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Prologue

9:38 P.M. March 27, 1970 Timberline Ski Area, Oregon

The lights of the city of Hood River spread out aong the Columbia Gorge below
nineteen-year-old Anthony Davislike astrand of jewels sparkling in the cold
night air. Behind him the chair lift clanked as another empty chair swept past

the off-load ramp, spun around the big whedl, and headed back down the mountain.
Thelightsthat lit the snow swept off to theleft of the chair lift, carving a

path of shadow-light, shadow-light on the dope down through the treesto the
lodge below. In twenty-eight minutes those lights would be turned off, after the
patrol swept the hill for any stragglers. There wouldn't be any, since Anthony
wasthelast one up here. Infact, in the last hour he' d been the only one

skiing on the entire hill.

Hetreasured nights like tonight. They didn’t happen often, especialy during

the height of the ski season. But since most people had turned their attention

to baseball or golf by the end of March, he was often the only one on the hill

at ten at night, and awaysthe last off the dopes, often helping the ki

patrol with their closing duties.

He stood, leaning on his ski poles, studying the small town two thousand feet
below and the mass of lights from Portland in the distance. There were very few
places on this mountain from which you could look down on the lights of Hood
River. He' d found this spot two years before. He skied five nights aweek after
work and never grew tired of the view on clear nights. He loved the fedling of



standing over the entire world and just watching it. And he loved the intense
dlence of the nights, asif the laughs and shouts of the skiers during the day

had never existed.

Hetook along, deep breath, trying to clear the last grease from his nose and
lungswith the crisp cold air. His job during the winter was cooking in the

lodge. He had grilled thousands of hamburgers over the winter season. Earlier
tonight, in preparation for closing part of the kitchen the second week of

April, he had helped clean out one of the exhaust fans over the grills. It had

been coated with grease so thick they ended up filling bucketswith it. He
needed thistimein the cold, clean night air to clear hislungs.

And tothink.

At the moment hisgirlfriend was mad a him.

That seemed to be aregular occurrence. For some reason they argued just about
every other day about something. It was aways stupid, and often pointless. But
the making up was aways fun. The argument yesterday, however, had been about
getting married, something he had no desireto do.

Theworg thing in hislife at the moment was that the draft board was after

him. They wanted to send him to Vietnam and he had no ideawhat he would do. Or
could do. He couldn’t imagine being asoldier and killing people.

skiing had been hisentirelife. On the mountain, on snow, wasthe only time he
redly fet alive. Vietnam was a hot jungle on the nightly news where people
died. It had never occurred to him that he would do anything but work around ski
resorts. And ski. Thewar in Vietnam seemed so distant, the socia and racia
revolution in the cities around the country so alien.

And so confusing.

He took another deep breath of the clear mountain air and let the cold push the
thoughts back. He would figure al that out tomorrow. Girlfriend, Vietnam,
everything.

Right now he gtill had time for at least two more runs before having to store

his skisfor the night and head down the curving milesinto townin his
Volkswagen. And since there weren't many days | eft in the season, he shouldn’t
be wasting time worrying about things he couldn’t do anything about.

With onelast look out over the lights below, he turned and started toward the
ski run, pushing off with his poles and skating over the packed surface.
Suddenly arainbow of colored lights shimmered in the darknessto the right of
the chair lift.

“What?" Anthony said, stopping and staring, half leaning on his ki poles.

The lights swirled faster and faster, expanding, seeming to come down from the
sky. Other than the clicking of the lift delivering empty chair after empty

chair, there was no sound.

Or hest.

Just sparkling lightsthat spuninthe crigp night air.

Suddenly the lights snapped into a shape, forming what looked like adoor in the
sde of aweird-looking dark oval.

“Candid Cameraor Twilight Zone, | hope,” Anthony said. Hisvoice didn’t carry
far down the mountain.

Slowly the door opened just above the smooth-packed snow.

Anthony half expected it to creak, or air to go whooshing past him, but nothing
happened.

The swirling lightsfilled the door, so he couldn’t see anything through it. But
there had to be an insdeto that oval.



Anthony knew he should turn and head down the mountain asfast as he could go,
but fear wasn't something that usualy moved him. At least not while hewas
standing on apair of skis. No jump wastoo big, no run too steep for him. He
attacked them &l head-on.

So now, at thetop of thischair lift, he wasn't about to suddenly ski away in
fright, evenif he didn’t know what had just come out of the night sky to hover
near him.

He swallowed the shadow of fear, just as he did when faced with alarge jump and
stood and watched the swirling lights and weird door, coldly, asif studying how
to attack a steep dope.

After what seemed like an eternity, but was actualy only afew seconds, aman
stepped through the door and onto the snow, sinking dightly. He wore coverals
and tennis shoes. He had dark hair covered with agolf cap. Evenin thefaint

light, Anthony could make out the words BANDAN DUNES across the front.
The sudden appearance of the man made Anthony back up, shoving himsdf away from
the door with his poles. He didn’t know exactly what he had expected to emerge
from that strange ship, but it wasn't aregular-looking man in coverdlsand a

golf cap.

“Glad | caught ya, Anthony,” the man said in asouthern accent. Then he looked
around. “Man, it iscold up here on this here mountain.”

Now Anthony really wanted to bolt for the lodge and escape from thisimpossibly
norma man, but again he didn’'t move. Instead he said, “Who are you? How’ d you
get here? How do you know me?’

The guy shrugged. “None of that matters much at this point,” he said. He reached
into his pocket, then held something up so Anthony could seeit.

It looked like agas credit card, only larger.

As Anthony wastrying to figure out just what it was the guy was showing him,

the man put something over his eyeswith his other hand.

“Nice havin' yawith us, Anthony.”

“What?" Anthony asked. “With you?l’m not—"

Therewas abright flash.

From that moment on Anthony had no memory of that last run of night skiing. He
remembered having gone skiing that night, but not the last run.

Inthelodge he put hisskisin hislocker and headed into town without even
saying good night to anyone in the kitchen.

On the way down the mountain he didn’t notice that the only car he passed wasa
black sedan, speeding up toward the lodge.

The next morning he didn’t go back up the hill to work. Instead he called his
boss and quit.

Then he walked into an army recruiting office in downtown Portland and signed up
to go to Vietnam.

Hedid two toursin Vietham and thirty yearslater was atwo-star generd.

He never skied again.

Or had any desireto.

Chapter 1

1:38 P.M. May 6, 2001 New Y ork City, New Y ork

There snothing like awarm, sunny day in early May in New Y ork City. It brings
out the people like bees to sweet-smelling flowers. Hordes of people. The
sdewaksfill elbow to elbow, everyone walksinstead of taking the subway or
cabs. Every terrace, deck, and fire-escape landing is covered with apartidly

clad body enjoying the warmth. But it isthe city’ s parks that take the brunt of



the pring attack, as anyone with alittle extra time wantsto stroll among the
budding trees and inhde the smdll of freshly mowed grassto forget the winter
just past. MiB Specia Forces Agent Jay, formerly New Y ork Detective James
Edwards, didn’t even know the day had turned beautiful. With his partner, Elle,
formadly Dr. Laurd Weaver, city mortician, Jay sat a along metd table, deep
ingdethe gray walls of MiB headquartersin downtown New Y ork. Infront of him
was the manua on theritua habits of the Abosins, only one of athousand dien
racesthat visited or lived on Earth.

Abosinswere anew raceto Earth, with thefirst dueto arrivein two daysfor a
projected stay of three years. Jay and Elle had been given the assgnment of
showing them the“ropes’ of living among humans. It was't ajob aither of them
looked forward to. In fact, Jay had complained to Zed, saying, “What about
ridding the earth of the scum of the universe and al that? When did we become
tour guides?’

Zed had only snorted and didn’t answer, which meant Jay and Elle were stuck. So
now they were studying. Actudly, they weren't going over themanud ina
traditiona sense. Instead they were doing what Jay caled “ asorbing the
manud.”

The MiB Specia Educationd Unit caled it “Pattern Learning by Cdlular
Rearrangement.”

No matter what the name, Jay hated doing it. He didn’t like the idea of someone
scrambling anything insde his heed, ether for pain, pleasure, or learning. As
hetold Elle, hehad “mora objections’ to anyone but him killing hisbrain

cdls So he only used “ absorbing” when they were pressed for time, which they
were with the Abosin Stuation.

Elledidn’t redly trust the device ether, even though she clamed to

understand the principle of its operation. She had tried to explain it to Jay

one afternoon, and only succeeded in losing him after two sentences. After that
he and Elle just agreed they would use both ways of |earning when they needed
to. They would submit to “absorption” then test each other with the written
manuals, just to make sure they knew what they needed to know.

Jay was just about to quiz Elle on the Abosin eating ritud, adisgusting cross
between theway apig rollsin mud and afemale spider eats her mate. Thanksto
“absorption,” Jay could seein hismind exactly what activitiesthe Abosin
engaged in during thisritua, and thiswas, asfar as he was concerned, aready
way too much information.

Thankfully Zed svoice broke in over the intercom, filling the room without
being loud. To Jay, Zed's voice commanded authority. In al hisyearsasaNew
Y ork City cop, Jay had never had abosswith avoicelike Zed's.

“We have aGrazer,” Zed said. “Centra Park. Containment teams on the way.”
“Ontheroad, boss” Elle sad into the air as both agents sprang to their feet

and headed for the door at a sprint.

Jay and Elle didn’t even have to ask for specifics about the problem. They had
dedlt with one Grazer about two months after both of them had joined the MiB
Specia Services. A Grazer was an dien that stood about the size of acow and
looked like amad scientist’ sidea of a cross between a grasshopper and apig.
They were dso the dumbest aliens ever to take a ship through interstellar

Space.

The problem, though, was that Grazers smply loved Earth. There was something in
the chloro-phyll in the grass and plants that acted like an intoxicant to them.

One sniff of Earth grass or any green-leafed Earth plant, and they would start



eating and eating and eating. Nothing besides getting knocked out or killed

could stop them.

The Grazers had another trait that compounded their love of chlorophyll. There
was no limit to the amount of food that they could eat. Or at least none anyone
had heard of.

That congtituted alarge containment problem to the MiB Specia Forces. Graler
bodies smply grew bigger and bigger and bigger while the Grazer ate, expanding
likeachild’sbaloon in the hands of amad clown. The biggest Grazer on the
MiB records had been found by a man named Kay, who had trained Jay. That Grazer
had been eating for days and had grown to the Size of an elephant by thetime
Kay shot him. The resulting explosion of half-digested leaves, flaps of Grazer
skin, and green alien blood covered a haf-block area of the old World' s Fair
groundsin Spokane, Washington. Jay had thought the dime that had resulted from
the exploding bug on hisfirst mission had been bad. Compared with the pictures
Kay had taken in Spokane after the big Grazer explosion, however, the bug guts
looked almost appetizing.

Out in the Galaxy, Grazers had the reputation of dumb guests who adways cometo
the party, eat too much, and never seem to want to leave. They were mostly
ignored. And because of the effect of Earth vegetation on them, they were not
alowed anywhere near the planet for any reason. Nevertheless, a
chlorophyll-junkie Grazer usually managed to dip in at least once every six
months, causing a containment nightmare for MiB.

Elle monitored the police radio bands as Jay weaved their specia black LTD in
and out of afternoon traffic, headed for the west side of Central Park. Jay
swerved into aparking lane, then yanked the LTD hard right through ared light,
turning with traffic to the sounds of adozen cab horns.

“Police problems at the park,” Elle said asthe police scanner filled her inon

the police plans.

“Better tdll the boss,” Jay said as he shoved a cab to one side and scraped past
abus before running ared light, al thisto the accompaniment of more honking
and fig waving.

Elleignored hisdriving as she punched a button on the dash and Zed' sface
appeared on the screen.

“Police haveten carsahead of us,” Elle said, relaying the information she had
received from the scanner. “Plusthey’ re bringing in achopper.”

Zed frowned. “Understood. We' Il stop the chopper from here. And al the news
choppers, too. But you' |l have to handle the newspeople on the ground. One
containment team is on-Site, Sx more are en route.”

Elle nodded and cut the connection.

“Coin‘ tabeamess” Jay sad, cutting the LTD up onto the Sdewalk just insgde
the park entrance and blowing his horn to warn off the pedestrians. Most of them
scurried out of hisway, but he had to swerve to miss an elderly couple, plowing
the LTD through a garbage can in the process.

“Y ou want meto drive?’ Elle asked camly as she worked on the monitor in the
dashboard in front of her.

“I'll be gettin’ usthere,” Jay said, accelerating across the grass toward the
reported location of the dien. He would, too. Elle was agood driver, but he
was better. And he had told her that often. She had disagreed. They had settled
on taking turnsdriving. It was just easier that way.

Ahead, on thefar sde of astand of trees, Jay could see akind of shimmering
areaof air, asif he werelooking through alayer of clear water around the



gpace. The shimmering aways indicated ashielded dien ship.

Jay sghedinrdief. A shidded ship meant dmost no one saw it land and norma
radar couldn’t follow it. Shielding didn’t prevent alien shipsfrom being

detected by MiB orbitd scans, but it did keep the level of containment down to
only the park and those who had seen the dien.

Jay pointed at it. “We got lucky.”

Elle glanced up from her computer and nodded. “ That we did.” She glanced back at
the computer termind, reading off theinformation. “ There sacarniva out in
Brooklyn right now. W€ |l usethe ideathat an escaped animd was caught in the
park for reprogramming. Makeit atrained water buffao. It saysthey have one

of those out there, if you can believe that. Weird.”

Jay just shook his head as he swung the car around atree and headed toward the
mass of people. “Not very origind.”

“Origind isnot thepoint,” Ellesaid.

“Atleast makeitawhde,” Jay said.

Elle glanced over a him like he had logt it. “ A whale, likein ‘thar she

blows 7’

“Don’'tchasee?’ Jay asked. “We got the perfect chance to start one of those
urban myths. The whale was washed up through the sawers and learned to eat grass
to survive while staying wet in the sprinklers. They breatheair. It could

happen.” He gave her hisbest innocent smile.

She just shook her head. “ Escaped carnival animal. Harmless escaped carnival
anima. Undergand?’

“I like thewhale better,” Jay said as he did the car to a stop short of the

crowd and just beside the shimmering air that was the Grazer ship. Even though
he liked hisidea better, he knew Ell€ s cover story was going to be the one

they used. Thelast time he’ d come up with a.containment cover story Zed had
ydled at him for thirty straight minutes. It had been afunny ideato givethe

entire neighborhood afriendly ghost, but not

thirty-minutes-of-Zed-ydling-at-him funny. Who knew how long Zed would yell
about awhaeinthe New Y ork sewers?

Ellerelayed her cover story to the containment teams, then they both climbed

out of the car and dipped on their sunglasses. They were dressed inthe MiB
standard black suit, white shirt, black tie, and black shoes. And today, with

the bright sun, the sunglasses fdt right to Jay.

Jay did aquick check to make sure his Series-4

Atomizer was charged and tucked insde his jacket. Grazers weren't known to be
dangerous, but there was no point in taking any chances. One of them might go
rogue and it was agood ideato be armed.

It was clear wherethe dien was. A large mass of people stood around itina
large circle, watching it eat the lawn like a vacuum cleaner sucking up dirt.

The grasswas going to have to bereplaced in an area
three-foot-wide-by-sixty-foot-long. If you didn’t know better, you' d think the
Grazer was preparing an areafor anew sdewalk.

A dozen policemen were dready on the scene and Jay could see thefirst
containment team dowly working itsway around the perimeter, making sure no one
got away without anew memory to replace their experience of an dien. And
making sure no photographs survived to document the aien’s presence. Two other
containment trucks were just pulling up in the trees. Another few minutes and
they’ d beready. It would take him and Elle that long to get into position.

Jay and Elle shouldered their way through the crowd and stepped toward the



Grazer. The dien was dready the size of asmall milk cow. A very fat,
grasshopper-legged milk cow that had pink skin like apig and smelled like
stagnant water. No wonder the people were staying back a pretty good distance.
Jay had forgotten how vile Grazers smelled.

“Hey, you two!” acop shouted as Jay and Elle stepped toward the Grazer. * Just
where do you think you're goin‘?”

The cop was solid, stood about six feet tal, and had thinning red hair under

his cap. His hand was resting on his gun, but he hadn't pulled it. Jay didn’t
recognize him as anyone he used to work with.

“Getting our dog back, Officer,” Jay said, stopping to face the cop. “Hope he
hasn't been too much trouble.”

“That don’t look like no dog to me.”

“Areyou insulting our poor dog?’ Jay asked. “Fido there hashad aredly hard
life, if yaknow what | mean. He hates it when peopleinsult him, don’t you,
Fido?’ He glanced over at the Grazer.

The cop glanced at the Grazer.

The dien kept egting, ignoring them.

Around them people laughed.

The cop sneered, hisface red.

“Sr,” Elle said, sepping past Jay toward the police officer while she flashed
abadge. “I'm CIA Specid Agent BarbaraHanna.” She flipped the badge closed
before he could see too much of it. It was areal-looking CIA badge, but there
wasn't any reason to take extra chances.

Jay gave her an odd look. In dl of their first year together, it wasthefirst

time she had given adifferent cover name. He dways gave different names,
relying on their Carte Noir badges to change with him into what he needed. But
she had dways stayed consistent until today.

“That poor creatureisour respongbility,” Elle said, smiling sweetly at the

cop. “Jugt cdl it agenetic experiment gone horribly wrong.”

