of the look on her face, especially in her enormous blue eyes. Cynthia momentarily reflected that Maddie was the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen, even with her hair so short. Her features were perfectly formed, as was the rest of her. And her mind was even sharper.

			“Teacher, you know what we want,” said Maddie. 

			“Yes, you want to take Gino back to Earth with you,” he said.

			Cynthia felt that the Teacher could have said “No” at that moment, but he didn’t, so she decided to push a little and see how far he would move.

			“I need Maddie to be happy,” said Cynthia. “And now that she knows Gino is here, she needs to help him, and ‘moving on’ is not the kind of help she wants to give.”

			“I understand,” said the Teacher. “But…”

			“Please, don’t say it!” pleaded Cynthia. “You need data points in your study of immortality, and Gino can be one more of those. So can Maddie. If you’re going to make me live forever, Teacher, please give me some companions to make the journey with me. Please!”

			“Cynthia, I understand that humans have a limited life span, and because of that, you have no idea how the Makers feel about time. Five hundred years is such a tiny sliver of time to us, it is hard for us to make concessions to accommodate your limited perspective.”

			“But that’s simply not fair, Teacher. You want to become more human but refuse to accept what we are.”

			“Because we will be more than human when we take up residence on Earth. We will always be more than that. We can’t help but be more because we are.”

			“Do you like Gino, Teacher?” asked Maddie, adroitly changing the course of the conversation.

			“Why yes,” said the Teacher. “I believe I do.”

			“What is it you like about him?” she continued.

			The Teacher crooked his head a little, thinking. “I suppose I like his passion,” he said. 

			“And if you knew the Gino that I knew from Earth, you could multiply that by ten because here he has been stripped of his manhood, Teacher. He is a shadow of his former self.”

			“I never looked at it that way,” he said. 

			“I know it’s not your purpose to help humans,” said Maddie. “But you helped my mom, and you helped me. I promise you, help us with Gino, and we will never ask you to help another human again unless you choose to.”

			“We can be of great aid to all of humanity when we come to live on Earth,” he said.

			“Yes, you can!” said Cynthia.

			“But Earth is not yet ready for us,” he said.

			“I could make another argument, said Cynthia. “But regarding Gino, will you help him? Will you allow him to come with us to Earth and become another data point in your study?”

			“It could be done,” he said.

			“And Maddie? Can she become a data point as well? I can’t do it by myself, Teacher.”

			He nodded. “I need to run it by the Council, but I don’t expect their assessment to be any different from my own.”

			Cynthia felt relief as she’d never felt before. They’d finished their meal, and she got up to clear the dishes. “Maddie, can you help me clear the table? Then I need some time alone with the Teacher. Perhaps you can go find Gino and give him the good news.”

			“But I don’t know where he is,” said Maddie.

			“He’s in the Wine Bar, attempting to get drunk,” said the Teacher.

			“I’ll go to him,” said Maddie, and after the table was cleared, she left the cottage.

			Cynthia rejoined the Teacher at the table to begin the most challenging conversation she would ever have.



Chapter 19


“Thank you, Teacher, for allowing Gino to come with us,” said Cynthia. “And for allowing Maddie and Gino to undergo the biological reprogramming so I won’t have to be alone for five hundred years.”

			“It makes sense for all the reasons you two conveyed. Sometimes we Makers have difficulty remembering that our perspective differs from virtually every other species we’ve encountered. But you and Maddie made your case succinctly and convincingly.”

			“Thank you, Teacher. But now we must discuss my other dilemma.”

			“You mean you wanting me to come with you too?” he asked. 

			“You know that I love you, right?” she asked, blushing when she said these words but knowing she had to put everything on the table.

			The Teacher frowned. “I know that you think you love me.”

			Cynthia was not deterred by his sidestepping of the issue. “Recently, I told Maddie that love is only a word, Teacher. That if you have a connection with someone, you know it. You feel it. I feel that with you, and I wouldn’t feel it so strongly if I didn’t feel something coming back from you.”

			“I can’t feel like you do, Cynthia.”

			“You’re wrong. I know you’re wrong. You’re lying to yourself, Teacher. You’ve done too many things since I’ve known you that were based on emotion. You make up reasons why you do things like letting me go back to Earth, but the real reason is because you care for me. I know you do.”

			“That may be true,” he said. “I’m not sure. But I do want you to be happy. I know that.”

			“But that’s the point! I can’t be happy without you in my life. You want me on Earth, but I want to be with you. Don’t you understand? You’re the closest thing Maddie has to a father. And I’m her mother. Yes, I adopted her, so having another living thing inside me for nine months is something I have never experienced. But I love Maddie as much as I’ve loved anything until I met you. Now I have two people I love, in my core. And we could be a family Teacher, and I so very much want you to know what that’s like.”

			He broke off a piece of bread and applied butter to it but held it in front of his face, looking directly at her. “I can’t live on Earth, Cynthia.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I might die. Makers do not die.”

			This statement infuriated Cynthia. “So you use us as guinea pigs to do your dirty work! And if we survive, then it’s okay for you? Is that what you think of me, Teacher? That I’m just a pawn in one of your experiments?”

			“No, Cynthia, that’s not what I think. I think that five hundred years is a brief time and that after that, the Makers, including me, can come to Earth and live beside you.”

			“I don’t want to wait five hundred years to be with you! Why can’t you understand that?”

			The Teacher was silent. Cynthia rose from her chair and walked around the table. She took his hand. “Teacher, will you stand up, please.” The Teacher got to his feet. He was nearly six inches taller than her, but she was going to make this work. She put one arm around his waist and one around his neck and pulled him to her. He resisted but slowly came forward, and their lips touched. She kissed him lightly, and he pulled back, but she forced him back to her and pressed her lips to his, just a little harder this time, and he didn’t retreat. She pulled back, then forward again, pecking at his lips as a bird might peck the earth searching for seed. Finally, he responded, pressing hard against her, and she swooned. Oh, how she had wanted this. She opened her mouth, and he followed her lead. Their tongues met, and it was ecstasy for her. They continued this way for what seemed an eternity. Finally, Cynthia pulled back, knowing that if things continued, she might do something her faith had warned was not the way of things. The Teacher pulled her back to him. He wanted more. More than she could give him at this time. She pushed away from him.

			“I just wanted you to know how that felt,” she said. 

			“But I want this,” he pleaded.

			“I do, too,” she said. “But that’s for later.”

			“What later?” he asked. 

			“When we’re together, on Earth,” she said. “Will you try the biological programming, Teacher? And come with me? I beg you. Please come with me.”

			“This matter will have to be brought to a vote of the Council,” he said. “I want to go, but I am just one of many who must consider this. It was not the plan.”

			“What was the plan?” she asked.

			“The Earth needs more time. Time to develop to a point where us coming there will not be so strange. Earth will likely have relations with other species throughout the galaxy in five hundred years. Our entry into Earth society will be welcomed then.”

			“Teacher, you don’t seem to understand. Earth needs you now! There’s a strong chance there will be no human life on Earth in five hundred years unless you help us.”

			“That may be so,” he said. “But let’s take this one step at a time, Cynthia. I will call a meeting of the Council, and if the vote is in our favor, I will undergo the biological reprogramming and accompany you to Earth.”



Chapter 20


Maddie found Gino in the Wine Bar, wallowing in his misery. He wasn’t drunk, not because he hadn’t been drinking heavily, but because his overly engineered body could metabolize alcohol faster than an average human body, just as hers could. But from her own experience, she knew that having a few glasses of wine could take the edge off of a difficult emotional situation, and his experience here on World 2A had definitely been that.

			Maddie joined Gino at his table, and his eyes opened wide, filled with the question she was prepared to answer. “He went for it,” she said. “Both of us are to be biologically reprogrammed for immortality and sent back to Earth.”

			Gino nearly collapsed at the table, the tension in his body disappearing as the good news was delivered. She saw tears in the corner of his eyes, but none shed onto his face. He might believe he’d lost his manhood here, but he was still proud and would not cry in front of another. “Thank you,” he said.

			Maddie reached out with her hand and grasped one of his hands, squeezing gently. “I hope we can get to know each other better when we’re back on Earth,” she said. “I’d been looking forward to that the first time around, but we got a little sidetracked.”

			“Yeah. A ten-year detour, of sorts.” 

			“That’s an understatement.”

			“What do we do now?” he asked. “I mean, here, on World 2A.”

			“We have to wait for my mom. She had some other things to discuss with the Teacher that were important to her.”

			“It’s hard for me to see Cynthia as your mom,” he said. “She looks younger than you, and she’s damn good-looking.” Gino smiled, intimating that he’d been joking, but a pulse of jealousy rippled through her. 

			“So am I going to have to compete with her for your affections?” she asked.

			“Hardly,” he said. “I just want to be whole again, and then I’m sure things will work out.”

			“I hope so,” she said. “After all, we’ll be pioneers of a sort down there.”

			Gino raised his wine glass in the air just as Cynthia entered the bar. “To the three of us!” he said.

			“No, it’s going to be four of us,” said Cynthia. She was beaming. 

			Maddie was so happy for her. Happy for all of them. “A glass of wine?” she asked her mother.

			“I never asked, but I wonder if they have champagne here,” said Cynthia. “After all, a celebration is in order, wouldn’t you agree?”

			“Agreed!” said Maddie.

			“And they do have champagne,” said Gino. “I ordered some when I first arrived here on World 2A. Before I figured out how they’d messed me up.”

			The two women ignored Gino’s comment, ordered champagne from the Imprint working there, and toasted their good fortune. 

			“How did you talk him into it?” asked Maddie.

			“Just told the truth,” replied Cynthia. “Oh, and it’s not official yet. He has to get the Council to approve it. I think they’ll vote for it, and I’ll tell you more about my private meeting with the Teacher later, implying that she didn’t want to get into the details in front of Gino, which Maddie understood. And then Cynthia abruptly changed the subject, giving them a warning. “I should tell you in advance that the biological reprogramming isn’t a piece of cake,” she said.

			“Can you elaborate?” asked Maddie.

			“It’s painful, and you get very sick,” she said. “These bodies, even though they’re resilient, don’t hold up too well during the treatments.”

			Maddie wasn’t anxious to hear more about the treatments but realized she would have to face the facts, just as her mother had. Her primary emotion at that moment, however, wasn’t fear; it was love and appreciation for her mom. She’d endured the treatments to get back to Maddie, which reminded her that Cynthia had given her life protecting her daughter, and she was again amazed at the love of a mother for her child. Did she love her mother back as strongly as Cynthia loved her? She hoped so. She certainly felt she did at that moment. 

			On the other hand, Gino was more focused on extracting information from Cynthia about the treatments, which was the downside of this whole scheme as far as Maddie was concerned. 

			“What do the treatments entail?” he asked.

			“They’re some kind of radiation blast,” said Cynthia. “I don’t know exactly if it’s just normal radiation or some special kind the Makers developed, but it hurts.”

			“Didn’t you say you died three times?” asked Maddie.

			“Yes. I got sicker and sicker, and then my body gave up.”

			“What do they do after that happens?” asked Gino. “Do they make a new body and try again.”

			“Actually, no,” said Cynthia. “They put the body in some kind of healing bath, and when it’s ready, they reinsert your Essence and get the body going again. They told me that the more times the body goes through the treatment, the more resistant it becomes to the radiation, and when it can finally resist it completely, the process is complete, and the body will no longer age.”

			“Wow,” said Gino. “It’s kind of amazing.”

			“A lot of things about this place are amazing, Gino,” said Cynthia. “It’s not all bad.”

			“I know,” he said. “Sorry to be such a downer. It’s not like me to feel sorry for myself.”

			“You won’t have to soon!” said Maddie, raising her glass for another toast. “To our new adventure!” she said, and the others clinked and drank. “Any idea where we’ll be going, Mom, specifically, back on Earth?”

			“Not at all,” said Cynthia. “Let’s take it one step at a time. We’re not home yet.”



Chapter 21



The Council of the Makers voted unanimously to allow the Teacher to undergo biological reprogramming and to accompany Cynthia, Maddie, and Gino to Earth. Apparently, there was more of an appetite for forward movement among the Makers than the Teacher had believed. Or maybe he didn’t want to admit to her that the Council would support virtually any recommendation he made, having been the Master of Earth Station for over five thousand years. But now there would be a new Master of Earth Station, and the Council had once again supported the Teacher’s recommendation. At the same meeting, the Council had voted to make Tom Branch a Maker and also give him the assignment to replace the Teacher. His demeanor and his experience, both on Earth and on World 2A, made him an ideal candidate to become the second Master of Earth Station. And he would have help from the Teacher whenever he needed it. Cynthia was happy for Tom, but her mind was consumed by one thing and one thing only. The Teacher would be coming with her to Earth as long as he survived the biological reprogramming.

			The reprogramming process was arduous. Cynthia suffered along with Maddie, Gino, and the Teacher, in that order. Maddie insisted on being first to go through it, and she had died three slow deaths, just as Cynthia had done. But her body was healed in a vat of golden oil, not unlike the vats in Department 3 of Imprint House where the bodies were grown. Tubes were inserted into every orifice, and more of the liquid was forced by compressors into her entire dead body. Her blood was drained and saved, and the golden liquid was fed into her body intravenously, an artificial pump substituting for her inert heart. Of course, Cynthia hadn’t seen this process while her body was undergoing it, and now that she had, she wished that she hadn’t. Finally, Maddie’s blood was returned to her newly pristine body, her Essence was reinserted, and she withstood the deadly rays longer each time until they could no longer harm her. 

			Gino was next, and he died four times, each death an agony, his skin breaking out in ugly boils that oozed with pus and peeling away like the outside husk of an onion, his stomach regurgitating anything he tried to take in. As with Maddie, he’d been fed with an IV to keep him alive as long as possible, but ultimately his body succumbed, and his life ended. Until the fourth time, when his total resistance to the rays displayed itself.

			The Teacher got through the process with only one death, but his suffering seemed more significant than the other two combined. Cynthia reasoned that the Teacher had likely never experienced physical pain or discomfort in all his long life. Having been through it herself, this torture chamber was a harsh introduction to physical suffering. She held his hand as he moaned and then died, and she prayed she would never have to go through this again with him. And she didn’t have to because the second time in, he was entirely immune to the radiation, or whatever it was the minds of the Makers had concocted to create biological immortality.

			After the biological reprogramming was complete, the three non-Makers were given some additional programming to enhance their telepathic abilities, something that might be useful during their time on Earth, which was expected to be a permanent arrangement, except for the Teacher’s periodic visits back to Earth Station to help Tom Branch and for meetings of the Council of Makers. For Gino, this was a major upgrade. It was minor for Maddie and Cynthia, but it would be helpful since they could now communicate with one another no matter where they were on Earth. 

			Before they left, the Teacher spent time with Tom Branch to bring him up to date on all aspects of Earth Station. Tom was one of the most reliable Empaths ever brought to World 2A. He had left Earth behind and looked only forward, taking on any assignment the Teacher had given him with tremendous enthusiasm and ability, and the Teacher was confident Tom would bring the same qualities to his new position.

			Cynthia and Maddie had asked the Teacher if they could have a few moments with Tom before they left for Earth, and he readily agreed. When the meeting occurred, Tom no longer looked like Tom because he was now an Empath Maker. He looked like the Teacher. But there was still some of him in there.

			“First, I want to thank Maddie for marking me and allowing me the privilege of taking this journey,” said Tom.

			“I’m so happy it worked out for you,” said Maddie. 

			“Also, when you return to Earth, will you please check in with Amy and let her know I’m okay? Will you tell her I’m happy and hope she is too?”

			“I promise we will do that,” said Cynthia. “I really want to return to Asheville anyway.”

			After Tom was partially trained, the Teacher joined the other three in the next phase of their preparation—devising a strategy for their reentry to Earth. They had agreed that this time, they would announce their presence, although this would have to be done delicately and, ideally, quietly. There was no need to create a mass panic throughout the world, and if they reached the right people, there was no doubt that their presence would be kept top secret. The problem was that they couldn’t decide who the right people were and how to approach them.

			Gino argued that he should simply walk into the FBI’s Las Vegas field office and alert them to the fact that he had returned from an alien planet that had given him new life and allowed him to return so the advanced knowledge of these beings could be shared with Earth. The others felt there were too many possibilities for Gino’s extraordinary claims to be discredited and for him to be incarcerated, tested, and found out to be something more than human, then imprisoned as Maddie had been, never to be seen again.

			Cynthia suggested they find a way to reach the President of the United States. After all, the Teacher could whisk them directly into the Oval Office if he chose to, but of course, that would have reasonably predictable consequences, and none of those would be productive. They tabled this discussion for further consideration and listened to other ideas.

			The Teacher advocated going to the United Nations, but the others pointed out that this approach would severely test the objective of confidentiality. It was decided that the U.N. could function as a fallback position if their first-choice plan didn’t work out. That plan came from Maddie. 

			Maddie suggested she turn herself in at the base in Nevada, where she’d been imprisoned for eight years. She didn’t know if Dr. Lemare was still working there, but if she was, Maddie argued that Dr. Lemare would be more amenable to accepting the truth than the other potential contacts that had been suggested. And even if Dr. Lemare had been reassigned or had retired, her replacement would have all the records of Maddie’s time there and likely would have the same reaction that Dr. Lemare would. Once this was accomplished, the doctor, whoever it was, would assuredly get the message up the line quickly, very likely all the way to the desk of the President of the United States.

			The Teacher wanted to set a time limit on how long Maddie should be allowed to be inside the DOD facility before he came to her aid. Cynthia favored a short interval—twelve hours—but Maddie felt that wasn’t enough time for the bureaucracy of the U.S. government to react. She argued they wouldn’t kill her, at least not in twelve hours, although she might have to stand trial for crimes related to her mission in the Netherlands with Gino. Still, she felt that was unlikely since the DOD didn’t consider her human anyway, and therefore she had none of the rights of an ordinary citizen. They would likely want to keep her there indefinitely if they rejected her proposal to work with their group. But that wasn’t going to be allowed to happen by the four emissaries from Earth Station.

			Ultimately, they agreed to a 72-hour time limit on Maddie’s incarceration, at which point the Teacher would execute a rescue. Gino pointed out that the rescue itself would very likely prove Maddie’s case to be true if she hadn’t successfully convinced the authorities of the veracity of her claims by then, and that thought led to some fine-tuning of the rescue plan.

			Thinking about what Gino had said, Maddie had a question for the Teacher. “Can your scientists formulate a signal that can penetrate the signal-proof construction of the facility in Nevada?”

			“Of course,” he said.

			“And can they make the signaling device something that can go inside me, something that wouldn’t be detected by the imaging technology used on Earth?”

			“Absolutely,” he said. “We can tweak your programming and make it part of your brain’s functioning.”

			“That’s cool,” said Maddie. “But not a lot of tweaking, just a little, okay? I want to be me when you’re done. The me you see here, right now. I feel like I’m still intact after all the procedures so far, so I wouldn’t want to be changed by such a small one.”

			“Of course,” said the Teacher. 

			Having approved the reentry plan, the group then discussed what each wanted as an individual when they returned to Earth. This was important because it would likely run counter to the desires of the U.S. government, which would undoubtedly want to keep them hidden and out of site for the foreseeable future. They would negotiate by offering solutions to various world problems, such as global warming and disease, in exchange for being allowed to pursue the lives they wanted to live. Each of the four stated their case. 

			Maddie and Gino wanted to fight crime, starting with Boris Volkov, who had yet to be pursued or captured, according to the Teacher. The Teacher felt he would be needed as the liaison with the governments of Earth, and Cynthia was happy to help guide him in that effort. He was still learning about how humans ticked and could use her help, but the simple fact was that she wanted to be with him. She kept her secret dreams to herself because it was beyond hope in her mind that they would ever come true. She dreamed of returning to Asheville, North Carolina, where she had raised Maddie and spent most of her life on Earth. The Teacher would accompany her, and they would be married. She realized he could learn of her dreams simply by reading her mind, but he didn’t speak of it with her, so she pretended he didn’t know. Perhaps one day they could discuss it and maybe even try living together as a couple, in a traditional Earthlike way. But that was not for now. Maybe later. Hopefully, later. They had plenty of time for something like that to happen. After all, they were immortal.

			Nearly six Earth years had passed during Maddie and Cynthia’s time on Earth Station, most of it consumed by the biological reprogramming process. The four would return to Earth in the summer of 2022. It would be scorching in the Nevada desert. 


PART TWO


Chapter 22

August 2022


Dr. Jean Lemare was in her office, killing time, wondering what she might do to get through another day. Perhaps she would play Wordle; she’d gotten very good at that. Or maybe she’d work on her sci-fi novel, even though it would never make it through the clearance process at the Department of Defense. Her unique position could help her find a publisher if only she was allowed to disclose what her job was, but her superiors liked to keep the things she’d been studying under a very thick rug. Maybe she should just retire. She was sixty-two now and could get her full pension, but she wasn’t ready to give it all up, and she had a very specific reason for this. 

			There had been times when Jean’s career had been exciting, exhilarating, actually! But that was a long time ago. Jean was in the business of studying aliens, and business was slow. She’d been recruited out of academia to this position because of her unique status of having PhDs in Psychology, Biology, and Cultural Anthropology. A steady stream of dead aliens trickled in for her and her colleagues to study, but the business of studying live aliens had ground to an absolute halt when Maddie Pace disappeared sixteen years ago. The blessing and the curse of working for the government in an administrative position was steady employment. The problem was that sometimes there wasn’t much work to do. But for some reason, her employers didn’t reassign her or ask her to take voluntary retirement. They didn’t seem to want to give up the idea that more live aliens would eventually come down the pike. Her view was more narrowly focused; she wanted to see Maddie Pace again. 

			Only six years ago, Maddie had nearly been captured in Paris and again in Oslo just a few months later. But there was another being with her, someone like her, it was assumed, and they escaped without a trace from Paris. But they were found not long after that, in Oslo, based on a tip from a waiter who’d seen them in his restaurant. Six highly trained SWAT policemen and women had been soundly beaten back by the two aliens, who hadn’t been seen again for six years. But the sightings of Maddie had buoyed Jean’s optimism regarding her chances of seeing her again. The sessions over the years with Maddie had been the most rewarding of her career, but she wanted a chance to have a few real conversations with Maddie. The kind of conversations that were prohibited here but that she nevertheless intended to pursue should the chance ever arise.

			She was just settling into a game of Wordle when her office phone began to ring. It startled her. It had been weeks, maybe months since that phone had rung. She let it ring twice, trying not to appear too anxious to be wanted, then picked it up and answered. “Dr. Lemare.”

			“This is Sergeant Lamin in Special Security. Dr. Lemare, we need you to report to the interrogation center immediately.”

			“What’s the reason?” she asked.

			“You’ll find out when you arrive,” he said. “Go to Room Seven. We’ll brief you before you go in.”

			Jean hadn’t been in Room Seven for sixteen years. They had built the conference room to keep the Imprints from World 2A from using their telepathic abilities on her. Could they have found and captured another one after all these years without a whiff of them for so long? She stood up, feeling her heart beating in her chest, and hastily grabbed her coffee and a pad and pen and strode out of her office, hurrying to find out what was happening.

			When she arrived outside Room Seven, she was surprised to see the Director himself. Thomas Williams, a big man with an even bigger belly and a red face, who preferred to be called “Tommy,” wasn’t a busy man, considering the lack of activity in his department. Even when things were busy, he had never been present during any inmate inductions during her tenure here in the Nevada facility. It wasn’t 10 a.m. yet, so he wouldn’t typically even have arrived at work. He liked to get his daily golf game in before it got too hot. His presence suggested this must be a very important induction, and this caused Jean’s excitement to grow. They’d obviously called Tommy in directly from the golf course since he was still dressed in his golfing attire.

			“What’s going on, sir,” she said, using a professional tone.

			“The prodigal daughter has returned,” he said, a facetious smile on his pock-marked face, and he seemed to be exaggerating his southern accent. Tommy Williams was from Alabama and was proud of it.

			“What? Who?”

			“Your old favorite, Jean. Madison Pace.”

			“She’s here?”

			“Right on the other side of the lead-infused glass wall in good old room numba Seven.”

			“Where did they catch her?” asked Dr. Jean.

			“They didn’t,” he said. “She turned herself in. Knocked on the very same door we used to use to let her go outside. Knocked for quite some time, I gather. Folks around here don’t seem worried about security anymore.”

			“How did she get through the electric fence and gate?” she asked.

			“We looked at the film from the remote camera,” he said. “Seems she just swooped in here, holdin’ hands with some tall blond fella. He dropped her off, then poof, he was out of he-ah.”

			“What has she said so far? Why did she do it? Come back, I mean.”

			“She’s only said one thing, Jean. That she wants to talk to you.”

			“But she must know we record all of these sessions and that our conversation won’t be private. I never told her we do, but she’s brilliant, as you know.”

			The Director’s mouth turned down. “Yes, I know,” he said. “Smart enough to talk us into basically lettin’ her go last time she was he-ah. Anyway, Jean, let’s get goin’ on this. I’ve gotta get a report off to Washington ASAP.”

			“Do you have any specific questions you’d like asked, sir?”

			“The standard stuff. Where’s she been for the past sixteen years? Why did she come back? Who was the blond-haired fella who dropped her off? Anythin’ else you can think of. All right, Jean? Ready to go? We got a live one here, honey! It’s been a long time. Go get em’ gal!”

			“Yes, sir,” she said, wondering how an asshole like that stayed employed.



Chapter 23


Jean entered Room Seven from her side of the chamber, set down her coffee, pad, and pencil, and looked through the protective glass at Maddie. Before Jean could sit, Maddie stood up and approached the glass. She was older now, a woman of around thirty, and her blond hair was cut close to her scalp. Still quite tall, just over six feet as Jean recalled, and she seemed dressed for the oppressive heat in the desert of Nevada, wearing a halter top and short shorts, with sneakers and no socks on her feet. She looked like a model on holiday.

			“It’s so good to see you, Dr. Lemare,” said Maddie, pressing her palms against the glass, sincerity, and emotion in her voice.

			Without thinking, Jean moved around the table and approached the glass. She placed her hands on the spots where Maddie’s hands were and pressed them hard against it, smiling at the awkward little girl who’d become a beautiful woman while at the ARF, the Alien Retention Facility. She didn’t feel anything through the glass, but she felt something in her heart. Happiness. Friendship.

			“Move away from the glass,” came a stern male voice, blaring through the speakers in the ceilings of both rooms. Jean smiled at Maddie, a smile that was returned, then both backed away from the glass and sat behind their respective tables.

			“It’s been a long time,” said Jean.

			“I didn’t know if you would still be here, Dr. Lemare, but it’s so good to see you.” Maddie smiled again, and a surge of emotion welled up inside Jean once again. 

			“Call me Jean, please,” she said, her second breach of protocol in only a few minutes in the interrogation room. But Jean didn’t care. Not anymore. They could fire her, and she’d be okay. They weren’t likely to take her pension away; they might even sweeten the pot to ensure her silence. To keep her from going to the tabloids and news networks to make some money telling what she knew.

			“I always wondered what your first name was,” said Maddie.

			“Why have you returned to us, Maddie?”

			“There are a lot of reasons, Jean. It might take some time to sort through them.”

			“Time, I have,” she said, which was an understatement. This was the most exciting use of her time at the ARF in sixteen years, by a long distance. But it was more than that to Jean. It was a reunion. An odd sort of family reunion if she was honest with herself. She had no husband, no children, and her parents had long since passed away. She had two cats that were good company at home, but here at the ARF, Maddie had become a kind of surrogate daughter to her during their eight years together, and while she couldn’t admit that to herself or others while that time was passing, she could now. She had nothing to lose and was so thankful to experience this. Chances were it would be brief, for any number of reasons, including her being reassigned or fired, but it didn’t matter. Maddie said it would take some time to go through things, so she would enjoy every moment. “What have you been up to for the past sixteen years, Maddie?”

			Maddie continued to smile, seemingly happy to bring Jean up to date. “I suppose you know I was in Paris for ten years,” she asked. Jean nodded, encouraging Maddie to go on. “But what you might not have considered was that the first four of those years were my first being on my own, without a mother, without you and the folks here at this place, taking care of me, telling me where to go and what to eat and when to sleep and when to wake up. It was a period of discovery for me, and I loved it.”

			“What did you find out about yourself?” asked Jean.

			“I found that I liked to write, for one. That I love French wine and French food. That Paris is full of tourists but contains many magical places that tourists rarely find. There was a little café that was kind of my home base called Le Paradis. I would sit and drink coffee in the morning and write, then drink wine in the afternoon while reading.”

			For many reasons, Jean was fascinated by Maddie’s descriptions of her life. But it was hard to ignore the most poignant observation. Maddie was human. At least she believed she was. “That sounds awesome,” said Jean. “I’ve never been to Paris. I was told there was a woman with you at some point, both there and in Oslo. Some had speculated that she was your mother, but we know that she died in 1998. Who was she? Was she a friend? A lover?”

			“No,” said Maddie. “She’s my mother.”

			“How could that be?”

			Maddie smiled. “You know the answer, Jean. Don’t you remember?”

			Jean searched her memories about what she had learned from the Imprints she’d interviewed so long ago. She remembered the disclosures of the one called Abagail, the old black woman who’d been a nurse in Bakersfield. Under the influence of a powerful truth serum, Abagail had said she’d come from a place called World 2A. The purpose of this place was to bring certain humans back to life, so the aliens, the Makers, could study them. She’d been fascinated that these Makers were studying empathy and narcissism, two polar opposites by virtually every definition of these emotional traits. The Imprints were sent to Earth to find and mark these people. And Maddie was an Imprint, so now it was starting to make sense.

			“Was your mother an empathic person?” she asked.

			“Very,” said Maddie, and then Jean knew the answer.

			“So she was remade on World 2A. Is that it?”

			“Yes, that’s it, Jean.”

			“I saw pictures of her while you two sat together at the little café you mentioned. She looked younger and more beautiful than she had been in her original life here on Earth.”

			“Yes. I marked her when I was just a toddler. My mom was twenty-seven, and that DNA profile was what they used to make her new body. They seem to enjoy tweaking things to make the human bodies they produce just a little more perfect than they were originally.”

			“You’re speaking of the Makers, right?”

			“Yes.”

			Jean was fascinated. Maddie was confirming and expanding on the information they’d obtained from Abagail. The meeting could already be deemed a success, but she sensed they were just getting started.

			“How did you earn a living during all this time?” asked Jean.

			“Poker,” said Maddie. “The FBI taught me how to play, and needless to say, I can’t lose unless I choose to lose. I kept it quiet by winning only small amounts each time I played. I didn’t want to get on any high roller lists, you know. That would have made things too easy for you guys.”

			Jean smiled. Funny how things worked out. Maddie was playing poker all along, even when she wasn’t playing poker, during her time here at the ARF. Taking risks when she had to, and holding back at other times, slowly building trust, then not acting on it until she had a clear path to freedom.