A dozen or so of the bystanders who heard these words instantly took a step back
from the Grazer. From the scared looks on their faces, they clearly had memories
of thosefifties sci-fi movies where the hideous results of botched genetic
experiments broke out of |abs and ate screaming people. Before hejoined MiB,
Jay used to watch those movies dl the time. He loved them, especially the ones
with the big spiders esting entire cities.

The cop swallowed and nodded. “Isit dangerous?’

“WEe retrying to determine that now,” Elle said. “If you and your men could just
keep everyone wherethey are, we' ll et you know as soon as we know.”

“Go right ahead,” the cop said.

“Thank you,” Elle said, again smiling swestly.

“You'reredly good at that sugarcoatin‘,” Jay said only loud enough for her to
hear asthey both turned toward the Grazer.

“I'mawoman,” shesaid, smiling a him. “We get alot of practice.”

“Cute,” hesad.

The closer they got to the dien, theworsethe smell, asif dl thetoiletsin

the city had backed up. If there was one thing Jay had learned in hisrookie

year asan MiB agent, it wasthat diens usudly smelled. And dways badly. So
far he had yet to run into an dien that smelled like arose. Or chocolate-chip
cookies.

The Grazer’ s tomach rumbled as it munched, swalowed, burped. And then Sarted
over.



Munch.

Swalow.

Burp.

The Grazer stripped the grass from the lawn like newlyweds ripped off clotheson
their honeymoon night.

Jay moved over and stood in front of the Grazer. Y ou want to cool your assault
on the sdlad bar and tell uswhy you' re here?’

Between the swallow and the burp, the Grazer grunted the Grazer word for no.
Then went back to egting.

“Man, that' s some breath you got there,” Jay said, fanning the air in front of

him.

The Grazer said nothing.

“If you don’'t stop esting,” Jay said, kneeling so he could look into the four
brown eyes of the dien, “you know what we have to do, don’t you?’

“Don't care,” Grazer said.

Jay stood and stepped back to ease the smell before he choked.

“Fivefull containment teamsin place,” Elle said, glancing around. “Let’ sdo
this”

“Enjoy your last medl,” Jay said to the Grazer.

“Buzz off,” the Grazer said in so many words. And considering that the Grazer
vocabulary consisted only of two hundred and six words, that was pretty good
communications asfar as Jay was concerned. He got the meaning exactly.

With Elle at his side, they moved back toward the cop.

“Ready?’ Elle asked into her communications link with the containment crews.
“Count off.”

By the time the containment teams were finished checking in asready, Jay and
Elle had reached the cop.

“Fido out there has aredly bad case of it,” Jay said.

“Of what?’ the cop asked.

“Stupidity,” Jay sad. “Termind, I'm afraid.”

“Doit,” Ellesadinto her communicationslink.

Three smdl rockets launched smultaneoudy into the air over the crowd from
three Sdes, whigtling loudly asthey went.

The whistle made everyonein the crowd look up.

A moment later abright flash blanketed the crowd and everyone seemed to just
freezein place.

Hash grenades.

They worked on the same principle as the flashy-thing in Jay’ s pocket, only they
were used for crowd Stuations whereit just didn’t make senseto usethe
handheld devices.

A contai nment-team member moved through the people and handed Jay a megaphone.
“Okay, everyone,” Jay said, loud enough for dl in the crowd to hear. “The
cregture you have been watching et is an escaped water buffalo from the
crcus”

Elle smiled at him, but he ignored her and went on.

“It was nothing more than that. A smple renegade water buffalo. Now | need you
al to turn dowly and move toward apark exit, checking in with apersonina
black suit before you go.”

As one, the entire crowd, including the cop who had tried to stop them, turned
and moved likewaking zombies.

The Grazer just kept munching, eating hisway toward his own degth.



“So now what do we do with Dumbo out there?’ Jay asked. He didn’t much mind
killing dienswho were threatening him or Elle, or trying to take over the

planet. But the Grazer was basicaly benign, seeming to want nothing morethan a
good medl. In the past MiB had killed afew and had shipped afew others back
into space. And there was no standard method for their removal. At least he
hadn’t read about one when he glanced at the manua. Now he wished he had looked
aitalittlecloser.

Elle shrugged. “Let’sask Zed.” With that they moved back over tothe LTD as
around them the containment crews dowly gave each member of the crowd anew and
different memory of thelast few minutes and blocked anyone e se from comingin
the area, including a news crew that had started to get angry before being
flashy-thinged.

“Yes?' Zed sad, hisface appearing on the screen the moment Elle called for

him.

“Containment in place,” Elle said. “ Ship was shielded. What do you want usto do
with the Grazer?’

“Try tofind out why it came here,” Zed said. “Then toast it and get back here
fadt.”

“Killit?" Elle asked. “Why?’

Zed frowned and Jay was glad that Elle was the one questioning Zed' s ordersthis
time. Usudly it was him. Nice to have the shoe on the other foot for achange.

“ At this moment we have tracked twenty-one Grazer ships on the ground in the
last thirty minutes,” Zed said. “ There may be others dready on the ground.”

“Shit,” Jay said. “Theinvasion of the grass-esters.”

Zed nodded. “We don't know how many more are on the way. They' reinvading usfor
some reason and we have to get it stopped at once. Seeif you can find out why
they’re doing it, then kill the cow and get back here. | need you both. Let
containment take care of the mess and the ship. Understood?’

“Understood,” Elle said, cutting the connection.

“Invading us?’ Jay asked. “Grazers?’ It was the strangest thing he had ever

heard of.

“That’ swhat the boss said.” She pulled out her Atomizer and checked it. Then
she stared out the front window at the Grazer now aone in the middle of the
Centra Park meadow. “Got any ideahow we' re going to get it to talk?’

Jay nodded. “I sure do. Ever heard of cow-tipping?’

Ellelaughed. “It just might work,” she said.

“We need two of the containment team and some rope.”

Elle nodded. “I'll get them.”

They climbed out of the car and Elle moved off toward a containment truck while
Jay headed back across the grass toward the Grazer.

At this point the Grazer had athree-foot-wide swath across the Central Park
lawn for sixty paces and its somach was clearly expanding. And the smell was
getting worsg, if that was possible.

Jay stopped about ten feet away from the creature and waited for Elle and the
containment crew to join him. He didn't much liketheideaof killing this

Grazer. Hedidn’t have any specia lovefor it either. But it just seemed too
helplessto gun down in cold, dien blood. Maybe if he gaveit aweapon and let

it make amoveto shoot him, then he could kill it. But he doubted that the

poor, dumb space traveler could even hold aweapon, much less shoot it.
Grazerswere just the Galaxy’slosers.

Elle moved up beside Jay. “ Ready.”



Two containment agents stood nearby with rope.

“Each of youwrap up ahind leg and pull when | tdll you,” Jay said to the
containment agents.

Both nodded.

“Kick it on the count of three,” Jay said to Elle asthey moved together toward
the Grazer.

“One”

They were three steps away .

“Two.”

Two steps away. The smell was overwhelming. Jay fdlt asif he had stuck hishead
inapublictoilet that hadn’t been flushed in three days.

“Three”

One more step and both agents used their speed and momentum to plant kicks
squarely in the side of the eating dien. Jay’ sfoot caught the beast just

behind itsfront legs. Elle skick just in front of itshind legs.

To Jay, the dien’ s Sde seemed extremdy soft, asif he had kicked alarge
pillow.

Thedien let out acombination of aloud burp and a high-pitched scream and
went on its back like afish out of water. Itstwo large, grasshopperlike hind
legsflaled at the air whileits shorter front legstried to get ahold on the
grassto pull itself back onitsfeet.

Both containment agentsingtantly moved in and roped ahind leg, onepulling in
onedirection while the other pulled in the opposite direction asif they were
trying to split the Grazer like aturkey wishbone. With itslegsup intheair

and itsfat somach protruding, the Grazer looked like agrotesque, out-sized
verson of apregnant woman about to give birth.

“Let mego!” the dien grunted, then let out aloud and extremely smelly burp.
Jay moved around so he could look into the Grazer’ sfour brown, watery eyes.
“I'll think about maybe not killin' you,” hesaid, “if you tell mewhéat you are
doin’ here”

“Eating,” thedien said. “Now let mego!”

Jay pulled out his Atomizer and held it so the Grazer could seeit with every
eye. “Now, you wantatry that answer again?’

“I tell reason,” Grazer said, trying to shake the containment agents|oose
without luck. “Hereto est.”

“But you know this planet isrestricted to your people,” Elle said.

“Youinvite” thedien sad. “We cometo eat.”

“Invite? Jay asked, glancing &t Elle,

“Invite,)” the Grazer repeated, then burped again before going on. “All invited
to come. Eat al wewant. Let go so can egat.”

“And just who sent you thisinvite?’ Jay asked, moving the Atomizer to his other
hand right in front of the Grazer’ s eyesto stress the importance of the

question.

“Human wearing black,” Grazer said. “ Say can eat. Now say can’t eat. Not
understand.”

“Shit,” Jay said, stepping back and looking at his partner.

Ellejust shrugged, dso clearly stunned.

In hisfirst year asan MiB agent he' d been shocked about alot of things, but
that answer rocked him.

“He steling thetruth,” Elle said.

“I know,” Jay said. Even though he had only glanced &t the manuas, he knew that



Grazers had no red ability to lie. That meant that al the Grazer shipsthat

were landing on Earth were not part of an invasion. They were coming by
invitation.

But who would invite them?

And why? No one that Jay knew needed their lawn mowed that badly.

Chapter 2

20:16 Universal Time. May 6, 2001 Phillida ship in orbit around Saturn

Derek Comstock stood on the deck of the Phillidatrading ship, staring out at

the view of Saturn far below. Unseen windsin the huge planet’ s atmosphere
seemed to swirl and blend the yellows and faint reds of the cloudslikea
dow-speed blender mixing different flavors of yogurt. Derek had no ideawhat
that atmosphere was made of, nor how the rings of rock and dust and ice that
circled the planet were formed. But he had to admit, the view from here, in an
orbit just ingde the famous rings of Saturn, was fantastic.

Plus, here a ship wasimpossible to detect by any Earth monitoring system.

He stared at the view again, trying to takeit dl in a once. In dl hisyears

of working for the Earth Expansion League, he had never expected to get off the
planet, let done be orbiting Saturn. Thiswas ared tredt that dl Earth men

should experience, and if he had hisway, they’ d get the opportunity.

Behind him the Phillida crew rustled as they went about their duties. The
Phillidawere arace of what he and others around the League cdled “ plant men.”
Actudly, they weren’t a plant, yet they were covered with what appeared to be a
green, mosdike substance. They bore no resemblance to humansat dl, with their
ax ams, Sx legs, and a head with twelve eyes mounted on stalks. They rustled
when they moved, making the sound of alarge person’s jean-clad legs rubbing
together on ahot summer’ s day. But around the League, everyone for some reason
just called them the“plant men.”

Maybe it was because they smelled like potatoes. Derek doubted he would ever eat
another potato after this mission was over, Snce the odor was dowly becoming
nauseating. A spudless existence would be asmall priceto pay to freedl
humanity from the surface of Earth and get them out into spacein their rightful
positions among the stars and the races of the Galaxy.

Heloosened histie and unbuttoned the top button on his black suit, letting the
ship'sthick air get to his skin. He' d worn the black suit of an MiB agent asa
disguise while he sent out the invitetion to al the Grazers. But the Phillida

kept the temperature of their ship just under saunalevel and ablack suit was

far, far too hot to wear for long.

He d have to change soon. But first he wanted to wait to see how hisinvitation
was received. There was an outside chance he might haveto send it again.

None of the so-called plant men were headed his way, so he went back to staring
out at Saturn. If al thoseidiots back in the offices of Schofield & Rose could

see him now, wouldn't they be surprised? For fifteen years he' d been an attorney
in Portland, during the week going about his dull, routine business. But on
weekends he went on his“fishing” trips east into the mountains. Of course, he
never fished. He had dso never married. For all those yearssince he' d first

met the dlien he called “Frank” out on the desert outside of Reno, he’ d worked
every weekend and every vacation for the Earth Expansion League. The League was
an underground secret organi zation whose mission wasto tell one way or another,
all of Earth the truth about diens. Now al those years of hard work were

darting to pay off.

“Incredible, ain't it?” Billie Hoyd asked as he moved up and stood in front of



the port beside Derek. “ Seen it twice. | swear it’ s prettier the second time
around.”

Billie was the only other human on the Phillidaship. A southern hick from
Alabama, with athird-grade education and the ability to fix just about anything
that had an enginein it, he wore dirty tennis shoes, coveralls over astained
T-shirt, and agolf hat with the name Bandan Dunes on it. Derek had somehow
managed to put up with Billie the few timesthey had been together, but not much
more. And now, being trapped here on this Phillida ship with him was quickly
growing old. Asold asthe smell of potatoes.

“When were you out here before?’ Derek asked.

“Two months ago,” Billie said, seeming to smilefondly at the memory. “Can't
tell yawhy. Secret, yaknow?’

Derek knew dl too well. One of the ways that the League had managed to survive
was by never letting one member know too much about anything other memberswere
doing. That way if one member turned traitor, or got caught, no one else, and
the organization as awhole, was jeopardized. It was asmart policy asfar as
Derek was concerned, but at times like thiswhen his curiosity was aroused, it
gdled himalittle

“I sure had mysdlf agood nap,” Billie said, yawning. “Any newsyet?’

“Nothing,” Derek said. He amogt told Billie he should go back to deep, then
didn't.

“Want meto ask one of them plant men?’

Derek shook hishead. “I’'ll doiit.”

With onelast long look at the beautiful view of Saturn and the rings spread out
before him, he turned and moved to the center of the room, heading toward a
Phillida. Phillidawere one of the top trading racesin the Galaxy, akind of
interplanetary aien Wa-Mart. They liked to go into backwater planets, set up
exclusive trade agreements, and reap al the profits. The League had convinced
them afew yearsback that if Earth wasfree, if humans knew about the diens
living among them and were able to join the racesin space, the Phillidawould
harvest the profits of dl the trade that would follow.

Since coming aboard, Derek wondered if the Phillidadidn’t have another
objective al'so. He didn’t know why he wondered that. It was just afedling. But
after years of battling in courtrooms, he had learned to trust hisfedings. And
thistime hisfedingstold him there was much more going on herethan he
understood. And if he just kept his eyes and ears open, he' d learn about it.
“Isthe mission going as planned?’ he asked the Phillida standing in the middle

of the control room.

The Phillida clicked and clucked back at him in its own language. Derek had
learned the language before starting this misson. He couldn’t spesk it, but he
could undergtand it, just asthe Phillidain charge could understand English.
“Twenty-six Grazer ships havelanded on Earth,” the Phillidaclicked a him.
“Only twenty-six?" Derek asked. He was disappointed. The MiB might be ableto
handle twenty-six. It had been dmost six hours since he had broadcast his
invitation to the Grazers. Should hedo it again?

“Only twenty-six close,” Phillida said. * Hundreds, maybe thousands more en
route. Three Earth cyclesthey arrive.”

Derek could fed himsdlf smiling. “Thank you,” he said to the Phillida, then

turned away. Hundreds and hundreds of Grazer shipsal landing on Earth a once
would be impossible for the MiB to con-tain. They would be forced to admit the
presence of diensamong them. And then Earth could tekethefirst stepin



forming atrading dliance with the Phil-lida.

The grand plan was off and running. All the years of work were about to pay off,
thanks to the chlorophyll addiction of the stupid Grazers.

He moved back over to where Billie had sat down, his tennis-shoed feet up, his
hands on his protruding stomach, his golf hat shoved back.

“It' sworking,” Derek said. “Twenty-six Grazers have aready |anded, hundreds
more are coming in the next few days.”

“Perfect,” Billiesad, smiling. “1 thought it would.” Out of thesde of his
coverdlshe pulled anasty-looking dien pistol and pointed it at Derek.

“What?’ Derek said, stepping back.

At that moment two plant men rustled up behind him and stopped so he could go
back no farther, asif there was anyplace to run to on this adien ship anyway.
“Nagty-lookin’ littlegun, ain't it?” Billie said, indicating the wegpon in his

hand. “ Shootsreal good, let metell ya Kindamelts skin, burns everything so
there sno real mess”

“Why areyou pointing it at me?’

“Your missonisplum over,” Billiesaid, smiling so that Derek could see his
rotting teeth. “Y ou made your phone cal to da Grazers, now the League can’t let
you just hang around and get caught and give away the entire plan. You clamto
be asmart attorney. I’'m sure you understand.”

“But | don’'t know the entire plan,” Derek said. “And who put you in charge of
thismisson anyway?’

“The League,” Billie said, smiling. “ And the plant men here. And thislittle gun
inmy hands. I'd say that' s pretty darned good authority, wouldn't you?’

Derek glanced around. The Phillida he d talked to amoment before ill stood in
the middle of the control room, paying no attention at al to what was
happening. Two Phillidastood behind him, blocking any thought of escape.
“Sotdl methis, Billie)” Derek said, turning to squardly face the gun. “Why

will the Phillidalet you get away with killing me?’

Again Billielaughed. “Oh, they'Il let mejust fine”

With hisfree hand, Billie reached up and took the flesh under his chin and
pulled it up and aside, revealing an dien face that made Derek want to throw
up. Never indl hisworst nightmares had he ever seen or imagined something so
hideous.

He choked and turned away, fighting to keep his scomach from spewing its
contentsal over the ship.