			“What happened when you escaped in Amsterdam?” asked Jean.

			“Well, you know Gino Morelli was killed, right?” Jean nodded. “By those thugs that were with Boris Volkov. They tried to capture me, probably to make me a sex slave for Volkov, but I beat them back and got away. Why didn’t you guys go after Volkov? I sent all the information that was needed directly to the FBI by DHL before I left Amsterdam for Paris. He should have been in custody for years by now.”

			“That part of the story is unknown to me,” said Jean. “I was certainly in meetings with the FBI, but they never said anything about receiving any information about Volkov from you. I would think they would have, if they had it, because they were using me to try to find you. Trying to predict places you might go, disguises you might use. Things like that. If they’d received your written information, I’m certain they would have shared it with me.”

			“Maybe they didn’t receive it,” said Maddie. “Gino and I will have to follow up on that.”

			“But he’s dead,” said Jean.

			Maddie shook her head. “He’s an empath too. Remade on World 2A. He and my mom are here, on Earth, right now, waiting for me to return to them.”

			The information flowed, piling up, and it was all fantastic, but there was one troubling aspect to it. “Maddie, we can’t let you go. You must know that, right?”

			“Oh, you’ll let me go,” she said. “I’m certain of that.”



Chapter 24


Maddie observed Dr. Lemare’s reaction to her last statement, issued with the confidence of someone who knew that no prison on Earth could hold her as long as the Teacher knew where she was. He was one of the most powerful beings in the universe, certainly the most powerful entity anywhere near the solar system, and he was waiting for her to either emerge from the building in around seventy hours or he was coming in to get her. 

			Dr. Lemare was an older woman now, definitely in her sixties. Her hair was all gray, but she kept it shorter than Maddie remembered, and this helped her to look younger, or more fit would be a better way to put it. And she was wearing more makeup than she used to, which wouldn’t take much since she never wore any before; at least, that was Maddie’s memory of her.

			Dr. Lemare’s first reaction was to narrow her eyes as if she was wondering if Maddie was joking, but then her eyes opened up wide, and fear came into them. “Why do you say that, Maddie? Do your people intend to harm us? To raid this facility or some such thing?”

			Ah, good, thought Maddie. Just the reaction I’d hoped for. “Jean, I’ll ensure they don’t harm you should an assault on the facility be needed. But before your superiors go sounding the alarm, mustering all the military personnel on this base to surround the building, putting me in chains, or whatever, can you just let me talk? Can you just let me explain a few things, please? None of these typically alarmist reactions will be necessary if you and your people can do that.”

			“But you’ve just said an attack is imminent, didn’t you?”

			“Absolutely not,” said Maddie. “My people gave me a full seventy-two hours to bring you and your people up to speed. I must walk out of here of my own free will by then, or they’ll get me out of here.”

			Maddie was sure that despite her pleas to avoid a military build-up around and inside the building, it was already happening, and nothing she could say from this point forward would stop it. But she needed more time with Dr. Lemare, and even that could be halted if her superiors felt she was in danger. So she needed to dangle a carrot now that the stick had been revealed. “We are here to help the planet Earth fix itself, Jean. All the major problems this planet faces can be wiped away, but if your people take a confrontational approach, none of that can happen, and we will disappear until some later generation of humans has enough foresight to see the true value of what we’re offering. No one will be enslaved, no one will be changed, except the sick, whom we can make better.”

			“Can you stop things like Covid?” she asked. 

			Maddie remembered that the pandemic was still active in August of 2022, although it had peaked worldwide earlier that year but, more importantly, was still on people’s minds. Luckily, Maddie’s group had discussed the answer to this question before she’d arrived here. “People have to be willing to participate in the solution to problems like that, at least in the short term. Long term, we can help you prevent things like Covid from happening, but the solution to this pandemic has been within your grasp for some time. People don’t want to participate in adequate numbers to stamp it out.”

			“So that’s a no on that one?” asked Jean, resembling her old formal self after initially being so friendly.

			“Yes, Jean. Perhaps I should go back to addressing you as Dr. Lemare now that I’m a perceived threat to you?”

			That comment seemed to get through to her. “No, Maddie, that’s fine. I’m just a little confused as to why you’re here.”

			“But I just told you that, Jean.”

			“So you’re here to save the world, is that it?”

			“That’s it.”

			“And will you do it by yourself, or will a full-scale alien invasion be necessary for you to accomplish your mission?”

			“There are four of us, Jean. That’s all. And really, only one of us can help you with the biggest problems.”

			“Is that the man, I mean, the being who dropped you at our door?”

			“Yes, that’s him,” said Maddie. “We call him the Teacher.”

			“And where is he, uh, currently?” she asked.

			Maddie wondered if Dr. Lemare was struggling because she wasn’t wearing the earpiece she used to wear during their meetings years ago. Perhaps procedures had gotten laxer in recent years, or someone just forgot to give it to her. “I don’t know where he is right now,” she said. “And it doesn’t matter. He won’t be coming here for another three days unless I emerge from here earlier than that or I signal him to get me sooner because I perceive a threat to my well-being. And we’ve gotten a bit ahead of ourselves, haven’t we, Jean? I told you why we are here to mitigate whatever paranoid military preparations my initial comments might have engendered. But I’m an open book here, Jean. I’ve come here to speak to you and you alone. I will answer any question you have about Earth Station, the beings who built it, exactly what an Imprint is, how they bring selected humans back to life after they are dead, and all the things the Makers can do to help Earth. There is no hidden agenda. Seriously. Can we get started? By the way, I’m kind of hungry. You think you can rustle up some pasta and veggies for me and maybe even a glass of wine?”

			“Yes, I can do that,” said Jean. “I need a break anyway. I’ll be right back.”



Chapter 25


Tommy Williams was waiting for her outside the door to Room Seven. He wasn’t alone. A contingent of military personnel in full combat gear was with him. “What the hell are you doin’ in there, Jean?” he whispered harshly, as if Maddie could hear through the soundproof glass and door that separated her from the hallway. “‘Call me Jean.’ I mean, come on! And now she says they’re going to attack this place. What the heck are we gonna do? The whole base is on alert. They’re flying in backup troops and artillery, for God’s sake. And you’re in there having a durn family reunion!”

			“Director Williams, please, calm down. I know this woman…”

			“You mean this ‘alien,’ don’t you, Jean?” he interrupted. 

			“Whatever,” she said, shaking her head. This fool just didn’t get it. “Call her what you want, but I know her better than any human on this planet. She’s not one to mince words or play games. We need to listen to what she has to say. Do whatever you want with your military scaleup, but just let me go back in there and gather the information you sent me in there to get. They’ve offered to help us solve the Earth’s major problems, sir.”

			“That could be just them blowin’ smoke,” he said.

			“Fine. But we need to take advantage of the opportunity to gather information. It’s been sixteen years, you’ll remember, since we had any contact with these beings. She came here voluntarily, sir. Please take that into consideration.”

			“Jean, you are a member of my staff, and I cannot allow you to be at risk.”

			“For goodness sake, Tommy, are you a friggnin’ coward? Then leave the building. If you want your bodyguards here to stop me from going in there, then do it now because that’s what I’m going to do.”

			Tommy Williams shook his head, reached into his pocket, and withdrew an earpiece. “You forgot this,” he said. “Put it on. And if things heat up, I’m pullin’ you out of there.”

			“Fine,” she said. “And please keep the interruptions to a minimum. This is my interview, and I know how to do it. Now, is someone working on her pasta and veggies?”

			“Oh yes, ma’am,” he said. “May I take an order for you too?”

			“It will help if she eats. I know this from past experience with her.”

			“Fine,” he said. “But we’re not bringin’ her no god-durned wine!”

			Jean turned away and reentered Room Seven, forcing herself not to slam the door behind her.

			*****

			“Welcome back,” said Maddie. “I see they gave you your earpiece.”

			“Yes.”

			“How are things out there?” asked Maddie. “How many guns are pointed at me as we speak?”

			“I’m sure you can guess,” was all Jean said, and that was all that was needed. Maddie understood. “Your food should be here shortly.”

			“But no wine, right?”

			“Right.”

			“Your boss must be an asshole,” said Maddie.

			“Do you have to say things like that, Maddie? You said you wanted me here to do this interview. And then you say disrespectful things about dedicated servants of our country. It’s wrong for you to do that.”

			Maddie realized Jean was just pandering to her superior with that last comment, but Jean was right. She would watch what she said going forward. “Ask your questions, Jean.”

			For the next four hours, Maddie answered Jean’s questions, some of which undoubtedly were being fed to her through her newly installed earpiece. She told the story of the Makers, that they lived outside of our universe and had been studying life throughout the Megaverse for billions of years. She explained that Earth Station had been operating for around five thousand years, studying humanity, bringing a select few Essences to World’s 2A and 2B, and inviting an even more select group to merge their Essences with the Makers. Their original intent was to come to Earth in five hundred to a thousand years, when Earth was ready, to live amongst the people, not to take over. The Makers coveted what humans had. Especially the emotions. She explained that her mother had become good friends with the Teacher during her time on Earth Station and convinced him that the Earth needed help now, not in five hundred years. He had agreed and was ready to begin.

			Jean asked Maddie how the Teacher intended to provide this “help.” Maddie told her that he wanted to speak with the highest levels of the U.S. government first, and if terms could be worked out, the Makers could proceed to get things like global warming under control. Jean asked about terms, and Maddie said they were simple. The four wanted to be left alone, to pursue their own lives on Earth discreetly and with no intention other than to be happy. Maddie offered the caveat that she and Gino had one pet project they wanted to pursue, but she refused to reveal it until the negotiations advanced to a higher level.

			Maddie didn’t have a watch on but had a good sense of time and could tell the business day was ending. Dr. Lemare looked very tired, and she laughed to herself that the good doctor probably hadn’t worked this hard in sixteen years. Then she had an idea.

			“Hey Jean, what say we go out and get dinner together tonight? How does that sound?”

			If Maddie had a camera, she would have loved to have taken a picture of the expression on Dr. Lemare’s face, and if she could record what must have been coming through that earpiece, she would save it and play it back whenever she needed a good laugh. Dr. Lemare’s eyes were as wide as saucers, trying to maintain eye contact with Maddie while getting heated instructions from her superiors. It was precious.

			“I, uh, would love to, Maddie, but I’m not sure that will be possible.”

			“Other plans, huh?” she asked, trying to keep from laughing and not doing a very good job of it.

			“Uh, yes, you could say that,” she said.

			“What’s a good place nearby?” asked Maddie.

			“Well, I live on the base here and normally cook at home. But there’s a restaurant in town, not far from the base….”

			Clearly, Dr. Lemare had been cut off by her superiors.

			“Is it a big town?” asked Maddie.

			“Oh no, quite small, actually. There’s just that one restaurant.”

			“I’ll see your there at seven o’clock sharp then,” said Maddie, and then she sent the signal to the Teacher. 

			Within seconds, he appeared beside her, took hold of her arm, and they were gone in an instant from Room Seven in the top-secret ARF facility.



Chapter 26


The night before Maddie was “dropped off” at the ARF facility, the four had checked into the motel in the little town not far from the base in Nevada. The genius of this was that such mundane accommodations, so close to the base, would never be suspected as a hiding place for their group. It was Gino’s idea. The motel had only two stories, with a full-length outdoor balcony allowing them to access their rooms on the second floor via an exposed stairway. The restaurant was across the street and had a sign-out front that said “Ned and Polly’s” and below that a corny slogan: “Three solid meals a day keeps the doctor away.”

			They gathered in the Teacher’s room around 5:30 p.m. Maddie and Cynthia were on the bed. Gino and the Teacher used the two uncomfortable chairs beside a flimsy, round wooden table. The console air conditioner below the front window was set on high and working as hard as it could, but it was 115 degrees and sunny outside, so the room was quite warm. The Teacher was dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt and didn’t seem bothered by the heat. Gino was in shorts and a T-shirt, and so was Cynthia, while Maddie wore the same halter top and shorts she’d worn at the ARF. She didn’t know why she was compelled to dress in such an outrageously sexy manner while confronting the representatives of the most powerful country on Earth. Still, it made her feel especially free under the circumstances and not the least self-conscious when alone with her small group of friends. 

			They’d left the curtains open and could see out the window as several military vehicles pulled into the motel lot. Four men with sniper rifles got and disappeared around the back of the motel. Gino went into the bathroom and peered through the small window in there as the snipers used ropes to scale up the back of the motel so they could set up shop on the roof. This was good news because it told them that Dr. Jean Lemare would be showing up for dinner. 

			Gino returned to the main bedroom, picked up a small printed card from the end table beside the queen-sized bed, glanced at it, and put it back. “There’s pizza delivery for the three of us that don’t get to go out for dinner tonight,” he said. “But I sure wish we’d gotten some beer before those guys showed up.”

			Maddie was happy that Gino was getting back to his old self. They’d only been on Earth for twenty-four hours, but he laughed and smiled more, joked around a lot, and even carried himself differently. With more confidence. She was grateful to witness this transformation.

			“I’ll get some for you,” said the Teacher. He disappeared. A few minutes later, he reappeared, holding a twelve-pack of Coors Light. 

			“Thank you, sir,” said Gino, opening the box and cracking open a cold one. “Any other takers?” he asked.

			“I’m in,” said Cynthia.

			“Me too,” said Maddie.

			All eyes turned to the Teacher. “Why not,” he said.

			Gino passed the box around and raised his can when everyone had an open beer. “To a productive and happy time on Earth,” he said.

			“Sante!” said Maddie, the French toast for “good health.”

			“Cheers,” said Cynthia.

			“Success!” said the Teacher, always thinking about work, but Maddie liked him anyway.

			Gino called for the pizza, and they said it would take thirty to forty minutes. “No problem,” he said. “We’ve got nowhere to go.” He gave them the room number and hung up the phone.

			At 6:45 p.m., the Teacher left them for a moment, then returned. 

			“Where did you go?” asked Maddie.

			“I disabled all the snipers,” he said.

			“How?” asked Cynthia. “You didn’t kill them, did you?” 

			“No, no. I simply melted the firing mechanism of their guns. Are you ready, Maddie?”

			“Yes, Teacher.”

			The Teacher took Maddie by the hand and transported her to the restaurant’s front door, disappearing as soon as her feet touched solid ground. She opened the door and went in, surprised that the place was crowded. Many of the patrons were off-duty military from the base, and she assumed a few of them were undercover agents assigned to keep an eye on her, but there were several locals as well. Maddie didn’t even bother to find out who was who by reading their minds. Everyone looked up at her when she came in, and the sound of busy conversations declined precipitously. Maddie blushed. No matter how many years passed, she couldn’t get used to how people stared at her when she entered a room. And after a few seconds, people returned to what they were doing, and the sound of the room picked up again.

			The place was well air-conditioned, and Maddie was glad her Imprint body could adjust to a wide range of temperatures. And she didn’t feel underdressed because, just then, a young woman dressed in shorts and a halter top, quite similar to what Maddie was wearing, greeted her. “How may I help you, ma’am,” she said, her accent southern.

			“Where in the south are you from?” Maddie asked her.

			“Columbia, South Carolina.”

			“I’m from Asheville,” said Maddie.

			“I thought I heard a little bit of the South in your voice,” said the hostess. “My name is Tilly, by the way. How many in your party? Just you?”

			“No, one other person will be joining me,” said Maddie.

			“Well, we’ve got a booth opening up in a few minutes. If you’d like to stand over there near the bar, I’ll come to get you when it’s ready.”

			Maddie approached the bar, and more stares ensued. She ordered a Coors Light draft, deciding to stick with beer in a tiny, rural town like this. After living in Paris for ten years, she’d become quite a wine snob. And whatever wine this place had would likely be California wine, which just wouldn’t do. While Maddie was sipping her beer, she saw Jean Lemare walk in. She waved to her, and Jean made her way over to the bar.

			“Hi, Jean!” she said. “Can I buy you a beer? Something else?”

			“Scotch on the rocks would be great,” said Jean, who looked very nervous.

			“You wearing a wire, Jean?”

			“Of course. But you’re used to being recorded, aren’t you?”

			“Absolutely,” said Maddie. “I’ve got no secrets I wouldn’t be willing to share with the U.S. government.”

			“Good,” said Jean.

			The bartender slid the drink over to Maddie as the hostess approached to bring them to their booth. Maddie pulled some cash from the pocket of her tight shorts and laid a twenty on the bar, nodding at the bartender. The hostess showed them to the booth and placed two menus on the table. “Enjoy your meal, Asheville,” she said.

			“Thank you, ma’am!” said Maddie, using her strongest southern accent.

			Jean smiled, loosening up a bit. “So you told that young woman where you’re from?”

			“Yep, any harm in that?”

			“Not to me,” said Jean. “I don’t know what’s up or down anymore, though. You really have shaken us up since you got back, Maddie.”

			Jean picked up her glass of Scotch and took a healthy sip. Maddie appreciated that Jean was doing her best to be open and honest and was sure that Jean’s bosses would disapprove.

			“So why are you still doing this kind of work, Jean? I would have thought you’d move into private practice or just retire. What gives?”

			“Well, I’ve thought about retiring, but honestly, I didn’t because I think I’d be bored. And if I’m really honest, I was hoping to have another chance to spend more time with you, Maddie. So thank you for coming!” 

			Jean raised her glass, and Maddie clicked her beer bottle against it. “Do we need to work tonight or can we just get to know each other better?”

			Jean lowered her head. Maddie could tell from her body language that she’d prefer just shooting the bull, but she was obviously under a lot of pressure, so it looked like it would be more work than play that evening.

			“No worries,” she said. “What’s good in here?”

			“Well, most of what’s good has meat, like the Chicken Fried Steak. But they make a good vegetable lasagna here. I think you’d like that.”

			“Indeed I would,” said Maddie, placing her menu on the table. “What are you going to have?”

			“I think I’ll have the Chicken Fried Steak, if you don’t mind.”

			“Why would I mind?” asked Maddie, feeling a little guilty that Jean was so intimidated. She wondered how she might help her relax, and then she had an idea. “Say, Jean, do you realize this is the first time we’ve been together without a wall of lead-infused glass between us?”

			“I do indeed,” said Jean, taking another sip of Scotch. “And I am so grateful that we’re getting this opportunity.”

			Maddie read Jean’s mind. Jean was wondering that very thing: if Maddie was reading her mind. But she didn’t want to say it because she didn’t want Tommy and the others to remember Maddie could do that. This might cause Tommy to remove her from the case and accuse her of disclosing national secrets. Jean reached for a pen that she kept in the pocket of her blouse, wrote something on it and pushed it toward Maddie. Are you reading my mind now? If yes, don’t say it out loud, please. 

			Maddie didn’t need to read the note because she already knew what it said. She responded to Jean’s question by sending a thought directly into Jean’s mind. Yes. Please don’t worry. Everything is going to be okay. 

			Next, Maddie spoke as if nothing had happened. “I’m also glad we finally got to meet out of the office. But back to the implications of this face-to-face meeting. Do you realize that by now, I’ve marked you?”

			“Marked me? For what?”

			“You’re an empathetic person, Jean. You can’t hide that. It’s my job to mark people like that and those that are the opposite of that, you know, the narcissists. I bet you work with a few of those.”

			Jean took this news well; she actually seemed to like it. And it didn’t bother her that Tommy would have heard this revelation. He couldn’t fire her for that; at least, Jean didn’t think he could. “Does that mean, now that I’m marked, I’ll go to World 2A when I die?”

			“No guarantees, but you might. It’s kind of a game of chance. You’ve got to be at the top of the Good List at the right time to go there. Like my mom was and like Gino was. But it could happen. You’re a good person, Jean. I don’t love everything about World 2A, but you get to keep living when you go there, at least for a while.”

			Jean was really getting into it now, and her questions reflected that. “Why just for a while?”

			“They only select a few of the humans from Worlds 2A and 2B to go to World 3, the World of the Makers. Those people get their Essences blended with the Makers, and they become immortal and get to see everything that’s going on in the Universe.”

			“Seriously?” she asked, seeming so different from the stiff, professional woman Maddie had known sixteen years previously. She was like a child listening to a fairy tale as Maddie conveyed what she knew about the ways of things on Earth Station.

			“Yeah, it’s true,” said Maddie. “My mom saw it. Now there’s a person who’s got some stories, and all of them are true.”

			“I hope I get to meet her,” said Jean.

			“Well, let’s just make that happen. I hereby demand that Dr. Jean Lemare is the primary contact on Earth for myself, Cynthia Pace, Gino Morelli, and the Teacher, from this point forward.”

			“Well, thank you,” said Jean, finishing her Scotch and holding it up to the waitress, silently asking for another. Maddie read in Jean’s mind that she intended to hold her superiors’ feet to the fire if they resisted giving her the assignment Maddie had just recited for their benefit. And Maddie would back Jean up if necessary, but she felt pretty comfortable that Jean would be working with her group from that point forward. 

			“We should order dinner, too,” said Maddie.

			They ordered the meal, and Jean had another question. “What are the Makers like?”

			Maddie felt good about this question because it presented her an opportunity to reassure Jean and those listening to their conversation that the Makers weren’t a threat to Earth. “They have no emotions, Jean. Good or bad ones. But you need to know this. They don’t mean any harm to people. They just want to learn. Period. That’s what they’ve been doing for billions of years.” 

			“But you said they would teach us how to overcome our biggest problems.”

			“And that is a first,” said Maddie. “For the Makers, that is. They’ve never offered to help another species to advance, but they’re offering it to humans.”

			“Why?”

			“Two reasons,” said Maddie, holding up her empty beer bottle and making eye contact with the waitress. “First, they find humans the most interesting species they’ve ever encountered because our spectrum of emotions is the greatest they have found. And two, the Teacher is special. He’s learning how to feel emotions, mainly from my mom.”

			“That’s really cool,” said Jean. 

			“I agree,” said Maddie.

			“So when do we meet the Teacher?” asked Jean.

			“As soon as a meeting with the President of the United States can be arranged.”



Chapter 27


Before they parted, Maddie said she’d like to meet Jean at Ned and Polly’s tomorrow for lunch. She told Jean that she expected to hear positive confirmation by then that a meeting with the President had been arranged.

			“And come without a wire,” said Maddie. “Also, no undercover agents and no snipers. You know they’re not needed, Jean. We mean you no harm.”

			“I know,” said Jean. “I’ll see what I can do.”

			The next day at lunchtime, Maddie walked out of the office in the motel into the already tortuous heat, crossed the street, and entered Ned and Polly’s. Their group of four had checked out and would be immediately transporting to another agreed-upon location. The Teacher would return to keep an eye on her after he delivered the other two. 

			Jean was already there, sitting at a table for two. Maddie wiped the sweat from her brow and looked around. The restaurant was mostly full, and all of the patrons were locals. She saw no one who looked suspicious, but that didn’t mean much. Maddie sat down and read Jean’s memories. She wasn’t wearing a wire, and she’d had a long night in follow-up meetings with her superiors and was in the process of arranging a meeting with the President. It was going to happen, and that was good news. Maddie would have to make a few adjustments to the plan Jean was about to propose, but overall, it seemed to be a good approach.

			“You’ve had a long night, Jean. You look tired.”

			“Yes,” she said, a weak smile on her face. “I suppose you’ve read my mind and know what I’m going to say.”

			“Yes,” said Maddie. “A video conference is acceptable for the first meeting with the President, but after that, all meetings will be face-to-face.”

			“Well, I’ll need to work on that,” said Jean. “Right now, I’ve just been able to get the first meeting established.”

			“Okay, we’ll make that clear to the President when we speak with him.”

			“Are the four of you going to come to the ARF facility for the meeting?”

			“No.”

			“Where will you be then? We’ll have to bring the equipment to you.”

			“No, you won’t,” said Maddie, reaching into her pocket and pulling out a USB stick. “You just need to plug this into the video monitor the President will be using, and it will find us, but you won’t. We aren’t comfortable yet that your people will treat us with the respect we deserve.”

			“I understand,” said Jean. “But I don’t know if they’ll be comfortable with this device. What if it’s a bomb or can emit some kind of deadly rays or something.”

			“Your people can study it, and I think they’ll see it’s simply a transmitter that can’t be traced. But ultimately, the President will either take the risk or not. We’ll follow our backup plan if he’s unwilling to do it.

			“Which is what?”

			“We’ll go to the United Nations. I think they’ll meet with us without all this bullshit we’ve been putting up with from you guys.”

			“All right, I’ll tell them that,” said Jean.

			“And one other thing,” said Maddie. “We want you to be with the President during the meeting. Sitting beside him to provide counsel and prove to him that you trust us.”

			“But I have cats at home. I don’t normally travel.”

			“I’m sure the U.S. government will be happy to furnish you with as many cat sitters as you need, Jean. Okay?”

			“All right,” she said.

			“And by the way, tell your fat prick boss we don’t want him in the meeting. If we see his face on the screen, we’re out of there.”

			“Okay,” said Jean, a big smile appearing.

			“We’ll see you in Washington then,” said Maddie.

			“Oh, you’ll be in Washington too?” she asked.

			“Yes. Just somewhere you won’t be able to find us. The meeting is to take place tomorrow evening at 7 p.m., Eastern Standard Time.”

			“But that’s only thirty hours from now. How will I get there and get everything set up so quickly.”

			“Take the red eye,” said Maddie. “Now let’s get some lunch and get to know each other better, Jean. I’m tired of talking business.”

			*****

			Dr. Jean Lemare sat in the West Wing Lobby of the White House, waiting to meet with the President. Tommy Williams was with her, insisting on staying by her side until the actual meeting with the group from Earth Station happened. Jean wasn’t surprised. Tommy would never pass up the opportunity to meet the President so he could brag about it with his golf buddies. The blue chairs they sat on were immaculately clean and somewhat comfortable, but not overly so. Directly in front of them was the painting of Washington Crossing the Delaware. An ornate gilt clock ticked away on the adjacent wall, reminding her every second of where she was.

			Jean was exhausted. After her all-night briefing and planning session two nights ago, she’d had lunch with Maddie and then went home to pack her bags for the red eye she’d taken from Las Vegas to Reagan National Airport, just across the river from Washington, D.C. They checked into a hotel near the White House, and she’d had time to take a short nap, showered, put on her best blue suit, had a quick meal with Tommy, and then the limousine that would take them to the White House arrived. They’d been escorted to the West Wing lobby, arriving around 5 p.m. It was now well after six, and they still had no word on whether or not the meeting would take place on time or at all. Tommy tapped his foot incessantly as if he was put out to be kept waiting. All she knew was that at 7 p.m. sharp, the four visitors from another planet would appear on a video screen in the Oval Office, and she relished the fact that Tommy wouldn’t be there if it happened.

			Suddenly, an aide to the President appeared at the door to the lobby and said, “The President will see you now. Please follow me.” 

			Jean’s heart rate increased dramatically, but she stood and followed along. Tommy took his time, acting as if he was doing the President a favor rather than the other way around, a stern look on his face, like he was about to decide on the fate of mankind. No, Tommy, she thought. That would be the President’s job this evening.

			They wound through a labyrinth of hallways and finally entered the Oval Office. Jean saw the President behind his massive desk, built from the oak timbers of a ship that had been lost in the Arctic Circle in the 1850s and then recovered. The desk had been a gift to the American President Hayes from Queen Victoria of England in 1880. Half a dozen other people sat on the two sofas in front of the President’s desk, four in business suits and two in uniforms. There was one woman among the group, the Vice President. Introductions were made, but no handshakes were exchanged, the new normal in the world of Washington since the emergence of Covid. A simple nod was all she got from everyone except the President himself, who smiled broadly and spoke to them.

			“Welcome to the White House, Director Williams and Dr. Lemare. We appreciate you coming on such short notice and keeping us up to date on the developments with the, uh, people from elsewhere.”

			The President seemed reluctant to use the word “alien,” and Jean appreciated that. As she’d gotten to know Maddie over the years, she’d seem less and less alien and more and more human. And now that she’d been reunited with her sixteen years later, Maddie was as human as human could be, at least as far as Jean was concerned. She hadn’t met the others yet, but alien would not be the right word to describe them if they were anything like Maddie.

			The aide led Maddie to two empty chairs at the far end of the room, which were the closest to the portable video screen set up at that end. The screen was blocking the view of the painting of Franklin Delano Roosevelt but had good company beside it in the form of paintings of several other Presidents, including Washington and Lincoln. 

			“I’d like to summarize what I’ve been told to make sure I’m up to date,” said the President.

			Everyone nodded.

			“It is believed by the Department of Defense that we have four visitors from somewhere other than Earth, two of whom are from elsewhere, and the other two being people from Earth who have supposedly been reborn on a planet that is out there, somewhere in our solar system, which happens to be invisible to us.”

			Everyone nodded.

			“Their appointed emissary, a female named Madison Pace, who was raised here on Earth and previously held in captivity until she escaped, has been meeting with Dr. Lemare, her chosen contact on Earth, to disclose the intent of these, uh, beings.”

			Everyone nodded. 

			“They have stated, through Ms. Pace, that their intent is to help Earth to overcome our most pressing global issues, and in exchange, they are requesting only that they be left alone to pursue their own private lives here on Earth.”

			Everyone nodded.

			“I have only one thing to say,” said the President. “You can’t make this stuff up!”

			Everyone chuckled at the President’s attempt at humor except Jean. 

			“I can assure you, Mr. President, that every bit of it is true and accurate,” she said.

			“That’s a bold statement,” said the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, his barrel-like chest puffing out and pressing against a half dozen medals pinned to his uniform. “We have no basis for accepting assertions from aliens as fact. Their intentions may be completely different from what they claim.”

			“That may be so, sir,” said Jean. “I should rephrase and say that I personally believe everything to be true. It will be up to the President and his advisors to come to your own conclusions.”

			“That’s exactly right,” said Tommy Williams. “The President and his advisors will decide.” He was staring at her as if she’d been out of line and was soon to receive strict and harsh punishment from him. Oh well, she thought. At least he got his fifteen seconds of fame.

			“Everyone knows that,” said the President, glaring at Tommy Williams. Tommy’s face reddened. While continuing to lock gazes with the Director, the President took over the meeting. “Look, we’re getting close to 7 p.m., but I have a few more questions to ask Dr. Lemare.” The President’s words, tone, and stare were such that he was warning Tommy to keep his mouth shut. “Dr. Lemare, why are these people being so evasive? So cautious?”

			“I don’t think they’re being evasive, sir. After all, Maddie Pace walked into our facility unarmed and with no concerns whatsoever. And they would have been here in person if we had permitted them to, so really it’s us who are being cautious. I will also point out that we’ve treated them as enemies before, locking them up and throwing away the key. So it’s hard to blame them if they’re coming across as cautious.”

			“But they’ve broken the laws of our country. They came here unannounced and secretly.”

			“Yes, sir, they did. I believe we call that kind of people ‘illegal aliens.’ But we don’t imprison them for the rest of their life. We deport them.”