“Y ou see, my stupid human buddy,” the dien said in Billi€ svoice, “the
Phillidawork for me.”

The shot caught Derek squarely in the chest and the last thing he ever heard was
the Sckening laugh of Billiethedien.

Chapter 3

2:18 P.M. May 6, 2001 New Y ork City, New Y ork

The newsthat the Grazer had been invited by some human in black had rocked
Elle. She knew it couldn’t be anyone in the MiB Specid Forces, but if not MiB,
then who? Who, outside of MiB, could contact an dien in space, or even know
they werethere?

Let aone know howl

That last question redlly had her worried.

Around them the spring day was turning amaost hot and she was sweating in her
black suit. The two members of the containment team had the Graler’ shind legs
roped and pulled apart so it couldn’t climb back to itsfeet. Therest of the



team had finished clearing the last of the crowd and were moving the perimeter
back with police help, keeping people and news crews away from the entire area.
Shetook three steps toward where her partner Jay was standing and knelt down in
front of the face of the Grazer, ignoring the rotting smell of sewer. Speaking
dowly, shesaid to thedien, “I've got to be surewhat you aretdling us. It
isimportant.”

“Want to eat,” Grazer said in its own language. A language that was smple and
onethat Elle knew completely.

“Youcaneatinashort time” shesad. “But first please tell me how you came
to beinvited to Earth.”

“Already spoke of it,” Grazer said.

“Spesk again,” Elle said. “Wasit ahuman who invited you to this planet?’
“Human. Yes” Grazer sad. “Black-clothing human.”

“Likewe arewearing now?’ Elle asked.

“Yes. Look same.”

She glanced up at Jay, who, for thefirst timein awhile, seemed dmost
gpeechless. Findly hesaid, “1 bet we dl look aiketo them.”

“Yeah, but it was till ahuman,” Ellesaid.

“Good point.”

Elle turned back so that she was again looking into the eyes of the upside-down
Grazer. “How many of your people did thishuman invite?’

“All”

“All?" Elle asked.

“All,” the Grazer answered. “Many come soon. Eat.”

“We'redead,” Jay sad. “ Shit! Shit! Shit!” He turned and paced away, then
stopped after about ten steps.

“Want to eat,” Grazer said.

Elle stood and moved back away from the stifling smell of the dien. Sweet
dripped down her face and her shirt was sticking to her back. And at that moment
shewas't sureif the sweat was aresult of the warm day or of the information
they’ d received from the Grazer. Jay wasright. They were dead if they couldn’t
dop this.

“We'vegot totdl Zed and fast,” Elle said to Jay.

“Youan'tkiddin',” Jay sad. “Thisis one party we gotta cancel before the
guestsdart arrivin’.”

“Cut himlose” Elle ordered the containment agents, pointing at the Grazer.
“Let him eat for afew minutes while we find out what to do. Keegp himinthe
trees out of sight of nearby buildings and roads.”

“Zed told usto toast him,” Jay said asthey both took off a arunfor the LTD.
“Yeah,” Ellesaid, “and lose our one source of information. How smart isthat?”
“Another good point,” Jay said.

Thirty seconds later, with the air-conditioning running full blast inthe LTD,

Jay told Zed what they had learned.

“Invited?” Zed asked, sounding as shocked as Elle had fdlt. Ellewasn't sureif
having the boss shocked made her fedl any better.

“Y ou're not pulling one of your stunts here, are you, Junior?” Zed asked.

“Not on something this serious,” Jay said.

Zed nodded. “ Damn. Invited by humansin black, huh? Who the hell could do that?”’
Both Elle and Jay said nothing. Elle figured Zed wasn't asking them for an
opinion. Which was okay by her snce she didn’'t have one a the moment anyway.
“Wadl then,” Zed said, “we rejust going to have to uninvite the grass-egters.”



“Boss” Ellesaid. “How about we go over the Grazers ship here. Might find
something that would give us an ideawho’ d try to throw this party.”

Zed nodded. “Do it. Keep the containment in place. Y ou killed the Grazer yet?’
“No,” Jay said.

“Good,” Zed said. “Keep it contained there and out of sight. Most of the other
Grazerslanded in remote areas and we' re taking them out easily. We just might
need that one.”

“Understood,” Elle said as Zed cut the connection.

“Y ou want usto go indde a Grazer ship?’ Jay asked. “Woman, are you nuts? Y ou
know what it' sgoing to smell likein there?’

“Likethe men’srest room at agtrip bar,” Ellesaid. “You'll beright at home,
I'msure”

What she didn’t say to Jay asthey climbed out of the car wasthat she agreed
with him. Entering the

Grazer ship wasn't going to be a pleasant experience and more than likely it
would be worthless. But there was always a chance that they’ d find something
that would help. And at this point she redlly wanted some answers. She imagined
Zed did dso.

The containment crew had the Grazer chewing on grass under the trees near its
ship. The police and other containment crews had set up abarrier far enough off
so that if anyone did catch aglimpse of the Grazer, cdling it arenegade water
buffalo wouldn't appesr too farfetched. A very deformed water buffalo, but close
enough for the moment. The police were telling people they had to stay out until
Anima Control and the carnival people got here. So far the cover story she'd
come up with was holding.

Elle and Jay moved over to a nearby containment truck where Pro stood. He was
the head of what she considered the best containment crew working for MiB. Pro’s
agency name was JayEe, but since he’ d been agolf pro before joining up,
everyone just called him Pro. He was a solid, powerfully built man who wore his
auit asif he bdonged in it and came naturdly to the authority it implied.
Peoplejust sort of automaticaly followed Pro. Elle liked working with him and
histeam. Jay did, too. And since Zed knew this, he tended to put Pro with them.
The other two members of Pro’steam were KayBe and R’ Elle. KayBe was cdlled
Captain be-cause he loved to read Star Trek books during his bresksand R’ Elle
was called Partner as aresult of abet he'd made years earlier with another MiB
agent. Captain aso looked asif he belonged in his suit, while Partner, an

expert in computers and alien wegpons, seemed like he would be more comfortable
wearing agolf shirt.

“WE re going to need your team’s help,” Elle said to Pro.

“Run now,” Jay said, “whileyou till can.”

Pro laughed. “What can we do, Elle?’

Elle pointed at the watery areain the treeswhere the Grazer ship was. “We're
goingin.”

“Inside a Grazer ship?’ Pro asked, his eyes growing bigger. He turned to Jay.
“She'skidding. Right?”’

Jay just shook his head sadlly.

“Ingde” Ellesaid. “We ve got to try to find out who invited it here and how.”

Pro shook his head, then glanced up at Jay. “ Y ou wereright. | should have run.”
“Toldya,” Jay sad.

“Oh, quit complaining and let’ sget going,” Ellesad.

“Not without equipment,” Pro said. With awave he motioned for Partner and



Captain to join him. Then he quickly explained to them what they were doing.
Elle watched as the containment team set to work in their van, emerging quickly
with masks and other equipment. Pro tossed one mask to Elle, then another to
Jay. “Trust me, you' re going to need these. Wewon't last two minutesin a
Grazer atmosphere. More sulfur than just about anything ese”

“So how do they breathe out here?” Jay asked.

Pro shrugged. “Beats me. Someone at headquarters could tell you that, I’ m sure.”
Then heturned to Elle asthe five MiB agentsformed acircle on the grass
beside the ship. “What exactly are we going to be looking for in there?’

“Not sure,” Ellesad. “We need to find any record of the invitation the Grazer
got to cometo Earth.”

“Invitation?’ Pro asked. “ The grass-eaters were invited? By whom?’

“A human wearing black,” Elle sad.

Pro’ sface went white.

Behind him Cgptain said, “ Y ou' re kidding?’

Partner just shook his head in clear amazement.

“Zed istrying to stop the party now,” Jay said.

Pro nodded. “Let’sal hope he can do it. Partner, you got what you' re going to
need to download everything off that Grazer computer?’

Partner patted a case hanging from a strgp over hisshoulder. “1 can doitin my
deep,” hesad.

“Captain,” Pro sad, “you stay with the Grazer. | don’t think the insides of

that ship will hold more than four of us”

Elle laughed at the relieved look on Captain’ s face as he handed Pro abag of
tools.

“Ready when you are,” Pro said to Jay and Elle.

“Let'sdoit,” Elle said, heading toward the shimmering air that wasthe

shieded ship.

She reached the edge of the shield and just went through. She knew the theory of
shidding, but had never been through one before. It felt like the air was
eectrified dightly around her. The hair on her arms stood up and her throat
went suddenly dry.

In front of her the Grazer ship suddenly seemed to appear, its dented gray sides
making it look more like an abandoned trailer than a spaceship. A ramp extended
from the side of the ship to the grass. At least the Grazer hadn't started

egting until he got outsde the shield.

“Welrd,” Jay said beside her. “You just sort of vanished.”

She turned around. She could see Captain and the other two agents near the
Grazer, but it looked asif she were looking through athin film of water. But
they couldn’t see her.

“Masks,” Pro said.

“I'll lead,” Elle said, dipping the mask over her head and making sureit was
tight over her nose and mouth. Then she dipped the earpiece from the mask into
her ear. Each mask had acommunications link with the other masks. Easier than
shouting through the masksto each other.

“Hopethis cuts smells, too,” Jay said as he put on his mask and adjusted it.
“Some,” Pro said. “But wée'll al need new suits when we come out.”

“Oh, just great,” Jay said. 1 just got this one brokenin.”

“Took three months, right?’ Pro asked.

“Six,” Ellesaid. Then, to the sound of chuckling, she headed up the ramp into
the blackness of the Grazer ship.



It was not a place she wanted to go.

Chapter 4

21:06 Universa Time. May 6, 2001 Joint Earth Observation Base, Far Side Earth
Moon

Beach-Grass-In-Limbo eased back the resting unit that kept him above the floor
and turned to face the communication screen that linked the Moon Observation
Base with the humans on the surface of the planet. He was a Sashanian, one of a
dozen on the base a the moment. And for the next two cycles of the planet he

was the acting commander of the entire base. He took his duties under the treaty
serioudy. And right now histhree eye staks and many tentacleswere moving in

an agitated manner, not a al in their norma smooth fashion.

He was angry with the humans.

Very angry.

He could not understand why they had done what they had done. It made no sense
to hislogica mind why any race would want to destroy itsdlf. But the humans

were a strange race by any standards. He had known that already when he accepted
the assignment here. But this action seemed even beyond anything the humans had
taken it into their perverse headsto do before.

They had destroyed themselves.

Just thinking of it tangled histentacles.

Heforced himsdf to calm. The Human-Who-Cdled-Himsdf-Zed wanted to talk with
him. He needed to be calm for such a conference with amember of a
Race-That-Would-Soon-Be-Dead.

After amoment he massaged the communication screen on, letting the human’ sface
fill the image before his eye stalks. But before the human could growl-spesk,
Beach-Grass-In-Limbo put histhoughts forward.

“Why do you break the treaty? Why do you invite Those-Who-Eat-And-Are-Worthless
to your planet?’

“Wedid not invite them,” the human said, his growl-voice firm. “We do not want

to break the treaty. Thisisatrick of someone who would gain from the treaty
bresking.”

Beach-Grass-In-Limbo considered these words, then asked, “Who would bein such a
postion?’

The human growled, “1 do not know. But | must beg for your help in stopping the
onesyou call Those-Who-Eat-And-Are-Worthless from coming to Earth.”
Thiswasnot at dl how the Sashanian had expected the conversation with the
human to proceed.

Wasit possible such an event asatrick of this nature had actualy taken

place?

“What would you ask?’

The human showed histeeth for amoment, then growled, “ Broadcast to
Those-Who-Eat-And-Are-Worthless a message from Earth that they are not wanted
and must turn back.”

The Sashanian’ s eye stalks swive ed toward the screen. “Do you have such a
message prepared?’

“Itisprepared,” the human said.

“Sendit.”

The human made amotion with one of its ugly, thick tentacles and then growled,
“Message sent.”

“If the messageisasyou say, it will be sent.”

“Thank you,” the human growled, bowing dightly asit should to asuperior race.



“Wewill eliminate Those-Who-Eat-And-Are-Worthlesswho have dready arrived
here”

“Understood. But | must warn you and your tiny-minded race that it must surely
be, as you would say, too late to stop what must happen.”

“Are you saying that Those-Who-Eat-And-Are-Worthless might not be turned back by
the messge”?”’

“Somewill continue forward, but our shipswill easily turn them away or destroy
them. But you clearly do not understand what has happened. Y ou tiny-minded
humans are clearly in need of our protection, asit was ordered by the treaty.

But now it must betoo late. A sad event in thetime of the stars”

“| am afraid | am not understanding,” the human growled.

“The great Sashanian fleet is progressing in this direction, dong with other

fleets of those who fedl you must be protected. Wewill do our best to hold the
others away by our very presence. We will not fight for you.”

“What othersare you referring to, O great friend?’ the human growled.

All Beach-Grass-In-Limbo’ s tentacles waved in agitation for amoment then
abruptly camed. *Y our invitation was to the lowest of the low—
Those-Who-Eat-And-Are- Worthless.”

“It was not our invitation,” the human growled, breaking into the commander’s
time to spesk.

The commander continued, ignoring the rudeness of the human. “Y ou have insulted
many, many powerful races by inviting such creatures. They must now visit Earth
also to fed superior to Those-Who-Eat-And-Are-Worthless. Y our planet will be
destroyed in the process of many thousands of such vigts. | have seen it happen
many times before, to many planets and races.”

“The message | have sent to you will not stop such an event?’ the human asked.
“It will stop many. Those of uswho are your protection will aso warn away
otherswho do not dare anger us. | fear it will be far too little and the great
Sashanian fleet will not fight for your planet. Many others know thisasfact.
Sending such an invitation was a mistake from which your people will not
recover.”

The connection with the human broke with aflick of atentacle. It did not fed
comfortable to Beach-Grass-In-Limbo to be talking to amember of a
Soon-To-Be-Dead race. Conversations with the humans would have to be limited
until the extinction process had run its course,

The human’ s message was reviewed and sent out at once, spreading through the
inhabited universe.

Asthe commander of the moon base, Beach-Grass-In-Limbo, knew it would be, the
message from the human wastoo little.

Toolittleand far too late.

Throughout the inhabited universe ships had aready started the voyage toward
the backward planet Earth, to take their races’ rightful placein the way of

things above Those-Who-Eat-And-Are-Worthless.

Every space-traveling race in the Galaxy was above
Those-Who-Eat-And-Are-Worthlessin the way of thingsin the Galaxy.

And there were hundreds of thousands of space-traveling races.

All now had ships—if not fleets—headed toward Earth.

Chapter 5

2:32 P.M. May 6, 2001 New Y ork City, New Y ork

Jay was glad he had put the breathing mask on because the smdll insgde the
Grazer ship was choking even with the protection. It was asif someone had



broken about amillion rotten eggsinsde ahot tin building and then closed the
doorsand let the sun thicken the air ingde. Elle glanced at him and he made
swimming motions asif he were moving upstream in ariver of sewage.

Plusthe place was darker than atomb, the only illumination coming from the
lights attached to the Sde of their masks.

“Niceplace,” Jay sad. “ Pro, you know how to find alight switch in here?”
“Sure,” Pro said, moving past Jay and tapping apanel twice. Dim yellow light
filled the smal main cabin of the ship, causing the odd-shaped insrumentsto

cast eerie shadows. Every piece of equipment or furniture was designed to fit a
Grazer’ s body shape. Thusthe main control panelswere placed only afew feet
off the ground, while extra equipment seemed to hang at odd angles and seemingly
random pogtions from thewals and celling.

“Not sureif that helped,” Elle said.

Jay completely agreed. Not only did the place smdll, but it was a cluttered

mess. Some kind of grimethat felt like ail to the touch coated every surface.
Trash and haf-eaten plantslittered the floor and was piled up in the corners.
There were pools of fluid on one side of the room that Jay didn’t even want to
ask Pro to identify.

“The trash ghetto of spaceships,” Jay said. He knew from his short glance at the
manud that a Grazer lived and died in his ship, leaving it only to est or find
supplies. But how any creature could exist in thiswas beyond him. In hisdays
asaNew Y ork cop he had seen alot of poverty and filth, but no depth ahuman
being could sink to came closeto this. No wonder the Grazers were treated with
contempt Galaxy-wide. They were stupid and messy.

“Aredl Grazer shipsthisbad?’ Elle asked.

“Fromwhat I’ ve heard of the Grazer ships we' ve captured over the years,” Pro
sad, “they dl are. Sometimesworse.”

“Much worse,” Partner said. “1 trained in one that made this one look clean.”
“Killing aGrazer islikeamercy killing,” Ellesad.

“If I had tolive here,” Jay said, picking up ascrap of something and dropping

it quickly, “I’d want someone to shoot me, too.”

Pro and Partner knelt and went to work on one area of what looked to be the main
control board. Pro held the case while Partner attached connecting cables.
Whilethey did this, Jay and Elle explored. Jay had no ideawhat they was
looking for, but they looked anyway. The Grazers had been invited to Earth for a
reason and there just might be a clue to that reason somewhere in this mess.

A short hall, walls dripping oil and dick with moistened dirt, led to another

room with a closed door. After aquick look around the items stored on the walls
and cellings of the main cabin, they headed toward the door.

“Y ou won't want to go in there,” they heard Pro call out to them, hisvoice
carrying clearly to Jay’ s ear microphone just as he reached down for the release
that would open the door. It was alatch about afoot off the ground, right

where the front feet of the Grazer could reach it easly.