			The President paused after this comment, reddening a little in the face. “Point taken, Dr. Lemare. But I think you’ll agree that these illegal aliens are slightly different from the normal ones. The human ones.”

			“You might be surprised, sir.”

			“How so?”

			“I only know Maddie Pace out of the four of them. But I can say unequivocally that she’s the most human of humans, even though her body and brain are a little more advanced. But she’s one of us, I assure you.”

			The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs emitted an audible scoff but said nothing. 

			The President raised his right arm up and looked at his watch. “Six fifty-eight,” he said. “Let’s turn on the video feed.”

			The aide returned to the room and used a remote control to turn on the screen. A camera facing the group in the Oval Office would broadcast their images and voices to the group of four “visitors,” who were in an undisclosed location. Two minutes later, the four appeared on the screen. Jean leaned over to Tommy.

			“That’s your cue to leave,” she whispered to him.

			With an indignant expression, Tommy Williams was escorted from the room by the aide who had brought them in. The meeting would now proceed.



Chapter 28


The four gathered in the living room of one of the two suites they’d occupied in a luxury hotel in Arlington, Virginia, just across the Potomac River from Washington, D.C. They had two 2-bedroom suites, and the Teacher and Gino had taken up residence in one of them while Maddie and Cynthia were in the other. Cynthia had suggested they all go shopping earlier in the day to purchase clothing appropriate for a meeting with the President. She was now wearing a pleasant, light blue business suit, and Gino was dressed as Maddie remembered him, in an expensive dark pinstripe with a bold red tie. She’d convinced him not to use hair gel to comb his hair back, telling him he looked much better with the natural waves. Maddie couldn’t bring herself to wear a suit, even for the President of the United States, so she settled for a lovely, white cotton summer dress that came down past her knees when she was standing but rode up over them when she was sitting. The Teacher hadn’t gone shopping with them, choosing to remain dressed in the jeans and flannel shirt he seemed to like so much.

			They had lined up four chairs in a single row, close together, so the camera could see all of them. They used the television on the wall above the camera to receive the incoming signal from the USB stick she’d given Jean, which had undoubtedly been scanned and inspected, and tested many times before being plugged into the camera filming the President and his team.

			At 7 p.m. sharp, the video screen came to life, displaying the Oval Office and its current occupants. Closest to the camera was Jean, sitting in a chair, and across from her was an empty seat. Maddie wondered if Jean’s problematic boss had been there at some point, leaving before the meeting took place based on her instructions. Next, there were two sofas, with three serious-looking people sitting on each. Two wore uniforms, and one of the six was a woman Maddie recognized as the Vice President. The colossal oak desk of the President sat in the rear of the shot, and the President was behind it. He was an older man with closely cut gray hair but was thin and seemed quite fit. Maddie found it interesting that of all the people in the room, he was one of two smiling. The other was Dr. Jean Lemare.

			The President introduced everyone in the Oval Office to them. The Secretary of this and the Chairman of that, the Vice President, and Dr. Jean Lemare. He didn’t mention her title or where she worked, probably trying to avoid using the word “alien” in front of them out of diplomatic politeness. Or maybe he was just a nice person; Maddie preferred that explanation and would think of the President that way until he gave her a reason not to. 

			The Teacher took the lead for their side, introducing himself and the rest of them. Then the President dove into it. “Teacher,” he said. “You’ve noted that each of the others in your group has lived on Earth but what about you? Have you ever lived here before?”

			“No, Mr. President, not until now, that is.” Maddie was pleased that the Teacher addressed the President appropriately rather than calling him by his name. 

			“That’s a bit presumptuous, wouldn’t you say?” asked the President. “That you can simply decide to live somewhere and just go there without going through proper channels.”

			The President’s aggressive statement offended Maddie, but the Teacher handled it well. “I beg your pardon, sir,” he said. “I should have said we are here to ask your permission to live here in your country. Whether or not we will ever be able to fulfill all protocols in that regard is to be determined. I can say, however, that I can pass your Citizenship test at any time without missing a single question.” The Teacher smiled, having done his best to make a joke, and the President smiled back.

			“Very well,” he said. “Shall we get down to business?” The Teacher nodded, and the President began with his questions.

			“I’m told that of the four of you, you are the only one completely from elsewhere. I understand that Madison Pace was made on your planet but lived here most of her life, and the other two are humans who have been remade on your planet. But just where is this planet, Teacher?”

			“The planet you refer to, Mr. President, is actually a very large spacecraft, built around five thousand years ago and assigned to study Earth. We call it Earth Station, but it’s not where we are from.”

			“Where then?” asked the President. “Where in the galaxy are you from? What star system?”

			“The Makers are not from your galaxy, sir,” said the Teacher. “Nor are we from any other galaxy or any other universe. We are from space where there is no matter, the space that surrounds all the physical matter we call the Megaverse.”

			Maddie watched the reaction of the President and the others in the room. The President remained stoic, looking somewhat confused. The people in suits on the sofas seemed befuddled, but the two men in uniforms were frowning as if they believed this whole thing was a hoax. Jean looked calm, knowing the Teacher had spoken the truth and also aware, as Maddie was, that this information was contained in her report, which the others obviously hadn’t read thoroughly, if at all. 

			“But you have a body,” said the President. “Which is made of matter, so how could you be from a place where is no matter?”

			“This body is a temporary shell we made to house my Essence.”

			“Essence? What’s that?”

			“Sir, if I may,” said the Teacher. “We are here to offer you something in exchange for something back from you. Should we reach an agreement, we will be happy to share all we can about ourselves with your scientific advisors. But that could take some time, and I’m sure you don’t have that much time this evening.”

			“You are very right about that,” said the President, smiling. “But please indulge me. What is your Essence?”

			“It is all that I am,” said the Teacher. “All my energy, knowledge, intelligence, and abilities.” Maddie thought it wise that the Teacher had not decided to tell the President that all living things had an Essence because this could lead in several tangential directions, including the conflict with religious beliefs with that assertion.

			“Okay, thanks,” said the President. “So, what would you like to offer us.”

			“We took the time to make a list for you, sir. These are just a few examples of where we might help. May I recite the list to you? The President nodded. “We can help you to end global warming, eliminate nuclear and conventional weapons and thereby bring peace to the Earth, immunize the population against disease, provide you with the technology to allow for interstellar travel, and introduce you to some of your closest neighbors in the galaxy. Those are a few things we are offering, but you may have other items you want to add to the list, and we are open to doing our best to help you with those as well.”

			Silence ruled the Oval Office for a moment. Suddenly, the room erupted in laughter, but the President wasn’t laughing, thank goodness.

			“Quiet, please!” he said with a raised voice, and the room fell silent. “How can you back this up, Teacher, so we can get a feeling, right now, that what you’re saying is true.”

			“I suggest that we meet in person, Mr. President. At that meeting, I will bring a USB stick containing the plans for building an automobile powered by a fusion engine. You can take it to your scientists to assess it, even give it to one of your car companies to build. What this means, of course, is the eventual end to global warming because we can build fusion engines of any size to power anything and everything on Earth. Fossil fuels will no longer be needed. Moreover, we can accelerate the cooling process using other methods that will be disclosed later, assuming an accord is reached.”

			“That sounds good,” said the President. “But may I ask you why it is so important to you to meet face to face?”

			“Of course,” said the Teacher. “The easiest way to help you understand that is with a question. Would you sign a peace treaty with Vladimir Putin without first looking him in the eye to gauge his sincerity?”

			The President answered quickly. “Understood,” he said, then stood. “Let’s meet tomorrow, here at the White House. My advisors here will work out the details with you. But I’m late for dinner and don’t want to get in the dog house with my wife! It was nice meeting you. See you tomorrow.” The President left the room, waving at the television screen as he left.



Chapter 29


During the discussions after the President departed the Oval Office, his advisors conveyed the two primary concerns that needed to be addressed for the meeting to occur: the President’s safety and confidentiality. Jean wasn’t too well-versed in politics, but she gathered from the President’s parting words that he wanted the meeting to happen, so anything less than that would be viewed by him as a stark failure by his people. She assumed this gave leverage to the visitors from Earth Station, but that didn’t seem to matter because the Teacher had all the answers.

			He suggested a tent be erected on the South Lawn and invited the President’s team to fill it with as many Secret Service agents and military personnel as they wanted. But he reminded them that the more people who attended the meeting, the more opportunities for leaks that would create. He left it up to them to decide who would join the meeting and who wouldn’t. He also informed them that screening equipment and metal detectors would be welcomed, assuring them that none of his team had anything to hide.

			It was determined that the President had a one-hour window in his schedule from 11 a.m. to noon the next day. Setting up the tent would be fine since many of them were stored on the grounds and used frequently. Screening equipment was also accessible. The most challenging assignment would be who was to attend and who wasn’t. Jean knew she would be there and Tommy Williams wouldn’t, which made her happy. She was witnessing the birth of perhaps the most significant advance of the human race in history, and while it was clear many of the President’s advisors were skeptical, her read on the President was that he was taking it seriously, and that’s what really mattered.

			One glitch in the planning discussion occurred when the President’s Chief of Staff asked if the visitors were vaccinated for Covid.

			“We are all immune to all forms of disease,” said the Teacher.

			“Does that mean you’re not vaccinated?” asked the Chief of Staff.

			“It’s not necessary for us.” replied the Teacher.

			“Federal policy requires that you wear a mask,” said the Chief.

			“We won’t be doing that,” said the Teacher.

			“Why?”

			“It’s not necessary,” he said.

			Jean was a Federal employee and well-versed in Covid policy, so she made a suggestion. “Sir, since the meeting will be outside, the policy doesn’t technically apply.”

			“But it will be inside a tent,” he said.

			Just then, the Vice President interrupted, ending the debate. “It’s a gray area,” she said. “Let’s move on.”

			*****

			The meeting on the South Lawn of the White House took place at 11 a.m. As arranged the night before, the four visitors arrived at 10:45 to undergo screening. They simply appeared out of thin air, and for those present, that was enough to prove without a shadow of a doubt that the world was dealing with visitors from elsewhere with powers beyond anything known on Earth. But Jean already knew this and was thinking about other things, for example, how it warmed her heart to see Maddie, so beautiful in her summer dress. 

			Maddie’s mother was also breathtakingly beautiful, with shoulder-length, shining auburn hair, a strong chin and nose, and high cheekbones. She was several inches shorter than Maddie and actually looked younger than her, and Jean remembered Maddie explaining to her how that had happened. Maddie had marked Cynthia when she was twenty-seven; her Essence had been captured when she died and placed in a new and improved twenty-seven-year-old body. Cynthia Pace was dressed in a business suit and looked professional and respectful of her surroundings.

			The two men from the group of four were a portrait of contrasts. Both were tall and very handsome, but Gino Morelli looked like a mafia boss in his pinstripe suit, bold red tie, and wavy dark hair. On the other hand, the Teacher was dressed casually, in jeans and a flannel shirt, his long straight blond hair flowing down his back. His blue eyes were huge and conveyed great power but also compassion. Jean hoped that was true. Compassion would be needed to get through this meeting, considering the mistakes the humans would undoubtedly make in the name of politics. 

			The only thing detected was the USB stick which supposedly contained the plans for building a fusion-powered car. The Teacher handed the stick to a Secret Service agent, and he rushed out of the tent, presumably to bring it to someone who might have a chance of understanding what was on it. 

			The tent was a square, around twenty feet on each side. Two long tables had been set up along two sides and faced each other from around ten feet apart. Jean assumed the President’s advisors had placed them this far apart to ensure they exceeded the six-foot minimum suggested by Federal Covid policy. Considering the immunity to everything the visitors undoubtedly had, it seemed ridiculous to her, but he was the President and needed to be protected. In that regard, in addition to half a dozen Secret Service agents in the tent, a contingent of six fully armored combat troops lined the sides of the tents behind the tables and chairs. Jean wondered if they were hot since the tent was heating up from the summer sun. Just then, two portable air conditioning units were wheeled in and set up on opposite ends. When they were started up, the comfort level inside the tent improved almost immediately.

			There were seven chairs at the President’s table, and Jean was in the one at the far end. No one from the President’s party had arrived, but they would soon since it was 10:58 a.m. The four visitors were invited to sit behind their table, and they did so. Maddie smiled at Jean, and she smiled back, wishing she were sitting on that side rather than the side she was on. But perhaps she could be of more help to Maddie and her friends by the role she was playing on this side. In truth, she already had helped by not mentioning the special abilities that Maddie had and that she assumed the others also possessed. They could read minds. As soon as the President walked in, they would know the truth of his intentions. What the others thought didn’t matter, although it would be instructive to know all parties’ feelings regarding the visitors from off-world. Jean felt a little guilty for keeping this knowledge to herself, but it wasn’t as if it hadn’t been in her reports from the beginning, and all the staff of the President and the President himself had access to this information.

			The President and his entourage arrived. First in was the Vice President, and she came over to the seat beside Jean but remained standing. Next was the Secretary of State, who left the next chair empty and stood behind the one beside it. Next was the Secretary of Defense, followed by the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, followed by the President’s Chief of Staff, who stood at the entrance to the tent. 

			“Ladies and Gentlemen, the President of the United States,” said the Chief of Staff, and everyone stood. Jean was relieved to see all four of the visitors up on their feet.

			The President entered the tent and moved quickly to his seat. Everyone else with a chair sat after the President was seated. The Secret Service and the military personnel remained standing. The President opened up the meeting.

			“We’ve had our scientific advisors take a quick look at the USB stick you brought with you,” he said. “It looks promising. We’ll continue to study it and likely form a task force to try and build it shortly. Thank you for that, sir.” The President was looking directly at the Teacher.

			“It is but a small token of our sincerity,” said the Teacher.

			“The United States would like to control this technology,” said the President, surprising Jean. “Can we depend on you for that?”

			“That depends,” said the Teacher.

			“On what?” asked the President.

			“On whether or not you agree to share the tech with the rest of the world. After all, the intent is to eliminate global warming and to provide Earth with safe, renewable energy. The United States is just a small piece of that puzzle.”

			“So why did you come to us, then?” asked the President, raising his eyebrows as if he’d scored a point in a tennis match.

			“We came to you because of Maddie’s relationship with Dr. Lemare. We trusted that she could facilitate this meeting and do it in a confidential manner. But Mr. President, the United Nations is just up the highway, isn’t it?”

			Jean was concerned that this meeting might end before it ever got started, and she didn’t know if there was something she might say to help get over this substantial speed bump. The President was conferring quietly with the Secretary of State and Vice President, both leaning in close to him. Before Jean could think of anything to say, the President spoke.

			“The United States has many powerful enemies in this world, sir. It’s not clear to us that sharing this tech with them would be in our best interests.”

			“I understand your perspective, Mr. President. It is not a global perspective, however. How can we solve global issues without global cooperation?”

			“Well, you won’t get global cooperation at the U.N. either; I can assure you of that.”

			Jean had an idea. It was just a hunch, but she went for it. “May I suggest we table this issue for discussion later in the meeting, Mr. President?”

			“Why?” he asked. “It’s really the crux of the matter, from my perspective.”

			“The reason, sir, is that the visitors have given a list of five things. Global warming is only one of them. I suggest we go down the list, and perhaps the issue you have raised will become less relevant.”

			The President smiled. Jean perceived that he found it refreshing to have someone cross him in the middle of a negotiation. 

			“What’s the next thing on the list?” he asked.

			“Eliminating nuclear and conventional weapons,” said Jean.

			“Very well,” said the President. “How do you intend to do that, Teacher?”

			“I can give you a small example,” said the Teacher. “If you will ask anyone in the room with a gun to remove it and point it at me, that would be helpful, sir.”

			“Okay. Please, everyone, do as he says.”

			The six Secret Service agents removed their service revolvers and pointed them at the Teacher. The six military personnel pointed their sub-machine guns at him.

			“Now tell them to fire at me,” said the Teacher.

			“I won’t do that,” said the President. “That’s ridiculous.”

			“Very well,” said the Teacher. “Can one of them point their gun at the ground and attempt to fire it?”

			The President nodded at the head agent, and he complied, pointing the gun at the ground and attempting to fire it. Nothing happened. 

			“The gun seems to be jammed, sir.”

			“Actually, the firing mechanism has been melted,” said the Teacher. “In all of the guns. I do this to demonstrate that we can disable all weapons on Earth in a similar manner. It is not our intent to do this arbitrarily, I assure you. But if you are worried about enemies, we can render their militaries useless.”

			“And ours too!” said the President. “That’s not going to happen.”

			“As you say,” said the Teacher. “I’m only here to report that it can happen if you want it to. Or more to the point, if the world wants it to happen.”

			“What’s next on the list?” asked the President.

			“Immunization against disease, including cancer,” blurted the Chief of Staff, attempting to sound informed and appear useful.

			“Now that’s one I’m sure the world can agree on,” said the President.

			The Teacher nodded.

			“What’s next?” 

			“Interstellar travel,” said the Chief of Staff.

			“Again, the U.S. needs to control that technology,” said the President.

			“We can’t agree to that,” said the Teacher.

			What’s next on the list?” asked the President.

			“To introduce us to some of our closest neighbors in the galaxy,” said the Chief of Staff.

			“How many intelligent species are there, Teacher? In the galaxy?” asked the President. 

			“Several million,” said the Teacher. “And in the Universe, billions. In the Megaverse, trillions.”

			The room fell silent at this revelation. 

			“How do you know this?” asked the President.

			“We are in contact with all of them,” said the Teacher.

			“How many of you, what are you called, Makers, are there?” he asked.

			“Trillions,” said the Teacher.

			“And if we strike a deal with you, how many of you want to come here to live on Earth?”

			“Only around 150 of us,” said the Teacher. “The others are tied up in other projects.”

			“And what about you four?” he asked. “What, specifically, do you want?”

			“I thought you’d never ask,” said the Teacher.



Chapter 30


The meeting went on until well past noon. It was almost one o’clock when the “Visitors” disappeared, and the President saw them depart. Maddie wasn’t sure what meeting he’d delayed or canceled, but he would certainly be late for lunch and possibly be in trouble with his wife again if that was the appointment he’d missed.

			The back-and-forth of the negotiations had been frustrating for her group, except for the Teacher. He was his implacable self, unemotional and unmoved by the vagaries of human politics as if none of it mattered to him. And it probably didn’t.For the rest of them, however, it was maddening. That beings from another planet could beam down and promise to end all the major threats to the well-being of humanity and be met with petty, selfish roadblocks was ludicrous.

			On the other hand, she liked the President, and she understood why he was being so stubborn regarding who controlled some of the technology offered. He was the steward of a country, not the Earth, but in her mind, if any country had been a global leader, it was undoubtedly the United States. Perhaps she was biased because she’d grown up here, but she thought most people in the world would agree with her, even if they might not like it. 

			Jean had been great during the meeting, and they’d asked the President if they could bring her with them to help plan the next phase of the cooperative agreement that had been verbally agreed to by the meeting’s end. 

			“How long do you need her?” asked the President.

			Maddie answered. “We need her for as long as this project continues.”

			“Can we share her?” he asked. “After all, she does work for the Executive Branch of the U.S. government, which means she works for me.”

			“Yes, sir, of course,” said Maddie. “Can she stay with us for a few days and then return to you?”

			“Sure,” he said. “Someone give Dr. Lemare my secretary’s direct number and tell her to expect a call from the good doctor in two days.” Everyone on the President’s side of the table nodded except Jean, who seemed overwhelmed by the attention.

			The President and the four visitors had agreed that the U.S. would pioneer the first fusion vehicle, announce the discovery to the world and share the technology freely, contingent on testing to prove the fusion engine did not pose a threat of radioactivity, especially in the event of an automobile accident. The Teacher assured him that the fusion reaction would be housed in an impenetrable shell made of a compound not yet created on Earth. It was so strong that virtually nothing could penetrate it, and since the fusion reaction was basically eternal, there was no maintenance required of the engine itself. Moreover, the radiation in this kind of fusion was minimal to begin with. 

			The energy from the fusion reactor was tapped via connectors to the outside of the shell, and that is how the car would run; how anything powered by this kind of engine would run, which is the way things were on Earth Station. Cynthia once told Maddie that everything on Earth Station had its own fusion engine, even something as small as a coffee maker. 

			The decommissioning of nuclear and conventional weapons had been tabled for the time being. The Teacher had offered to step in if the U.S. government deemed a nuclear event inevitable, and the President happily agreed to that. A communication link from the White House to the Teacher would be established to handle emergencies and other day-to-day matters expeditiously.

			The Immunization project for cancer and other diseases would begin immediately. The Teacher would provide the formulas, and once again, the initial development and testing would happen in the United States and then be shared freely with the rest of the world when it was deemed safe and effective.

			Interstellar travel and contact with other civilizations would be postponed. Both the President and the Teacher agreed that progress in making the Earth a more civilized planet was needed first. In that regard, the President had asked for the Teacher’s help in ending famine and making clean water available to the world’s population. The Teacher indicated that much could be done in this regard and was open-minded to once again allowing the pioneering of advances to occur here in the U.S. and then be shared with other countries, prioritizing the ones in dire need.

			The President was so happy with their progress that he’d also agreed to the two requests of the four visitors. The Teacher and Cynthia would set up shop in her former place of residence on Earth, Asheville, North Carolina. As far as the world was concerned, they would be just ordinary citizens. Still, due to the extraordinarily top-secret nature of what they’d be working on, a home would be built for them in a remote area, with a sub-basement where the secret work would transpire. All phone lines would be encrypted and monitored. This was no bother to Cynthia or the Teacher because they could communicate telepathically with each other and with Maddie and Gino wherever they were on Earth. 

			The request made by Maddie and Gino was more problematic and encountered strong resistance from the President’s advisory group, but he overrode them and told them to make it happen. Maddie and Gino wanted to fight crime. A noble goal, but the way they wanted to do it was more complicated. They wanted carte blanch freedom to operate globally without oversight or interference from U.S. agencies, including the CIA, FBI, and DOD. They didn’t ask for help managing local and foreign agencies, indicating they could easily avoid them. The bottom line was that they would do this regardless of the outcome of the discussions. Still, they felt it was better to be entirely upfront with the President and his staff so they weren’t blindsided later by anything that might happen during their missions. 

			Gino had done an excellent job making their case to the President, assisted by Maddie, although that was when their ability to read minds became apparent to everyone present at the meeting.

			“Does that mean you guys already know everything that all of us here in the room know?” asked the President.

			“Yes,” said the Teacher. “But that’s a good thing, Mr. President, because it also means that we know you, personally, are serious about all the commitments you have made in this meeting. By the way, we also know which of your advisors disagree with you on every point and to what degree, should you require that information. I assure you, though, sir, that the secrets of the U.S. government are safe with us. Frankly, we really don’t care about any of them. We just want to help and to be left in peace when our job is done.”

			“I’ll hold you to that then,” said the President. 

			“One more thing, sir,” asked Gino, standing up to ask his question.

			“What’s that, son?” asked the President.

			“Sir, Maddie and I could use a support staff. They could operate out of the sub-basement below the home you’ll be building for the Teacher and Cynthia. And live nearby.”

			“How many people are we talking about, young man?”

			“Three or four specialists, sir. They’ll be our eyes and ears on the inside. All the work outside will be handled by Maddie and myself.”

			“Very well,” said the President. “We can buy a larger plot of land and build them homes there too. Who’ll recruit these people?”

			“I will, sir, with your permission. But we’ll need funding for that.”

			“Of course,” said the President, standing. Everyone in the room popped out of their seats. “Anything else, folks? I’m running late for another meeting.” The group of four shook their heads. The President looked at his advisors. “Make it happen.”

			Before the President left, the Teacher waved Jean over to their side of the tent and held hands with Cynthia and Maddie. Cynthia took Gino’s hand, and Maddie took Jean’s hand. Before the President turned to leave the room, the five suddenly disappeared. Maddie wished she could have seen the look on the President’s face at that moment.



Chapter 31


The group of five appeared in the living room of what looked like a hotel suite. Jean noticed her heart was beating quickly, undoubtedly due to the euphoria of having just teleported from the South Lawn of the White House to wherever they were now.

			“Where are we?” she asked, her voice husky.

			“We’re in a hotel suite in Arlington, Virginia,” said the Teacher. “Not far from where we just were. Gino, will you please call and arrange a one-bedroom suite for Jean, ideally on this floor?”

			“Yes, sir,” said Gino, moving toward the phone.

			Jean wondered what she would do for toiletries and extra clothing while she was here with the four visitors.

			“We’ll go shopping later,” said Maddie. 

			“Perhaps we should discuss how everyone thought the meeting went,” said Cynthia. “Let’s all get comfortable. Would anyone like something to drink?”

			“I could use some water,” said Jean.

			“I’ll have a beer!” said Gino, hanging up the phone. “Too bad we don’t have champagne. I think the meeting went very well, and we should celebrate!”

			“Celebration is not a concept I’m familiar with,” said the Teacher. “I know what the word means but have never participated in one. Why don’t you order the champagne so I can learn what it is like? To celebrate.”

			Gino picked up the phone and ordered a bottle of Moet Chandon. Jean wondered where the group was getting their money but assumed that was nothing more than a minor inconvenience to people with such a wide array of powers. Cynthia brought a glass of water from the kitchen and set it on the coffee table. “Why don’t we all sit,” she said. Cynthia sat on the sofa that paralleled the coffee table, and the Teacher joined her. Jean sat at one of the chairs at the end of the table, and Gino took the one at the other end. Maddie plopped onto the sofa adjacent to Jean. She reached out and took Jean’s hand.

			“I’m so glad you’re part of this journey, Jean,” she said. “You’ve been such a big help to us. I don’t think things would have gone nearly as smoothly without your help.”

			“Agreed,” said Cynthia. 

			“Me too,” said Gino.

			The Teacher simply nodded. “Can you tell us how the President intends to maintain confidentiality going forward, Jean? It already seems as if more people know than would be ideal.”

			Jean informed the group that the President had decided to refrain from informing Congress and others in his administration, at this time, regarding the presence of aliens and their stated purpose. Jean’s department, formed decades previously by another administration, had never been disclosed based on an opinion from that President’s legal advisors that relied on National Security, Top Secret Classification of the documents from that department, and Executive Privilege. The current President would continue to rely on that opinion in this case, even though the issues were considerably broader than those involving studying dead aliens and holding a few aliens captive. But because Congress had a demonstrated propensity for leaks, his advisors felt he had some leeway in delaying any disclosures for an extended period. 

			Within the administration, disclosures would be limited to the officials who had been present at the first and second meetings: the President, the Vice President, the Secretary of State, the Secretary of Homeland Security, the Secretary of Defense, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs and the President’s Chief of Staff. Each of these individuals had been directed not to reveal the nature of the meetings with the visitors from another world to anyone, whether they were on their staff or not. By handling the case in this manner, the President’s role as the Commander-in-Chief of the armed forces could also be relied upon to justify his actions or lack thereof.

			“Thank you, Jean,” said the Teacher. “It seems the President understands that the public isn’t ready to learn about us yet.”

			“Indeed,” said Jean. “But there are so many departments and public servants in the Executive Branch alone that there will be no guarantees. It could get out, but the President’s office will issue denials if the press starts asking questions.”

			“There’s a lot of work to do,” said the Teacher.

			Just then, there was a knock at the door, and the champagne was delivered, along with five champagne glasses. Gino opened the bottle, filled the glasses, and passed them around, then raised his glass. “To saving the world!” he said.

			Everyone smiled and clinked glasses, and the celebration began.

			*****

			Maddie invited Jean to lunch. Cynthia and Gino would join them, but the Teacher declined, saying he needed to return to Earth Station to check in with Tom Branch. Jean didn’t know Tom Branch, but she assumed he was important; however, she had so many questions about Maddie’s group that she didn’t want to waste time asking the others about him.

			They found a quaint Bistro near the hotel. It wasn’t crowded, and Jean could see why when she looked at the menu. The prices were astronomical, at least compared to what she’d become used to. Places like Ned and Polly’s. She ordered a salad, as did Maddie and Cynthia, while Gino ordered steak. He seemed to be enjoying his time on Earth very much.

			“Where does the money come from?” asked Jean.

			“The Teacher gave us all credit cards before we left Earth Station,” said Maddie. “We’re using assumed names for now, but hopefully, when things get further down the road, we can go back to our real names.”

			“Where did he get the credit cards?” she asked.

			“No idea,” said Maddie. “He just figures things out and makes stuff happen. But I know he pays the monthly credit card bills because I asked him. The Teacher doesn’t lie. In fact, he doesn’t even know how to lie.” 

			Everyone at the table smiled at this comment.

			“He’s a formidable man,” said Jean. “What’s he like once you get to know him?”

			“My mom knows him best,” said Maddie, glancing at Cynthia.

			“He’s a good person,” said Cynthia. “Technically, he’s not a person, but I choose not to think about him that way. His people have no emotions, but the Teacher’s been trying to learn how to have them. He’s coming along with that pretty well, in my opinion.”

			Jean detected some underlying feeling in Cynthia when she spoke of the Teacher, almost as a wife would speak lovingly about her husband. But she was too shy to ask about that, at least for now. Maybe in her professional capacity, she would have asked that question, but she didn’t feel that’s what this meeting was about. It seemed more of a get-to-know-each-other kind of gathering.

			“Gino, I remember meeting you many years ago when we were briefing you before you started working with Maddie,” she said. “You look as if you haven’t aged a day. If anything, you seem healthier and stronger. How can that be? It’s been sixteen years.”

			“It’s the same thing that happened with Cynthia,” he said. “We died, and our bodies were remade based on DNA scans Maddie provided when she marked us. Cynthia was twenty-seven when Maddie marked her, and I was thirty-one when she marked me. So here we are!”

			“I was under the impression you’ve been on Earth for some time, Cynthia. But you still look twenty-seven. How does that work?”

			Cynthia looked at Maddie, and they appeared to be having a brief conversation, telepathically. A few seconds passed, and Cynthia answered her question.

			“The three of us have received treatments to limit our aging,” she said.

			“But you look twenty-seven,” said Jean. “I’m sorry if I appear to be forward, but how many years have passed since you were remade in that body?”

			“I think about twelve years,” said Cynthia. “Only six of those years were spent on Earth but if your next question is how quickly we age, the truth is that we don’t age at all.”

			“Are you immortal?” asked Jean, somewhat shaken.

			All three of the others nodded, seemingly unimpressed with their own invincibility to the vagaries of time.

			“And the Teacher? I assume he doesn’t age as well?”

			Cynthia clarified. “Well, he was always that way, but even he had to have the special treatment to keep from aging on Earth.”

			Jean had many more questions, but lunch arrived, and they ate, the conversation swinging to more mundane subjects. Maddie asked about Jean’s cats, and Jean told her they were fine, but she missed them. Maddie suggested that Jean bring the cats to Washington, and Jean liked that idea since it seemed she would be there for some time. Cynthia asked if she had a life partner, and the answer was no. Jean had been single her entire life and content to be so. Her academic work and her job had consumed her professionally, and her cats and reading filled up her personal time. That was all she needed.

			After lunch, Maddie suggested they go shopping to buy Jean some clothes. They found a nearby high-end department store, and she picked out a nice summer dress, underwear, toiletries, and comfortable shoes. They returned to the hotel and took the elevator to their floor. Maddie told Jean they would all meet at the Teacher’s suite for dinner around 7 p.m., but Jean had one more question.

			“How much of our discussions can I reveal to the President?” she asked.

			The three took a moment to speak telepathically, then Maddie responded.

			“Everything except the immortal stuff, okay, Jean? We don’t think that’s something to be discussed, at least for now.”



Chapter 32

September 2022


A month had passed since their productive meetings with the President. Gino and Maddie had moved to the Eastern Shore of Maryland to begin training and planning for their first mission. They treasured their time off from training, taking advantage of the opportunity to sail on the Chesapeake Bay. For Gino, sailing wasn’t just a hobby but a passion he’d cultivated at Stanford in California. He’d continued to nurture his love for sailing after he graduated, and it had become an integral part of his life despite the rigors of his job working for the FBI. He told Maddie there’d always been a place to sail, even when he was based in Europe. She hadn’t known this about him and was surprised she hadn’t picked this up so many years ago during her reading of his past, but then again, her goal at that time had been to determine if he could be trusted, not to learn his hobbies. 

			As they cast off on the rented 26-foot sailboat, Gino’s eyes sparkled with excitement and longing. The wind filled the sails, propelling them forward as they glided over the bay’s gentle waves. Gino’s skillful maneuvers and intimate knowledge of the vessel revealed his deep understanding and connection to the art of sailing. Maddie was impressed with his proficiency and dedication to the craft. As the boat cut through the water, she watched him carefully, witnessing the joy that radiated from him with each gust of wind. She’d seen this joyfulness in her mom during their sail together on World 2A, but it was palpable in Gino. The more they were out here together, just the two of them, the more she fell in love with sailing. And with Gino.

			While they sailed, Gino often shared stories of his sailing adventures, recounting memorable moments and regaling Maddie with tales of the open sea. She listened intently, captivated by his words and how his face lit up with passion. Through his stories, she glimpsed a deeper side of him, one fueled by a yearning for freedom and the exhilaration of the open water. Perhaps it was the nature of her original programming, but she soaked it all up like a sponge, making Gino’s emotions about the sea part of her own.

			The rhythmic movement of the boat, the sound of water against the hull, and the vastness of the bay provided common ground for their complicated relationship. Sailing became a conduit for their shared experiences and a source of solace from their preparations for the mission. In those moments on the water, as the sun painted the horizon with vibrant hues and the wind whispered promises of untold adventures, Maddie couldn’t help but wonder if Gino was feeling the same things for her that she was feeling for him. But each evening when they returned to their two-bedroom cottage, made dinner and shared a few glasses of wine together, he would eventually retire to his own room, never giving any indication of wanting her in the way she wanted him.

			Maddie found Annapolis to be a wonderful town. It was best known as the location of the Naval Academy and the capital of Maryland, but it was also full of beautiful parks, cafés, and restaurants. Fresh seafood was always available since Annapolis sat alongside the Chesapeake Bay. Maddie had developed an insatiable appetite for blue crabs, plentiful in the bay and the mouths of the rivers that fed into it. She especially loved crab cakes, stuffed with fresh crab and even more delicious than the ones she’d had in Paris. The town was also relatively small, with a population of less than 50,000, so it didn’t have that big city feel. She hoped she could stay here for a long time and that Gino would stay with her if they survived the mission.

			The training regimen they’d established included Gino teaching Maddie the techniques of how to fight. Before, she had always depended on her tremendous strength and speed during the few encounters she’d had with assailants, but now Gino was as strong and fast as her, and she struggled to hold her own against him. But he was a good teacher, and she was a good learner, and she secretly enjoyed him teaching her rather than the other way around. He was becoming his old self, and she wondered when he would find the courage to act on what she hoped was his passion for her. 

			All she had learned about Volkov sixteen years previously might be helpful to them, so she went over it in detail with Gino. The information was very likely stale and could be potentially useless. Still, the fact that the government hadn’t initiated any action against Volkov suggested the criminal enterprise he was part of might have had no incentive to change how they were doing things. With that in mind, they decided their first surveillance mission would be the headquarters of the operation, which had been based in Dubai sixteen years ago. They would depart soon, but Maddie wanted to see her mom and the Teacher again before they left.



Chapter 33

September 2022/Asheville, NC


“Thank you all for coming today,” said the pastor. “I see some new faces, and you are welcome here. We turn no one away who seeks to know our Lord or, perhaps, just wants a little company from others searching for meaning in their lives.”

			Cynthia had somehow talked the Teacher into attending a service at a Christian church. The one she’d chosen was non-denominational, meaning they accepted people no matter their denomination and even those with no religious background. She’d felt it would bring nothing but questions if they’d attended a service at her old church, not that people would recognize her because she looked much younger and if she was truthful, more physically beautiful than she had looked during her first life on Earth. But she didn’t feel more beautiful at the moment; she felt unfaithful, and this excursion was not only an attempt to expose the Teacher to real-life Christianity but to help her climb back up the ladder of faith. 

			“Today I would like to speak of compassion,” said the pastor, a heavyset man in his mid-thirties with the voice of an angel, she thought. So pure, so soft, so pleasantly compelling. His accent was southern but not so strong that he could be considered a local. Maybe from somewhere in Virginia, like Richmond. “I saw a little boy once on the streets of our wonderful yet imperfect city. He was begging for food. The dirty little fella was probably seven or eight years old, dressed in rags and seemingly alone, thin, obviously very hungry. I moved to approach him to try and help him. Perhaps I could bring him to Social Services, or here to our parish to give him food and shelter until we could find his family, or help him to find a new family.

			“But as I stepped toward him, I witnessed somethin’ that turned out to be a miracle. Not one of those miracles you sometimes read about in the bible, where there was a flash of lightning and something miraculous unfolds. No, this was a miracle that took weeks, months, actually, to unfold. I watched an old man come up to the young boy, and if I am harshly honest, I must tell you that the old man was no better off than the boy, perhaps worse due to his advanced age. He must have been seventy years old, dressed in rags even dirtier than the boy’s, with scraggly long, gray hair and a matted gray beard.

			“The man took the boy by the hand and led him down the street. I followed them because, as you must know, I suspected the worst, intending to prevent any foul play that might ensue. But to my surprise and joy, the old man led the boy into a shelter for the homeless, where the boy could be fed and given a mattress to sleep on.

			“I returned to that shelter each day to check on the boy, and what I saw was a miraculous transformation, not in the child as much as in the old man who had brought him there. Each day his appearance improved. First, it was his beard. He shaved it. Next, his hair. It was cut and washed, and cleanly combed. And then his clothes. Somewhere he had found the money to buy new, clean clothes. And he had done the same for the boy. I watched as the two of them ate together, the boy laughing at things the old man was saying to him, the old man smiling, and I nearly broke down in tears as I witnessed this.

			“For one reason or another, my visits to the shelter declined from daily to every few days to every week, but each time I saw improvement in both. And then, one day, I didn’t see them. I asked one of the food servers if they knew where they had gone, and she referred me to the director of the shelter. Mr. Hargraves was his name. He smiled when I spoke of the boy and the old man, giving me an address where they could be found.

			“It was a pleasant home in a neighborhood just outside town, a little ranch house with maybe two or three bedrooms. The boy and the old man were playing catch in the front yard, and an older woman was sitting on the porch, smiling while the two laughed and played. A car with Tennessee plates pulled up, and a younger couple got out. They rushed up to the little boy and hugged him tightly. They were obviously his parents.

			“Now folks, I don’t know how that boy ended up on the streets of Asheville, and frankly, I don’t want to know. Because the miracle in all of this was that he was there for a reason. Yes, he was saved by the old man, but did he not save the old man as well, simply by being in that exact spot at that precise moment? How did that happen? Pure chance? Maybe. But maybe not. I leave it up to you to make your own conclusions. Suffice it to say that compassion saved that boy’s life, and it saved the life of the old man who felt it. ‘He who has pity on the poor lends to Yahweh; he will reward him..’ - Proverbs 19:17.

			“May all of us feel compassion in the way that old man did, such that we would act to help others and, in so doing, be rewarded by the saving of ourselves. Amen.”

			“AMEN,” came the voices of the congregation.

			*****

			When they returned to the apartment downtown that they’d rented when they moved to Asheville a month ago, Cynthia asked the Teacher what he’d thought of the sermon at the church. His response was interesting.

			“I seemed to enjoy that he didn’t speak repeatedly about God. His focus was on people.”

			“Yes, that’s true,” she said. “I hadn’t noticed that, but you’re right. But I’m wondering, did you feel anything while you listened, Teacher? Anything at all?”

			“Hunger,” he said.

			“To learn more?”

			“No, simply hunger for food. Would you like to go out for a late breakfast?”

			Cynthia felt some frustration at the Teacher’s inability to feel in the same way she did, but she had to laugh at the simplicity of his response. The pureness of it. As pure as the voice of the pastor they had listened to that morning. She knew in her heart that she would return to that church, and whether or not the Teacher went with her would be his decision. She suspected he would go if for nothing else, to continue his unquenchable thirst to learn more about anything and everything.

			“Sure, let’s go out for a bite,” she said.

			They walked down the two flights of stairs from the second floor onto the street. Just down at the corner was a nice little spot where they often ate breakfast. The land where the compound they would eventually live in had been purchased in a reasonably remote area around ten miles outside of town, and the construction would begin soon. By next spring, they hoped to be living there, working with their team to continue progressing on the numerous and far-reaching agreements they’d reached with the President. For now, they communicated by cell phone and computer with the President’s team, and things were moving ahead nicely on all fronts. But they still had a fair amount of time alone, just the two of them.

			Cynthia reflected on the challenges she and the Teacher were facing in their lives together. Just as the Teacher had felt hunger while they were in church together, he also had other physical impulses that all humans have. And that had resulted in some friction in their relationship. The biggest issue was his sexual desire for her. She felt the need to be with him too, but her dilemma, once again, was the beliefs she’d been raised with that were taught in her faith. They were still with her, even if her unquestioning faith in God might not be. She found it impossible to completely deny the Teacher’s advances because she was also attracted to him. Yet when their private moments together reached the most intimate pedestal, when two people became one, she invariably resisted. When he asked why, she told him they needed to be married first. He found this confusing, but he didn’t have the capability of being angry, at least not so far. He said he would like to learn more about marriage and would consider it, but felt it might be a challenge for both of them to be bound to one another for eternity since that is how long they would live, theoretically. Cynthia could understand this. But she needed time to ruminate on things, and attending church that day was part of her process of trying to figure out what she really wanted, not only with the Teacher but from life itself. 

			Thinking about what was important caused Cynthia to remember something she had promised Tom Branch. He had asked her if she would go to see Amy, his wife, who had also been Maddie’s therapist for many years. Cynthia felt a surge of guilt that a month had passed, and she’d made no effort even to find out if Amy was still in town. The reality is that she had no idea if she was even still alive. The last time they had seen each other was 1998, twenty-four years ago. A lot could happen in that span of time, and a lot had happened, perhaps more than she was willing to tell Amy, should they ever meet. But she’d made a promise to Tom, and she intended to keep it.

			“Teacher, can you help me find Amy Branch?”

			“Yes, I can do that,” he said.

			*****

			Cynthia was surprised that she hadn’t needed the Teacher’s help to find Amy. She simply did a web search on her laptop and found that Amy was still practicing and still located in the same building she’d been in when Maddie was seeing her. Amy would have to be approaching sixty by now, and Cynthia wondered why nothing had changed for her, at least in terms of her profession.

			Rather than call her on the phone, Cynthia felt it would be best to go to Amy’s office around the time of her last patient visit, which was 5 p.m. when Maddie had been seeing her. The Teacher accompanied her, and Cynthia felt he might actually play an essential role in convincing Amy who she was.

			They arrived just after five, entered the office, and sat in the lobby. Soon after that, two people emerged from the inner office. One was a female patient in her mid-thirties, and the other was Amy Branch. She looked very different, and it wasn’t just the onset of age that had caused this. She was much heavier than before, as if she no longer participated in triathlon, perhaps didn’t work out at all. Her hair was still medium-length and wavy, with no signs of gray, and Cynthia wondered if she dyed it to help her look younger. She could easily find this out by reading her mind, but she didn’t want to, fearing the anguish she might discover there.

			After her patient had departed, Amy turned to them. “May I help you?” she asked, her voice still smooth and kind.

			Cynthia and the Teacher stood, and Cynthia leaped into it. “Amy, you might not believe this, but I’m Cynthia Pace. My friend here is known as the Teacher.”

			Amy’s eyes widened in surprise, then narrowed, scrutinizing Cynthia carefully. “You look something like her, I’ll admit, but you couldn’t be her. She would be older than me.”

			“Yes, I would be sixty-one years old now if I’d lived.”

			“I don’t understand,” she said. “I know you and Maddie disappeared and were never seen again, but what, are you saying you’re a ghost or something?” An incredulous smile appeared on her face.

			“No, not a ghost,” said Cynthia, returning the smile, trying to lighten the mood. “Do you have some time? I can explain everything to you.”

			Amy looked at her watch and nodded. “I’m meeting my husband at seven for dinner, but I can talk briefly. Please, come into my office.” Amy entered the interior office that Cynthia remembered so well, and she and the Teacher followed, taking seats in the two chairs that sat in front of Amy’s therapy chair. “May I offer you a soft drink, a bottle of water perhaps?” 

			“No, thank you,” said Cynthia.

			“No, thank you,” said the Teacher.

			Amy sat down in her chair and looked at them, waiting for one of them to begin, and surprisingly the Teacher took charge.

			“Do you remember the story Maddie and Cynthia told you about the tall man with blond hair who had been seen by the fireman departing the station the day Maddie was dropped off there as an infant?”

			“Yes, of course,” she said. “It was one of the last things they told Tom and me.” 

			Cynthia noticed a slight twitch of remorse cross Amy’s face when she spoke Tom’s name. She was remarried but obviously still had deep feelings for her first husband, who was taken from her by a reckless driver when both were in their mid-thirties.

			“I am that man,” said the Teacher.

			“But how could you be?” she asked. “That was nearly thirty-five years ago.”

			“Thirty-six,” said the Teacher. “Maddie is thirty-six years old now.”

			“She’s still alive?” asked Amy, her voice cracking.

			“Yes,” he said. “She’s currently living on the Eastern Shore of Maryland.”

			“Oh my God,” said Amy. “I can’t believe it. And you, Cynthia, how is it possible that you look so young?”

			The Teacher explained everything to Amy. What Maddie was, why she was here on Earth, her marking capability, and how Cynthia had died near Amy and Tom’s second home in Mars Hill all those years ago, and Maddie abducted. But Cynthia’s Essence had been captured, and she had been reborn on Earth Station, of which the Teacher was the Master. It was a lot for Amy to take in, but not only was she a brilliant person, she was also well aware that Maddie had profound biological and mental differences from normal humans, so all of this was more of a fill-in-the-blank exercise for her than a wild story told by raving lunatics.

			“Wow,” she said. “So I take it Maddie escaped and is living on her own, now? She’s doing well, I hope?”

			“She’s doing very well,” said Cynthia. “But there’s more, Amy.”

			“What?” she asked, her voice trembling as if she knew what was coming.

			“Tom is also there,” said Cynthia. “On Earth Station.”

			Amy went still as a statue, her eyes glazing over. Tears began to leak down her face. “Tom…is alive?” 

			Cynthia and the Teacher both nodded.

			“Is he going to come back here too?” she asked. “Can I see him?”

			“Chances are that he will not return here during your lifetime,” said the Teacher.

			“What?” asked Amy confused.

			Cynthia attempted to bring Amy back on track with the conversation. “Tom was marked by Maddie, and when he died, his Essence was captured and was put into a new body, just like I was. Tom has been one of the most accomplished humans there on Earth Station and has advanced to the highest level. He is now a Maker, very close in appearance and abilities to my friend here.” She tilted her head toward the Teacher but kept her eyes on Amy.

			“So he’s doing well?” she asked. “He’s happy?”

			“Yes,” said Cynthia. “He is very happy. And he asked me to find you and tell you that.”

			Amy broke down into a full cry at that point. Twenty-four years is a long time, and she was obviously reliving all the agony she’d endured back then but also shedding tears of joy that Tom had found life after death and was living on, somewhere out there.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping tears from her face. “It’s all so much to take in. But I believe you. I need you to know that I believe you.”

			“We know,” said the Teacher, who’d been reading Amy’s mind. Cynthia decided that rather than ask questions of Amy that the Teacher could answer later, she’d move the conversation to a logical ending point.

			“Amy, I can come back to see you anytime. The Teacher and I are living in Asheville now. I missed it so much. But Amy, can you please treat this visit with doctor-client confidentiality, like you always did with Maddie and me?”

			“Why yes, certainly.” 

			“That includes your new husband,” said Cynthia. “Can you bring yourself to do that? It’s very important, Amy.”

			“Yes, yes. I can do it. But when will you come back? I have so many more questions. And I’d love to see Maddie. Will I be able to see her?”

			“Definitely,” said Cynthia. “She’s coming down to see us in a few days. We’ll be in touch soon. I promise.”



Chapter 34


Maddie and Gino checked into their hotel in downtown Asheville, using the same approach their group had tried in Arlington, Virginia, having reserved a two-bedroom suite. Cynthia and the Teacher joined them around four o’clock on Thursday afternoon. The suite had a reasonably large deck outside, and the four sat out there, enjoying appetizers and sipping wine from room service. It was late September, and the air was brisk, hinting at the arrival of fall, but the cool temperatures didn’t affect the four of them as it might affect bodies born on Earth. Maddie and Gino were there to say goodbye before they departed for Dubai, but they also had another request, for the Teacher.

			“We met with Amy Branch, Maddie,” said Cynthia, and Maddie’s eyes widened.

			“Wow,” she said. “Is she doing okay? How does she look?”

			“She’s seemed okay. She’s much heavier than she was when we knew her. Apparently, she gave up triathlon the day Tom was killed. Stopped working out altogether, and I suppose that over the years, it took its toll on her body.”

			“How is she mentally?” asked Maddie, reaching for a cracker.

			“She’s remarried. No children. Her husband’s a psychiatrist. We didn’t talk about him, but the Teacher got a reading from Amy which suggested he was tall and handsome, like Tom. But when we told her about Tom being on Earth Station and sending his best wishes to her, she broke down and didn’t fully recover while we were there.”

			“She’s not going to say anything, is she?” asked Maddie.

			“She said she wouldn’t. But who knows? It’s a lot to take in, and there’s no doubt she believed all of it. It was as if all the pieces of the puzzle we were wrestling with back then were laid on the table for her, fitting together perfectly.”

			“Do you think I can see her while we’re here?” asked Maddie. 

			“Absolutely. She asked if she could see you, actually.”

			“Great,” said Maddie. “Maybe we can go tomorrow. But Gino and I want to discuss something with you two today if it’s all right.” 

			Cynthia sat back in her seat, pressing her lips together. She looked surprised. The Teacher had no reaction because he was the Teacher and very likely knew everything on their minds anyway, even though the four of them had agreed not to read each other’s minds without permission. But that was who he was. It was a part of his nature and had been for who knew how long. Forever perhaps.

			“Gino and I will be leaving to begin tracking Volkov next week,” said Maddie. “But before we go, we need the Teacher’s help adjusting our programming.”

			Cynthia leaned forward, narrowing her eyes. “What kind of adjustment?”

			“We don’t want to be marked anymore,” said Gino, looking directly at the Teacher. Maddie felt a surge of pride that Gino was no longer afraid of the Teacher’s power. It was true that the Teacher could end any of their lives with a simple thought directed at their brains, but Gino was back to being Gino; at least, it seemed that way to her. There was one area where she hoped he’d make more progress, but she felt that would come soon.

			The Teacher just gazed at him, saying nothing, but Cynthia was animated. “Why?” she asked. “That’s the way we can all be together, forever.”

			“We want that, Mom. We truly do. But it’s just that World 2A, Earth Station in general, is something we, well….”

			“We don’t agree with it,” Gino interjected. “We don’t agree with subjugating people in that way, making them slaves to do the bidding of the Makers.”

			All eyes turned to the Teacher to gauge his reaction. He was unruffled, but that was to be expected. Maddie had never seen him express emotion demonstratively; this discussion was no exception. So far.

			“We’re not intending to offend you, Teacher, and I’m sure we haven’t, but Gino has lived there, and I have visited, and both of us agree that it’s morally wrong to do what you’re doing there.”

			“How so?” asked the Teacher.

			“Humans are not meant to be slaves,” said Maddie. “You’re using them for your own purposes, not their own, and we think that’s wrong.”

			“But we extend their lives,” said the Teacher. “Most of them are delighted by that. And many of them are tremendously enthusiastic about moving to the next level.”

			“My best friend Aya felt that way,” added Cynthia, although Maddie could tell from her expression and tone that Cynthia wasn’t entirely on board with the Teacher either.

			“And Tom Branch,” said the Teacher. “You all knew him. He was one hundred percent committed to all aspects of Earth Station. And now he is a Maker.”

			“But what about all the people who don’t fit in there?” asked Gino. “Like me.”

			“They are allowed to move on,” said the Teacher. “This is what would have happened with you had you stayed there longer.”

			“But my question for Gino and Maddie is why?” asked Cynthia. “No one has said you had to live on Earth Station if you were reborn there after losing your lives here. It simply means we can all live on and be together for eternity.”

			“Are you listening to yourself, Mom?” asked Maddie. “Is this your new religion? Because it certainly isn’t Christianity.”

			Cynthia frowned and fell back into her chair, chastened and hurt by Maddie’s harsh but accurate statement. Maddie felt guilty for shaming her mother and was inclined to explain more. “Look, the Makers have given us so much already. The prospect of immortality is amazing, but from my point of view and Gino’s, it’s depressing to think we can never die, even if we’re killed. For all any of us know, we may get to the point, after hundreds or thousands of years, that we want to take our own lives. We just don’t know. But Gino and I know that by giving us this, the possibility that our lives can end, you will give us a greater appreciation for being alive. Without that, we won’t feel as grounded in life as we want. And Mom, I realize you haven’t thought about this in a while, but if you truly want to pursue your faith again, you must know you can die. Without that, you’ll never find what you’re looking for. But we’re not here to talk you into this. We just want it for ourselves, if the Teacher can provide it. Can you Teacher? Can you reverse the marking?”

			The Teacher was completely forthcoming with the information they needed. “We would have to return to Earth Station to reverse the marking, but I can ask Tom to deactivate your circuits in the Monitoring Station. That way, should you change your minds, we can simply reactivate your circuits, and everything will return to the way it is now.”

			“I want that,” said Maddie.

			“I do, too,” said Gino.

			And then the biggest surprise of the meeting occurred. “So do I,” said Cynthia. “Maddie’s right. If I’m going to find my faith again, I need to do this, at a minimum.”

			“Then it will be done,” said the Teacher.



Chapter 35


Cynthia took Maddie to see Amy on Friday morning. Amy no longer kept appointments on Fridays, so they met at the restaurant where the Teacher and Cynthia often enjoyed breakfast and coffee. The Teacher and Gino were there but remained silent throughout the time the five of them were together. It was an emotional reunion for both Maddie and Amy. Amy asked Maddie to tell her all that had happened to her since the last time they’d been together, back in 1998, when Maddie was only twelve. It was a long story, but Maddie told it well, glossing over some of the sordid, depressing aspects of her years in captivity and jumping forward to when she met Gino and ultimately escaped.

			“Are you and Gino a couple now?” asked Amy, surprising Cynthia with her frankness.

			Both Maddie and Gino blushed and, in so doing, provided the answer to Amy’s question.

			“We’re partners,” said Maddie. “Crime-fighting partners.” She raised her eyebrows at Amy, a subtle suggestion to move on to another subject. 

			They spoke at length about Maddie’s life in Paris, how it was her first taste of freedom in her entire life, and how much she had loved it there, especially when joined by Cynthia a few years later. The time the two spent in Oslo seemed to intrigue Amy, and she asked many questions about hotels and restaurants and told them she and her husband traveled a lot, having both cut back on their client lists when they entered their sixties. Neither of them had been to Oslo, and Amy thought it would be an intriguing place to visit. Maddie and Cynthia concurred and encouraged Amy to go.

			Amy had questions about Earth Station, Worlds 2A and 2B, and the World of the Makers, but Maddie didn’t want to talk about those things, so Cynthia filled in and moved the conversation along. They all exchanged cell phone numbers and promised to keep in touch. Cynthia reiterated to Amy that she and the Teacher were building a home outside of town and planned to live there, and this seemed to brighten Amy’s spirits. Maddie and Amy embraced after their time together, holding on to each other for a long time.

			“Thank you for all you did to help me,” said Maddie. “You really made my childhood tolerable, Amy.”

			“It’s my job,” she said. “But with you, it was more than that. I’m so sorry we didn’t get to spend more time together.”

			“I’ll be back!” said Maddie, and Amy nodded, seemingly unable to speak due to the emotion of her brief reunion with Maddie.

			Cynthia imagined that Amy’s life had been turned upside down the moment Cynthia and the Teacher came to her office, but she could also see that Amy was better off because of it. More whole. More complete. It would be nice to have a friend nearby, and she intended to see Amy as often as possible during the coming years. The thought crossed her mind that Amy would grow old and die while she and the Teacher stayed the same, and this led to a throbbing burst of sorrow in her gut. In her heart. Yet another challenge of her new life had presented itself.

			After they departed, Cynthia explained to Maddie and Gino that she and the Teacher had an appointment that afternoon. Maddie asked where they were going, and Cynthia told her she would explain later. She suggested that Gino and Maddie visit the Biltmore Estates that afternoon and join them for dinner. Biltmore was a magnificent estate built by the Vanderbilt family in the late 1800s that was still maintained by the family but for the public’s pleasure. The grounds were spectacular, nestled in the rolling hills surrounding Asheville, with fabulous gardens and eateries, even a winery. Gino and Maddie liked that idea and parted with smiles on their young faces.

			In the afternoon, the Uber driver dropped Cynthia and the Teacher off at the church they’d visited last Sunday. The pastor greeted them at the door and led them to his office. His name was Andrew Bixby, but he insisted they call him Andy. Cynthia had decided to use her real name with Andy when she’d called to make the appointment, and she had introduced the Teacher simply as “Teacher.” Andy asked the origin of that name, and the Teacher said he didn’t know. Andy tilted his head in confusion but then moved on, sitting behind his plain wooden desk and inviting them to sit in the two chairs in front of it.

			“I’m so happy you came to see me,” he said. “How can I help you two today?”

			Cynthia jumped right in. “I was hoping you could help my friend here understand what marriage means from a Christian point of view.”

			“Are you two considering getting married?” he asked, and Cynthia noticed the Teacher raising his eyebrows, a rare hint of emotion.

			“We’ve discussed it,” she said. “Yes, we’re considering it. What can you tell us about marriage, Andy, as a pastor of a Christian church?”

			“Well, first of all, each denomination of Christianity has its own interpretation of the bible, Cynthia, so what I say will undoubtedly differ from what a pastor down the street at a Baptist church, or a Methodist church, or a Catholic church might say.”

			Cynthia saw the Teacher smiling at this, and she remembered their trip to World 2B when he’d been confused about the residents’ insistence on building so many different places of worship based on their specific faiths. But she hoped Andy would offer some clarity that reached the Teacher, giving him a deeper understanding of what marriage meant to her and to God. Andy did not disappoint.

			“For us here at our little church, we rely on Genesis 2:24: ‘Therefore a man will leave his father and his mother, and will join with his wife, and they will be one flesh.’ 

			“Yes, I remember that passage,” said Cynthia. “What does it mean, to you, Andy?”

			“This passage means so many things, Cynthia, in my opinion. First, I believe it speaks to the basis by which two people will come together physically. Marriage is the gateway to such a physical union. But more than that, the words ‘will be one flesh’ describe one entity, meaning that from the time a couple is married, the two will be one until death takes one of them.” 

			“I’ve never heard a pastor get to the point so quickly!” said Cynthia. “Thank you, Andy.”

			“It’s my pleasure,” he said.

			Cynthia considered what the pastor’s brief foray into the meaning of marriage might mean to the Teacher. Her faith had taught her this long ago and included other strict interpretations, such as marriage being between a human man and woman only. She suspected that Andy’s non-denominational church had a more liberal interpretation, and this didn’t bother her in the least. What bothered her was that the Teacher wasn’t human, and technically speaking, neither was she, because she inhabited a body that was beyond human biologically. She could do things no human could do. She wondered how she could pigeonhole the Teacher, and herself, into the dogma of a belief that simply didn’t apply to them. On the other hand, there was the matter of her Essence. Her soul. She believed it was still there, unchanged from her days on Earth when she was purely human. It was all so confusing to her!

			“Andy, do you think Teacher and I could have a moment alone? We’re happy to go somewhere else in the church. Just for a moment.”

			Andy stood up and made to leave. “Please, stay here. I’ll be out in the chapel, waiting for you there.”

			After Andy left the room, Cynthia stood up, took the Teacher by the hand, and pulled him up from his seat. When he was standing, she took his other hand, and they faced each other.

			“Teacher, I brought you here to give you a greater understanding of what marriage means from a Christian perspective, but what has happened is that it has given me more perspective.”

			“What do you mean, Cynthia?”

			“I mean that it doesn’t really seem to apply to us. After all, I’ve died already and been reborn, and you’ve been alive for billions of years, and we’ll probably live for a long, long time, right?”

			“Very likely,” he said. “But none of us can know the future with absolute certainty.”

			“So true,” she said. “But all I know is that whatever lies in front of us, I want to share it with you. It may end tomorrow, but I want to be with you when it does. I love you, Teacher. Do you love me?”

			It made Cynthia happy that he didn’t hesitate when he answered. “I know that something inside me is connected to you, Cynthia. It has been that way since I first met you on your first day on World 2A. If that is love, then yes, I love you.” 

			“That’s good enough for me. Will you marry me, Teacher? I know I said it doesn’t apply to us, but something inside me wants it. It will make me feel whole if we can be married.”

			“Yes, I can do that,” he said.

			She took him by the hand and led him into the chapel. She asked Pastor Andy to marry them right then and there. Andy was surprised but went to get his marriage book, and when he returned, they were married. “You may kiss the bride,” he said after the brief ceremony. The Teacher leaned in and kissed Cynthia tenderly, and she swooned, already envisioning what life with the Teacher would be like with no barriers to keep them apart. They said goodbye to Andy, telling him they would see him next Sunday, then summoned an Uber to take them back to their apartment. 