“Why’sthat?’ Jay said, standing and looking back into the main room at Pro. The
containment-team leader was staring at him while Partner worked.

“Don’'t remember your manua on Grazers, do you?’ Pro said, laughing.

Jay glanced at Elle and she shrugged. Obvioudy she hadn’t read al of it

ather.

“It'swherethe Grazer deeps,” Pro said. “Makesthisroom look like it was
scrubbed with ammoniaand sted wooal.”

“How much worse can it get?’ Jay asked.



“Y ou don’t want to know the answer to that question,” Pro said.

Jay looked at Elle and pointed at the door.

She nodded. “ Doesn't hurt to seeit once.”

Jay leaned forward and went to push the hatch open. Down the hall inthe main
cabin Pro was shaking his head, laughing softly. “Don’'t say | didn’t warn you.”
Jay flicked the latch to open and the metal door did sidewaysinto thewall.
Ingtantly his nodrilsfilled with astench even more disgusting than what he

hed just smelled.

Insde, aydlow light came on, showing Jay aroom filled with the rotting
corpses of other Grazers.

“Oh, shit,” Jay whispered.

Two or three Grazer bodies were il pretty much in one piece. It was
clear—from the positioning of the stinking corpses, and from the fact that this
room was clearly used as deeping quarters— that the Grazer eating outside had
been using both of the bodies as organic mattresses, curling up inside their
rotting intestines.

Another five or Six Grazersin various stages of decomposition gppeared to have
been used then discarded as beds long ago. Grazer flesh either decomposed much
more dowly than human flesh or the rotting here had been dowed by the
controlled atmaosphere of the room. But not dowed to anywhere near a stop.
Thefloor of the room was littered with hundreds of bones from more Grazersthan
Jay wanted to think about. Some of the skulls had been hung on thewalls, their
huge mouths hanging open asiif waiting to eat anything that came within snapping
distance.

Elle made a choking sound and both of them turned and shoved back into the
hdlway.

The door to the cabin did closed, blocking off direct sight to the horror, but

not clearing it from Jay’ smind.

They both turned as one and returned to the main cabin. Jay was swesating and was
suddenly very afraid of closing hiseyes. Very afraid he would see that room
agan.

“Understand now why weKkill the Grazers and destroy their ships?’ Pro asked.
Elle coughed and nodded.

Jay completdy understood. Right now all he wanted to do was run, get the hell
out of thisnightmare ship and then blow it up, along with its grass-eating

pilot. But they weren't done yet, so he couldn’t act on the impulse.

“Sorry you saw that,” Pro said. “MiB usesit to train containment crewswhen a
Grazer' sshipisavailable. | supposethey figureif welast through seeing

that, we can clean up anything.”

“I think they just may beright,” Elle said, her voice still shaking.

Jay completely agreed. If Kay had shown him that room hisfirst day, there'd be
no way in hell he d have taken thisjob. Noway at al.

“Each ship is passed down from one Grazer to another,” Elle said. “ So those
Grazer bodies are relatives? Right?’

Pro laughed without looking up from hiswork. “Like the manua says, a Grazer
very seldom leavesits ship, even after degth. They only live about five Earth
years and breed like rats. Chances are the ship’ s current occupant is degping
ingde the remains of his mother or father. Maybe both.”

Again Elle coughed, then said softly, “1 thought I’d seen it dl at the city

morgue.”

Jay could think of absolutely nothing to say, funny or otherwise, so hejust



stood there and tried to breathe evenly and not close his eyes or even blink.
“Got it,” Partner said, after what seemed like an eternity to Jay.

“Watch the screen.” Partner pointed to a smudged flat surface about waist-high.
It flickered, then cameto life. On the screen they saw a human wearing ablack
suit, white shirt, and black tie. He smiled, then said, “Thismessageisto dl
Golgothas.”

Partner froze the image and glanced at Jay with a puzzled frown.

“Golgothas are what the Grazers call themsalves,” Jay said. “I remember that
much from the manud. That room just taught me that I’'m going to reed dl the
way to the end, though.”

“Y ou recognize him?’ Pro asked, pointing to the man on the screen.

“Nope,” Jay said.

“No,” Ellesaid.

Partner backed up the playback and started over. The man on the screen smiled
again, then said, “Thismessageisto al Golgothas. Earth welcomes you. Come,
egt al you want.”

The man smiled again and then the message repeeted.

“You got that recorded?’ Elle asked Partner.

“Gotit,” hesaid.

“Including when and where it was recorded and where the message was broadcast
from?’

“Gotitdl,” Partner said, standing. “Including the type of carrier band it was

sent on. Not one of ours, that’ sfor sure. | can tell that right off.”

“Then let'sget the hdl out of thisstink,” Jay said, turning and heading for

the ramp and the fresh, clean day that lay outside. All he really wanted to do
was get asfar away from that room as he could. He was going to have nightmares
for years smply because he had opened that door.

At the bottom of the ramp he tossed aside his gas mask and walked right through
the shield and into the warm sun of the afternoon. Central Park stretched out
around him. A few buildings could be seen through the trees. The sun waswarm,
theair fresh.

Without even pausing, he pulled out his Atomizer and with one shot dropped the
Grazer initstracks, surprising the other agents standing nearby.

Behind him another Atomizer fired, frying the body of the Grazer into so much
ash.

Jay glanced around to stare into the swesting face of Elle as shefindly

stopped firing. Her eyes|ooked dmost haunted.

He understood exactly how shefelt.

“Tossthat ship into the sun,” Jay said to the two containment agents that had
been standing guard over the Grazer. Then Jay turned to face Pro and Partner as
they gathered up hisand Ell€ s gas masks. “ Give that information to Captain.”
Jay turned to Captain as Partner handed him the case. “Get it to Zed asfast as
you can go. WE ll tell him it’son the way and we' |l be not far behind you.”
Captain nodded and turned and headed for the truck at arun.

Through the trees Jay saw afire truck parked aong the perimeter. “ Captain, on
the way out send that firetruck in here.”

Captain waved his acknowledgment as he jumped into the cab of the containment
truck and took off for MiB headquarters.

A minute later, asthefire truck rumbled to astop in the sun, Jay was digging
through the trunk of the LTD for new suitsfor himand Elle.

Two minutes|later he, Elle, Pro, and Partner were dl standing in their



underwear on the grass, basking in the sunin Central Park as they were hosed
down by wonderfully cold, wonderfully clean cold water.

Jay knew without a doubt it would be only thefirst of many showers he was going
to take over the next few daysto get the feeling of dirt and sewage and rot out
of hismind and off hisskin.

He had no ideahow long it would take to clean it out of his memory.

Chapter 6

20:16 Universd Time. May 6, 2001 Phillidaship in orbit around Saturn

Billie Floyd stood in the central control area of the Phillida ship and watched
the viewscreen as Zed' s message was broadcast over and over from the Sashanian
moon base.

“We did not invite the Golgothato our planet. No Golgothais welcome on our
planet. Theinvitation was atrick to hurt humans. Please accept our apologies
for any misunderstanding this may have caused. No Golgothaiswelcome on Earth,
now or ever.”

Zed' s stern face Started to repest the message yet again and Billie leaned
forward and clicked it off with a pass of hishand. Then he turned to the
Phillidaand in their dicking language said, “Humans are too stupid to be
dlowedtolive”

The Phillidain charge of the ship sarted to shake dightly, asign hewas
laughing & Billie' scomment.

Billielaughed with him for amoment.

Then the Phillida captain said, “ For humans, being divea dl isonly a
temporary condition now.”

Billie again laughed in his human voice, then said, “ Too true. But | must
continue this charade for ashort timelonger. Put mein touch with my base on
Eath.”

The Phillidabowed and did as he was ordered.

Billie stepped in front of the camera and the Phillida moved back out of the way
s0 only Billiewould be seen. Asthe link to Earth was connected, Billie's
posture changed. Instead of standing straight, he dumped, became alittle more
agitated.

A woman' sfacefilled the screen in front of him. Her name was Sarah Wallace.
She was middle-aged by human standards and had been working with Billie for
amost twenty Earth years now. Her hair had dight stresks of gray and wrinkles
were arting to fill the corners of her face.

For Billie' srace, twenty years was only abrief span, but for the woman it was
haf of her lifetime so far. He had recruited her from asmall town in Utah when
shewas only nineteen, barely ahuman adult. He liked getting them young. They
were even dumber and believed dmost anything he told them.

“Sarah,” hesad. “It wasjust awful, let metdl ya”

“What?' Sarah asked, clearly afraid.

“Derek had gone and sent the message just fine when suddenly he went wild, tried
tokill aPhil-lida”

“What?" Sarah asked, clearly shocked.

Billie nodded red hard. “ Then hetried to run hissdlf right out an airlock.

He' sdead, Sarah.”

Sarah covered her mouth, but said nothing.

“The message was sent, though,” Billie went on.

Sarah nodded, hand still over her mouth.

“Derek died ahero and that thereishow I’'m a-gonnatell it,” Billie declared.



“That dl right with you?’

She took a deep breath. “Fine. Good idea.”

“Okay,” Billiesaid. “I'm gonnabe comin’ back.”

“Did MiB send out aretraction of our invitation to the Grazers?” Sarah asked.
“Just like we thought they would, so we have lots of work to do.”

“I understand,” Sarah said. “We ll be ready here when you arrive.”

“Good,” Billiesad.

He cut the connection, then leaned back and laughed, long and hard. Like ahuman
would laugh. He had impersonated one for so long, it dmost felt natura to
laugh like one.

But in avery short time humanswould be wiped off the face of their planet. The
entireball of rock and water would be dl his. And with what he had found
thirty Earth years ago buried deep underground, he would be the most powerful
and richest entity in al the Galaxy.

He had found what he called the Power.

Pure and smple Power.

But first he had to get rid of the humans, their MiB organization, and al the
aiensthat watched over them.

He couldn’t use the Power for that. They had to be gone. It had taken thirty
yearsto bring his plan to this point. And everything so far wasworking
perfectly.

A few more Earth days, maybe aweek or two, and they would al be wiped from the
surface.

And the great Power would be hisfor the taking.

Chapter 7

3:38 P.M. May 6, 2001 New Y ork City, New Y ork

Jay and Elle headed through the Immigration Center toward Zed' s office. Hundreds
and hundreds of diensand humansfilled the vast space, sanding inlines,
talking, or just Stting and waiting. Much, much busier than normd.

The Immigration Center was the hub of the MiB headquarters. Every dien who
visited Earth or lived on the planet had to pass through the cavernlike space.
And it wasthejob of the MiB to keep track of them al during their stay on the
planet. No ship entered Earth’ s atmosphere without the MiB orbital tracking
sadlitesfollowingit.

On the surface, it was another matter entirely. A massive screen filled one wall
of the room, towering at least three stories high. At a huge control board in

front of the screen sat two octopudike diens. They were called the twins since
their real names were nothing ahuman could say. Jay knew that for certain
because one day last month he' d tried, without success. Zed had stopped him just
before heinsulted them both by mispronouncing their names. Thelast thing
anyone on the planet Earth wanted to do was insult the twins.

The twins each had eight arms, which were in constant motion over the controls,
tracking every dien on the surface of the planet, dl thetime, thirty-six
hoursaday. Their long eye stalks jerked, watching the screen in front of them,
gpparently assmilating dl the activity it rendered at once. Jay knew for

certain that those eyes didn’t miss much. Thetwinswere very good & what they
did.

AsJay and Ellewaked by, the twinslooked busy, as dways. And the lines of
departing alienslooked alot longer than usual. Jay wondered if that had
anything to do with the Grazer invitation. He suspected it did.

They took the stairs up to Zed' s office two at atime and didn’t bother to knock



at the open door. Jay knew Zed was expecting them.

Zed' s office was above the Immigration Center, awood-and-glass throwback to the
1970s. He had a huge desk and a notepad, but nothing elsein evidence. Jay knew
the room was stocked with the most high-tech equipment available to humans.
Surveillance equipment the government could only dream about having.

Zed soffice might look like astandard office in any New Y ork building, but
from it Zed ran the vast, secret MiB organization assigned the task of
safeguarding the planet Earth from the alien scum of the universe. And heran it
with aniron hand.

As Jay and Elle entered, Zed was standing at the window |ooking down into the
heart of the center. He was a stout, middle-aged man who filled out his black
auit like alinebacker filled out afootball uniform. At the moment hislarge

hands were clasped behind his back, his head down.

Usudly Zed had some dien secretary-in-training bumbling or zipping around the
office when they arrived, but today it was only Zed.

“Yo, boss,” Jay said.

Without looking around at them Zed said, “ They’re darting to leave in droves.
Only going to get worse. Can't say as| blame them. | wouldn’t mind going with
them.”

Jay glanced at Elle, who only shrugged.

In the year Jay had been with MiB, he had never heard Zed sound so downbest. Zed
had seemed worried, athough only dightly, only once before, when the bug had
taken the Gadaxy and the Ach-turians were going to blow Earth from the sky to
keep the bug from escaping. Today Zed seemed truly worried.

“Hey, boss,” Jay said, making sure his voice was light and upbest, “want tofill
usin on the bad news so we can be depressed, too?’

Zed snorted and turned from the window. “ Good job getting that tape out of the
Grazer ship. Hope you showered.”

“Twice,” Ellesad.

“Good,” Zed said. “Hatethat smell.”

“New suits, too,” Jay said, turning from side to side like amode on arunway.

“I redlly look good in thesethings, don't yathink?’

Again Zed just snorted and dropped into his chair, staring at the paper in front
of him.

“All right, then,” Jay said. “1 admit it. Ellelooks better in them than | do,

but don’t quote me on that.”

“Wdll, thank you,” Ellesaid, amiling & him.

“Junior, would you stop cracking jokes and Sit down?’ Zed said. “Wegot a
serious problem here”

“Yes, gr,” Jay sad, holding the chair for Elle, then dropping into one beside

her.

Jay sat and watched as Zed seemed to belost in thought for along half minute,
then he leaned forward and looked them both right in the eye, Jay firgt, then
Elle. “Look, I’'m going to be sraight with you two, so listen up.”

Jay only nodded. Zed' sintent stare did that to people: made it dmost
impossibleto talk.

“The human race has about one chance in amillion of surviving the next week and
that chanceisyou two.”

Jay glanced at Elle, who looked shocked, then back at Zed. “Boss, you' re not
garting thisout red well here. Y ou lost usin the second sentence. The part
where the human race has one chancein amillion of surviving.”



“Yeah,” Elle said, her voice cracking alittle. “Y ou want to explain. Please?”’

Zed shoved himsdlf away from his desk and stood, moving over to the window
overlooking the Immigration Center. There, hands behind hisback, he gazed into
the distance for amoment before starting to speak. “ The Grazers are the lowest
form of dl inter gelar-traveing life.”

Theimage of that Grazer deegping room flashed back into Jay’s mind and he could
fed himsdf breaking out into a sweat. Beside him Elle coughed, dso clearly
remembering. Zed would get no argument from ether of them on that statement.
Zed kept staring out over the Immigration Center below. “Out in the vastness of
space there are hundreds of thousands of space-faring races,” Zed said, “al
more technol ogically advanced than humans. All of them are above the Grazers on
the pecking order of things.”

“Okay,” Ellesaid. “Wegot that. Go on.”

“Thetreaty that keeps the human race going forward blissfully in the dark was
signed by afew hundred or so of those races. MiB came into being as the human
enforcement arm here on the planet, to keep scum like the Grazers off the
surface, keep humansin the dark until we all advanced enough as aspeciesto
join the big party out there.”

Zed was going over basic history, stuff that Kay had explained to Jay hisfirst
day onthejob, but clearly the boss was headed somewhere with this, so Jay
didn’'t interrupt. He just looked at Elle and she shrugged.

Neither of them said aword.

“Some human, posing asan MiB agent, sent an invitation to al Grazersto come
to Earth.”

“And you canceled that invitation,” Jay said. “Right? Closed the door on the

Zed nodded and turned around. Slowly he moved back over to his desk and sat down
hard in hischair, asif the weight of the world was crushing him. Jay had no
doubt it was.

“| talked to the Sashanians on the moon,” Zed said, “and they broadcast a
retraction of theinvitation. But that will make no difference.”

“Okay,” Jay said, “1 wasfollowin’ yaright up to that |ast sentence.”

“Thefirg invitation pissed off every racein the Gaaxy,” Zed said, leaning
acrossthe desk and staring at Jay intently. “We invited the scum of dl races

to our planet without inviting the rest of them. So, basicdly, they'redl

headed here to either crash the party or teach us alesson in manners.”

“Even though the bogus invitation has been canceled?’ Elle asked.

“Yup,” Zed said. “They'redl coming to eat, drink, and take what they want.
Hundreds of thousands of races. Wewon'’t surviveit. | doubt there will be
anything left on the surface of this planet in ten days.”

Jay was having trouble wrapping his mind around the idea of hundreds of
thousands of aien races dl headed here. Let done one hundred thousand
pissed-off alien races.

“Can’'t the Sashanians and other treaty signersturn them around?’ Elle asked.
“They’ll dowhat they can,” Zed said. “They’ll wave their arms and ask others
nicely to go away, but it will be like throwing ahandful of sasndinariver and
expecting it to stop the water. It’ s not going to happen. And unless we can come
up with something on our end, they won't even bother fighting for us.”

“And that ‘ something’ isour job,” Ellesaid.