			Cynthia checked her watch when they arrived home and saw that it was only four o’clock. They would be meeting Maddie and Gino at seven. She took the Teacher by the hand and led him into the bedroom. 

			“What are we going to do in here?” he asked. She leaned up to him and kissed him, then started removing his clothes. “Oh,” he said, a flash of a smile crossing his face. “Yes, of course.”



Chapter 36

October 2022/Dubai


Gino was on duty watching the entrance to the hotel where Volkov lived when he was in Dubai. He didn’t need binoculars because his vision was now 20/5, just like Maddie’s. They’d been doing shift work since they arrived in Dubai three days ago, one of them on duty for four hours while the other ran errands or just relaxed. They were in a two-room suite in a hotel directly across from Volkov’s. So far, there’d been no sign of him. They’d seen two kinds of people going in and out of Volkov’s hotel: businessmen dressed in suits and beautiful blond-haired women that all looked very much like Maddie, except their hair was longer and more luxurious than Maddie’s buzz cut, which she’d grown accustomed too and had decided to keep. 

			The women going in and out of the hotel were Russian prostitutes, who could be found in virtually any Dubai hotel with a bar or nightclub. In Dubai, hotels were sanctuaries where Muslim law didn’t apply, meaning alcohol and prostitution were permitted. Elsewhere in the city, things were laxer than in neighboring countries such as Saudi Arabia, but the further one ventured from hotels, the more strict things became, especially the farther one got from Dubai. Abu Dhabi, for example, was a much more conservative city than Dubai, yet it was only an hour and a half drive away. Dubai was an experiment in diversification for the United Arab Emirates to see what the money from oil could create that might still thrive when the oil was gone.  

			When they’d first arrived in the city, Maddie had been blown away by how modern it was. The skyline resembled that of an advanced civilization in a science fiction movie and had served that purpose in several films, including Star Trek Beyond. The city boasted the tallest building in the world—Burj Khalifa—828 meters (2717 feet) tall, with 160 stories, and the longest driverless metro in the world was here, most of which was above-ground, swooping around the futuristic city and curling in and out of the vast above-ground road system.

			Gino sat at the living room window in their suite, staring down at the entrance to Volkov’s hotel. “I never did like surveillance work,” he said.

			“I can understand why,” she agreed. After less than a day of the surveillance routine, Maddie had tired of it, but she’d persevered because it was the approach Gino advocated, and more importantly, it gave her more time alone with him. She hoped being together in this spectacular city might spark something between them, but Gino had remained vigilant, staying at his post during his shifts and leaving her alone when it was her turn. From a professional and a personal perspective, this mission was going nowhere. “Maybe we should take a different approach.”

			“Like what?” he asked. 

			“Go over there and go inside. Try to get readings on the staff and others.”

			Gino tilted his head. “It’s a good idea, but do you think he’ll recognize us?”

			Maddie scrunched up one side of her mouth. “Who knows,” she said. “But he’s not going to shoot us in the hotel lobby, right?” 

			“Not likely,” said Gino. “Let’s give it a try.”

			They were dressed casually, in T-shirts and shorts, and neither saw any reason to change. The casual look would help Maddie from being mistaken for a prostitute and give Gino a different look than he’d had sixteen years ago when he and Maddie met Volkov for dinner in Amsterdam. And since Volkov’s henchmen killed Gino after that dinner, it was less likely that Volkov or any of his people would think he was the man from back then. 

			They left their hotel, crossed the street, and entered the lobby of Volkov’s hotel. Gino walked over to the reception desk while Maddie approached the Concierge. 

			Maddie immediately got a reading from the Concierge that Volkov was here, having arrived a week ago. They hadn’t seen him because he’d been driven directly to an underground parking garage that only VIP guests were given access to. He was staying in the Penthouse suite and rarely went out, conducting most of his meetings in the suite itself. The best news, however, was that Volkov would be going out that very evening to attend a performance of the Bolshoi Ballet at the Dubai Opera House downtown. It seemed that Volkov’s yearning for anything Russian had led him to sample something other than the Russian prostitutes that lingered in the bar of the hotel.

			Gino rejoined her, and they casually walked out to the street. “He’s here,” he said.

			“Yep, and he’s stepping out to the ballet tonight.”

			“Let’s make a plan,” he said.

			*****

			Dubai Opera was a magnificent building designed to resemble a dhow, a traditional sailing vessel originally used in the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. The ‘bow’ of the structure housed the opera’s main stage, orchestra, and seating, while the elongated ‘hull’ had waiting areas, taxi drop-off areas, and parking. It also boasted a rooftop restaurant with views of the Burj Khalifa. It could be converted into a traditional theatre, concert hall, banquet hall, or exhibition space. Using hydraulic lifts and seating wagons to relocate 900 of the 2,000 seats, the space could be used for other events while the extra seating was stored in garages beneath the theatre. Its purpose that evening was to showcase the world-famous Bolshoi Ballet, and while Maddie would have liked to stay and enjoy the performance, she was also excited that she and Gino had finally found Volkov, or at least she hoped they had.

			The first thing they noticed about Volkov, sitting above in his private viewing box, was that he hadn’t aged since the last time they saw him sixteen years ago. If anything, he looked younger and healthier, and his previously thinning gray hair was now a thick, dirty blond coiffure. It could have been a wig, but the overall change in his appearance was so stark that Maddie wondered if it was even the same man. They decided to get closer to him at intermission, hoping he might leave his box to stretch his legs or use the restroom.

			Before the first act was over, they left their seats and made their way up to the next floor, lingering not far from the entrance to Volkov’s box. When the first act ended, Volkov emerged, followed by two massive bodyguards, and approached the restroom. One of the bodyguards went in with him, and the other waited outside. 

			“Looks like you’re up,” said Maddie. “I’ll take the guy on the outside, but you’ll have to go in there and deal with the two of them. Do you have the handcuffs and the government IDs?”

			“All good,” said Gino, pumped up to be back in the game and armed with the strength of a superhuman. “Let’s go.”

			They approached the Men’s room, and the guard outside eyed them suspiciously. Maddie gave him a big smile, which he foolishly returned. She stopped and flirted with him in Russian while Gino slipped into the restroom. Almost immediately, Maddie’s exceptional hearing detected the sounds of a scuffle inside. The guard near her did as well and abruptly turned to go in. Gino had taught her how to disable a person by giving them a quick chop to the neck area where the carotid artery and vagus nerve were located although she’d never tried it on a living subject. But there was no time for doubt or delay. 

			She rushed up behind the man and executed the move. He collapsed on the spot, but the jig was up. People milling around had noticed. She rushed into the men’s room and saw two men down and one standing. Gino was one of the men down, and Volkov was the man on his feet. Their eyes connected, and he seemed to recognize her. Still, she couldn’t penetrate his mind, which had never happened to her before with a human, other than her mother and Gino, who weren’t human anymore, at least biologically. Without warning, she felt a jolt in her brain and immediately lost consciousness.

			*****

			Maddie woke up in a jail cell. She was alone in the cell and assumed it was because they had segregated her from the male prisoners, of whom she hoped Gino was a member. She wondered if he was in the same cell with the security guards or if Volkov had used his connections to keep his men out of jail. Very likely, it was just her and Gino in lockup. A policeman nearby noticed she was awake and approached her cell. 

			“You in veddy big trouble, woman,” he said.

			The man was dark and swarthy, and she could tell from her reading of his thoughts that he was Yemeni, as were most of the police in Dubai. The man was also used to being bribed, but she would save that for later if her first line of defense failed.

			“You must have learned from our IDs that we are international agents with permission from your government to be here,” she said.

			“We know,” he said. “But you still in trouble. You attack two men in public place. Veddy serious crime in Dubai.”

			“You must know those men are big-time criminals, and their boss, even bigger.”

			“Mister Boris is well-respected man in Dubai. Never cause any trouble here. You, the troublemakers!” The man had taken an aggressive tone with her.

			“I’ve got money. Lots of it.”

			“Money will not set you free, woman.”

			Surprised by this response, she went into his mind again and read that he’d been warned not to accept any bribes in this case, leaving her with only one option. She looked the man in the eye and wiped his mind clear of any memories involving her. His face changed from one of resignation to interest. 

			“Just go get my purse and bring it to me,” she said. “I’ll make you a rich man.”

			The man did as he was told, returning with the purse. She withdrew a roll of American dollars from it and handed it to him. He opened the cell and moved off in another direction. She walked out of the cell and then out of the jail, wiping peoples’ memories as she encountered them, and finally emerged into the street. Suddenly, a message came into her mind. I’m here. She spotted Gino half a block away, already free from incarceration. 

			Joining up with him, he asked her a question. “What now?”

			“We pay a visit to the Teacher,” she said. “We need to figure out what the heck Volkov did to himself and how we can overcome it.”



Chapter 37

October 2022/Asheville


“There was a man that came to World 2B around ten Earth years ago,” said the Teacher. “His name wasn’t Boris Volkov, but now I am beginning to believe that he and Volkov are the same man.”

			The four of them—the Teacher, Maddie, Gino, and Cynthia—were meeting in the coffee shop down the street from Cynthia and the Teacher’s apartment. No other patrons were there, so the group was using their voices. A month earlier, when her mom had told her she and the Teacher had been married, Maddie was overcome with joy. She’d known for some time that Cynthia loved the Teacher and was ecstatic to learn that he felt the same way about her, at least as much as he could feel love. But it had happened, and she was happy for them both. The issue now, however, was Boris Volkov, and the Teacher’s last statement caused the hair to rise on the back of her neck. 

			“Why didn’t you know that the man was Volkov? You should have picked that up straight away from his memory,” she asked, trying to maintain her composure but beginning to feel both angry and frightened about what the Teacher might say next.

			“The year was 2012,” he said. “You and Cynthia had been living in Paris, quite happily, for two years by then. Our program of harvesting empathic and narcissistic Essences was still in full force. The ranking process is entirely automated and based on criteria that have existed for thousands of years. The Makers do not make individual judgments on who will or will not be selected.”

			“Are you going to answer my question, Teacher?” she asked, her aggressive tone evident to everyone.

			“His real name was Dimitri Sidorov,” said the Teacher. “There was nothing in his memories about ever using the name Boris Volkov, nor regarding his nefarious activities on Earth, of which you both had a small taste back in Amsterdam and, once again, in Dubai. It’s obvious now the man had gifts only rarely seen in humans.”

			“What do you mean?” asked Maddie.

			“There is a condition among a small number of humans known as Dissociative Identity Disorder. People with DID are said to have separate, distinct personalities. They are treated with drugs and taught how to control their shifts from one identity to another, but the treatments can only help in a limited way. However, a few can exert complete control over which identity is controlling their mind and actions. It appears that Sidorov is one of those. When he came to us, his Volkov identity was buried so deeply within his mind that we didn’t see it. Just as when you read him sixteen years ago, there was no sign of his Sidorov identity. You must also realize, Maddie that you are the one who marked him.”

			“Of course,” said Maddie, but she was still confused. “How did he get back to Earth, and why does he have powers that seem very much like yours, Teacher?”

			“Sidorov was an exceptional narcissist, nearly pure when he came to us. He was selected to serve on the Council of Makers not long after arriving on Earth Station.”

			“I suppose that would be okay,” said Cynthia, “if that’s where it ended. He shouldn’t have been a problem since he was half Pure Maker and was connected to the hive mind. And he shouldn’t have been able to even leave Earth Station, right?”

			“All true,” said the Teacher. “But then something unprecedented occurred. Sidorov somehow corrupted his Maker partner and disappeared. We’ve never been able to track him, but we assumed he went to Earth, and Gino and Maddie have confirmed that is the case by finding him in Dubai. Makers can block their linkage to the hive mind, but most use this ability only to conceal limited information. For example, I had always blocked my feelings about Cynthia from the hive, but now that’s unnecessary. The hive has accepted my chosen path, believing it will be a learning experience of great value. But I digress. The hive block can be expanded to include everything about oneself. When that happens, the Maker is no longer part of the hive and becomes a lone entity, surviving and existing independently.”

			Maddie was frustrated by the Teacher’s lack of emotion regarding the Makers’ loss of control over Volkov, or Sidorov, whatever you wanted to call him. “Monster” might be the best descriptor. But it didn’t matter. It had happened, and they needed to deal with it. “So Volkov died around ten years ago,” she said, “his Essence was captured, and he was such an extreme narcissist that he was selected. And now he’s as powerful as a Maker?”

			“Yes,” said the Teacher.

			“When did he escape to Earth?” asked Maddie.

			“Around five Earth years ago,” said the Teacher. “It was while the four of us were going through the biological reprogramming.”

			“Why didn’t you tell us?” asked Maddie.

			“At the time, it seemed a separate and distinct matter,” he said. “It wasn’t until you and Gino reported what this Volkov had done to you that I began to suspect he was actually Sidorov.”

			“But you should have told us anyway!” said Maddie. “You knew we were planning on returning to Earth, and if you had a problem with one of your Makers there, we should have been made aware of it.”

			The Teacher lowered his shoulders in frustration. “Maddie, I’ve explained many times that the Makers don’t think like humans do. Your mission on Earth had nothing to do with Sidorov, at least no connection had been established at that time. He wasn’t your problem. He was ours, and if I am honest, part of the reason the Council approved my coming here was so that I could attempt to determine his whereabouts. But I’m sorry if I’ve upset you.”

			“Well, the good news is that everyone’s okay, and we can work on a plan to deal with this Volkov character, right?” said Cynthia, trying to calm things down.

			“That’s a good way of looking at it,” said the Teacher.

			“Why doesn’t he look like you?” asked Cynthia. “When I went to World 3, all of the Makers looked like you, and even when I visited Aya there before our treatments, all the Makers I saw looked like you.”

			“That’s because the change wasn’t initiated until after we began our immortality treatments,” said the Teacher. “Volkov, whom we knew as Dimitri Sidorov, as I’ve told you, convinced the Council that Makers should be free to choose their human appearance. There was no reason we couldn’t do this; it simply had never been an issue for anyone before. On the contrary, taking on the appearance of a Maker was an honor to the humans selected to become one of us. But not to Dimitri, which should have been a warning sign, I suppose, but again, we don’t think that way. Dimitri chose to keep his new and improved appearance, which we gave his new body when he came to Earth Station. He still looks something like he did on Earth, just more perfect than when he died, as is always the case.”

			“Just out of interest, Teacher,” asked Cynthia, “what did Aya do? Did she choose to keep the classic Nordic look like you, or did she return to her old body, the one I knew on World 2A?”

			“She stayed like me,” said the Teacher. “While I don’t think she ever admitted to you or anyone else, she has bad memories from Earth associated with that body.”

			“That makes sense,” said Cynthia. “But after all these years, I still don’t understand why the Makers felt it was important to gather narcissists to improve your species,” said Cynthia. “I hope you learned your lesson after the experience with this Volkov character.”

			“We did,” said the Teacher. “World 2B has been decommissioned.”

			“Well, that’s a start,” said Maddie. “But you need to shut down World 2A as well. It’s not a good place.”

			“That is not the case for most who go there,” he said. “But it’s being considered. After all, since your little group has talked us into accelerating our plans regarding coming to Earth, it’s of limited value to us anymore.”

			“Good,” said Maddie. “Please pull the trigger on that, will you?”

			The Teacher seemed confused by Maddie’s figure of speech but didn’t ask what she’d meant. “It’s good news that you appear to have found our missing Maker,” he said.

			“The question Gino and I have, Teacher, is how are we going to capture him?”

			“I don’t know. One Maker can’t control another, even if their Essence is half human.”

			“Are you sure about that, Teacher?” asked Cynthia. “I mean, has it ever been tried?”

			“I must admit that I’m not sure because it’s never been needed. A Maker has never put themselves in a position to harm another species. But Dimitri seems to have done that.”

			“Don’t you think removing him from Earth would be a good idea?” asked Maddie.

			“Yes, of course,” said the Teacher. “But we don’t know how to do it.”

			“What about you, sir?” asked Gino. “Could you come with us and help us?”

			“That’s not going to happen!” said Cynthia. 

			Maddie raised her eyebrows at the vehemence in her mother’s tone. But she understood. Cynthia loved her husband passionately and wasn’t about to let him enter a perilous and dangerous mission after only being married for a month. On the other hand, it was obvious that something had to be done. This had become far more than completing the mission Gino and Maddie had been assigned sixteen years ago. It was now a matter of protecting the Earth from a rogue and terribly evil alien force. 

			“What about me?” she asked. “And Gino? Can you make us Makers?”

			The Teacher pondered this question. “In your case, Maddie, I’m not sure what we’d end up with if we tried to reprogram you to come as close as possible to a Maker Essence. Remember, your Essence was manufactured. It is neither a Maker Essence nor a purely human Essence. Nothing like this has ever been tried with an Imprint.”

			“What about me, sir? Could I be blended with a Maker?” asked Gino.

			“You could,” said the Teacher. “But this would never be approved by the Council. You are not pure enough; frankly, you never will be.”

			“I’m willing to try,” said Maddie.

			Cynthia frowned. Gino looked scared. The Teacher’s expression never changed.

			“We will initiate a project to study this,” he said. “But Maddie, I don’t know how this might change you. I remember that it has always been important to you to remain who you are.”

			“I understand, Teacher. But maybe it’ll be okay. I mean, it’s only programming, right? And I don’t need to actually be a Maker. All I need is the ability to resist his power and, ideally, some kind of power that would enable me to subdue him. By the way, why didn’t Volkov simply kill Gino and me?”

			“I suspect his partner prevented that. He would have known who you two are.”

			“How long do you think it will take your scientists to come up with a plan?” asked Maddie.

			“They’re working on it now,” said the Teacher. “They’ll have some options for us to pursue in just an Earth day or two. Then we can discuss it, and if you want to proceed, you will have to return to Earth Station for reprogramming.”

			“We’ll wait to hear from you, then,” said Maddie.

			*****

			Maddie and Gino returned to their hotel to shower before meeting the Teacher and Cynthia for a sightseeing drive up into the mountains. They’d taken a night flight out of Dubai that stopped in Athens before carrying on to JFK in New York, then transferred to Newark and flown directly to Asheville on the first flight the following day. They’d been traveling for over twenty-four hours and needed to get cleaned up.

			As usual, they had a two-bedroom suite. Maddie had her own shower in her room, and Gino had one in his. Maddie closed the door to the bedroom and undressed, throwing her clothes in a heap on the floor. They would need to be washed before she wore them again. She went into the bathroom and got the shower going, glancing at herself in the mirror. She looked okay. Suddenly, she wondered if the process she would undergo on Earth Station would change her appearance. She’d prefer that it didn’t, but more important to her was that she remained who she was as a person. She wanted all of her memories and her personality to stay with her, and if there was any chance of that not happening, she would be very hesitant to go through with the procedure. Then she snapped out of her daydreaming, telling herself that there was no procedure, not yet at least, and it had also sounded like there might be options on how to proceed. That was for another time.

			She stepped into the shower and went under the stream of water, wetting her hair first, what little of it there was, then the rest of her body. She shampooed, then reached for a bar of soap, rubbed it under her arms, onto her breasts, and then down to the rest of her body. As she was rinsing off, she heard the door to her bedroom open, and she knew it must be Gino. Her heart rate increased slightly, and as she speculated on why he might come into her room, the answer presented itself. Gino opened her shower door and stepped in. He was dripping wet from his own shower and smelled of shampoo and soap, just as she did. He pressed up against her and leaned down to kiss her, a novelty for her since the handful of men she’d been with had been shorter than her. Then Gino pulled back to say something. 

			“If you’re going to be changed by this procedure, I want to be with you while you’re still the Maddie I know, at least once. Is that okay?”

			Maddie locked her eyes on his and smiled broadly. “Well, it’s about time!” she said. “I was thinking I might have to attack you to get your attention.”

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ve been wrestling with myself, over us, for a long time.”

			“What, Gino? What have you been wrestling with?”

			“That you’ve come so far, and I’ve become…so much…less.”

			“That’s not true, Gino! You’re every bit the man I knew back then. More than that, to me. I hope that means something to you.”

			In answer, he wrapped his arms around her tightly, and she squeezed back, never wanting to let go. His body felt like steel, and she wondered if she felt that way to him. She hoped not. She wanted to feel…feminine…and for him to feel like he was the man he used to be. They kissed again. He slowly moved his hands all over her body, exploring, and she did the same with him. As he pressed against her, she felt all of him, and it aroused her. She was also relieved that Gino seemed to be suffering no ill effects after his time on World 2A, at least concerning his physiological functioning.

			“I have an idea,” she said. 

			“What?” he asked.

			“Let’s get dried off.”

			They stepped out of the shower, grabbed some towels, and hastily toweled themselves dry. Maddie opened the door to her bedroom, took a flying leap onto the king bed, pulled down the covers, and laid back on a pillow, raising her arms and beckoning him to come to her. Gino moved gracefully to join her. 

			“I hope we’re not late for the ride into the mountains,” he said. 

			“No worries,” she replied. “I just sent a message to my mom that we’d be delayed.”

			After that, there was no more talk. The time had finally arrived to know Gino the way she’d wanted to from the moment they’d met, when she was a girl of twenty who had never even kissed a man. Gino had been her first kiss, and now she would finally have the chance to have more of him.



PART THREE


Chapter 38

Earth Station/Earth Year 2029


When it was all over, Maddie seemed herself, emotionally. Gino was grateful that one didn’t notice the passage of time here on Earth Station because it had taken a long time, in Earth years, to complete Maddie’s reprogramming. Maddie had elected to go with the gradual process, which made only tiny changes during each session, slowly building her into a new kind of being, perhaps the only one of her kind in the universe. It ended up taking nearly seven Earth years from start to finish.

			Maddie could have selected the process that initiated the changes all at once, but then she wouldn’t have had the option to withdraw if she or any of those closest to her noticed any undesirable changes. When she started to lose her beautiful blond hair, Gino tentatively mentioned it to her, and she said she knew, and if that was the only thing she would lose during reprogramming, she could live with it, even though the scientists had said it wouldn’t be coming back. Ever. She would no longer even have eyebrows or eyelashes. The hair follicles where the roots of the hair were made and stored were now serving a different purpose: acting as invisible emitters of the powers she would soon wield. She continued on.

			Each session was the same. Maddie would lie on the table that resembled one of the programming tables in the Imprint House, a firm black cushion with a slight depression in the shape of her body, deeper in the area of the head. Unlike the Imprint House programming tables, the process here applied to all areas of the body, not just the brain. The brain was the control center for the body and received the most attention, but the body had to support the brain’s commands when specific orders were issued.

			When it was over, Maddie possessed several new abilities. She could instantly transport herself and others from one spot to another, no matter how far away, as long as an Imprint was near the destination. She could render weapons in a hundred-mile radius useless with a simple thought and could wield this weapon through the entire network of Imprints on Earth. Imprints were spread randomly around the globe and numbered around ten thousand at any time. The only places on Earth where this ability would be neutralized were the oceans and this was a big gap because that is where many of Earth’s weapons of war lurked, both above and below the water. But she could undoubtedly protect herself and others from harm regardless of where she was. 

			Disabling the Earth’s war machine would be the Teacher’s job anyway, whose radius for neutralizing weaponry was far greater than hers and didn’t rely on Imprints like hers did. The Teacher was part of the hive mind of trillions of Makers, and accessing only a tiny fragment of the hive’s energy pool would allow him to initiate changes on Earth on a global basis should he choose to call on the hive. Neither he nor any Maker had ever done this on any world, but Gino took solace in knowing the Teacher had this power and would protect the Earth from itself if circumstances arose that called for its use. 

			While more limited than the Teacher’s, Maddie’s power to neutralize weapons had a sister: the power to neutralize humans. She could stun them or kill them by escalating the burst of energy she sent into their brain. She told Gino that she didn’t want to kill anyone, not even Volkov, and while Gino didn’t feel the same way, he understood that this emotion was part of who Maddie was, and he was happy when she said that. They would find a way to deal with Volkov when the time came, although he had become far more powerful and much better defended during the seven years since they’d last seen him. 

			The reprogramming included a force field that could block physical objects, such as bullets, or waves transmitted through the air, such as the ones Volkov had used to disable Maddie and Gino in Dubai. Also, her ability to break through others’ mind-block defenses had been enhanced to such a degree that she could even break into the mind of a Maker, read their mind, and kill them if she chose to. This capability was something even Makers didn’t possess, primarily because they didn’t want to. Each Maker had an inherent right to privacy that all others respected, and while any one of them could have manipulated their Essence to include this ability, none had ever done that, except for Volkov. At least there was now one on the side of good who could offset this advantage of the rogue Maker. Her power to kill was believed to be stronger than Volkov’s because of the diluting effect of a pure, inherently peaceful Maker in fifty percent of his Essence. Still, there was no certainty in this regard and that worried Gino. 

			Physically, Maddie was more powerful than ever, which challenged Gino’s ego, threatening to reawaken the insecurities he’d developed while he’d been a resident of World 2A. He’d finally overcome most of them, but now he was physically weaker than Maddie, which weighed on him. He hoped his love for her would allow him to accept her as she was and shrug off the gnawing doubt her newly acquired powers had fostered in him. He told himself that she was still Maddie, her personality and emotional bedrock intact after all the other changes had taken hold. Most of all, he knew she still loved him because she insisted they stay together night and day during the reprogramming. The passion of their original lovemaking back on Earth had not abated in either of them. Gino grew used to Maddie’s new baldness and believed it suited her uncommonly independent nature better than hair because almost everyone had that. In Gino’s opinion, Maddie had always been different, and this was a physical expression of her uniqueness. He told her that, and she seemed to like that angle of justifying her changes. And she was still tall and shapely, and those oversized blue eyes were as beautiful as ever. To him, she was still the Maddie he had fallen in love with the moment he’d met her.

			In addition to the changes in Maddie, the situation on Earth also changed. During the seven years Maddie’s transformation had taken, the program set in place with the President of the United States in 2022 had established momentum and was already producing great results. Around 20% of the world’s automobiles now ran using fusion power, and the percentage was increasing rapidly. Most countries had adopted laws banning fossil fuel-based vehicles by 2040. New laws involving power production would also result in a rapid transition to fusion energy throughout the infrastructure of Earth. 

			The effects on the atmosphere and the planet’s climate from these changes would take decades to manifest fully, but the Makers had supplied the formulas to produce inert compounds that could seed the clouds to make them whiter. The white clouds would deflect the sun’s rays to a greater degree than darker clouds, resulting in an immediate temperature drop throughout the Earth. Rivals of the U.S., such as China and Russia, issued bogus claims that these powders contained chemicals harmful to all life on Earth and initially refused to participate in the cloud seeding program. But the opposers came on board after the Makers provided technology that overcame wind patterns to divert clouds to places that typically received very little rain, all within the cloud-seeding powder itself. Each tiny particle was a magnet for moisture and was also a tiny propulsion device that could follow signals from specific destinations and drag the moisture with it. Thus, the foundation for providing clean water throughout the world had been established.

			On top of this, the new rain contained microscopic organisms that could turn a river used as a sewer into a water source as pure as a mountain spring. Almost overnight, clean water became plentiful, crops and livestock thrived, and famine declined precipitously. Enhanced natural fertilizers and pesticides increased food production productivity while reducing air and water pollution. More boots on the ground were needed to bring clean water and food to everyone, but the massive jump-start provided by the technology of the Makers created momentum that even the most oppressive regimes dared not resist. Programs were funded worldwide to bring everyone the technology needed for clean water and food production. Included in these programs were vaccines against almost all known diseases, including cancer, which had been produced in numbers significant enough to immunize the entire population of Earth. Not everyone was willing to be immunized for any number of reasons, including distrust of the USA, where everyone thought the vaccines had been developed, but it was thought that the vast majority would come on board in time as the benefits of the immunizations became apparent.

			Importantly, the secret of the existence of the Makers had been maintained. The world looked to the U.S. as the innovator and disseminator of all the new programs, and the stature of the United States had rebounded to levels not seen since World War II. In January of 2029, a new President had taken office, and she conveyed to the Teacher that the time had come to reveal the existence of extraterrestrial beings. Dr. Jean Lemare had been appointed as the liaison between the U.S. government and the Makers by the previous President, and her new title would become Special Advisor to the President on Extraterrestrial Affairs as soon as the existence of alien life was announced. She would play a critical role in easing the Earth into the greater universe, although the road would undoubtedly be bumpy.

			Not all of the news from Earth was good. Boris Volkov had left the criminal underworld and reinserted himself into mainstream Russian society as Dimitri Sidorov, his true name, which was not associated with anything criminal. He was now pure as freshly fallen snow and had manipulated enough minds to win an election to become the President of the Russian Federation. His predecessor had been skeptical of the slew of innovations offered to the world by the U.S., but Volkov had readily accepted all of them, and the quality of life in Russia advanced in step with the rest of the world. But there was no doubt that he had bigger plans for himself and that such ambitions would place all the planet’s inhabitants in peril. 

			The Teacher had conveyed all the latest news from Earth to Gino and Maddie during his latest visit to Earth Station. The Teacher and Cynthia had been living in the home the government had built for them near Asheville but often came to check on Maddie and to spend time with her and Gino when Maddie wasn’t on the reprogramming table. But now that Maddie was finally ready to return to Earth, Cynthia brought one final piece of disturbing news to their attention.

			“The Teacher is dying,” she said.



Chapter 39


“Why?” asked Maddie. “You look the same. Haven’t aged a day since I’ve known you.”

			“It’s not this body,” said the Teacher. “It’s my Essence. My Essence is aging.”

			The Teacher reminded them that his species originated in that part of space in which mass is not present. Only space, energy, and time exist there. Each Maker is a pure energy field that does not dissipate in its own kind of space because it expends no energy compensating for the presence of a mass in its environment. Time passes there, but since the energy field that is a Maker does not dwindle over time, Makers are immortal. When entering a universe that contains mass, the Makers must compensate for its presence by creating conditions in which time does not move forward. They do this by living on objects which travel at the speed of light, such as Earth Station.

			The hope of encasing the Essence of the Teacher in a body that had been made immortal was that the body would protect his Essence from the deleterious effects of mass. This hadn’t happened for him. The other three who’d gone through the conditioning process—Cynthia, Gino, and Maddie—had originally been created in space where mass was present, so they were now, in effect, immortal beings. The only way the Teacher could remain immortal would be to remain on Earth Station (or similar vessels that also traveled at the speed of light) or return to the space of his origin as a pure energy field. For now, Earth Station would once again become his home.

			“What does that mean for the Council of the Makers?” asked Cynthia, concerned for the well-being of her friends Aya and Tom Branch. “Now they can’t go to Earth, so what will they do?”

			“On the contrary,” said the Teacher. “Makers blended with humans might be the breakthrough we’ve been looking for, because the human Essence evolved where mass is present. We will look for an opportunity to test this hypothesis soon.”

			“But what about the program of bringing empathic human Essences to World 2A?” asked Cynthia. “Will that continue?”