“She' sfast,” Zed said to Jay. But there was no amile behind hiskidding.

“I heard that from guys down at the morgue,” Jay replied, just to stay inthe



spirit of it.

Elle made no move even to punch him, but instead stayed focused on Zed. “What
can we do?’

Zed leaned back in hischair. “I honestly don’t know. I’ ve got every other agent
out working to stick afinger in the dike to hold off the flood of Grazers and
other diensstarting to drop in.”

Hetook adeep breath. “I’ ve dso apologized to hdf the Galaxy in the last haf
hour and caled in every favor from every race we ve ever met to help turn the
tide out there. | figure, at best, we havefour or five days. More than likely
oneor two.”

“But we don't know why al this even happened, do we?’ Jay said, findly
catching on to what Zed wanted them to do.

“Exactly,” Zed said. “ A human sent that invitation. A human who knew about MiB
enough to look like us”

“Why and who?’" Jay said. “Those are the redlly big, important questions.

“And don't forget: how?’ Elle added.

Zed nodded. “I can spare you two, plus one containment team to try to find the
answersto those questions on the outside chance it might help.”

“Pro’steam,” Jay said.

“Already assigned to you and waiting for your orders,” Zed said.

“Any ideawhereto start?’ Elle asked.

“Agent Elle” Zed said, looking sternly at her, “if | knew the answer to that
guestion, wouldn’t you think someone would aready be on the road.”
“Understood,” Elle said.

“Wel figureit out,” Jay said, and stood.

“Junior,” Zed said, “1 hopeyou'reright thistime. And | hopeit makesa
difference”

Chapter 8

3:57 P.M. May 6, 2001 New Y ork City, New Y ork

“Well, how’ sthat for pressure?’ Jay asked Elle asthey headed down the Sairs
and made their way through the noise and activity of the Immigration Center. “Up
to usto save the entireworld. All intwo days.”

“If Zed thought there redly was ahope,” Elle said, ducking around an dien
carrying alarge bag of something that smelled like wet dog hair, “hewouldn’t
have assgned it to two rookies.”

“Tootrue,” Jay said. “And he' d have put adozen teamson it instead of just

=

“Agreed,” shesaid.

And shereally believed that, too. Zed was the smartest man she had ever met.
Her and Jay’ s chances of finding anything that « might hel p were worth one team
and not | one person more,

“Good point,” Jay said, giving amultihorned Imatey with two suitcasesawide
berth and catching up to her. “ So what do you say we prove him wrong and find
something.”

“Fineby me,” Elle said, stopping to face Jay. “Where do we start.”

“Elementary, my dear Ms. Elle,” Jay said, smiling at her with that impish grin

he got. “We start with our only lead.”

“Theinvitation?’ Elle said, knowing exactly where he was going. It wasthe same
thing she had aready thought of.

“Theinvitation,” Jay said, smiling a her. He led the way toward a private
screening room just off the main concourse of the center.



The room was long and thin, with a table down the middle and windows aong one
sde overlooking the Immigration Center. It smelled of cleaning solution and new
electronics. Elle had been in here dozens of times over the past year, studying,
getting assignments, watching films about some infraction or other an dienwas
committing againgt therules.

Inside Jay punched acommunications link and set up the showing while she pulled
the curtainsto block out light from the center. Zed wasright. There were alot
more aiens suddenly leaving, al looking very muchinahurry.

And no one wasin the check-in line. Made sense. Why check into ahotel that was
days away from being whacked by the wrecking ball?

Rats deserting asinking ship, diensleaving adying planet, it wasal oneand

the same. Wéll, she and Jay and the entire human race were going down with the
ship, unlessthey could plug the hole somehow.

Shefinished closing the blinds and sat down in the chair at the end of the

table while Jay dropped into the chair to her right.

Ten seconds | ater theimage of a middle-aged man dressed in ablack suit wason
the screen that filled the end wall of the long room. Quickly the man ran

through the invitation to the Grazers, then it started over.

It was hard for Elle to imagine how such ashort littleinvitation could mean

the death of al humanity. But that’ s exactly what those few sentences were
going to mean.

“Okay, firg thingsfird,” Jay sad, freezing the film with the guy’ smouth

open. “Isthisguy human?’

Elle stared at the open mouth on the screen, the man’ s eyes, his nose, then
shrugged. He was a decent-looking guy. Thetype that could amost be trusted.
Thetype that would fit as a nine-to-five husband, or maybe doctor, or alawyer.
“No way to tell quickly,” she said, then punched a communications button on an
inlaid pand on the table that hooked her directly to Research. “Let’s seeif

that has dready been determined.”

“Yes Agent Elle” A man’svoicefilled the room amosgt ingtantly.

Elle had been down to Research a number of times. The department took up three
full floorsthe size of the Immigration Center below them. Asfar as she could

tell, the seemingly hundreds of people who worked there had unreentingly
thanklessjobs. But for some reason, they al seemed toredly loveit. Or at

least the ones she' d talked to had seemed to loveit.

“Can we have two printouts of the analysis of the invitation footage retrieved
from the Grazer’ s computer?’ Elle asked. “Including any summary findings”
“Coming up now,” thevoice said.

“Thank you,” Ellesad.

Therewasaclick and afaint rustle of paper. Shereached into adot inthe

base of the table and pulled out asmall stack of paper. She gave one printout

to Jay and kept the second for herself.

“He' shuman dl right,” Jay said after amoment of quick reading.

Elle had dready seen the same piece of information. According to the page-long
conclusion of the sudy, there was no chance at dl that thisinvitation was

made by an dien in ahuman body. The guy who did the inviting was one of them.
A human out to destroy his own race. She wondered if he realized what he was
doing.

She dared at the frozen image of the guy filling the far wall. Helooked so

damn normal.

SoMiB.



Black suit, white shirt, black tie.

The same as she was wearing now.

Almost.

Hissuit collar was thinner than hers. And if you looked closely, histie seemed
to have afaint pat-tern in the blackness. There were differences. The guy was
clearly trying to look MiB, but had missed in dight ways. Waysthat just maybe
gave him away.

The report said that MiB was running ascan of al photo databasesto try to
find amatch, but it would take sometime. They had no name at thistime,

Elle punched the communications button again.

“Yes, Agent Elle?” thesame malevoice said.

“How long until the photo database scans are complete on the human on the
invitation retrieved from the Grazer ship?’

“Six hours, ten minutes,” the voice said without hesitation. “Unlessamaichis
found sooner.”

“Too long,” Jay said, and Elle nodded.

“Hasan andysis of the man’s suit been completed?’

Therewas apause. “No.”

“Pleasedo so quickly,” Ellesaid. “And histie. | want probabilities of type

and brand and likely purchase locations as soon as possible.”

“Undergtood,” the voice said.

“Good thinking,” Jay said, staring a the man’ simage on the screen. “Never
would have thought of that.”

“Nether would I.” Ellesad, “If you hadn’t left hisimage up there. Seethe
differencein thelapes?”’

Jay nodded. “ Sure do. Nice spot.”

Elleleaned forward over the table dightly, staring at the man’ stie. She kept
seeing apatterninit, even though it didn’t seem asif there was one.
“En-largetheimage of histie, right above whereit tucksinto his coat?’

“Got it,” Jay said, working the image controlsin front of hischair.

With aflick the guy’ sblack tie dmogt filled the entirewall.

“Focusing,” Jay said, working the controlsin front of him, pulling theimagein
clearer and brighter as he went.

“It sahorse” Ellesaid. “Would you look at that.” Animage of ahorserearing
back was embossed in black on the black tie. Up close, it would be noticesble,
but on the invitation to the Grazersit looked solid black.

“You'reright,” Jay said.

Elle again punched the communicationslink to Research and thistime didn’t wait
to hear the man’ s voice. “Focus your photo database scans on western statesiif
not aready done. Washington, Oregon, Idaho, Montana, Wyoming first. Then go
Nevada, Arizona, Utah, Colorado, and New Mexico.”

“Understood, Agent Elle,” the man’ s voice ansvered.

“And add into your datathat the man iswearing atie with theimage of ahorse
onit.”

There was a pause, then the man said, “Understood. Thank you.”

Jay laughed. “1 think you just beat Research at their own game.”

“Now if they can just repay the favor quickly.”

“Inthemeantime,” Jay said, “1’m going to run thisthing again.”

Elle nodded as the man’ sface again started to extend hisinvitation to the
Grazers.

“He' sdead,” Jay said after the entire thing ran afew moretimes.



She knew exactly what he meant. She had been getting that same fedling watching
thefilm. Anyone who would attempt such athing would be killed. Whoever was
behind this scheme couldn’t alow the messenger to survive. A face wastoo
eadly tracked, even if the process was dow.

“I think you may beright,” Elle said. “ That would be perfectly logicd.”
Thistimeit was Jay who punched his communicationslink with Research. Before
anyone could answer, he said, “ Also match the man on the invitation with missing
persons files. Start in the western states.”

“Undergtood, Agent Jay,” the voice from research said.

“Wel,” Jay said, leaning back and amiling. “We got them going in about three
different directions. Something should pop pretty soon.”

“Let’'shope” Ellesad. “It'sgoing to be next to impossible to wait very

long.”

“That isthetruth,” Jay said. “In fact, maybe we should get some lunch sowe're
ready to—"

“Agents Jay and Elle,” the man’ s voice from Research said, “we have found a
match. Information coming up to you now.”

Therustle of paper filled the room asthe silent, high-speed printer in the

table spit out apage. Elle pulled it out and looked at the face on the paper,

then again at the one frozen on thewall in front of them. It wasthe same face.
“Derek Comstock,” Jay read. “ Attorney in Portland, Oregon. Last seen four days
ago headed into the coastal mountain range to go fishing.

“Bingo,” Jay said, jumping to hisfeet.

Elle beat him to the door. With the fastest subor-bita plane MiB had, they’ d be
in Portland in less than two hours. Two long hoursto figure out what they had

to do next.

Two hours closer to the end of the world.

Chapter 9

4:41 P.M. May 6, 2001 Portland, Oregon

Spring in downtown Portland seemed to bein full bloom. Bright green trees
covered many of the roadsin what was cadled the northwest section, forming
tunnels of leavesthat shaded the street. Flowers were planted everywhere, dong
every housg, in plantersin front of the buildings, at the base of carefully

groomed shrubs.

Nothing seemed out of the ordinary and Jay couldn’t believe how clean the place
was. It wasdmost creepy, asif littering might be considered a capitd offense
inthistown.

“Never seen acity without trash on the streets,” he said to Elle as she wound
their LTD past the old train depot and down into the main part of town. Behind
them Pro and his team followed in a containment truck.

“Neither havel,” Elle said. “Not even agum wrapper. Didn’'t know they made such
aplace. Maybe we'rejust in agood section of town.”

Jay shrugged.

The boulevard they were driving along dead-ended into astreet in front of a
statue of some strange guy who was standing with his hand tucked into the front
of hisved.

“Wonder what he did?’ Elle said, pointing at the bronze figure as she drove

past

s on the plaque he shot alitterbug,” Jay said, pretending to read the sign.
Ellelaughed.
“I'm not kidding,” Jay said, trying to give her his best serious|ook.



Shewasn't buying it. She very seldom did.

They worked their way up the hill. Portland was built in ariver valey, at the

point where two rivers converged. Thelarger buildings had been built closer to
the water, while the homes seemed to spread up the side of the mountain. They
had decided to try Derek Comstock’ sworkplace first, then his home second.
Findly Elle pulled the LTD up infront of an old thirties-style two-story house

that had been converted into lega offices. A wooden sign stuck out of aflower
bed: SCHOFIELD & ROSE. ATTORNEYS.

“Nice placeto work,” Jay said. “Wonder what made good old Derek run off to
Saturn and destroy the world?’

“I"d like an answer to that question mysdlf,” Elle said asthey climbed out of

the car into the warm afternoon air.

In the distance Jay could see abig, arching bridge and theriver. Thiswashis

first visit to Portland. It was apretty city, that much wasfor sure. But he'd

gtill take New Y ork any day, litter or not.

Inside, the reception areawas exactly what Jay would have expected from the
outside, aformer resdentia vestibule, framed in highly polished wood. A large
wooden staircase swept away from the desk where ayoung woman sat staring a a
computer. A half-dozen chairs were arranged around the space with magazines
neetly sorted on end tables between them. The place smelled of fresh air and
furniture polish.

The receptionist looked up and smiled asthey entered. “Can | help you?’
“Werefromthe FBI,” Elle said, flashing a badge and then quickly closingit.

“I'm Agent Place, thisis Agent Kincaid. WEe re here looking for an attorney who
workswith your firm. A man named Derek Comstock.”

Jay was shocked again. Elle had changed their cover namesfor the second timein
two days. Amazing.

Jay watched as the receptionist’ sface went pale. “Ishedl right?’

“We don't know the answer to that question,” Elle said. “May wetak to one of
your senior partners?’

“Certainly,” awoman’svoice said from near the top of the stairs. “Come on up.”
The receptionist smiled weakly as Jay and Elle marched past her desk and began
to climb the sairs.

At the top Jay was surprised when he saw the person that matched the voice. The
woman was young, maybe Jay’' s age a most, and stunningly beautiful, with long
brown hair and brown eyesthat could melt his heart any day. He couldn’t
remember when he' d had so strong a reaction to awoman.

Elle reached the top of the stairsfirst and the woman smiled and shook her

hand.

“I'mKathy Rose,” shesaid.

“Agent Place, FBI,” Elle said, then indicated Jay. “ Agent Kincaid.”

Jay shook attorney Rose' s hand and returned her smile. The woman' s handshake was
firm, yet soft. And therewas alot of intelligencein her eyes.

Cold inteligence.

“Youdon'tmindif | seeyour ID?" she asked.

“Not ahit,” Jay said as heflipped hiswallet open, glancing at it to make sure

it said FBI and Agent Jay Kincaid. The badges aways did. They were another gift
from an dien race, like the flashy-thing. No matter what name he gave, or what
organi zation, the badge somehow responded to his verbal command and transformed
into the gppropriate agency. The MiB Agency called them Carte Noir badges, but
Jay just caled it his badge-thing.



He handed his D to the woman and she studied it for amoment, then handed it
back with anod and asmile. Asaways, the badge-thing had passed the te<t.
She then motioned that they should follow her into alarge, comfortably

furnished office. Shedidn’'t ask to see Ell€ sID.

Sheindicated that they should have a segt in inviting-looking chairsfacing her
desk, then she went around and sat down in her high-backed office chair. Law
books filled afloor-to-ceiling oak bookcase behind her desk and her framed law
degree was hung on the wal near the window. Jay noted that there were no family
pictures on her desk and no ring on her finger.

She was the perfect picture of an attorney. Jay figured she was dmost too
perfect.

“We relooking for Derek Comstock,” Elle said, sounding very officid. “Any
information you might be ableto give uswould be hepful.”

Jay watched Attorney Rose sface; it didn't even flinch. The woman was either
very, very good, or had nothing to hide. He couldn’t figure out which at the
moment.

“I’ve been looking for him, too,” Attorney Rose said, frowning. “He went on a
fishing trip four days ago, promising to be back for ameseting in two days. He
missed the meeting and we haven't seen him since.”

“Canyoufill usinalittle on his background?’ Jay asked, giving her hisbest
|-really-am-attracted-to-you smile.

She shrugged. “Not much tofill in. Born herein Portland, went to law school at
the University of

Oregon in Eugene. Decent grades, not outstanding. He worked asaclerk for a
digtrict judge, then with another firm downtown for about ten years. We hired
him three years ago when we wanted to expand. He' s dways done us agood job
until now.”

“Wife? Children? Friends?” Elle asked.

Attorney Rose shrugged. “Not married. Never was, to my knowledge. Except for his
fishing, hedidn’t seem to have many passionst al. And few friends, now that
you mention it.”

“So"—Elle glanced at Jay—"you have any ideawhere Derek went on hisfishing
trips?’

Attorney Rose laughed, which made Jay immediately smile dong with her. It was
that kind of laugh. He couldn’t help liking her & the sametimeashedidn’t

trust her at al. Weird how he was reacting to thiswoman. Totd attraction,

total distrust.

“Not aclue” Attorney Rose said. “But every so often he'd mention Tillamook, a
little town over on the coast. So it must have been up in that direction
somewhere. Guessthe fishing is pretty good in the mountains above there.”

Elle nodded.

“I think that’ sal we re going to need for now,” Jay said, anding. “We want

to thank you for your time.”

She stood and took his extended hand. “My pleasure, Agent Kincaid. Please keep
me informed if you discover anything about Derek. Everyonein thefirmis deeply
concerned.”

Jay didn’t really want to let go of the attorney’ s very soft hand, but somehow

he managed to do so before he made atota fool of himself.

“Wemog certainly will,” Elle said, standing and shaking Rose' s hand. Then with
afriendly pat on Jay’ s back, she turned him and sort of eased him toward the
office door and the stairs beyond.



Something was bothering him.

And bothering him alot.

Hejust couldn’'t get past Kathy Rose' slooks and put hisfinger oniit.

At the door Elle stopped, did an about-face, and went back to the attorney,
handing her acard. “Would you cal us at that number if Derek doesreturn? It
would befor hisown safety.”

The attorney nodded, glanced at the card, and then frowned. “Y ou never did say
why you were |ooking for Derek.”

Elle glanced at Jay, then smiled at Attorney Rose. “ Just trust mewhen | say
it'sfor dl of our own good that we find him. And find him fast.”

Elle moved out the door and toward the stairs, going past Jay as he watched the
attorney’ s expression. The woman didn’t flinch at Ell€ s comment.

“Soundsto melikethisisvery serious” Attorney Rose said camly, following
the two agentsto the top of the airs.

“More than you could ever imagine,” Jay said. “Don’'t be afraid to use that
number if you need to.”

With that, he turned and left Attorney Rose, following Elle down the stairsand
out the front door. He knew exactly what was bothering him now.

That woman was awalking shell, nothing more. And something had clearly made her
that way.

Outside, Elle shook her head at him as she climbed in behind thewhed. “ Can't
get past the good-looking brunette, can you?’

He grabbed the phone and picked it up. “Pro?’

“Go ahead, Jay,” Pro said.

“Quickly put atrace on dl callscoming in or out of that officein the next
twenty-four hours. Infact, | bet she makesacal the moment we leave.”
“Understood,” Pro said.

Jay turned to see a puzzled frown on Ell€ sface. “Y ou’ re the one who gave her
my phone number.”

“I gave her our phone number,” Elle corrected, pulling the LTD away from the
curb.

Jay glanced back at the building. Sure enough, Attorney Rose was watching them
from the second-story window, a phone resting against the side of her head. This
might not even take as long as he thought. Shewould cal her bossimmediately
and tdl him or her that the MiB had come.

“Now, you want to tell mewhat | missed?’ Elle asked.

“You just got to have an eye for beautiful women.” Jay laughed.

“Cold women,” Ellesaid.

“Exactly,” Jay said. “Empty and cold. Just like Derek Comstock.”

Ellelooked a him for an ingtant, then smiled. “ Exactly like Derek Comstock.”
“Beddes,” Jay sad, “if theworld' sgoing to end,

Attorney Rose could represent me at the pearly gates anytime she wanted.”
“Yesah, asif you or her aregoing in that direction,” Elle said, laughing.

“It spossble” Jay said.

“But not likely,” Ellesaid.

Jay had to admit, she had a point on that one.

Twenty minutes later they had wound their way across Portland and exited the
freeway and were climbing up a hill heading south to Derek Com-stock’ s small
house in anice suburb. It was just like the northwest section: shaded Strest,
meticuloudy mowed lawns, and everything looking very clean. Tucked off to one
side of amgjor street and hidden under two large oak trees, Derek Comstock’s



house looked to Jay like a perfect dwelling for the Brady Bunch.

As Jay waked up the front sdewak, he had the feding he was waking onto a
movie s&t. The place was generic to the point of becoming almost surredl.
Everything he was seeing was for show and nothing more. There redlly wasn't any
persondity in thishouse, no detallsthat madeit uniquely one person’shome.

He doubted they would find anything of importanceinside.

Asthingsturned out, hewasright.

But they aso found no fishing equipment.

No lures, no rods, no redls, noflies.

No frozen fishin the freezer.

And not one fishing magazine in the entire place.

Chapter 10

5:49 P.M. May 6, 2001 Above Otis, Oregon

The shadows of the moss-covered pine trees were long and the mountaintops
blocked most of the sun from entering the steep valley. Along the coastal range
mountains, the snow had al melted, except in the highest areas. Spring had come
late for thisareathisyear.

An old log cabin sat among the trees, hidden by overgrown berry bushes and thick
underbrush. Billie Floyd siwvung open the door to the cabin and walked inside,
glancing around to seeif anything had been disturbed in his absence. Nothing
hed.

The room felt aimost deserted, even though there were dishes on the counter and
blankets on the bed. Props and nothing more, to keep unwanted snoops away. No
one had lived in this place for over thirty years.

Billie owned the old log cabin and the six hundred acres of prime timberland
around it, stretching down to the river on one sSide and up into the mountains on
the other. He had bought it thirty years earlier, right after he had sumbled

onto the presence of the Power while passing this backward little planet.

He opened an empty old medicine cabinet in the smal bathroom and then clicked
the back of the cabinet forward, exposing a sophisticated control pand. Quickly
he keyed in afew well-practiced numbers, then swung the panel closed and
stepped back. The wall opened between the sink and the rusted old toilet
slently, just enough for him to step through.

A modern-looking staircase led downward into the Side of the mountain behind the
cabin. Lights were spaced evenly aong thewalls. He was actualy whistling a
human tune as he descended the stairs, the door closing behind him, returning

the old cabin to its usud innocuous appearance, the perfect shield from

intruders.

Two hundred and six steps down, the stairs ended in along corridor extending
back into the mountain. The sides of the corridor were concrete and reinforced
by aspecid mixture of sted and plagtic that could support dmost any amount

of weight. It had taken Billie ten long years, with thelabor of humans now long
deed, to build this staircase and corridor. And another ten long yearsto build
living areas down herefor his new human companions, and even more yearsto
expand the room at the other end, to surround and contain the Power that was
there.

But now it was finished.

And his plan to clear the humans from the surface of the planet dmost complete.
They had been so easy to manipulate. They had been nothing more than wooden
puppets, jerking thisway and that when he pulled their strings.

Inafew short years, with the humans gone and the other races no longer



interested in thisbal of dirt orbiting thisweek yelow star, he would be able

to dig the Power out of itsresting place and return it to the stars, where it
belonged. Only this time the Power would be histo command.

He moved into the large room and stared at the shining aloy of the Power,
curving away from himin two directions. Every time he saw it, shiversran
through his body, causing the human shell that encased hisform to loosen.
Thistime was no exception and he quickly adjusted his“Billi€’ disguise, then
running his hand aong the smoothness of the Power’shull, hefdt ongto his
right, enjoying the fed even through the human skin.

Ahead he could see the hatch, the entrance to the Power. Once, far in the
distant past of the Galaxy, arace called the Numen had stepped through that
hatch and ruled the stars for eons. They were never challenged and their

strength never questioned. Their name was now legend in almost every
civilization, and they were consdered by someto be arace of godlike beings.
But, asthe legend went, they became so powerful asto merge and become one with
the stars. Soon after this mystical event, they vanished, leaving nothing behind
except afew rdics.

But every race who traveled the stars knew of them, knew of the materia they
used in their ships, knew that meeting amember of the Numen would belike
mesting one of the Galaxy’ s gods.

He had never thought of meeting agod, or finding an intact Numen ship. Yet he
had done exactly that, discovering avehicle buried here for eons under tons of
rock on this backward little world. And the find had been purely accidentd.
Even with thousands of aien ships coming and going from thislittle planet on a
regular basis, no one had even noticed the Numen materia here until he sumbled
acrossit.

He cdlled it the Power, for power was what the Numen ship, flying among the
gars, meant. Power for him and for those who followed him. So, for over thirty
cyclesof this planet, he had dowly dug out the Power, getting it ready to
againfly asit had millionsand millions of cycles before the humans ever

walked the Earth.

Soon the time would be at hand.

“Billig”

A human voice echoed through the cavern surrounding the Power and he paused.
Sarah and three others were moving toward him, smiling.

He let his hand drop from the side of the Power, then moved toward them. It was
timeto report in, to act human again, to keep his plan moving until thetime

when he could kill these stupid creatures and fly the Power into space.

He put on ahuman smile, then said, “ Sureisred good to be back.”

They dl smiled and greeted him and he acted his part, as he had donefor thirty
years. For the moment he needed them.

But it was only for the moment.

Chapter 11

6:12 P.M. May 6, 2001 Portland, Oregon

Theimage of Zed sface clicked off the screen built into the dashboard of the
black LTD. Jay shook his head at what they had just heard from their boss. He
was having ahard time grasping dl the details of what was happening.

Grazers, it seemed, were landing everywhere, even though Sashanian warships were
blowing many of them out of space before they even got near Earth’ s orbit. They
were completely ignoring Zed' sretraction of theinvitation.

Two dozen other races had tried to land on Earth, but the Sashanians had turned



them around, too. But, as Zed had explained, those races were “minor” ones
coming from the locad area. Thousands of “mgor” races from the Galaxy’ s core
areawere headed thisway aswell, either one ship at atimeor in fleets. And
the Sashanians and the rest of the treaty signerswould not be able to help stop
them.

They wouldn't evenrtry.

Zed figured they had tomorrow at most. Not much longer.

Jay glanced around. They were parked in front of an old office building near the
Portland airport. The building had afresh coat of paint, fresh flowersaong

the sdewak, and air conditioners sticking out of the windows, but it was il
clearly avery old government office building.

“Not much timeleft,” Elle said, commenting on what Zed had just told them.
“WEe d better get moving.”

Jay nodded. “It’ stimeto take the gloves off, I'd say.”

“Agreed,” Ellesad.

They both climbed out of the LTD into thewarm, dry air of the Portland pring
evening. Jay put on his sunglasses, took out his flashy-thing, and headed for

the door. Ingde that building was Genera Anthony Davis. The generd wasthe
very first person Attorney Kathy Rose had called after her meeting with Jay and
Elle. In fact, he was the only one she had called.

They needed answers from the generd if hewasinvolved in dl this, and they
needed them fast. Military typeswere not known for willingly giving
information, and Jay and Elle didn’t havetimeto dea with any of their tricks.
Their MO was smple: flashy-thing the generd, get the answers they needed, then
move on. Jay liked that idea the best.

Theingde of the old office building was in sharp contrast to the outside.

Instead of wood floors, as Jay would have expected, they stepped onto clean
carpet, surrounded by pictures of mountains on thewalls, and cool,
clean-smélling air. A receptionist sat behind adesk, smiling past apitcher

full of fresh flowers. A fairly new computer filled acorner of the desk beside
her.

“May | hdpyou?’ she asked Swestly.

“Everyoneinthiscity issonice” Jay said to Elle, gritting histeeth. Then

he turned to the receptionist. “We're here to see Generd Davis.”
“Isheexpecting you?’' she asked, making amoation to flip through an gppointment
book near her phone.

“No,” Ellesaid.

“ThenI’m afraid he won't be able to see you at the moment.” The receptionist’s
smile hadn’t shifted afraction throughot.

“Sure hewill,” Jay said. He glanced a Elle to make sure she had her sunglasses
on, then flashy-thinged the woman.

What Jay cdled aflashy-thing was actudly aNeurdyzer, givento MiB by a
friendly dien race. When flashed at aperson, it caused them to forget what

they had just seen and dlowed an MiB agent to plant fresh memories. It could
eraseyears worth of memories or just minutes', depending on how it was set.
Thiswoman was going to have afine haf hour or so this afternoon. Fine but
forgettable.

Elle opened her phone and without diaing anumber said, “Pro, we got one for
you. Receptionist just inside door. Soon to be two or more.”

Elleflipped the phone closed and nodded to Jay. He knew Pro and histeam would
be right behind them to help cover their tracks and give people new, consistent



cover memories.

“Let’'shave atdk with agenera,” Jay said. “I think we just got an

gopointment.”

“I’d say that,” Elle agreed.

Jay led the way down the short hallway beyond the receptionist’ s desk to a door
labeled GENERAL ANTHONY DAVIS. Hedidn't bother to knock, but went straight on
in, moving to theleft out of Ell€ sway.

“Greetings, Generd,” Jay said, not surprised at dl to befacing the barrdl of
asarvice-issuerevolver. The genera was il Sitting at his desk, the gun

resting easily on the blotter in front of him, pointing directly at Jay’s

stomach. Jay had no doubt that the man knew how to useit.

He was athin man, with broad shoulders and dried-looking skin. He wore the
standard army dress shirt and his jacket and hat hung on the coat-rack beside
the door.

“Lookslike we had an gppointment after dl,” Elle said, moving in and standing
beside Jay. “We were clearly expected, that’ sfor sure.”

“Now that you ve broken into my office,” the generd said, “1 can shoot you at
will.”

“Maybe,” Jay said, smiling a the generd. “Maybe not. But why would you want
(of4

“To stop you MiB typesfrom giving our world away to the diens, that’swhy.”
That sentence chilled Jay right down to histoes. It was not at al what he
expected the generd to say.

“What?’ Elle asked, dso clearly shocked.

“You heard me,” the generd said.

Clearly thisguy wasinvolved in the invitation to the Grazers. He knew too much
to leave this conclusion in doubt. And that meant Attorney Rosewas aso
involved. And who knew how many others? But Jay hadn’t expected the generd to
just comeright out and admit it like that.

“Mindif | closethe door so we cantalk?’ Jay asked.

The generd shrugged. “ Go right ahead. Whatever makes you the most comfortable
inyour find few minutes of life”

“I’'m sure getting tired of peopletelling me I’ m about to die,” Jay said.

“Yeah, me, too,” Elle agreed. “Wears on aperson.”

Jay reached around and flipped the door closed while at the same time he turned
the flashy-thing in hishand so that it was aimed at the generd. Heflashed it,

not caring what length of timeit was set for.

For an ingtant the genera froze. Then he shook himself and laughed. “Bet you
thought thet

Neuralyzer would work, didn’t you? Nice move, t00.”

Jay wasn't sureif his mouth dropped open or what. This generd wasfull of al
sorts of surprises.

“Alien, huh?’ Elle said to the generd. “How’ d you get the human construct? What
race areyou?’

The generd laughed. “Oh, | assureyou, I'm perfectly human. And | care agreat
dead more about humanity than you two do, | cantell you that.”

Jay eased hisfinger to the left on the flashy-thing, increasing the intensity

of theflash. The guy had shuddered for an ingtant on the low intengity. Let's

see how hedid on high.

“Oh, s0 you destroy uswith your love,” Elle said, stringing him on. “ Sort of

sck, don't you think?’



“The Grazersaren't going to destroy Earth. They will smply wake humanity up to
the fact that there are aliens out there.”

“True,” Elle said, “about one day ahead of the thousand other raceswho are
angry a your invitation coming in here and destroying everything.”

The genera started to laugh again.

Jay flicked up hiswrigt and flashy-thinged the genera again, turning the
officeinto bright, whiteintense light. Thistime the guy actudly froze.

Jay jumped forward and knocked the gun from the genera’ s hand, then moved to
the | eft as Elle kept him covered with her weagpon from theright.

Three seconds later Anthony Davis shook himsdlf and glanced around, getting his
bearings. “Again, nicely done.”

“Coming fromyou,” Ellesaid, “it'sacompliment I’ ll treasure forever and

ever.”

“Uh-oh, Generd,” Jay sad, “when she sarts ataking like that, you' re gettin'

her angry, and trust me, yadon’t want her angry.”

Elleglared at Davisfor amoment, then flipped open her phone. “Pro, we have a
Neuralyzer resstant onein here. We need full equipment.”

“Youwon't get anything out of me,” the generd said, glaring a Ellelikea
second-rate actor in abad movie.

“Oh, | think wewill, Generd,” Jay said, smiling. “I don’t know what you' ve
heard about our little group, but we usually get exactly what we need from scum
likeyou, dien or human. Makes no differenceto us”

Jay kept the smile on hisface and kept staring at the generd until the guy

findly looked awvay.

A moment later the door opened and Pro and Partner entered, carrying two
briefcases. Jay moved off to one side to give them room, making sure he kept a
clear eyeonthegenerd a al times.

Within thirty seconds they had Davis hooked up to a headset. The guy wasn't
happy about it, but Pro made sure that wasn't an issue by tying the generd’s
hands behind his back and securing him to the chair.

“Okay,” Elle said to Partner, “let’ sfind out what makes this guy tick.”

Partner flipped aswitch and the general’ s eyes went wide, then after amoment
his face softened. It was the weirdest thing Jay had seen in sometime. It was
asif someone ese had moved in and taken over the man’sface. A nicer person.
“Amazing,” Partner said, Staring at the screenin his case. “ The guy has been
completely brainwashed for thirty years.”

“Thirty years?’ Jay said. “Areyou sure?’

Partner nodded. “ Completdly. Over thirty, actudly. His core persondity isonly
twenty, stunted and boxed up out of the way of the one controlling the genera.”
Jay shook hishead in disbdlief. This conspiracy had been going on for thirty
years. Why would someone plan al thisfor so long? And to gain what? None of
thiswas making any sense at dl. The more information they uncovered, the more
questionsthey had.

“Will he till remember recent eventsif you break the control?’ Elle asked.
“Modlly,” Partner said. “It will dl seem like adistant memory. To himit will
suddenly be asif hewoke up from along nap and can remember avivid dream. The
memory should get better astime goeson.”

“Then get what we can before we bresk it,” Jay said.

“Can’'t,” Partner said. “We prod any morethan | dready have and the entire
thirty-year control snapslikeadried stick.”

Jay glanced at Elle and shrugged. “Havin' dreamlike memoriesis better than



nothin’.”

Elle nodded, then glanced at Partner. “Doit.”

Partner nodded.

The generd’ s face softened even more, years of age seeming to drop away as his
expression grew calmer. Findly Partner nodded and flipped aswitch. “The
brainwashing is completely cleared.”

Pro untied the generd and stepped back.

Davis blinked, then opened his eyes and looked around.

“Youdl right?’ Jay asked.

The generd nodded. “How’d | get here? How'd | get off the mountain?’

Jay looked at Partner.

“He staking up right where heleft off,” Partner said. “ That’ s normd.”

“Man, that was some weird dream,” the general said, hiseyeslosing focusfor a
minute. Then he seemed to notice his hands, then hisuniform. “Oh, shit,” he
sad softly. “ Oh-shit, oh-shit, oh-shit.”

Elle kndt beside the generd. “When was your last clear memory?’