			“It is up for discussion,” said the Teacher. “We are content that the group of fifty Empaths on the Council is a sufficient number. That conclusion was also made regarding the fifty Selfs, although one had to be added when Sidorov defected to Earth. World 2B has been shut down. It is plausible that the same can happen on World 2A.”

			“How will Earth Station be used after that?” asked Gino.

			“To house the Council and for other purposes not yet determined,” said the Teacher.

			“I have some ideas on that,” said Maddie.

			“And we are happy to hear them,” said the Teacher. “But not now. Other, more pressing matters require your attention.”

			“Yes, Volkov should be priority number one,” said Maddie.

			“Yes, and no,” said the Teacher.

			“What?”

			“The new President of the United States has decided to reveal our existence to the world. Neither Dr. Lemare nor I have been able to dissuade her from this course. The potential negative ramifications are obvious to all of us. Mass panic, religious hysteria, even war.”

			“What kind of war?” asked Gino.

			“War against us,” said the Teacher.

			“How do we prevent these things from happening?” asked Gino.

			“We find a suitable representative for the Makers to present to the world. It cannot be me, nor can it be any other Maker, pure or hybrid, at least not now.”

			“Who then?” asked Gino.

			“We believe Maddie would be the perfect representative. The Council has already approved her as the best choice.”

			*****

			Maddie wasn’t at all happy to receive this news. She’d just spent seven years preparing to face Volkov and defeat him, but now she was told there was a bigger priority. On the other hand, if handled properly, she might be able to meet with Volkov on an official basis, for example, a State visit to Moscow as the representative from the Makers on Earth. To explore this matter further, Maddie had requested that the Teacher bring Jean Lemare to Earth Station. The reason for this was that before returning to Earth, Maddie wanted to make sure that her idea of what the job of Emissary to Earth would entail was consistent with the expectations of the new President. She trusted Jean Lemare as much as anyone on Earth, and after all, Jean was now the President’s advisor on extraterrestrial affairs. She was the perfect choice for a strategy session on what lie ahead and how best to navigate it. 

			Next was the issue of talking Jean into it. The Teacher felt that Maddie was the best person to do that, and she couldn’t disagree. He also mentioned that it would be a good opportunity for Maddie to practice her teleportation skills by visiting Jean herself. He knew where she lived, having worked directly with her for seven years. An Imprint lived in that area, and Maddie could use that individual as a beacon for her first jump to Earth. Before she attempted that, the Teacher had her practice jumping locally around Earth Station. She jumped from the center of town on World 2A to Mountain Lake, then to World 2B, and then to World 3, where she met her mother’s best friend, Aya. Aya wished her luck on her latest mission, fully aware of everything that was going on, as would be expected since she was on the Council of the Makers and a part of the hive mind.

			The Teacher asked Maddie to make her final local jump to the Monitoring Station to meet Tom Branch, who still worked there even though he was now a Maker and the Master of Earth Station. Tom was a hands-on manager and liked to know what was going on, not only on Earth Station but with the Imprints and humans on Earth that the Monitoring Station kept track of. Other than meeting Tom, the other reason to go there was that the Monitoring Station contained visual mapping of Earth that would help her make the jump correctly. The Teacher had been jumping to and from Earth for five thousand years and knew the planet’s geography better than any human who’d ever lived there. Maddie would need to visualize where she was going on Earth, and she couldn’t do that as easily as the Teacher because of her inexperience, so the best way for her to accomplish her first interplanetary jump was to see her destination on a map. Hence the need to go to the Monitoring Station.

			Maddie hadn’t seen Tom Branch since she disappeared in 1998 as a gangly twelve-year-old. Now she had the appearance of a beautiful, albeit bald, woman of thirty, six feet tall and with abilities comparable to that of a Maker. Tom looked like she remembered him because when the option had been created by the Council of Makers to take on the human form of one’s choice, Tom selected his old self.

			“Well, I’m glad I’m not the only bald one here anymore!” joked Tom as soon as she appeared. Maddie rushed forward and hugged Dr. Branch tightly, surprised at how emotional she felt when she saw him. He held on firmly and obviously felt the same way. “It’s been a long time,” he said. “Feels like another lifetime when we last saw each other,” which, of course, it was for both of them. 

			Finally, Maddie pulled away from him. “You started me on the road to knowing who I am, Dr. Branch.”

			“Hey,” he said. “You’re all grown up now, Maddie. Please call me Tom.”

			“That’ll take some getting used to, Tom, but I’ll give it a try.”

			“Your mom told me you two got to spend some time with Amy. She said she was doing well. Do you agree with that assessment?”

			Maddie thought about how to phrase her answer, then knew what to say. “I think losing you was a profoundly difficult experience for her, Tom. My guess is that she’ll never get over it completely. But she’s remarried and happy in her new life, post-Tom. She was also glad that you’re okay, although it seemed to pain her to learn that despite that, she’d still never see you again.”

			“My motto for up here is ‘Never say Never,’” said Tom. “I mean, stranger things have happened, right?”

			Maddie thought about her mother coming here, then Tom, then Gino, then that scoundrel Volkov, who somehow overwhelmed the Essence of his Maker half and returned to Earth. Yes, many strange things had happened, so Amy seeing Tom again was by no means an impossibility. What problems such a reunion might create for the two of them was another matter. 

			Tom showed Maddie the map of Earth that had been flattened out on a wall at least twenty feet across. Ten thousand tiny lights blinked green on it, each representing an Imprint. Maddie zeroed in on the Washington, Metropolitan area. She saw at least a dozen lights, some inside Washington D.C. and some just outside in the suburbs of Virginia and Maryland. “Which of these is near Jean’s house?” she asked.

			Tom approached the board and reached up, nearly touching one of the lights. “This one here,” he said.

			“Can I see a blowup of that?” she asked.

			Suddenly, that map section extended out from the board, coming toward them and expanding. She stepped back to improve her view of it, and then she could see clearly that this was a neighborhood in the Georgetown section of Washington. She locked that information into her photographic memory and turned to Tom. “I guess that’ll do it, then.”

			“If you say so,” he said. “From what I’m told, you’re a whole new kind of being. Kind of like a Maker but not exactly. So I have to trust you on that one since I can’t get into your mind to find out what’s going on there.”

			“It’s all new to me too, Dr., I mean, Tom.”

			He smiled and said, “Good luck to you, Maddie. I hope we get to see each other again soon and often.”

			“I hope so, too,” she said. “I just have a few small matters to deal with on Earth first, as you know.”

			“I wish they were small,” he said. “But if anyone can handle this challenge, it’s you, Maddie. You’ve been special from the beginning, and now you’re even more special.”

			The two embraced, and Maddie beamed herself back to the Wine Bar in town, where the Teacher, Cynthia, and Gino had been waiting for her.

			“Are you ready, honey?” asked Cynthia, looking anxious and afraid for her daughter, who’d now become far more powerful than her. But she was still her daughter. 

			“As ready as I’ll ever be,” she said. 

			Maddie hugged all three of them and added a kiss on the lips for Gino, then said. “I’ll be right back, hopefully with Jean in tow.”

			She visualized where she was going, and then she disappeared.



Chapter 40


Jean Lemare lived in an exquisitely remodeled two-bedroom condominium on 30th Street in Northwest Washington, D.C. The tree-lined neighborhood sat adjacent to Rose Park and wasn’t far from the Rock Creek Parkway. Maddie stood outside of the gated walk wondering how Jean could afford such a place on a government salary, but when she considered that Jean had been single her entire life and was now approaching seventy, having lived for at least twenty years on an Air Force base on the government’s dime, it seemed feasible that she might have saved a few million dollars during her lifetime. More than likely, however, she was still living on the government dime, just in a lifestyle that suited her new, profoundly important position as an advisor to the President. 

			Maddie decided that rather than going through the gate and knocking on the front door, she would send a message directly to Jean, whom she knew to be alone inside, based on information from the Imprint in the area who had been directed to watch the apartment for comings and goings. Hi Jean! It’s Maddie Pace. I’m just outside of your apartment.

			Within thirty seconds, the door opened, and Jean appeared. Even though she was seven years older than the last time Maddie had seen her, she looked younger. Maddie wondered if the Teacher had somehow been dabbling with Jean’s metabolism to make it so, but she didn’t know if that ability fell within the scope of his powers. It didn’t matter. Jean looked good. She was trim and fit, wearing tight spandex yoga pants and a stretchy top that showed off a body meant for a much younger woman. Her gray hair was tied up in a bun and piled on top of her head, accentuating sharp features highlighted by makeup Maddie had never seen her wear before.

			Jean waved. “Come on in, Maddie! The gate’s open.”

			Maddie passed through the gate and rushed up the walk and steps. Jean met her with arms spread wide and caught her in a ferocious hug when she arrived in front of her. Maddie squeezed back, and it felt like seeing her best friend after years apart. And if she thought about it, besides her mom, Gino, and the Teacher, Jean was her best friend. She wondered if Jean felt the same way about her. Her actions indicated the affirmative.

			“Let’s get you inside, out of the cold, not that you’d feel it anyway.”

			It was a brisk Saturday afternoon in March, but the cool air and breeze had felt good to Maddie. She wondered how Jean felt about her new appearance, but a quick reading gave her the answer. The Teacher had messaged Jean to tell her of Maddie’s pending arrival and that she looked slightly different than before. Jean’s only concern was that Maddie was still Maddie, on the inside.

			Jean led her into a beautifully appointed modern kitchen and invited her to sit at the table for two on the far side. “Anything to drink, Maddie? Are you hungry?”

			“Is it too early for a glass of wine?” asked Maddie. “The wine on Earth Station is okay, but I miss the real stuff from Earth.”

			“Coming up,” said Jean. “I know you prefer white, so I went out earlier today and bought a nice bottle of Sauvignon Blanc. I’ll have some as well.”

			Jean pulled the wine from the fridge, grabbed two glasses from the counter, headed back to the table, poured, and took her seat. She raised her glass, and Maddie followed. “To a reunion with my best friend from any planet!” 

			Jean’s remark engendered a swell of emotion in Maddie. The two had met under extreme circumstances, but they’d gotten along from the beginning and accomplished much together. But there was much more to be done.

			“So have you gotten up to date on my life and matters of national security yet?” asked Jean, alluding to Maddie’s mind-reading capability.

			“Of course,” said Maddie. “I’m sorry you don’t like the new President as much as the old one. How come?”

			“She’s a pushy bitch,” said Jean, smiling. Maddie had never heard her speak this way, and she liked it.

			“Well, maybe that’s what it took to become the first woman President of the United States,” said Maddie. “Did you ever think of that?”

			“Of course,” said Jean. “But now that she’s got the highest office in the land, you’d think she could lighten up a bit, at least with her female subordinates, who have nothing but pride and admiration for what she’s accomplished.”

			The President had been a governor of a mid-western state and had grown in popularity over the years, easily defeating the Vice President in the primaries and winning in a landslide in the national election. She was young, bright, and full of piss and vinegar. If Maddie was honest, she reminded her of herself, although she would never say that to Jean or anyone else. 

			Maddie could tell from reading Jean’s mind that the Teacher hadn’t gone into the specific purpose of her trip, although he said it was imperative. She also read that Jean was anxious to know the details and suspected that it had something to do with the President’s adamant stance of announcing to the world that beings from elsewhere had been working with the U.S. to improve the state of the world. She’d even set a date of March 31 for the announcement, less than two weeks away. There was no time to waste, so Maddie jumped right in.

			“Jean, the first thing I need to tell you is that the Teacher won’t be returning to Earth.”

			Jean put her glass on the table, and her eyes opened wide. “What? Why?”

			“He can’t live here. Being on Earth is killing him, literally.”

			“Is he sick?” she asked. “Is he going to be okay?”

			“No, he’s not sick, Jean. And yes, he’s going to be okay.”

			“But I thought he was going to be the one standing by the President when she made the announcement.”

			“No, Jean, he won’t be there.”

			“Who then?”

			“Me.”

			Jean pressed her lips together. “Hmmmm.”

			“Not happy about that, huh?”

			“Now, now, Maddie, that’s not the case at all. It’s just a turn of events I hadn’t even dreamed about.”

			“We want to tell you more about everything, Jean. We want you to learn more about the Teacher’s species and the rest of us. I invite you to become the first human to physically visit Earth Station without being dead.”

			Jean’s head dropped down toward the table. She shook it side to side. 

			“Are you okay?”

			“It’s all just so much to take in,” she said, her voice low. “I don’t think the President will let me go. And if she did, it would be with many other advisors and a military escort.”

			“Nobody’s invited but you. Let me ask you this. Knowing what you already know about Earth Station, would you want to go if you weren’t working for the President? As a live person, not a dead person.”

			Jean didn’t hesitate. “I’d like to go as a live person and as a dead person!” she said excitedly. “But the President gets what she wants, which is rarely the same thing I want.”

			“Why don’t we go right now? You spend a day or two with us, and we have you back to work on Monday morning. When you get into work, you tell her and explain why it happened and why I’m the best choice to go on that stage with her, along with you.”

			“Me?” she asked.

			“The first human to step foot on an alien world. That’s you, Jean.”

			Jean thought about this for a moment. Maddie read that Jean had quickly convinced herself she had nothing to lose. It was worth it, even if she lost her job over this. Anyone in government service knows you always make more money when you leave the public sector, and as the first and only human to visit an alien world, she would make plenty. “Let’s do it.” 

			Maddie raised her glass and finished the wine. Jean did the same. 

			“You ready?” asked Maddie. “What about the cat sitter? Where are the cats, by the way?”

			Jean frowned. “They both passed a few years ago and with my travel schedule, I haven’t gotten a new one yet.”

			“I’m sorry, Jean. On the other hand, that’s one less thing to worry about. Because you will definitely be going on a trip this weekend!”

			Maddie stood up. Take my hand, Jean. 

			“Are we going now? Shouldn’t I pack?”

			“Not necessary,” said Maddie. “We’ve got you covered up there.”

			Jean smiled and reached out to clasp Maddie’s hand. Maddie visualized where they were going. Then they vanished.



Chapter 41


Dr. Jean Lemare had always wondered what World 2A was like. They’d arrived on the hill that Maddie explained was where residents began their journey here, just as her mother had done when the subcontractors from Jean’s department had chased her to her death in the hills north of Asheville. Jean had always felt terribly guilty about that, but she also realized that if it hadn’t happened, none of the remarkable things that had transpired since would have come to pass.

			The transport itself hadn’t been at all traumatic. It felt like blinking, and when your eyes reopened, they were looking at a different place. Below her sat a beautiful bay. She saw a small sailboat docked at a wooden pier and a group of white cottages halfway up the hill from the bay. The sky was blue, and a few white clouds ambled in the gentle breeze. She knew it wasn’t heaven, but it certainly had the feel of what heaven would be like.

			“I don’t know Earth Station that well,” said Maddie. “But my mom thought starting your trip here would be a good idea.”

			“It’s beautiful, Maddie.”

			“To save time, I’ll transport us around and give you a quick tour. Then we’ll need to get down to business, okay?”

			Jean nodded, Maddie took her hand, and they beamed to the center of a small town. Maddie pointed out the stores, restaurants, and the Wine Bar, then beamed them to the viewing point above Mountain Lake. Breathtaking. Next, Maddie took Jean to World 2B, to the road just outside of the town’s center. She saw churches and temples lining the street coming into town and what looked like a country club, but everything seemed empty.

			“They closed down World 2B not long ago,” said Maddie.

			“Why?” asked Jean. 

			“We’ll explain at our meeting.”

			“Where will we be meeting?”

			“They suggested the World of the Makers. World 3.”

			Jean raised her eyebrows just as Maddie took her hand. They disappeared and then popped into existence on the top of a steep mountain that had a 360-degree view of the ocean. Far out to sea, she thought she saw a whale breach the surface and collapse back into the ocean with a tremendous splash. Closer in, a school of dolphins leaped in and out of the water at high speed. Boats of all shapes and sizes dotted the smooth blue surface. The summit where they stood was flat, and many chairs were in a large circle, most of which were empty. Only three chairs were occupied, and Jean recognized the Teacher, Cynthia, and Gino sitting in them. They stood and approached her.

			“Welcome to Earth Station,” said the Teacher.

			“Thank you, Teacher. It’s so good to see you.” She couldn’t resist the impulse to embrace him, so she did, squeezing firmly. He put his arms around her and hugged her politely, clearly something he didn’t often do. “I heard what was happening to you,” she said. “Are you going to be all right?”

			“As long as I stay here, I will be fine,” said the Teacher.

			“What makes it different here than on Earth?” she asked.

			“This station is traveling at the speed of light. Time does not pass here, so those of us who live here do not age.”

			“Is that why Earth Station can’t be seen from Earth?”

			“Yes. But Jean, we brought you here to discuss the future. Please sit. Can we offer you refreshments? Something to eat?’

			“A glass of water would be nice,” she said.

			An Imprint approached them from a small building on the far side of the circular plateau, carrying a glass of water. She looked just like Maddie had looked when she was a young woman of twenty. She smiled and handed Jean the glass of water.

			“Thank you,” said Jean. The Imprint gave a slight bow of her head, turned, and departed. “Was that an Imprint?” asked Jean. 

			“Yes,” said the Teacher. “To answer your next question, her programming is much less complex than Maddie’s original programming and the other Imprints who go to Earth.”

			“I see,” said Jean. “Will there be time for me to see where the Imprints and the human bodies are made here?”

			“There may be,” said the Teacher. “But time is short for you here, Jean. We need to return you for the start of your work day on Monday morning. Please sit.”

			Gino gathered four of the chairs and put them in a small circle so they could all see each other while speaking. They sat, but Jean didn’t want to let go of the Imprint issue because it needed to be discussed before Maddie took over for the Teacher. 

			“Teacher, I’ve protected you for seven years, never revealing that there are already ten thousand beings from here living on Earth. But it’s an issue that needs to be dealt with, especially since the President’s announcement is approaching. We can’t have her say one thing and then have the truth come out later. That’s bad politics, and unfortunately, politics is the thing that consumes most leaders on Earth.”

			“I understand,” he said. “It’s fine for you to tell her.”

			“I will do that, then,” said Jean.

			Maddie wasn’t so sure about that course of action. “Teacher, you are well aware that the reaction of the people of Earth to ten thousand aliens harvesting souls will be devastating for Earth. That’s why you asked Jean to keep it quiet all those years. Why is it okay now?”

			“Because the Council has taken a decision to end the harvesting program and redirect the Imprints to another mission.”

			“What mission?” asked Maddie.

			“To help you in any way you see fit, Maddie.”

			In her role as an advisor to the President, Jean was compelled to comment. “It would be wise, Maddie, to seek the approval of the President before using the Imprints toward any new objectives.”

			But Maddie didn’t seem inclined to agree with Jean. “The objectives will remain the same as what has already been approved,” she said. “Gino and I have been authorized to capture Boris Volkov, and the Imprints will be used in that regard. The President can state that they are here to fight crime.”

			“That might work,” said Jean, not wanting to offend Maddie but at the same time feeling she should be honest with her. “Although there may be some pushback from other world leaders about the presence of aliens in their countries.”

			“We’ll work through it,” said Maddie. “I can promise to visit with all the world leaders over a period of time to introduce them to the Imprints and answer any questions they might have.”

			“That will help,” said Jean, but she didn’t feel Maddie understood what would likely happen when the announcement was made, or maybe she did and was just accepting it as a fact and moving on to the next subject. Still, she should say something about it to ensure they were all on the same page. “But it’s a stretch to believe the announcement of aliens living all over Earth will lead to anything but chaos. Perhaps I should advise the President to keep the existence of the Imprints quiet.”

			“That’s a good idea, for now,” said Maddie. “Ultimately, the Imprints can assist in any objective which makes sense, including nuclear and conventional disarmament, but that’s down the road. So we’ll try to have the President leave the Imprints out of her announcement and focus only on the fact that we’ve provided the innovations that are saving the world. Oh, I meant to ask you, does she know that the Teacher won’t be coming back to Earth?”

			“No, how could she?” asked Jean, feeling things were moving faster here than in her meetings with politicians on Earth. “You’ve just revealed that to me.”

			“Understood,” said Maddie. “Monday morning then. I can accompany you to work if you wish.”

			“Thank you,” said Jean, beginning to feel overwhelmed by the accelerating pace of the discussion. But when she thought about it, this was probably a prolonged discussion for this group, considering that they were used to speaking telepathically, which could move much faster than spoken conversations. Unfortunately, things weren’t slowing down as now the Teacher had more to say.

			“I’ll begin bringing back the Imprints for reprogramming as soon as we zero in on what is needed,” said the Teacher. “It will take some time but be assured that the harvesting of marked Essences is no longer taking place.”

			“That’s fine,” said Jean. “It was never my intent to make an issue out of that anyway, but it’s good to know it’s all being shut down.”

			“What will happen to Earth Station, Teacher, now that the purpose of Worlds 2A and 2B has been canceled?” asked Maddie.

			“That’s something the Teacher and I working on,” interjected Cynthia. “Along with the Council of Makers.” She raised her eyebrows to Maddie as a signal to move on to another subject but also winked, reassuring Maddie that the result would be good.

			“Jean, do you have any other questions or concerns?” asked the Teacher.

			Jean thought about this and decided taking things one step at a time was best. The first step was to inform the President that Maddie would be taking over as the Makers’ representative to Earth. The issue of the Imprints would be tabled for now. The most important step was the announcement itself and making preparations to manage it in advance. The announcement was when the trouble would undoubtedly start, and they needed to be prepared for it. Perhaps the Makers could help. “When the President makes the announcement, I would expect a fairly strong reaction around the world, both politically and by the people of Earth. Is there anything the Makers can do to help us deal with that?”

			“Let us consider that,” said the Teacher. “I’m not sure at this moment what can be done. We’ve already gone further with direct contact than we ever have before. This is new territory for us as well, Jean.”

			“As you say, Teacher. Anyway, will it be possible for me to see where the Imprints are made before I leave? You may remember that one of my three PhDs is in biology, and I’m fascinated to learn more about how living beings can simply be made. And it may give me a better understanding of who these people are that have been living in our midst for all this time.”

			“What?” asked Maddie, smiling. “I’m not a good enough example of what an Imprint is like?”

			“Something tells me that you’re not just an average Imprint,” said Jean, playing along but also conveying what she truly believed.

			“I will take you to the Imprint House,” said the Teacher. “Cynthia has requested some time alone with Maddie before you depart. By the way, Gino will be going with you to Earth, and Maddie wants him at all private meetings that she attends. He will remain absent from public meetings until the Earth has adjusted further to our presence on Earth.”

			“Very well,” said Jean, feeling quite a bit over her head at the moment. Monday was going to be an interesting day, to say the least.



Chapter 42


The Teacher took Jean to see the Imprint House. Gino accompanied them, not because he wanted to see a part of World 2A he’d never seen before but because he knew that Cynthia and Maddie needed some time alone. Since it was revealed that the Teacher could not return to Earth for any extended period, the elephant in the room was that Cynthia would likely stay with him here on Earth Station. They were married and loved each other, but it would be a dramatic change for Maddie and Cynthia. They’d spent most of their lives trying to be together, and they’d succeeded for a little while, but not long enough, it seemed to Gino. Would they voluntarily separate to pursue their individual destinies, which no longer aligned with one another?

			*****

			Cynthia had suggested they take a sail together, so Maddie had whisked them over to the small sailboat tied to the dock in the bay below the cottages. Maddie had learned to love sailing from Gino and probably knew more about it than Cynthia now since this was just a tiny boat with only one sail and used a simple tiller and rudder for steering.

			Maddie untied the rope from the cleat, tossed it on board, and then the two stepped on.

			“Do you want me to sail it?” asked Maddie.

			“Sure,” said Cynthia. “I’ll put the sail up, and off we’ll go. There’s no engine in this boat.”

			The sail filled with air, and Maddie steered the boat directly out of the harbor, wondering which way Cynthia wanted to go. “You want me to make a port turn, like before?” she asked.

			“No, I don’t think so. Just keep heading out.”

			Maddie took the boat straight out of the bay and kept the heading directly away from the island. The wind picked up a little, and so did their speed. The boat slicing through the water gave a feeling of comfort to Maddie, and she was sure her mom felt the same way.

			“What do you want to talk about, Mom?” she asked, even though she had a good idea what that was. 

			“I think you know,” said Cynthia, already tearing up a little. “It seems like I’ve spent my whole life wanting to be near you, Maddie, and that hasn’t changed.”

			“I know, Mom. Same with me.” Maddie didn’t want to have this conversation, but she knew in her heart that it was time to grow up and face the fact that she needed to pursue her own destiny. It still felt like it was too soon, but her mom had her own life now and was bound to stay with the man she loved.

			“I treasured our time together when you were growing up and our six years in Paris. It’s funny, but if I add those years up, twelve plus six, it comes to eighteen years we lived together. And that’s about how much time many parents live with their children, so I can rationalize that we weren’t cheated out of anything.”

			“On the contrary, I think we gained an appreciation of time spent together that made those years richer, don’t you?”

			“I do, honey. And I don’t expect this to end our time together, either. What with you having your new abilities and all.” 

			“That’s right! I can come to visit you whenever I want, and it will be a lot. I promise.”

			Maddie was feeling it now. The sense of loss a young person feels when they go off to college or move out on their own. This was one of those big moments in life that most people experience. An ending and a beginning. 

			Just then, the head of a colossal whale broke the surface of the water in front of them, and it kept coming. It must have risen fifty feet out of the ocean until it fell slowly fell back into the sea with a crash. A massive plume of water washed over them, soaking them and filling the boat with seawater. Without warning, an eel-like creature came over the side and slipped into the water that was threatening to sink the boat.

			“It’s okay!” yelled Cynthia. “He’s here to help us!”

			The water level in the boat began to lower, and as it did, the eel swelled up into a giant balloon, then flopped itself over the side. Maddie raised her head and saw the whale swimming very close to them now, his enormous eye peering at them, a sparkle of excitement gleaming within.

			“He’s my friend,” said Cynthia. “He showed me the way to the World of the Makers a long time ago.”

			“He’s beautiful!” said Maddie. “Is it a he?” she asked.

			“I don’t know,” said Cynthia. “But it doesn’t matter, does it?”

			Maddie reached out to touch the magnificent creature. The side of its face felt smooth but also hard, to withstand the pressures of the depths below. “Magnificent!”

			And then it hit Maddie. Her mother had brought her out here to show her one of the things she loved about Earth Station. She’d also taken her to Mountain Lake, a wonderful place. And the Wine Bar wasn’t so bad either.

			“I love it here, Maddie. I know you don’t yet, but I promise the Teacher and I will make this whole station a place worth visiting. A place you will be proud of. After all, a person should be able to feel pride in the place they were born, if at all possible.”

			Maddie was at a loss for words. She felt so many emotions swirling inside her that she didn’t know which to feel first. There was happiness in knowing that her mom would be content here on Earth Station. But under this was the guilt that she had so blatantly disparaged this place to anyone who would listen. Her mom had shown her another side of Earth Station. The beautiful side. And the most beautiful thing Maddie knew of here was her mother herself. She’d remained who she was throughout all the changes—a kind, loving person with an empathetic soul. And now she had promised to rebuild this place into something better than it had been. Maddie wondered what she had in mind, but it didn’t take a brain surgeon to know that whatever it was, it would be good because that was the essence of who her mom was. 

			“Thank you, Mom. For bringing me here and for telling me that.”

			“I needed to tell you, honey, for me and for you. But there’s one more thing if you’ll indulge me a little longer.”

			“Sure.” Maddie had no idea what might be coming next, but she wasn’t nervous because the person speaking to her was the one she loved and trusted more than any other.

			So her mother told her a story. “When I first came here, and during all the time I was here, the Teacher encouraged me to hold onto my faith. I wondered why a being as powerful as a god would want me to do that, but then I discovered that the Makers were searching for God themselves. You see, they don’t know where they came from, and they wonder if they were created by God, just like the rest of us.”

			“It sounds like you’re getting your faith back.”

			“I am, bit by bit,” said Cynthia. 

			“I’m glad for you, Mom, if that’s what you want. I’ve always wanted you to have what your heart desires. You know that, right?”

			“I know, honey, but that’s not why I’m telling you this story.”

			“Why then?”

			“Because even in 2029, on Earth, the vast majority of people there still believe in some kind of greater power, something I call God. When you present yourself to the world, you need them to understand that you and the Makers are not God. You need to explain to them that the Makers are seeking God, just like they are. Yes, the Makers are mighty, but they aren’t God, and if you can convince the people of Earth that, I believe you will go a long way to tempering the chaos that could potentially unfold.”

			“Wow! That’s a super idea!”

			“Especially since it’s the truth. Truth is a powerful weapon, Maddie. Use it wisely. That’s all I have to say, dear. Now go do your job, and come back to visit often.”

			“I will. I promise,” she said, once again reminded of what a strong person her mother was. Strong and intelligent and wise.

			The whale disappeared below the water’s surface, and Maddie turned the boat around, sailing back toward World 2A. The closer they got, the heavier her heart felt. But her mind was beginning to tingle with excitement about what lay ahead for her. They docked the boat, tied it down, disembarked, and walked onto the land. The Teacher and Gino and Jean appeared.

			“It’s time,” said the Teacher.

			Maddie approached him and hugged him tightly, whispering in his ear. “Take care of her, Teacher. Make her happy, okay?”

			“It will be done,” he said.

			She turned and went to her mother, and they embraced. Cynthia was crying openly, but even as tears streamed down her own face, Maddie eked out a few words. “Thank you for being my mother. I love you, and I will be back soon.”

			Cynthia nodded, releasing Maddie, who went to Gino and Jean, each taking one of her hands. She thought of Earth, and then they were gone.



Chapter 43


When they arrived at Jean’s apartment on Sunday evening, she invited Maddie and Gino to stay. There was an extra bedroom with its own bath, so they readily accepted, telling her they would go shopping for a few things and return soon. They offered to bring takeout food, and Jean told them about a great Chinese place down the street. After they left, Jean called the President’s Chief of Staff on his cell phone and explained what was happening. She knew the President usually worked in the Oval Office on Mondays, reading reports and meeting with advisors to discuss things that had transpired around the world over the weekend. The Chief of Staff put together her schedule and could change it based on his discretion. He put Jean, Maddie, and Gino in the 8 a.m. time slot, the first meeting of the day for the President. Jean made it clear to the Chief of Staff that other than himself, no others should attend the meeting, or it wouldn’t happen.

			Gino and Maddie returned an hour later, laden with the attire they would need for the meeting, toiletries, and Chinese food. They had a lovely meal together, discussing their approach for the morning meeting with the President and how they would answer specific questions. Jean went to bed after that, completely exhausted from her time on Earth Station. Gino and Maddie weren’t tired, which didn’t surprise Jean since the beings from Earth Station never seemed to sleep, regardless of whether or not they were human replicas, Imprints, or Makers. Gino and Maddie went out for a drink at a local bar. 