Davis kept staring at hiswrinkled hands as he spoke. “ skiing,” he said. “Night
skiing. And thisweird light came out of the sky and landed near me.”

“What year?’ Elle asked.

“Nineteen seventy,” the generd said. He looked at his uniform, then up into
Elleseyes. “Am| redly agenerd?’

Jay was very glad he was standing back at that moment. It wasn't aquestion he
wanted to answer.

“I'mafraid you are,” Elle said, both softly and firmly. “ Something from that

ship brainwashed you and has controlled your every action for the past thirty
years.”

“Thirty years }” Davisrepeated. It sounded asif he was about to cry. “All |
ever wanted to do was ski. Why would someone do that to me?”’

“Clearly they wanted something fromyou,” Elle said, patting the generd’s
shoulder. “But we' ve freed you now.”

“Wadl,” Jay said, moving over so he stood directly acrossthe desk from the
seated generd, “if wedl survivethis, you can retire from the army and ski

every day for therest of your life without amoney worry in theworld. But

firgt thingsfirst. We have to survive this. Who brainwashed you? Do you have
any ideaa dl?

“Billie” the generd said softly. “Billie stepped out of those lightsand

flashed something at me. | remember that clearly. | didn’t know hisname at the
time, but | do now.”

“Anyplacein particular we might be ableto find this Billie?” Jay asked.

The genera nodded. “In acabin above Otis, out near the coadt. It coversan
underground facility. We meet there. Billielivesthere, | think.”

Jay nodded. “Good. Now let’s start over and seejust how much you can remember
about what exactly isgoing on. Okay by you?’

Davisnodded again. “I'll try.”

“Best we can ask for,” Jay said. He glanced at Elle. He didn’t know exactly what
guestion to start with. Or even how to start, for that matter.

She shrugged. Clearly she didn’t know either.

MiB training manuals didn’t provide how-to lessons for debriefing someone who
had been brainwashed for thirty years. Jay figured it wasn't something MiB ran
acrossan aregular basis. It certainly wasn't something aNew Y ork cop
encountered.



So he garted from the beginning. He asked the generd what happened after he
met this Billie on the mountain.

“I'joined up,” the general said. “ Never skied again. Went through two tours of
Vietnam, worked my way up to agenerd.”

“ And when was the second time you saw Billie?’ Elle asked.

“Two years ago,” the genera said. “I took over the office here, sort of an
out-of-the-way assignment, off the base, and he showed up three dayslater. He
flashed me with something and told me the time was getting close.”

Jay couldn’'t believe what he had just heard. This Billie person had brainwashed
ayoung kid and then not returned to see what the kid had turned into for over
twenty-eight years. Why would anyone do that? For what possible reason?
And how many other people had he doneit to?

The last question made Jay shudder.

He had no doubt that there were maybe hundreds of humans out there who were
walking time bombs, moles buried in the population by thisBillie.

“Close?’ Elle asked. “ The timefor what was getting close?”’

Davis shook hishead dowly. “Makesno sense,” he said. “Billie said we were
close to humanstaking their rightful place among the stars. He brought meinto
what he called the Earth Expansion League.”

“Which is headquartered below this cabin in the mountains?’ Elle asked.

“Yes,” thegenerd said. “ Thereisan dien ship there, too.” He shook his head
and looked up at Jay. “Did | dream that ship?’

“Probably not,” Jay said. “ Thereredly are dliens. What did the ship look like?
Can you remember?’

“Oval. Strange glowing gold metd that was warm to the touch. Billiecdled it
the Power.”

“And it' sunderground, too?’ Elle asked.

“It was buried there for millions of years,” the genera said. “Or at least

that' swhat Billietold us. He said it would bring freedom for all mankind.”

Davis shook hishead. “1 believed him. How could | believe him?’

“Y ou were brainwashed to beieve him,” Elle said. “It was out of your control.”
“Hang on asecond,” Pro said. “ Generd, you said something about a ship buried
for millions of years?’

“Billietold usthat, yes,” the generd said.

“Did he ever say who made the ship?’ Pro asked.

Jay had no ideawhere Pro was heading with this questioning, but clearly it was
important. And when an agent has been with MiB aslong as Pro had, he just knew
thingsrookies like Jay and Elle didn’t, couldn’t, know.

The genera shook his head dowly, then said, “Only name | heard attached to the
ship was Power. Oh, and Numen.”

At the mention of theword “Numen,” Pro’ sface drained of color and he dmost
staggered back, catching himself on the edge of the generd’ s desk. Now Jay felt
like he had seen everything.

“You want tofill therest of usin onwhat he' stalkin' about?” he asked Pro.
“Pease? Ellesad.

The veteran MiB agent shook hishead. “I think | better let Zed do that.”

Jay glanced at Elle, then at Partner, who just shrugged. Clearly only Pro knew
what the general was talking about.

“Generd,” Jay said, “1 just have one more question for you.”

“Anthony,” the generd said. “Cdl me Anthony.”

Jay nodded and sat on the edge of the desk. “Are you willing to help us caich



thisBillie person?’

Davisreplied without amoment’ s hesitation. “ Absolutely.”

“Even though when we came in here you were going to shoot us because we were MiB
agents?’

For abrief moment the genera looked puzzled, then shook his head. “1 don't
even know what an MiB agent is, except that they wear black suitsand ties.
Billiejust told uswe had to hate them dl.” He shrugged. “ Sorry.”

Jay nodded. “More brainwashing. Come on, sir. We ve got aBillieto catch.

Y ou'vejust resigned your commission and are about to take up skiing full-time.”
Thelight that filled the generd’ s eyes was like a kid seeing mounds of

presents under the tree on Christmas morning. All Jay could do was smile.
Chapter 12

6:37 P.M. May 6, 2001 Portland, Oregon

Asthey walked Generd Davisout to the car, Pro pulled Elle aside. “You redly
need to tell Zed about the buried ship at once.”

“Planning onit,” Elle said, staring at Pro’ sface. She had been shocked and
mydtified by hisreaction to the generd’ s mentioning the word “Numen.”

“| was guessing it was important by how you reacted.”

“Not surewhat will kill usfirst,” Pro said. “The Grazer invitation or the

Numen ship—if it isaNumen ship. Either way we re doomed.”

He shook his head and turned away before she could even ask him what the hell he
was taking about.

Elle watched him head toward the containment truck, waking dowly, head down.
Helooked like a broken man. Not at al like Pro.

Jay helped the generd into the backseat and dipped in behind the whed asElle
did into the passenger sde.

“Wemay bein bigger trouble than we thought,” she said.

Jay laughed. “ Bigger than dl humanity getting wiped off the face of the planet
tomorrow or the next day? This| got to see.”

“Wiped out?’ the genera asked from the backsest, leaning forward so his head
was between Jay and Elle. “What' s going on? Y ou didn’t tell me anything about
this”

“Anthony...” Jay turned to face the generd. “Y our ex-friend Billieand the
organization you were involved with invited the scum diens of the universetoa
party on our little planet. Y ou remember that?”’

The generd nodded. “We caled them Golgothas, right?’

“Right,” Jay sad. “We cdl them Grazers. By inviting them, you pissed off about
gx billion other diens, who are going to destroy this planet in afew daysif

we don’t stop them. Y ou help usfind Billie and the rest and save the planet and

| can guarantee you all-expenses-paid skiing vacations for the rest of your

life”

The generd swallowed and nodded. “I’ [l do what | can.”

“Good,” Elle sad. “For the moment we need to contact our boss. So sit back and
relax for aminute.”

Genera Davisdid as hewastold and Elle punched up the communicationslink
with Zed. It took alittle longer than normd, but finaly hisimage appeared.
Helooked harried and grouchy. He was standing behind his desk and Jay could see
the Immigration Center behind him. It wasin astate of total chaos.

Jay quickly filled himin on the generd’ s brainwashing and explained about the
underground facility in the mountains—at least what he knew abot it.

“Go get ‘em,” Zed said, then glanced down at hisdesk a something. “We had a



report of ashielded Phillidaship landing and taking off in that areaafew

hours ago. My guessisyour Billieisback from histrip to Saturn. Chances are
he' san dien. Get me proof of the existence of this conspiracy and I'll present

it to the treaty sSigners. Never know what might happen.”

“Zed,” Elle said before the boss broke the connection. “ There’ s one thing we
haven't told you yet, but Pro saysis very important.”

“Goon,” Zed told her, clearly dightly annoyed.

“There san dien ship in the mountain hideaway. The generd saysthat Billie

and the others call it the Power.”

Elle watched to seeif Zed had areaction. He didn't.

“They dso sad it might be aNumen ship.”

Now Zed had areaction.

And aningtant one.

He snapped his finger down on a button on his desk and the connection was cut.
Elleglanced at Jay.

“What wasthat?’ Jay asked.

“Not aclue” Ellesad. And athough sheredly didn't haveaclue, shehad a
snesking hunch she and Jay had just sumbled onto something big.

Suddenly Zed' sface again filled the communication panel between her and Jay in
the dashboard. “We re on asecure link now,” he said. “And my officeis secure.”
“Understood,” Jay said.

Swest was running down the sides of Zed' s face and was beaded on his forehead
and he looked asif he was on the verge of a heart attack. Given hissize and
shape, that could easily be the case. Elle had no ideawhat would cause their
boss to have such areaction.

“Pro had that samereaction,” she said. “Y ou want tofill usin on this?’

“Or at least send usthe manud?’ Jay said.

“Y ou two never heard of the Numens or their ships?’ Zed shook hishead in
amazement. “We got to train our new agents better, | can seethat now.”
“Numens?’ Jay asked.

Zed snorted. “ There hasn't been aNumen adive in millions of years—at least that
anyone knows about.”

“Wiped out like we re about to be, huh?” Jay asked.

Zed frowned. “Not hardly. Numen civilization controlled the entire Galaxy for
millions of years. They were the most powerful civilization to ever exist. They
were caled gods. Then one day they just vanished.”

“Oh, shit,” Ellesaid. “And one of their shipsisSitting under amountain

here”

“If that isaNumen ship,” Zed answered. “We re more than screwed if anyone ese
knowsit'sthere. Every race will fight to get it.”

Suddenly Jay understood. Forget the minor problem of agiant alien party. Try a
giatdienwar.

Zed seemed to be staring of f into space. In the year Jay and Elle had been a
team, working for MiB, he had never seen Zed hesitate about making adecision.
Now he was taking long seconds.

Very long seconds.

Findly the boss|ooked back at them. The firm, in-control Zed was back in his
eyes. “From this moment on, the word ‘ Numen’ is not to be mentioned until | give
thedl clear. Understand?

“Gotcha, boss,” Jay answered for both himsdlf and Elle.

“Make sure Pro and the team know this, too. Only the six of uswill know of this



ingde MiB. Understand?’

“Yes” Ellesad.

“I'm sending in every bit of help | canfind,” Zed continued. “1 want that ship
under our control as soon as possible. | don't care what it takes. Understood?”
“Gotit,” Jay sad.

“Clearly we' re dedling with some dien here who knows exactly what he sgot in
his possession,” Zed said. “ And wants us out of theway so he can useit. So be
careful. He might be ready for you. He only hasto hold out another day or so
and we're no longer factors.”

“We Il get the ship, boss,” Jay said.

“Cdl mewhen you do,” Zed said, and snapped off the connection.

Jay glanced a Genera Davis, who was sitting in the backsesat, looking extremely
pae, then at Elle. “ Sometimes not knowing shit isjust flat better, an’t it?’

She nodded. “I’'m starting to believe ignoranceistruly bliss.”

“Wdl, Anthony, my friend.” Jay turned to face the generd. “ Think you can take
ustothisship?

Davis nodded. “Not a problem.”

Elle opened her door. “I'll fill the guysin about Zed' s orders, and make sure
they leave agood cover story for the genera being gone. We don’t want anyone
tipped off too early that we re coming.”

“I have asnesking hunch,” Jay said, “this alien has been expecting us... for

thirty years”

Chapter 13

7:46 P.M. May 6, 2001 Van Duzer Corridor, Oregon

It had taken them just over an hour, with Jay driving the black LTD asfast as

he could on the crowded two-lane roads, across Portland and up into the coastal
mountains toward the ocean. They had sped through at least a half-dozen small
towns, many with Indian names, and now they were on afairly well-traveled road
that worked itsway down alarge, winding stream. Jay was managing to keep a
gpeed of between eighty and a hundred miles an hour. Next stop, the Sgns said,
was the ocean. But General Davis had said Otis, Oregon, and the location of the
buried spaceship was lessfar away than that, just at the point where they
emerged from these mountains.

On the screen Elle had the locations of three MiB helicopters and six more
contain-ment teams besides Pro’ s coming in from different directions. But Jay
could tell they were clearly going to be thefirst on the scene by agood

fifteen minutes.

On theway they had quizzed Anthony about what he remembered of the security
surrounding the ship. He had managed to recall the code for the security system,
which was, he said, hidden in the bathroom. And he said that asfar as he knew,
there were no cameras surveiling that area. At least he had never seen any below
intheliving area. Hetold them there just was't much else down there beside
the smdl living areaand the ship.

Jay listened but had a hard time believing there wouldn't be surveillance
cameras and other high-tech gpparatusesto get past.

Just to be sure, he and Elle had decided that they would approach the siteina
different car fromthe LTD. Better and safer to take what precautions they could
easly teke.

“Rest areacoming up,” Jay announced. “Pro gtill behind us.”
“Lessthanaminute” Ellesad.

“He did some good driving, then,” Jay said, laughing as he swung the LTD off the



road and into the parking lot of the rest area. It was a beautiful spot,

aongsde the stream. Towering old pine trees blocked whet little light was | eft

of the day, giving the picnic tables and rest room an almost creepy look.

Jay noticed two other carsin therest area. One was a pickup that belonged to a
guy taking agpart afishing rod, the other a Cadillac containing two elderly
passenger's.

“Any of your people own apickup?’ Jay asked Anthony.

“Two of them drive pickups.”

“Perfect,” Elle said as Jay stopped beside the guy with the fishing rod.

Elle got out and flashed her badge. “FBI. We need your truck.”

The guy looked to be around sixty, with a soft white hat full of hooks and

flies. “You can’'t just go taking aman’ struck!”

Elleflipped on her sunglasses and Neuraly/ed the guy. “ Sorry,” she said to the
fisherman as Jay climbed out and flipped open thetrunk of the LTD. “Notimeto
tak.”

As Jay loaded guns and equipment into the back of the truck, Elle walked over to
the Cadillac and did the same number to the two scared-looking elderly people as
she had doneto the fisherman.

Anthony climbed out, shaking his head at the sght of the zombie fisherman
standing there. “Y ou people redlly know how to get what you want.”

“With other humans,” Jay said. “But with dliens, we aren’t worth shit.”

“Good point,” Elle said, moving the fisherman out of theway and making sure his
keyswerein the ignition. Then she went to help Jay load weapons into the back
of thetruck.

At that moment Pro and the containment truck skidded to a stop beside them.
“Borrowing histruck.” Elle pointed to the guy.

“Two witnesses need new memoriesin the Cadillac.”

“Got it,” Pro said, motioning for Partner to take care of the fisherman and
Captain to take care of the old folks. “What’ sthe plan?’

“Anthony hereisdriving thetruck up to the ship ste” Jay said. “Thenwe're
going in. You hang back and we Il bein touch. If we haven't contacted you in
thirty minutes from the moment we get ingde, comein with everything blazing.
Until then stay back and out of sight.”

“Got it,” Pro said.

“And bring the LTD up closer,” Ellesaid. “Wemight need it quickly.”

Pro nodded. “Seeyou insde.”

“Ready, Anthony?’ Elle asked, patting the generd on the back. Shegavehima
little shove toward the cab.

He nodded like ascared kid. “1 think s0.”

“Good,” shesaid, smiling & him. “ Drive carefully.”

Elle climbed over into the back of the pickup while Generd Davisjumped in from
the other sde. Besides their weapons and supplies, the bed was coveredin a
thin layer of dirt and had three fishing poles strapped to one side.

“No seat beltsback here,” Jay said, dropping down so his back was against the
cab.

Ellejoined him.

The bed of thetruck felt hard under histhin pants. Even with only afew miles
remaining, thiswas't going to be acomfortable ride by any means. Indl his

life he had never ridden in the back of atruck. Hewasn't especialy excited
about having the experience now.

Anthony managed not to get hit by another car as he pulled out onto the highway



and then accdlerated, running the loud pickup engine through the gears. The wind
whipped around them, cold and very intense, like awinter’ sday on Broadway. The
wind could redly blow in those canyons between the buildings and right now Jay
wished he were back there instead of in thistruck. He glanced over at Elle. She
seemed to be trying to hold hersdlf off the bed of the truck with her hands.

“Ain't thisfun,” Jay shouted over the noise, smiling asthe trees flashed past.
“Sureis,” shesaid. Jay could barely hear her answer over the wind and engine.
After what seemed like an eternity, but was actualy only afew minutes, Anthony
dowed down and turned off the highway.

Instantly both Jay and Elle lay flat, facedown on the bed of the truck, ready to
move at amoment’ s notice. Elle kept her hands under her to ease some of the
shocks and bumps as the truck bounced up the gravel road. Jay just let it ride,
ignoring the bumps.

Dust swirled around behind them, some of it settling into the bed. Elle coughed
once, then stayed silent.

All Jay could see above the edge of the truck bed were pine trees whizzing past,
sometimesturning into adark green blur as Anthony gained speed, other times
becoming individua trees as he jarred down through a creek bottom or around a
sharp corner.