			The following day, at 7:30 a.m., Jean drove them to the White House. She showed her ID to the guard at the West Executive Avenue parking lot used by White staff and clarified that Maddie and Gino were scheduled to meet with President at 8 a.m. The guard opened the gate and waved them through. After finding a parking spot, Jean escorted them to the White House through additional security checks and brought them to the West Wing Lobby. At 7:55 a.m., the Chief of Staff entered, shook hands with everyone, and escorted them to the Oval Office. 

			The new President was seated at her desk. She stood when they entered, said hello to Jean, and came around to meet Maddie and Gino. The President was a tall, attractive woman with dark hair and in excellent shape for a woman in her late forties. Jean knew she included a daily fitness regimen in her schedule and rarely missed a workout, regardless of the circumstances. It showed.

			The President returned to her desk, and Jean, Maddie, and Gino were directed to one of the sofas in front of it. The Chief of Staff sat on the sofa across from them and opened the conversation. 

			“Madame President, Jean called me last night and explained that there’d been some developments over the weekend that you would want to hear about, and I agreed. That is the reason for the last-minute change to your schedule.”

			“Thank you, Robert,” she said, her voice strong and direct. She turned her gaze to Jean. “What’s going on, Jean?”

			Jean stared directly at the President’s eyes, something she’d learned the President respected. “Madame President, a lot is going on at the moment in the area of Extraterrestrial Affairs. First, you should know that over the weekend, I was invited to visit Earth Station, the home of the aliens we’ve been working with. I accepted and was brought to Earth Station by Ms. Pace, and we returned here last evening, also accompanied by Mr. Morelli.”

			The President’s eyebrows had shot up when Jean said, “I accepted,” and there was fire in her eyes. She clearly wasn’t happy that Jean hadn’t cleared this with her first.

			“Why didn’t you consult with me on the matter before accepting, Jean?”

			“I wasn’t given that option. It was either go immediately or forsake the opportunity. They clarified that no one else was invited other than me.” Jean saw Maddie nod her head in confirmation. Maddie was dressed in the same attire the Teacher typically wore, jeans and a flannel shirt, perhaps to link herself to his image, and considering she was here to replace him, Jean couldn’t object. Not that it would have mattered anyway. Maddie was a robustly independent individual and always had been. On the other hand, Gino was dressed in a well-cut suit and wearing a bold red tie, professional and respectful of the office of the President. 

			The President glanced at Maddie, then turned her gaze back on Jean. “Where is the Teacher?” 

			“That’s the second subject on the agenda,” said Jean.

			“The first being your unsanctioned visit to an alien world?” asked the President, obviously not yet over what she considered an act of insubordination by Jean. But Jean didn’t care. Regardless of the circumstances, she would have always made the decision she’d made. 

			“Yes, Madame President.” She continued to look directly into the President’s eyes, but if she could have seen her own eyes at the moment, there would be flames of defiance in them. 

			“So. Where is he? The Teacher?”

			“He’s on Earth Station. I was told during my visit there that he will not be returning to Earth.”

			The President’s eyebrows shot up once again. This was news that could upset the apple cart of her announcement plan quite a bit. She’d developed a good working relationship with the Teacher and expected him to stand with her at the announcement. “Why is that?” she asked.

			“Living on Earth is killing him, literally,” said Jean. 

			“Why?” asked the President.

			“It has to do with his nature,” said Jean, trying to avoid discussing energy fields and Essences. “Earth Station has certain properties that keep him stable that Earth does not possess.”

			“Such as?”

			“It travels at the speed of light, which apparently is what he needs to survive in our universe.”

			The President took a moment to consider the information Jean had presented, then continued the meeting. “Is there a replacement for the Teacher? Someone who can fill his role in executing all our programs and stand with me at the announcement?”

			“Yes, Madame President. The Teacher has selected Ms. Pace as his replacement.”

			The President looked at Maddie and frowned. “I’m not sure I approve of that,” she said.

			“Why, Madame President?”

			“First of all, she’s not really one of them, is she? Isn’t she some kind of robot they make up there?”

			At this comment, Maddie took over, and Jean was glad she did because things were not going how she had hoped they would.

			“Madame President,” she said. “I was born on Earth Station, and my original mission on Earth was an Imprint. Since then, I’ve been reprogrammed so that now I possess virtually all of the abilities of a Maker, and even some they don’t have.”

			“Such as?”

			“I can kill another Maker,” said Maddie.

			The President was unruffled. “Why would you want to do that?” she asked.

			“Because the President of Russia is a Maker,” said Maddie.

			The President turned to her Chief of Staff. “Cancel my next meeting,” she said.



Chapter 44


Gino, Maddie, and Jean worked together to tell the long and convoluted story of how the President of Russia, Dimitri Sidorov, had once used the alias of Boris Volkov when he was a high-ranking member of an international crime syndicate, then died, his Essence captured by Earth Station and placed into a rejuvenated body which lived on World 2B, then rose to the attention of the Makers as a gifted and pure narcissist, became a Maker only to flee back to Earth, then rose again as Dimitri Sidorov, using his mind-bending abilities to conquer the power structure of Russia. 

			Gino explained that he and Maddie had met Volkov in Amsterdam as part of an undercover scheme to uncover his criminal activities using Maddie’s mind-reading abilities. Things fell apart when Gino was killed, but both he and Volkov had been marked by Maddie, and both ended up on Earth Station, Gino arriving first, on World 2A, and Volkov coming to World 2B after his demise several years later. Gino reminded the President that her predecessor had approved and funded the work of Gino and Maddie to pursue Volkov, whom they had found in Dubai seven years previously. But he easily defeated them using his newfound powers. They put all the pieces together with the Teacher, and now the Earth was threatened by one of the most powerful beings in the universe, living in and ruling the largest nuclear regime in the world.

			It was a lot to take in, but the President soaked it all up quickly, periodically asking Jean to confirm the veracity of particular statements or to elaborate. It was as if Jean’s insubordinate trip to Earth Station had been forgotten, and now she was back on the team, more important than ever.

			“Jean, what do you think we should do about this Sidorov situation?” asked the President.

			Jean said precisely what the three of them had discussed the previous evening. “First of all, Madame President, this must remain absolutely among the five of us in this room. There is nothing the U.S. military or intelligence agencies can do about it. Secondly, none of us, other than Maddie, can be in the same room with Sidorov going forward because he will read our minds and learn all that we know. And frankly, we would be lucky if that’s all he did. He could kill any of us in an instant if he chose to. Thirdly, the announcement you have planned becomes more important than ever because it may give us the opportunity to put Maddie in front of Sidorov. She can kill him on the spot, if necessary, but ideally, she can convince him to return with her to Earth Station, where he belongs. You see…” 

			The President interrupted Jean before she could finish her explanation. “And next, we have a nuclear war in retaliation for what Maddie does to Sidorov.”

			“It’s a possibility,” said Jean. “But not a certainty. Maddie can manipulate thoughts. It is believed that she is the first to be able to do that on a Maker. The hope is that she can simply rewire Sidorov’s mind to make him believe that he is to return to Earth Station, a reasonable amount of time after their meeting.”

			“Oh really,” said the President. “Then why doesn’t she start with me? Simply bend me to her will, and everything will work out fine.”

			“I don’t want your job,” said Maddie. “Frankly, I’ve got bigger fish to fry than you.”

			The President sat back in her chair, shaking her head, obviously exasperated by Maddie’s arrogance but unable to frame an appropriate response.

			Gino stepped in. “The plan, Madame President, is for Maddie to offer to meet with all heads of state who request a meeting after the announcement is made. She will meet with several of them before any meeting with Volkov, excuse me, I mean Sidorov, and many of them should be fierce rivals and/or enemies of the United States, such as China and North Korea. If these leaders survive a meeting with her, why shouldn’t Volkov. And, of course, she can influence their thinking on any matter she wishes, but she prefers not to do that?”

			“Why?” asked the President. “That would make things so much easier. She could tell them never to use nuclear weapons, for example.”

			“In all due respect, Madame President, she could do that to you too. But Maddie understands that we need to move hearts in addition to minds. That will take time.”

			The President leaned forward, reengaged and perhaps thinking more positively about Maddie because of her reluctance to use her gifts on world leaders, with Volkov being the exception.

			“What if Volkov already knows about Maddie’s ability to kill him?” asked the President.

			“The only way he would know is if one of us leaked that information or if he got in a room with us,” said Gino.

			“And if you want to make doubly sure,” said Maddie, “just refuse to let me meet with him. We could even announce that the only country I won’t meet with is Russia if we want to get tricky. That will lead him to believe he still has the power to kill me.”

			The President sat back in her chair. “What you are asking is for the President of the United States to authorize you to potentially assassinate another world leader?”

			“Not really,” said Maddie. “We’ve already conveyed that killing him is not our preferred outcome. And frankly, we don’t need your permission to do the right thing, Madame President. We’ll get to him no matter what you do or don’t do.”

			The President’s face reddened, obviously not used to being challenged. “Then why are we having this meeting if that is your intention?” she asked.

			“Out of respect for your office,” said Maddie. “First, we didn’t ask you to announce that aliens had come to Earth. In fact, I understand that most of your advisors are firmly against it. And for the record, so are the Makers. There will be chaos regardless of what you say or what I do to help minimize the damage. And for what? What is the reason you’re doing this, Madame President?”

			The President’s face got even redder. “The American people deserve to know,” she said.

			“Many other secrets are kept from the people,” said Maddie. “That’s standard procedure from what I’m told.”

			“The announcement will be made,” said the President, glaring at Maddie. “I’m just not sure if having you on stage with me is a good idea.”

			“That’s up to you,” said Maddie. “I’m here if you need me. For now, at least.”

			The President frowned, then turned her gaze to Jean. “Are there any other matters you need to discuss, Jean?”

			“There was one final piece of information I was made aware of while I was on Earth Station,” said Jean, a tiny smile creasing the edges of her mouth. 

			“Fine. What is it?”

			“I was told there are currently ten thousand Imprints living on Earth.”

			“And they do whatever we tell them to,” added Maddie.



Chapter 45


“Wow, you were right about her being a pushy bitch!” said Maddie.

			“An understatement, actually,” said Gino.

			The three were having lunch near Jean’s apartment.

			Gino had mentioned they were being followed as soon as they left the White House, and right on cue, two men in suits walked in and were seated a few tables away from them.

			“Okay, the calvary has arrived,” he said. “Time to go on silent mode.”

			Jean, thought Maddie. I know you can’t speak telepathically, but you can think, and that’s all we need to have a thought conversation. Gino and I will include you in all of our thought transmissions, and if you have something to say or if we ask you a question, just think it, and we’ll hear you.

			Okay, thought Jean.

			What will the President do next, Jean? asked Maddie. Do you think she’ll still go through with the announcement?

			Too soon to tell. She’ll want another meeting with us, maybe several. My best guess is that her next move will be to meet with you alone. You’re important to her future plans, but right now, you’ve strayed off the reservation, so she needs to rope you back in.

			I’m not worried about her. Gino and I can take care of Volkov, with or without her help.

			But can you save the world without her help? asked Jean. I think you should try to work with her, Maddie. She’s tough as nails and stubborn, but she’s an honest person. You’d be a powerful team if you two could work things out.

			Just then, Jean’s phone rang. It was the President. She invited Maddie to a private dinner at the White House later that evening. Do you want to go? thought Jean.

			“I accept,” said Maddie. “Let’s go shopping. I want to look the part tonight.”

			“What part?” asked Gino.

			“Alien seductress.” 

			*****

			Maddie wore a beige cashmere cardigan coat over the outfit she’d be wearing to dinner. The coat reached the middle of her thighs, revealing bare, shapely legs below its hem. On her feet were three-inch black heels that caused her to dwarf the male aide who showed her to the Family Dining Room of the Executive Residence at the White House. The President wasn’t married and had no children, so she probably didn’t eat in here often. Or maybe she liked being alone and ate in here all the time. It didn’t matter. What mattered was what transpired during dinner.

			The aide asked if he could take her coat, and she removed it, revealing a sleeveless black dress with thin straps. The dress began halfway down her breasts and ended three inches from the bottom of her butt. Maddie had gone to a tanning booth that afternoon, so her skin was darker, including her smooth, bald scalp. Her body was flawless.

			She remained standing until the President entered the room, who couldn’t mask her surprise at Maddie’s appearance, probably having expected her to be wearing the same casual attire she’d worn to the Oval Office. She looks pretty good herself, thought Maddie. In contrast to Maddie’s black, revealing attire, The President was wearing a comfortable-looking white cotton dress that made her look like the girl next door. Her dark hair was tied back in a ponytail, allowing her sharp features to dominate her visage.

			“Please, have a seat,” she beckoned, her upturned hand pointed at the table setting directly adjacent to the one at the end of the table. 

			Maddie sat, and the President took the seat at the table’s end. A waiter appeared. “Something to drink, Ms. Pace?” he asked. 

			“Is that white wine in your hand?” she asked.

			“Yes, the President’s favorite. Sauvignon de Touraine.”

			“It’s not expensive,” said the President, “but I’ve always liked it. It’s a great Sauvignon Blanc.”

			“I’m a Sauvignon Blanc fan, so count me in,” said Maddie.

			The waiter poured the wine for Maddie, then for the President, and left the room.

			“Maddie,” said the President. “Do you mind calling me by my first name, at least when we’re in private meetings like this?”

			“Sure,” said Maddie. “What is it?”

			“You don’t know?”

			“I don’t follow politics, Madame President. Frankly, I don’t even know what your last name is.” This wasn’t true, but it was part of Maddie’s ongoing effort to disarm the President.

			The President smiled. “My name is Gwendolyn Marks, but my friends call me Gwen.”

			“Are we friends?” asked Maddie.

			“I want to be,” said the President, her eyes engaging Maddie’s. 

			Maddie stood and reached out with her right hand. “Pleased to meet you, Gwen. You can call me Maddie, in private and in public, if you like.”

			The President stood and shook. Her grip was firm. She continued to gaze directly into Maddie’s eyes. “Very nice to meet you, Maddie. I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot this morning. I’m hoping we can change all of that tonight.”

			“Me too,” said Maddie, removing her hand from Gwen’s and retaking her seat. The President did the same.

			The waiter appeared, placed a roll and some butter on Maddie’s bread plate, then the President’s, and left the room. Maddie decided on a course of action she thought most appropriate, considering the discussion that was about to unfold. She sent the thought message. Gwen, did you and the Teacher ever have a thought conversation?

			The President looked up from her plate, where she was buttering a piece of bread she’d broken off from her roll. She smiled. “Why no, Maddie, we never did.”

			Would you like to? I sincerely think the waiter shouldn’t hear what we’re about to discuss, even if he is a trusted servant. There’s just too much at stake here. Too much information that has never been shared before between species.

			“I understand,” said Gwen. “How does it work? I’ll give it a try.”

			When a thought from me comes into your head, all you do is think of the answer. If you have a question for me, just think of it. I’ll hear you.

			Does that mean that you can read my mind?

			Of course, Gwen! I thought you knew that all of us from Earth Station can read minds.

			I suppose I forgot, she said. But no matter. I’ll just have to get used to it. But hey, while I’m thinking of it, do you know why I want to announce the presence of aliens here on Earth? Because frankly, I’m not sure why I’m doing it.

			Maddie was shaken by this statement because she was certain the President had never expressed doubt, to anyone, about her decision to make the announcement. But it also made her understand that Gwen was now taking her in as a confidant, a partner in this process. And she did have information that might help Gwen understand her motivation for going forward with the announcement.

			I tried to get a reading on that this morning, she said. But there was nothing specific. Just a general “I’ve got to do this” kind of vibe. It seems that something deep in your gut is telling you it’s important.

			“It is!” said Gwen, using her spoken voice. “Oops, sorry.” Anyway, it definitely is a gut feeling, and throughout my life, when I’ve listened to my gut, I’ve always made the right decision, even if others didn’t agree with what I was doing. I would never have been elected President if I hadn’t followed my gut.

			That’s good enough for me, said Maddie. You’re the most powerful politician on Earth, and if you think this is the right thing to do in your gut, then I’m with you.

			Didn’t you mean to say I’m the most powerful person on Earth?

			Maddie smiled. No, Gwen, I didn’t. I’m the most powerful person on Earth, and Dimitri Sidorov is a close second. 

			But he’s a politician.

			No, he isn’t Gwen. He’s a monster. And we need to get rid of him.

			I’ll have to trust you on that, said Gwen.

			Just as I have to trust you on the announcement. Let’s work together on this, Gwen. We can save the world if we do this right.

			Gwen smiled and reached for her wine glass, raising it into the air. “To saving the world!” she toasted, leaning her glass toward Maddie’s.

			Maddie snatched up her glass and clicked it against the President’s. “To saving the world!”



Chapter 46

March 31, 2029/Announcement Day


The President had scheduled the press conference for noon on Saturday. This way, the news feeds in the Western Hemisphere, Europe, Africa, and the Middle East would pick the story up and show it on their evening news programs or as special announcements. Most of Asia, the Pacific Rim, and Australia would wake up to the news the following day. A stage had been set up on the South Lawn, along with chairs for various VIP guests, including the President’s cabinet, the leadership of Congress, and the Supreme Court justices. 

			Other members of Congress had been alerted that an announcement of monumental importance would be made and had been urged to watch the broadcast and given the phone number of a special White House call center that would be set up immediately following the announcement. Aides would man the phones and be briefed on the appropriate answers after the announcement. The press was also there. Maddie saw Jean Lemare in the front row, and they shared a smile. Gino had decided to watch the broadcast from their hotel, primarily because he didn’t want his family to see him if the cameras scanned the crowd. This event could open the door for him to be reunited with his family, but that was in the future, not today.

			The day was overcast, but no rain was in the forecast. The temperature was around sixty degrees Fahrenheit. The President was dressed in a blue business suit, as was Maddie. They had agreed that solidarity between them would be important, starting with their clothing choice. The two sat alone on the stage. The President had felt Jean would be an unnecessary distraction if she were up there with them, but Maddie’s position was that if Jean were needed, neither the President nor herself should hesitate to call on her. 

			Promptly at noon, the President stood and approached the podium. Maddie was impressed that she wouldn’t use a teleprompter and never had. Her respect for Gwendolyn Marks was growing as she got to know her. The crowd fell silent, and the President began.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, honored guests, thank you for coming. There are so many important people here that I won’t acknowledge each of you, but I sincerely appreciate your presence today. That’s because this is a day when all of us are needed to provide leadership to the people of our country and our world. This is a momentous day. A day for celebration. Because today we can say, with certainty, that the Earth is well on its way to energy independence, ending global warming, and providing clean water and food to nearly everyone on Earth. And to eliminating disease, including cancer.” The President paused to allow a solid round of applause to resonate. “There is more work to be done, of course. We need to end the threat of nuclear annihilation and bring peace to the Earth. And we will do it!”

			The crowd of VIP attendees stood this time and clapped and cheered, a bipartisan showing of pride in what had been accomplished and hope for new accomplishments to come. So much had been done in such a short time that there was no longer any doubt that the United States would lead the world into an era of peace and prosperity in short order. But the President was about to throw a very big wrench into the works.

			“And now we reach the purpose of my being here today. Yes, it’s true that all the innovations that have stunned the world and brought us to this place have come out of the United States. And we have shared all of them freely with the rest of the world. Some may have wondered if our scientists are simply more knowledgeable than others, but no, that is not the case. The world is full of brilliant people, and our country has only a small share of them. The question is, how did we do it? And why did we do it? And the answer to both questions is sitting on this stage with me.”

			All eyes shifted to Maddie, who, with some effort, remained calm and neutral, offering only a friendly smile and keeping her eyes fixed on the President.

			“Seven years ago, my predecessor was contacted by beings, not from this Earth.” The President paused to let her words sink in, and there was an audible sigh from the crowd of shock and disbelief. “Stay with me, folks, please,” said the President. “There is much more to share.” The crowd settled down, but the intensity of their stares had increased dramatically, and they were all looking at Maddie now. She saw anger, fear, and awe in their eyes, but she cast them off and turned her gaze back to Gwen. 

			“These beings offered to help the Earth save itself because it was obvious to them that we would destroy ourselves unless a dramatic shift could be initiated. They provided us with all of the inventions that have come out over the past seven years, with only one requirement from us: that we share it all with the world. The United States takes pride in being the country these beings selected to take hold of the lifeline they were offering and to cast that line out to the world!”

			There was some applause, but it was lighter than before, primarily because shock and confusion still permeated the minds of those in attendance, and undoubtedly the same feelings were on the minds and in the hearts of the television audience. The President sensed this, and Maddie read in her mind that she would be cutting her speech short to get Maddie to the microphone immediately to try and stem the flow of bleeding.

			“Ladies and gentlemen. The woman sitting beside me has been sent to us as a representative of the race of beings that has been helping us. She will explain who they are and their intentions, and I’m sure your assessment will be the same as mine after you hear what she has to say. These people mean us no harm and can help us make the Earth into the pristine place it once was. I give you Madison Pace.”

			Maddie stood and was greeted by light applause. She crossed paths with the President as she approached the microphone, and they shook hands, and then Gwen surprised her by embracing her, whispering in her ear. “I’ve only known you a short while, Maddie, but I’m so glad it’s you up here on the stage with me. Thank you.”

			“I’m glad to be here,” said Maddie, but not with the confidence she had hoped to convey. The two women separated, Gwen took her seat, and Maddie approached the microphone.

			“Yes, my name is Madison Pace,” she said. “It’s the only name I’ve ever had. You see, I was raised here in America by a human mother.” Eyebrows raised throughout the crowd after hearing this stunning revelation.

			“My people have been living amongst you for five thousand years. They are farmers, construction workers, doctors, nurses, waiters and waitresses, bus drivers. The list goes on and on. Our purpose here was to study what it is like to be human, but what happened along the way is that we became human. Our biology is a little different, but our emotions are pure human. And what that means is that we want humanity to survive and prosper here on Earth. That is why we came forward to offer our help. That is the only reason I am standing here today. To help. And I think we’ve proved our intentions over the past seven years. And there will be more good works to come.”

			A spattering of applause came from the crowd. 

			“Let me explain who we are because there are several kinds of us. Those of us who live on Earth are called Imprints. We are living beings, not robots, made by beings who can’t survive on planets like Earth. They sent us here to study, and now, to help the human race.”

			“The beings who made us are called the Makers. But please, do not be confused. The Makers are not God. In fact, they seek to know God just as many on Earth do. They have studied all the religions of Earth and support each and every one of them as viable and possible. I say again; the Makers are not God.”

			“I also say again that the Makers cannot survive here for long periods of time. They have sent emissaries like myself who can, and they have given us their knowledge so that we may share it with the Earth. And I think most of you would agree that the results so far have been extraordinary. Would you agree?”

			The applause from the crowd increased, and Maddie heard a few “Here, here’s” added into the mix. But it was essential for her to continue building momentum, and she knew it. She was finding as she went along that she was good at this. Her words issued forth with sincerity and power. She was a convincing speaker, and she could feel it in the crowd. 

			Maddie turned her head toward Gwen. “This President made the decision, literally by herself, to share this information with the American people and the world. She understands that many will struggle with the idea of beings from somewhere other than Earth being here, and that is why she asked me to speak to you. She has also asked that I make myself available to visit any leader on Earth who wants to meet with me, so they can learn more about us and make their own conclusions regarding our intentions. We have nothing to hide. Honesty and openness are what you will receive from us. Thank you for your time. The President and I look forward to answering questions from the press at this time.”

			The crowd stood and applauded loudly. Maddie was convinced that she had made the sale so far, but now came the hard part. The press. Gwen joined Maddie at the podium and began fielding questions.

			“How do we know this isn’t just a hoax?” asked a reporter.

			Maddie and Gwen had agreed to use thought communication when fielding questions, so Maddie went into Gwen’s mind and found this. Do you want to simply disappear, then reappear? That would remove any doubt.

			I’d like to, answered Maddie. But that would tip Sidorov off that my powers have been augmented since we last saw each other. We need that meeting, Gwen. Is there another way?

			Yes, I think so, said Gwen. Let me handle this one, okay?

			Maddie nodded, and Gwen moved in front of the microphone. “I’d like to introduce someone from our staff to you. Dr. Jean Lemare, will you join us on stage, please.”

			Jean pressed her lips together and hesitantly came up the stairs to the stage. 

			“This is Dr. Jean Lemare, my special advisor on Extraterrestrial Affairs. Before her appointment, Jean worked for over twenty years in a top-secret position dedicated to studying extraterrestrial life. Jean has recently visited the space station the Makers have positioned in our solar system. Jean, would you like to say a few words?”

			The President stepped aside and allowed Jean to approach the microphone. This was a completely unscripted moment, so Maddie tried to assist her, sending the message to Jean and Gwen simultaneously. Jean, just tell them the name of the station and that it’s a lot like Earth. Blue skies, beautiful mountains, and oceans, things like that, okay.

			Jean nodded to Maddie and began. “Their home in our solar system is called Earth Station because it is dedicated to studying Earth. It’s large, about the size of our moon, and also very beautiful. There are fields of green, skies of blue and mountain lakes surrounded by trees and cliffs, and beautiful oceans.”

			“Why can’t we see it?” asked a reporter.

			Maddie answered this question. “It’s a long way from here, farther away than Pluto, and it also travels at the speed of light. That’s why it can’t be seen from Earth.”

			“Follow-up, please. How did you get there, Dr. Lemare.”

			Before Maddie could make a suggestion, Jean answered. “Maddie took me,” she said.

			“In a spaceship?”

			“No, she just held my hand, and then we were there.”

			Maddie heard a few laughs from the crowd, and then she knew what she had to do to keep things from spiraling out of control. She took Jean by the wrist, faced the crowd, and said, “Like this.” Then the two of them disappeared. They reappeared in Gino and Maddie’s suite at a nearby hotel. Sitting in front of the television, he smiled when he saw them.

			“Nice trick,” he said. “But now Volkov may be on to us.” Maddie nodded. “We’ll figure something out. How does it look to you, watching on TV? How are we doing?”

			“Pretty good,” he said. “Better than I expected, actually. And now there is no doubt that we’re for real. Better get back to it, kid.” He stood up and kissed her on the lips. “Love you.”

			“Love you, too,” said Maddie, and then she transported herself and Jean back to the stage on the South Lawn of the White House. When she arrived, the President was dealing with the reaction to their disappearance. When they appeared, Gwen smiled.

			“Ah, there you are. Welcome back, you two.” Gwen had the appearance of having just witnessed a regular, everyday event. Casual and relaxed. After greeting them, she turned to face the crowd again. “As I said, these are very powerful beings, but their intentions are good.”

			“How do we know who they are?” asked one reporter. “They could be anyone. Even you, Madame President. What does it all mean if they’ve been here for five thousand years, and we haven’t known they were here?”

			“I think your confusion is a normal and natural reaction,” said Gwen. “I felt the same way when I was brought into the circle of people who knew about the existence of the Makers and their Imprint colleagues here on Earth. And I’m sure the conspiracy theories are already hitting the internet and will continue to unfold as time goes by. But I’ve grown comfortable with these people, which is why I am introducing you to their representative today. I also want you to know that we are forming a call center where leaders in Congress and from around the country can get answers to your questions. I will take as many calls personally as possible, including those from leaders of other countries. And as I said, Maddie is available to meet with any world leader who wants to speak with her. That’s all we have to say for now, but channels of communication will remain open. Thank you for coming. More good things are on the way, I assure you.”

			Secret Service agents came on stage and escorted the three women back to the White House. Now they would wait to see what the fallout from this momentous announcement had generated.



Chapter 47


Gwen invited Jean and Maddie to attend a session in the Situation Room in the basement of the White House. The President’s entire cabinet, leaders from Congress (still fuming from having been left in the dark on this matter for seven years), and top brass from the Pentagon were in attendance, along with staff appropriate to monitoring events worldwide in real-time.

			Generally, there was calm throughout the world. Most religious groups had gotten Maddie’s message, specifically that the Makers were not God and were seeking God in the same way that the people of Earth were. There were several fringe groups, however, that were calling Maddie the devil and claiming that the Apocalypse was now underway. The general populace of the world was basically calm, perhaps even buoyed into optimism that additional threats to the well-being of Earth, such as nuclear weapons, might finally be dealt with constructively. 

			Many calls were coming in from leaders around the world, and the President was busy fielding as many of them as she could, delegating some to the Secretary of State and a few even to Maddie herself. Maddie spoke to the Prime Minister of Japan, the Prime Minister of Australia, and the President of Argentina, receiving direct invitations to meet with each of them. The most difficult calls, however, were handled by the President. This included China, North Korea, and Iran, all nuclear powers and all threatening to use them if this matter wasn’t brought under control quickly. They accused the President of leading a plot to take over the world and insisted that she immediately cease and desist. Maddie was impressed at the uncompromising stance Gwen took with these leaders, not giving an inch but offering to make an immediate State Visit to each of their countries and to bring Maddie with her if they wanted her there. All of them accepted her offer, and formal plans were being drawn up by aides in the Situation Room. Maddie was impressed and relieved at how well things were going.

			The one noticeably absent call was the one from the President of Russia. This was a concern for everyone, but especially for Maddie. She knew that if he wanted to, Dimitri Sidorov could destabilize the entire world by claiming and proving that he was a Maker. This would immediately discredit the claim that Makers cannot live on Earth. (It was assumed that Sidorov had forsaken his immortality by choosing to remain on Earth, but that was yet another can of worms they didn’t want to open.) His revelation of his true identity would also cause people of all kinds to wonder what other leaders on Earth were from another planet. Knowing this, Maddie began a thought conversation with Gino, who was still in his hotel. 

			Gino advocated that they immediately move to take Sidorov out, but Maddie needed clarification on that course of action. She knew from reading minds in the Situation Room that Sidorov was a well-respected politician, having gained immediate credibility in the international community by ending the war in Ukraine that had been started by his predecessor, returning all territory taken by Russia, including Crimea. He was being hailed as the most moderate leader of Russia since Mikhail Gorbachev, the Soviet Premier who had broken up the Soviet Union. And since he could turn anyone he met immediately toward his line of thinking, he spent much time in public, shaking hands and turning minds. The Politburo was the ultimate rubber stamp for him. If Maddie took him out, public opinion worldwide would turn against her and her kind because her act of aggression would be witnessed by others. There was no way Sidorov would meet with her alone after seeing what she did at the press conference.

			As luck would have it, a phone call from Sidorov, asking to speak to Maddie, helped them buy time. The conversation on the phone was short, but it allowed Sidorov to ask Maddie to open her mind to him so they could have a thought conversation. He did this using a thinly veiled set of words that only Maddie could interpret, considering that all conversations coming into the Situation Room were being monitored and recorded. “Please remain open-minded to having a candid, private talk in the immediate future,” he said. And then he hung up.

			Maddie told Gwen she needed a private room for a few moments, and she was led into a room adjacent to the Situation Room. She opened her mind, and the conversation with Sidorov ensued.

			I see that you have new powers, Maddie. Or shall I call you Anna Zakharov? Sidorov was referring to the alias she had used when she and Gino had met with Volkov in Amsterdam twenty-three years previously. 

			Maddie will do, Boris, she said, calling him by the alias he’d been using at the time.

			We both joke, but we also both know the truth.

			And what is that? she asked. 

			That we want to kill each other.

			Why didn’t you kill me when you had the chance? 

			You don’t know? he asked. 

			Maddie didn’t answer, confused.

			Because of our unfinished business back in Amsterdam! he said. You escaped before I had my way with you. But now you are bald and ugly, so all I want to do is kill you.

			You’re welcome to try, she said.

			I have a better idea.

			What?

			I propose a truce between us, he said.

			Okay, what do you propose?

			That I keep quiet about who I am in exchange for you arranging safe passage for me back to Earth Station.

			Why do you want to go back there? she asked.

			Earth is dull, he said. I readily admit I made a mistake coming here.

			So you want your immortality back?

			And my position on the Council of Makers.

			I’m afraid that spot has been filled, she said.

			Make it happen, he said. I’ll give you forty-eight hours. 

			The connection was broken.



Chapter 48


It was a long day and night in the Situation Room. Maddie hadn’t felt tired in forever, but she felt it now, mainly from the pressure-packed and relentless events that had begun with the President’s announcement and continued in the Situation Room as leaders from around the country and the world called in. Her conversation with Volkov had been particularly troubling, and she wanted to speak with Gwen about it, and with Jean and Gino. Gwen had asked her if she would join her for a late dinner in the private residence, and she inquired about the possibility of bringing Gino and Jean to help them strategize regarding Sidorov. After explaining the details of what he had proposed, Gwen consented to her request to involve the others, but Maddie sensed a flare of disappointment and wondered why.

			“Gwen, he gave me forty-eight hours. If you’d prefer to meet with Gino and Jean tomorrow morning, I’m fine with it. After all, it’s nearing midnight, and Jean at least has surely gone to bed by now. I can message Gino to prepare for a morning meeting if that works for you. He can convey the information to her.”

			“That sounds good,” said Gwen. “Tell them 8 a.m., okay?”

			“Sure.”

			Maddie sent the message to Gino and followed Gwen upstairs to her private residence. “I’ll give you a tour next time,” said Gwen. “Right now, I just want a drink and some food.” 

			“Me too,” said Maddie.

			They entered the “Family Dining Room” and took the same seats they’d had previously. The same waiter from before rushed in, carrying place settings, obviously having been woken to serve dinner to the President and her guest. His uniform looked perfect, but the bags under his eyes betrayed his actual status. She assumed the kitchen staff would be in the same state and wondered how they would pull together dinner.

			“White wine?” asked the waiter.

			“For both of us, Frederick, thank you,” said Gwen.

			Frederick rushed out and returned with the wine, pouring two large glasses for both. Gwen raised her glass to make a toast, and Maddie followed her motion with the glass.

			“To success?” she toasted.

			“Success!” said Maddie, and their glasses clicked.

			“Can we have a brief thought conversation?” asked Gwen.

			Of course, said Maddie. What’s on your mind, Gwen?

			A lot, needless to say. But I was hoping to ask you a personal question, if it’s okay.

			I’m an open book, said Maddie. Carry on.

			Are you and Gino together?

			Why yes, we are. Very much so. Why? Do you like him?

			I think he’s great. Very handsome and such a gentleman. I could see myself with someone like that. He looks much younger than me, but I think both he and you are actually quite a bit older than you look, right?

			I was born in 1986, said Maddie. That would make me forty-three in actual years, but my appearance is frozen at the age of thirty. Gino’s eleven years old than me in actual time, but he’s frozen at thirty-one. And if you’re trying to tell me you’re attracted to him, I mean, who wouldn’t be? 

			I like him, said the President. And I do find him attractive, but… I’m glad you two are together. You make a fabulous couple.

			Maddie’s face reddened, but she didn’t understand why. She bored into Gwen’s mind to try and learn more about what Gwen was actually driving at, but she found nothing of interest. Nothing at all about Gwen’s personal life. She must have had powerful control over her mind, burying secrets that even a mind reader couldn’t discover. Maddie wondered if that’s how Sidorov had hidden his darkest secrets from the Makers, and it led her to believe that there was still more to be learned about humans than the Makers had discovered so far.

			Maddie, please don’t worry about anything. I’m not after Gino at all, and how would I stand a chance against you anyway? And the truth be told, I enjoy your company so much that I wouldn’t jeopardize losing you as a friend, having just met you. It’s rare for me to feel a personal connection with anyone, and I have that with you. More than I have with Gino or anyone else in my circle of friends. At least, that’s what I’m feeling right now. I hope I haven’t made you feel in any way uncomfortable. I’m just trying to honestly express my feelings to you, which is a very rare thing for me to do.

			Everything’s good on my end, said Maddie, but she was still confused. Was Gwen trying to tell her something that she just couldn’t say? Well, best not to continue down that road, at least for now. Can we use our spoken voices now? After all, the cat is out of the bag on the alien invasion, right?

			“I’ll drink to that!” said Gwen, taking a big gulp of wine. Maddie followed her lead. They ordered wine and had a good meal, talking about their lives and learning more about each other, choosing not to discuss the day’s events. That could wait until tomorrow.

			*****

			The attendees at the 8 a.m. meeting were the President, her Chief of Staff, Maddie, Gino, and Jean. The President started the meeting by explaining that she’d brought the Chief of Staff, Robert Manchin because he’d been putting together a schedule of visits for Maddie, some of which would include the President herself. The list was long and included State Visits to China, North Korea, and Iran, which would happen first because these meetings would include Gwen. After that, Maddie would be busy for a long time since 173 other countries had already requested meetings. The President asked the Chief of Staff to leave the room when all of that had been covered. After he’d gone, Gwen brought up the subject which was foremost on everyone’s mind.

			“Sidorov,” she said. “What are we going to do about him? Is it possible we could actually agree to his request?”

			“That won’t be up to us,” said Maddie. “The Council of Makers will make that determination, assuming, of course, that I bring it to them.”

			“Why wouldn’t you bring it to them?”

			Gino had a good answer to that question. “Excuse me, Madame President, but that would be like asking you to reinstate a person on your staff who had been convicted of treason.”

			Gwen nodded. “Good point,” she said. “So what do we do?”

			“The good news,” said Maddie, “is that the Makers aren’t weighed down by human emotions or human law. If there is anyone in the universe who would give someone like Sidorov a second chance, it would be them. On the other hand, they might ask me to kill him on the spot.”

			“I vote for that,” said Gino. “Kill the bastard.”

			“Thank goodness you don’t get a vote,” said the President. “That would lead to nuclear war.”

			“I beg to differ with you, Madame President,” said Maddie. “The one who doesn’t get a vote on this matter is you. We are meeting with you because your counsel is valuable to us, but it will be our decision, Gino’s and mine, about how to proceed. Not yours.”

			Gwen’s face reddened but then bloomed into a smile. “You are one tough cookie, Maddie Pace. But you tell it like it is, and I have to respect that.”

			Jean raised her hand to make a point. “If I might make a suggestion, I’d like to.” 

			She waited for the President to give her permission to speak, and when Gwen nodded. “By all means, Jean, we could use some fresh thoughts.”

			“Why don’t we treat this as a negotiation,” said Jean. “For example, we formulate some scenarios that might be more palatable to the Makers than simply taking Sidorov back into the fold, and we put those options in front of him. After all, he’s a politician, and politics is all about compromise.”

			“Not so much where he’s from,” said the President. “But it’s a darn good idea, Jean. What do you guys think?”

			“I think it’s a good idea,” said Gino.

			“I do as well,” said Maddie. “I love you, Jean.”

			Jean blushed but smiled, and Maddie picked up a thought in Jean’s mind. I love you too.

			They went through various ideas and devised a few that Maddie would present to the Makers. If the Makers approved, Maddie would have the green light to present them to Sidorov. All her other meetings around the world would be put on hold until the Sidorov situation was dealt with, one way or the other.



Chapter 49

Monday, April 2, 2029/The Kremlin


Maddie took a seat in front of Sidorov’s desk. It was just the two of them in the room. She’d been surprised when he’d invited her to Moscow and even more so when he said he would open his mind to her so she could beam directly to his office.

			“Are you going to try to kill me now?” he asked, speaking to her in Russian. 

			“That’s not why I’m here,” said Maddie, using Russian since she was fluent.

			“But you think you can kill me if you want to, don’t you?” he asked.

			“Yes, I do,” she said. “But I’m not going to.”

			“Because you know my second in command is standing in the other room with the nuclear launch codes, ready to enter them if something happens to me. And also because we have issued a press release regarding our meeting, which means no one will blame us if we attack because you would be known to have assassinated a sitting head of a major government.”

			“Very few would be left alive on Earth if you did that,” said Maddie. “But you don’t care, do you?”

			“No, I do not,” he said. “So tell me, Maddie, if I told you that all you have to do to get rid of me is sleep with me, would you do it?”

			“I thought you said I was ugly now,” she said. “Getting desperate for a good lay, are we?”

			“Yes, exactly,” he said, a hideous smile on his evil face. “So, what do you have to offer me? When do I leave for Earth Station?”

			“Never,” she said. “The Makers did not approve that proposal.”

			He didn’t seem surprised. “Was the vote close?”

			“Yes, it was, but eighty percent is a high threshold to reach.”

			“Too bad,” he said. “Where does that leave us?”

			“The Makers will build you a station of your own. It can be just as big as Earth Station and will travel at the speed of light, so you will regain your immortality. They will allow you to have input on the specifications for the planet and do their best to accommodate your requests. The Makers will supply a staff of Imprints to maintain the planet’s infrastructure. You may bring as many humans with you as you want, as long as they come of their own free will, and you will probably get a lot of takers because you will be offering them immortality. A democracy will be established for the people to rule themselves. You will not be eligible for a leadership position on your station; however, you will be reinstated on the Council of Makers and be allowed to vote in absentia and to reengage with the hive mind. And one final provision. They will send me to kill you if you ever harm an Imprint or a human on your planet.”

			Sidorov had been playing with his fingernails while Maddie was speaking, as if this was a boring conversation at a cocktail party he didn’t want to attend. “Anything else?” he said.

			“That’s it,” she said. “Take it or leave it. The offer is non-negotiable.”

			“And if I leave it? You’re willing to live with the consequences, whatever they might be?”

			“We have to,” she said. “It is what it is.”

			“I’d like to ask you something, Maddie, if you will indulge me. Please?”

			“Sure.”

			“Do you know what evil is?”

			“I know the definition of evil from the dictionary. I know I’m looking at evil right now. What else should I know, Mr. President?”

			“You should know that evil is an all-consuming thing. One does not simply turn it on and off. This station the Makers propose to build for me is not the kind of playground I would like because you want me to be a good boy while I am there. But it’s impossible for me to be a good boy, Maddie. So I must refuse.”

			“As you say, Mr. President. I am only the messenger.”

			“But you and everyone else on Earth must deal with the consequences. I will hold a press conference immediately to announce to the world that I am a Maker.”

			“You are a rogue Maker,” said Maddie. “The first and only Maker to endanger a world you were meant to be helping.”

			“All true,” he said. “But that’s not what the public is going to hear.”

			Suddenly, there was a blip. Time paused for a microsecond, and Maddie found herself encased in a glass cube of some kind. She was still sitting in Sidorov’s office but was now surrounded by glass on six sides. Her immediate reaction was to flash out of there, but when she initiated the jump, she was prevented from leaving the premises by the glass wall. She was able to disappear but then bashed up against the glass and fell back into the cube, still a captive. She slammed a fist into the glass, and her tightly closed hand bounced off, pain vibrating up her arm and into her shoulder.

			Sidorov hadn’t moved. He sat behind his desk, a look of victory on his face. “You will remember your glass house,” said Sidorov. “Only this is a different kind of glass. It took us a long time to come up with the formula. We needed a glass that a Maker couldn’t escape from. Luckily for us, we had a Maker to test the prototypes.”

			“And what do you gain by doing this?” asked Maddie. 

			“I get you,” he said. “This time, you cannot elude me as you did twenty-three years ago in Amsterdam.”

			“We’ll see about that,” she said.

			“It is only a matter of time,” he said. “Even Makers need oxygen. But don’t worry, Maddie. I won’t let you die. I have other plans for you first.”

			“The Teacher will come,” she said.

			“Why would he? I’ve copied your signal and continue to broadcast it. ‘All is well.’”

			Maddie felt the oxygen rapidly depleting from the glass chamber. It was making her light-headed already, so much so that she could no longer stand. She sat down on the glass floor and lowered her head, and slowly, she teetered over and slumped to the floor.

			“Get her into the chamber,” commanded the muffled voice of Sidorov. “Remove her clothing before you put the restraints on her.”

			She felt arms on her, dragging her somewhere, which meant her glass prison was gone. She knew that now was the time. Her premature fainting act had worked. She took a deep breath through her nose, feeling the oxygen revive her, then activated her energy shield. The men holding her were repelled like tennis balls against a racket, scattering around the room. She stood and faced Sidorov, who’d been following the parade, waiting for his prize. He sent a blast of his own at her, and she felt it, but the shield held. This was it. Now was the time when she would find out if her power was enough to overcome a Maker.

			She locked eyes with him and tried to bore into his mind. He resisted her fiercely, but she kept the pressure up and slowly but surely broke through. For a microsecond, she considered what to do. She could wipe his mind clean or plant a memory that told him to leave Earth, or she could do something she had promised herself she wouldn’t do. She knew Gino would support her, but Gwen would go ballistic, as would others around the globe. 

			On the other hand, Gwen had also said that she’d always followed her gut, which inevitably worked out for her. The same was true for Maddie’s life, and during that microsecond, her gut sent a loud and clear signal. Without further delay, she launched a tremendous pulse toward Sidorov’s head, strong enough to kill a blue whale.

			“The people will hear the truth!” she screamed.

			Sidorov was able to fend her off for a few seconds, but in the end, he was no match for her. He continued to stare at her, but soon his eyes began to bulge, and not long after that, his head exploded as if a bomb had been set off in the center of his brain, which for all intents and purposes was precisely what had happened. Maddie was upset, even though she had just saved the world. Or had she?

			In the room next door, Sidorov’s second in command entered the codes to launch a full-scale nuclear attack on the U.S.A. and its allies. Maddie made no move to stop him because she didn’t need to. Nothing happened. No missiles were launched from their pads or from submarines beneath the sea. The entire Russian nuclear arsenal had been disabled. But it was more than that. Every nuclear weapon on Earth had been disabled. Conventional weapons too. If there was going to be a war on Earth, it would be waged using hand-to-hand combat, at least for the time being. 

			“Thank you, Teacher,” said Maddie, then she disappeared from the Kremlin as if she’d never been there. She traveled straight to the White House, where she was sure the President would want to “have a little talk.”

			*****

			President Marks was fuming. “What the fuck, Maddie!”

			“Yes, Gwen, what the fuck. Why not let the world try peace on for a while, after thousands of years of war.”

			“God damn it, Maddie. You could have warned me!”

			“And then what would you have done?”

			Gwen shook her head, pacing back and forth behind her desk in the Oval Office. The two of them were alone. Everyone else was in the Situation Room, trying to figure out what had just happened to every weapon on Earth. “I would have tried to talk you out of it,” she said. “The timing isn’t right. We’re already dealing with massive unemployment in the Healthcare sector because no one gets sick anymore, and now what are we going to do with the Military Industrial complex? There’s literally nothing for them to do.”

			“Are you listening to yourself, Gwen? You’re actually complaining about a world where there is virtually no disease, and that is at peace. Did you just give lip service to those things during your campaign? Is that just some bullshit line that every politician uses to get elected? The one who says it most convincingly wins, but everybody knows it’s not going to happen? Well, it happened! Damn, Gwen, I thought you were smarter than that.” Maddie was shaking her head in frustration because it was so obvious what needed to be done. “Send the military on humanitarian missions in your own cities. Feed the poor. Train the poor. Give them the skills to lift themselves out of poverty. Send your troops to all the poor countries whose people line up at your southern border every day of the year. Help them make their own countries stronger. The ten thousand-year war is over, Gwen! Stop fighting it and get your shit together, for God’s sake!”

			Gwen collapsed into her chair, physically exhausted and out of emotional energy. But Maddie knew her well enough to know she wouldn’t sit still for long. As if on cue, Gwen reached over and pressed her intercom button, and her secretary answered. “Call a cabinet meeting, now!” she screamed. “Tell those idiots to get out of the fucking basement and to get up here immediately. We’ve got work to do. And get the networks in here. I will address the nation in one hour.” She got off the intercom and looked at Maddie. “And what are we going to do with you? The Russians have gone on the record saying that you ruthlessly assassinated their President. They want us to arrest you for immediate extradition to Russia.”

			“Play this at your cabinet meeting,” said Maddie, holding out a tape containing the video/audio from her entire meeting with Sidorov. “Then play it for the world.”

			“I’ll trust that what is on here incriminates Sidorov?” asked Gwen, taking the tape. “I don’t really have time to listen to it before the Cabinet meeting.”

			“Trust me, Gwen. You’ll want to play that tape for everyone.”

			Gwen looked directly into her eyes. “I do trust you, Maddie.”

			“I know you do.”

			Maddie smiled at Gwen. Gwen looked at her, a beseeching look on her face. “Please don’t leave, Maddie. Help me pick up the pieces, okay? Don’t let this become a Humpty Dumpty scenario.”

			“Gwen, you’ve got this!” said Maddie. “Your mind already has things worked out. You’re a quick study, and you’re the President of the United States. The Commander in Chief, for goodness sake! If you decide to call all of our troops home or to deploy them at home and abroad on humanitarian missions, you have the authority to do that. You will refocus the Healthcare sector on mental health, and those who want to drop out can be offered jobs helping the less fortunate or be retrained to serve in other areas. With the money you’ll save on defense and healthcare, you can bolster Social Security and Medicare, not tear them down. And guess what, these aren’t my ideas! I got them from your mind just now. Maybe I primed the pump a few minutes ago, but you’re thinking is already well past anything I can offer.” 

			“Maddie, what does this mean for you? Your role as Ambassador here?”

			“Gwen, we both know that the minute I killed Sidorov, my credibility as Ambassador was shot. Even with the tape I gave you, it still happened. He wasn’t even human, but I murdered him. People will never be able to get over that.”

			“So, you’re just going to leave? And never come back?” 

			Gwen was getting emotional now, and Maddie was too. She liked this woman and had a real connection with her, but the writing was on the wall for Maddie, Gino, and the Makers. They would no longer be welcome here. It didn’t mean they couldn’t still help Earth, and maybe in time, opinions would change, but for now, it was time to go.

			“I’ll come and visit from time to time,” said Maddie. “I promise. Keep your mind open for me, okay?” 

			“Okay,” said Gwen, a look of resignation on her face, obviously gearing up for the fight ahead for her. 

			Maddie approached Gwen, and they shared a hug. She stepped back and Gwen raised her hand to wave goodbye. 

			“Play the tape,” said Maddie, and then she was gone.



Chapter 50

Earth Year 2036/Earth Station


Maddie and Gino had settled on the island that had once been World 2B, where narcissistic Essences had been gathered, the most notorious of which had been Dimitri Sidorov, also known at one time as Boris Volkov. But he was gone now, and so were the rest of that kind of settler, having been allowed to move on by the Council of the Makers many years previously. But there were other settlers here, mainly orphans from Earth who had lived in the most oppressive conditions. Cynthia and the Teacher ran the orphanage in which they lived, the former country club of World 2B, now converted to living quarters for nearly five hundred kids. Families had also been brought here from Earth, the poorest of the poor, and they were taught to farm and care for themselves by Imprints, most of whom had formerly lived on Earth but had accepted the option to return to Earth Station. A few Imprints had stayed on Earth, and they would live out their lives and die just as their human brethren there would do. But here, humans and Imprints would live forever, and both species were eligible to adopt orphans if so inclined. 

			Other islands were being built to perform similar functions to World 2B. World 2A was already converted and fully functional, and Earth’s last batch of empaths was part of that community. The Council of Makers still lived on World 3, except for Dr. Tom Branch, who was now serving as the Ambassador to Earth, the position that Maddie had abandoned after doing what was needed to protect Earth and the Makers from an evil soul. It turned out that feelings against the Makers were more political than grassroots opinions. The people of Earth wanted more of what the Makers had to give and, in many cases, had toppled dictatorships that resisted the people’s will. Maddie was happy that Tom had gotten to see Amy before she died, succumbing to cancer that she’d been harboring before the immunizations were brought to Earth.

			Earth continued to bloom in what was being called the Eco-Revolution. Global temperatures had begun to trend downward, and greenhouse gas emissions were down by 80% now that fusion power dominated the automobile and home appliance industries, as well as being the primary power source for most forms of production. The oil and gas industries had collapsed, and this caused an economic downturn in many countries that depended on fossil fuels to support their GDPs. Luckily, most of those countries had a lot of money to rebuild their economies after decades of collecting vast sums from their oil and gas exports.

			Clean water and food were readily available to ninety percent of the world’s population, and the percentage continued to tick up annually. The cloud seeding program was no longer needed to address global warming but was still active to continue the progress on clean water. It would be needed for decades more until sewage treatment plants could be built everywhere they were needed. 

			For a while, immediately following the elimination of nuclear and conventional weapons, there was no war on Earth for the first time in history. In addition, the murder rate had declined by 80%, and violent crime was down by nearly 70%. But armament companies were rapidly resupplying militaries and citizens worldwide, especially in the USA, where Congress had been slow to pass laws limiting gun ownership. Skirmishes had begun to break out in hot spots around the world within a year of the weapon shutdown, and Gwen had quietly asked the Teacher to make another sweep during one of her frequent visits to Earth Station. He had complied, giving the world more time to pass laws and reduce military budgets to fit the new era. Why invest in something a greater power could destroy whenever they choose to? 

			Maddie’s biggest regret was that Gino hadn’t reunited with his family. It would have been too painful for him and them to see each other again, only for him to leave to be with Maddie, which he very much wanted to do. It would have also opened a can of worms that had yet to be opened. The people of Earth still did not know all the details of the original purpose of the Makers there, and that was probably best kept secret. Otherwise, people of faith would struggle with the same issues Maddie’s mom had been struggling with since she was reborn on World 2A. 

			Jean Lemare retired soon after Maddie and Gino left and was now a permanent resident of Earth Station, living on World 2B so she could be close to them. She was one of the few of the “Privileged Class” to be invited to live on Earth Station, with most spots opening up being offered to the poor. Few politicians had even been allowed to visit, but exceptions had been made, President Gwendolyn Marks being one of them. Maddie felt Gwen deserved to see it, not that it was anywhere close to Earth regarding the diversity of beauty, geography, ecosystems, and people. But it was becoming a place that Maddie was proud of, just as her mom had promised her it would be. Gwen had been re-elected in 2032 and was serving her last year in office. During her most recent visit to Earth Station, she had asked Maddie if she would support her application for temporary residence there when she retired. Maddie happily responded in the affirmative.

			One evening, the four of them were having dinner together—Maddie, Gino, Cynthia, and the Teacher. Jean had also been invited, as she often was, but that evening she had other plans, something to do with a gentleman friend she had mentioned a few times before that none of them had ever met. Apparently, he was a farmer on the other side of the island, and the group of four were all happy for her. They would meet him soon enough. 

			The two couples had occupied two of the small cottages that overlooked the bay on World 2B, a replica of the one on World 2A where Cynthia had once lived. And the same sailboat they had sailed out of World 2A now sat alongside the small dock they had built for it down below. It was too small to hold all four of them comfortably, so Gino and the Teacher had begun a project together to build a larger boat. They envisioned something the four of them could sail to the far reaches of Earth Station, paying visits to the World of the Makers and all the new islands that were popping up between here and there.

			They sat outside on a patio they had built soon after moving in, grilling fish and vegetables on a wood-fired apparatus Gino had made. All four were sipping wine and relaxing in Adirondack-style chairs, courtesy of Gino’s woodworking skills. Maddie was happy but not yet content. She missed her brief tenure as Ambassador to Earth, and she missed Earth more than the rest. She often made secret visits there using her teleportation skills, walking alone in the forest, or wearing a wig and sunglasses and having dinner at one of her favorite restaurants in Paris. Her face and her distinctive bald head were still well-known on Earth, legendary in many places, for being the first alien to be introduced to the world, and in some locales, a hero for doing what had to be done to rid the world of an evil being who shouldn’t have been there in the first place.

			But even with all this, she wanted more, and each time she saw the children playing and running and shrieking with glee on the playground of the orphanage, she knew what she was missing. 

			“Teacher?” she asked.

			“Yes, Maddie,” he said.

			“Can Imprints have children?” 

			She glanced at Gino and saw his face redden.

			“There was a time in history when the reproductive systems of Imprints were fully functional,” said the Teacher. “But this proved to be unproductive.”

			“How so?” asked Maddie.

			“Emotions surrounding children can run high,” said the Teacher. “In olden times, some Imprints ended up killing their spouses over arguments about the children. This normally ended up with the Imprint being retired from service prematurely, as they were inevitably punished for their crime, i.e., executed in one way or another. We found it more productive to make them sterile after that.” 

			“What about the humans made here?” she asked.

			“No need for them to have children here,” said the Teacher. 

			Gino lowered his head, the red spreading further on his cheeks.

			“Teacher, if Gino and I wanted to have children, are there procedures each of us could undergo to correct our issues in conceiving?”

			“Absolutely,” he said. “It would be quite easy for both of you, considering the horrific procedures you’ve already endured.”

			Maddie smiled, and she saw her mom smiling too, beaming, actually. And Gino’s head had come up, and she saw a broad grin on his face. He liked what he was hearing, and so did Maddie. “Well then, perhaps Gino and I can talk about it, and if we would like to try, we will come to you. Would that be all right, Teacher?” 

			Before the Teacher could answer, Gino burst into the conversation. “I’m in! Nothing to be discussed.” 

			“Then it shall be done,” said the Teacher.



An excerpt from Book Three of the ANOTHER KIND series:

 
 
 


GODS OF ANOTHER KIND
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Chapter 1

June 2038/The White Mountains of New Hampshire



The woods were lovely the morning my life changed. Dark and deep. Still and quiet. Packed with soaring maples and beech and speckled with thickets of hemlock. The foliage above me was so dense that it blocked the light of incipient dawn, blanketing me with night. My dogs scampered off the trail. The beagle’s nose was pressed to the ground, on vacuum cleaner mode (which very much reminded me of the sound of a pig snorting), leading the pack after some unknown animal scent, no doubt fresh. The white tip of his tail pointed toward heaven. I peered through the tightly-spaced trees and caught the black outline of the range of mountains to the East, wondering if I’d be treated to a rare glimpse of the sun rising over their summit. Too early, but soon. No matter. I didn’t need Sol’s help to navigate this familiar trail.

			The dogs and I walked here every morning, all year long, and in the evenings after our dinner. My property sits adjacent to this forest, technically a public space, but I rarely saw anyone out here. Most hikers preferred the routes which took them from hut to hut, where they could get food and spend the night, and there were also the fast walkers loping down the Appalachian Trail, which passed by not far away. But here, where I lived, was a pristine slice of nature that included a clear mountain lake on the other side, which I would soon reach if I followed my present course.

			I turned right and wound deeper into my semi-private sanctuary, my footfalls barely registering a sound the human ear could detect. Still, I heard the dogs tramping nearby, enjoying themselves but never far from my side. They believed I’d be safer if they stayed with me. And it was undoubtedly true that a lone bear or a pack of coyotes, the rare bobcat, would be more afraid of a bunch of primarily large dogs than they would of me. But it didn’t matter. I’d survived here in the White Mountains of New Hampshire for thirty years, scraping out a living through my writing, a solitary pursuit for a solitary man. Save for the dogs and Jack the cat, I was alone.

			The light of day greeted me as I emerged from the forest onto the shores of the lake. The cheerful music of birds waking filled the air as I approached the water, and I thought I heard splashing. What could it be? A fish bursting through the surface and plunging back into the depths? A family of otters playing joyfully in the place they called home? But then I saw something that took my breath away. A young woman washing herself gently in the cold mountain lake, her clothes and towel lying in a haphazard pile on the shore. When I first saw her, all that was visible were her head, graceful neck, and a trace of glistening bare shoulders. But then she stood up.

			She was tall, with an angular face, a strong chin, and high cheekbones. Her body was firm and looked strong. She was one of the most beautiful creatures I’d ever seen and she was very pregnant. Her swollen belly pressed hard against the skin of her abdomen, looking like an over-inflated flesh-colored beach ball about to explode. And there was something else about her that made her unique: she was completely bald. I was close enough to ascertain that she had no hair on her entire body. Not even eyebrows or eyelashes. I could see the goosebumps covering her skin, so as you can imagine, nothing was left to the imagination. I tried to do the gentlemanly thing and turn away. It was difficult. And then her saucer-like blue eyes spotted me, and I was caught, unable to move.

			The dogs had come out of the underbrush and gathered around me, peering at the woman as intensely as I was but making no sound other than the panting of their breaths. I was at a loss for words and felt clumsy and old, ugly in the face of such glorious beauty, but then words from a female voice came into my mind. It’s all right.She gazed at me for an eternity of about five seconds but made no move to go to her clothes. Instead, she smiled and turned away from me, her belly disappearing in front of her, and I couldn’t help but bear witness to the curves of her body, so perfect, so wonderful, so foreign to a man who hadn’t been with a woman for more years than I could remember.

			She moved out into the lake, and her hands came over her head and joined together, forming an arch. Then she rose high into the air, her entire body leaving the water, and she plunged delicately back down into the chilly lake, producing a tiny splash and disappearing from my sight. The ripples edged outward, the only remaining signs of her presence other than her abandoned clothes on the shore.

			I waited for her to reappear, but she didn’t, not for a long time. And then I saw her head pop up, far in the distance, too far for a person to have swum underwater, at least two hundred meters from the shore. I watched as she turned back to look for me, and then her arm came up, and she waved. At me? My heart quickened, and I wondered why she had done that.

			Continuing her swim above the water this time and using the freestyle stroke, she seemed to be pulling toward the opposite shore. After several moments, she emerged from the water and stepped onto the land on the far side. The distance was so great I could barely see her, but she was definitely standing there, undoubtedly dripping wet and cold, with no towel or clothes because they were here, on this side.

			She waved again, turned, and walked into the forest, gone from my sight. I stood listlessly beside the lake, a bewildered and lonely man who wasn’t sure what he’d just seen. And then, a thought came to the forefront of my mind that must have been waiting in line since I first encountered the young woman. I knew who she was.
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