He kept watching the trees, trying to spot any cameras looking down on them, but
he didn’t see anything. And hewas sureif Elle had noticed any, she would have
pointed it out to him.

Findly Anthony stopped the truck and shut off the engine. Grabbing the Phaser
rifle he called Beauty and making sure his Atomizer wasin his belt, Jay rolled
over one side of the truck and out onto the ground, rifle up and ready to fire.

Elle went out the other Side, in much the same manner.

Anthony dowly climbed out of the cab, also looking around.

Nothing that Jay could see moved. The place was quiet. In the distance there was
the faint sound of arunning stream or river, but nothing ese. And the shack
looked amost abandoned.

Anthony moved toward the front door of the shack and both Jay and Elle followed,
keeping him covered.

Inside, the place had alived-in appearance, but it was al phony to atrained

eye, like the props of aplay. No one lived here, that wasfor sure.

“Staged,” Jay said, pointing at the plates.

Elle nodded and pointed to the bathroom, gesturing for Anthony to lead the way.
She went with him while Jay stayed in acover position so he could watch the one
dirt-covered window and the front door. He alternated between doing cover duty
and watching what was happening in the smal bathroom.

Anthony opened the old medicine cabinet, then opened the back to it, exposing an
electronic pand. He glanced at Elle and she nodded.

Sowly, carefully, he keyed in the code.

Then closed the pandl.

Theingant he finished, a section of the wall did open beside the old toilet.
“We'rein,” Elle whispered to Jay. Jay knew Pro was also listening to every word
they said.

She pulled Anthony back out of theway. “Thanks,” she whispered, pushing him
toward the front door.

“Good luck,” he said.

Then Jay watched as Anthony headed back out to take the truck the rest of the
way down the highway to the coast to a prearranged meeting spot with Pro.



Jay went past Elle and into thewall firg, rifle at ready.

Ellewasright behind him.

Thenthewal did closed silently, locking themin.

A modern-looking flight of stairsled downward asfar as he could see. Lights
were spaced evenly down the walls, but there didn’t seem to be anything el se.
Jay knew without a doubt that if they were attacked in here, they wouldn't stand
achancein hdl of winning. Hedidn't likethis.

Not one bit.

Elle quickly put on amask that allowed her to see any laser trip beams or
hidden light sources. After amoment shetook it off and shook her head. L ooks
Clear.”

Jay moved down quickly, as silently as he could go. His police training took
over in gtuationslikethis. MiB did some building-entry training, but nowhere
near as much as he had had with New Y ork City police.

Ellefollowed, checking their backs.

Nothing moved.

Nothing came a them.

He couldn’t believe there wasn't a security system in here. But so far there
didn’'t seem to be anything. Maybe, just maybe, this Billie person didn’t think

he needed much more than the phony shack and the lock in the bathroom.
Maybe he didn’t think anyone could ever break one of his people.

Maybe.

Maybe.

Maybe.

Too many chances, too many questions.

And absolutely no choices.

Down they went into the mountain.

Quickly.

Onesdlent step at atime.

Chapter 14

8:09 P.M. May 6, 2001 Coastal Mountains, Oregon

Billie sat on the couch, his human feet up on the coffeetable, intheliving

area of the underground living quarters he' d had built next to the ship. The
human Sarah and three others sat with him, making what they called “small talk”
about nothing important. Always boring.

Actudly Billiedidn’'t much care. In just ashort time they would al be gone,

he’ d berid of this human construct he’ d been wearing for years, and & last he
could be aone with the Power.

“I can’t believe the planisworking,” Sarah said after amoment of silence. She
was, a the moment, Stting in alarge, overstuffed armchair, acup of teain

her hand.

The human beside her, awoman named Bright, laughed. “1sn’t it great!”

Bright was the youngest of his current human helpers. Billie had seen her
walking on a beach down in Cdiforniaten years before and recruited her, ashe
had many, many humans over the years. He just never knew when one of his
recruits might come in handy in one fashion or another. He had directed and kept
track of them all.

Many had ended up serving him in one fashion or another. Many had worn out their
usefulness. But since he had recruited hundreds over the years, there was aways
another to take their place.

Two years ago Bright had become very important among the humans working on



computers. Although an expert asfar as human technologica resources went, she
had barely enough knowledge to help him. He' d brought her hereto seeif she
could understand the computers of the Power. So far they had made great headway .
For ahuman, she was very smart.

Acrossfrom Bright was the oldest of his current recruits, an eectrical

mechanic named Charleswho had spent the last Six years hel ping him study the
many circuits and controls of the Power. Both Charles and Bright thought they
were going to take all the knowledge and great devices they had discovered and
share them with the rest of their species. Little did they know their species
would shortly ceaseto exist.

Thethought made Billie so happy, he dmost started laughing again, which
wouldn’'t have been good if his human-construct skin came loose.

“Soon,” Billiesaid, “this here place will be the most famous placein the
entireworld.”

Sarah laughed. “It ishard to believe.”

Sarah helped Billiein just about al phases of his operations, and pretended to
bein charge of the so-cdled Earth Expansion League along with Generd Davis, a
pawn Billie had used to make the humans believe that high-leve officidsinthe
government were behind the organization.

In redlity, there was no Earth Expansion League; al there was, was a bunch of
puppets recruited to play parts and make the aleged meetings ook bigger and
better attended.

Now dl Billie needed the three humans around him for wasto get the Power
Sarted after the rest of humanity was gone. Once the ship was going, Billie
was't even going to need Sarah and Bright and Charlestofly it.

He would then have everything he needed.

A faint chimefilled the room. Sarah picked up what the humans cdled a phone
from the table. Only a handful of his human people knew this number.
Shelistened for amoment, then said, “ Better warn General Davis.” Therewasa
pause, then Sarah said, “Good. Thanksfor telling us.”

She hung up the phone and looked around. “MiB agents were in Portland this
afternoon asking questions a Derek’ slaw firm.”

“They didn’t learn nothing?’ Billie asked.

“Nothing,” Sarah confirmed. “ And Kathy warned Generd Davis. HE s making himsdlf
unavalable”

Billie smiled and sat back. He had known the MiB agentswould track Derek to
Portland fairly quickly. But even with that they weretoo late. Far too late.

They had been too late the moment Derek transmitted his message. Suddenly Sarah
let out agasp.

“Sorry to interrupt the party,” avoice said from behind where Billie sat.

He jumped up and spun around. Two MiB agents stood, Phaser riflesleveled at
them.

“Not possible!” he snarled in his native language.

One of the MiB agentslaughed. “ Seemswe know for surewhich oneisthe dien
here”

TheMiB agent swung hisrifle dightly and the next thing Billie knew the human
hed fired, not even giving him an ingtant to move.

Theblast sent him smashing back against the wall, most knocking him out, but
not quite.

The painfilled hisentire body.

Over him his human congiruct began to melt away like so much putty, dripping



down onto the floor.

Sarah screamed.

“Stupid humans,” Billie snarled, the human words splattering off hisliquefying
human lips

“Not as stupid as you look right now,” one MiB agent said. Then hefired again
and theworld around Billie went black.

Chapter 15

8:15 P.M. May 6, 2001 Coastal Mountains, Oregon

They had made it down the long flight of stairswithout a problem and past the
gold ship without so much asgiving it asecond look, except to check to seeif
anyonewasinsde.

It seemed empty.

At that point, asfar as Jay was concerned, their first priority wasto get to
whoever was down here, get them under control, and find the Billie person
Anthony had told them about. Later they would have timeto deal more directly
with this possible ship of the gods.

Voices had led them directly to what looked like asmdl living room, with a
televison, acouch, five or sx chairs, and asmal kitchen off to one sde.

Four doorsled off the other side of theliving area, al closed. Thefaint

amell of stesk il filled the air from their dinner, but no disheswerein

gght.

Everything seemed exactly as Anthony had said it would be,

Two women and two men were in the room as Jay and Elle stepped into the doorway,
Phaser riflesready.

“Surprise!” Jay sad.

All four seemed to move at once, three diving for cover. Only Billie reached for
agun.

Jay didn’t want to hurt the brainwashed humansiif he could help it, but hewould
if he had to. What he and Elle were after was Billie. And he was easy to spot,
golf capand dl.

Billie drew what looked to be anorma Earth pistol and Jay hit him solidly in
the chest with ablast of hisPhaser rifle, smashing him back against the wall.
“Don’'t move!” Elle shouted.

The other three froze like statues, staring at Jay and Elle asif they werethe
mogt hated criminasin theworld.

“On the couch!” Elle said, motioning them to move as Jay quickly searched each
of them. Nothing. Only Billie had been armed.

After thirty seconds, al three were sitting together on the couch, looking
stunned. They kept staring at the remains of what had once been Billie.

Jay quickly checked the four doorsthat led into nothing but small, cold
bedrooms, then came back into the living area. The place was clearly not meant
to hold too many people. Their three prisoners were the only ones down here.
“Remember thisrace?’ Jay asked Elle, pointing at the smoking remains of the
dien cdled Billie. His human congtruct had mostly melted under the Phaser
rifle blast. His golf cap had been knocked off and was currently filled with

false human flesh. Jay had never seen anything likeit.

“He' s—wasaFlorian, | think,” Elle said, covering their human prisonerswhile
glancing a thedien. “Red scum.”

“Pro,” Jay cdledintotheair, “can you hear me?’

“Every word,” Pro’svoice came back in hisear.

“Get the area sealed and get your team down herefast. We' re going to need some



help. Three possible humans, more than likely Neuralyzer resistant. One dead
dien. Bring only your team and the generd.”

“All others stay on the perimeter as per Zed' sorders,” Elle added. “Anyone
other than one of us comes out, they have ordersto shoot first and ask

questions later. We want this site completely contained. Only secured
transmissions alowed from this moment forward.”

“Undergtood,” Pro said. “On theway.”

Jay nodded to Elle, then sat down on the chair beside the youngest woman. She
was good-looking in anerdy sort of way. Shelooked like the type that sat for
hours at acomputer without moving. “What' s your name?’

She shook her head, clamping her teeth on her lip.

“WEe re the bad guysto them,” Elle said. “Remember? They' re not going to talk.”
Jay shrugged. “True. But | bet they didn’t know old Billietherewasan dien.”

All of the prisoners gazesimmediately went back to the now somewhat smelly
remains of the dien. It was becoming clear asthe human skin finished melting

off that hisnorma skin color was afaint green, and that he had four eyeson
gaks. All four werelooking blank at the moment. Actualy they would be
permanently blank.

“Sorry | had to kill him,” Jay said after amoment of watching the prisoners

dare at the dien. “But he wastrying to destroy al of the human race and that
sort of pissesme off.”

Ellelaughed. “Y ou were lucky you got off thefirst shot. | wanted to kill him.”
“Judt fagter onthetrigger,” Jay said. Then laughed.

The older woman started to say something angry, then obvioudy changed her mind.
“Like dienswith four eyes, hun?” Jay asked her.

He watched the hatred in the older woman’ s eyes turn on him as her face became
red. But sheremained silent.

At that moment Pro and Partner entered the room, carrying equipment. Anthony,
who was accompanying them, stopped cold at the sight of Billie. Then he dropped
dlently into achair, hisface white with shock.

Captain stopped and took up a guard position in the door.

Pro did aquick scan of the three prisoners with a handheld device, then nodded
to Jay.

“Good news,” Jay said to the three on the couch. “Y ou'redl human.”

They dl shifted from sdeto Sde a hearing that news, glancing & the remains

of the dien asthey did, then staring with hatred at Anthony.

Pro pointed to the melted form of Billie. “A Horian. Not allowed here. Mostly
known for petty thievery and murder. Not awell-liked culture by any of the
races.”

“Think that’s going to help Zed convince the Galaxy to stay away?’ Jay asked. At
this point he was grasping at straws.

Pro shrugged. “Couldn’t hurt.”

Ellenodded. “I'll report to him.” She picked up their secure link computer from
her pack and told Captain to take up watching the prisoners. Then she went out
to the areathat contained the ship to talk to Zed in private.

Partner set up the equipment quickly on the kitchen table, then put the older
woman in the brain-scan device firgt. Jay thought for amoment they were going
to have to stun her to get her to move, but finally she alowed Pro to put the
headset on her.

“She’ sbeen under the dien’ s control for over twenty years,” Partner said after
amoment, shaking his head.



“Under the dien’s control?’ the young woman on the couch asked. “What are you
talking about?’

Partner shook his head no to Jay. Clearly Jay wasn't supposed to answer this
guestion for some reason, so he just shrugged and smiled at the woman.

“You'll understand inaminute,” Anthony told her.

Theyoung woman only glared a him.

“Break the brainwash,” Jay said. They were going to have to bresk the alien’s
mind locks on al three of these poor people. But Jay hoped they remembered
enough afterward to provide some help.

The gray-haired woman strained for amoment, then sagged in her chair, her face
seeming to grow younger, just asthe generd’ s had. Partner nodded and took off
the helmet. The woman looked around for amoment. “Wheream 1? Thisisadream,
right?’

“We |l explain everything to everyonein aminute,” Partner said.

“Thisway,” Jay said, helping her sand and move over to achair.

“What did you do to her?’ the young woman demanded.

The older woman stopped and looked at the younger one. “ Trust them, Bright,” the
older woman said. Then shelet Jay help her St down in the chair. She sat there
for amoment, then broke into tears, crying softly. Anthony reached over and put
his hand on her arm, comforting her.

Jay put his hand on her shoulder gently. What could he say to people who had
just redlized that over twenty years of their lives had been stolen from them.
Therewas redly nothing to say. Hejust let his hand rest on her shoulder, let

her know someone was there for her, at least for the moment.

Captain forced the young woman into Partner’ s headset next. Her mind control
seemed to break more easily.

“Shewas only controlled for aout ten years,” Partner said.

“| wason the beach,” Bright said. ‘ Thislight came out of the sky over the
waves.”

Jay couldn’t believe how young and alive Bright now looked. The anger was gone.
The years of trained hatred melted away. Too bad more of the hatred in the world
couldn’t be deprogrammed like that.

Jay moved across the room and helped Partner stand Bright up and get her to a
chair beside the older woman.

“My turn?’ the man asked.

“Itis” Captain said, keeping the gun leveled on him.

“I gather that alien was controlling dl of us” hesad, “and you're clearing

out the contral. Right?”

“Quickly,” Partner said, shoving the man down into the chair and putting the
helmet on him. Then without even taking time to set the machine, heflipped the
switch.

Aswith the women, the guy’ s face became younger.

Partner looked relieved. “Why the hurry?” Jay asked.

“MiB was programmed in very firmly in dl of them to bethe enemy,” Partner
sad. “Having him think of usin any other way might have caused brain damage.”
“Got it,” Jay said. Now he understood why Part-ner didn’t want him talking to
the young woman about what was going on. “Ishedl right?’ * “He sfing,”
Partner said.

At that moment Elle came back into the room. “ Zed thinks the information about
the FHorian might help alittle,” shesaid. “He sgoingtotry.”

“Good,” Jay said. Then heturned back to Partner. “ And what do we need to do



now?’

“For them?’ he asked, pointing at the prisoners. “Nothing but help them regain
their memories”

“Ordersfrom Zed?’ Jay asked Elle.

“Keep this bottled up tight and wait for his orders.”

“Perfect,” Jay said. They were stuck down here doing nothing while above them
the entire human race was going to be destroyed. There had to be something they
could do. Hejust didn’t know what. But maybe the three they had just saved
might suggest anidea

He turned to Partner. “No problem talking to them now? No possible damage?’
“All yours” Partner said.

“Letme” Ellesad.

Jay nodded and sat on the edge of the couch, the Phaser rifle resting across his
leg.

“Firgt off,” Ellesaid, “some names. I’'m Agent Elle of the Men in Black Specia
Forces. That's Agent Jay.”

Jay bowed dightly and smiled.

“Containment Agents Pro, Captain, and Partner,” she said, going around the room.
Then she turned to the younger woman. “What are your names?’

“Bright Wilson,” the younger woman said.

“CharlesBenson,” the man said.

“Sarah Wadlace,” the older woman said.

“Anthony Davis” the generd said, joining in.

“Good,” Ellesad. “We'll get moreinformation later, but first alittle

history. That dl right with dl of you?’

“Please,” Sarah sad. “ Anything to explain what happened to me.”

“From what we have put together so far,” Elle said, “that dead dien there, a
member of the Florian race, somehow discovered that ship out there and decided
hewanted it dl for hisown. It might be avery, very specid ship.”

“The problem was,” Jay said, “humans, MiB Specid Forces, and hundreds of other
aien raceswere aready here on this planet.”

“Exactly,” Ellesaid. “He had to get rid of humanity and the other aien races
before he dared try to take that ship away from here. And he needed help to do
thet.”

Elle went on to give them aquick overview of Billi€ s plan asthey had figured

it out sofar.

Jay watched the growing shock on the faces of the three prisoners asthey
listened to her words.

“So basicdly,” Ellefinished, “the dien races headed thisway will destroy

Earth in amatter of-days.”

Sarah looked asif she might be sick.

“All to sted aburied old spaceship?’ Charles asked. “He d kill every human for
that!”

“Hewould,” Ellesaid.

“I'm afraid if those diensthat are headed here because of the Grazer

invitation, if they learn about that ship out there,” Pro said, “humanity will

aso perish very, very shortly. That ship, if it iswhat wethink it might be,

isthat specid.”

Jay laughed. “Y eah, we came here to seeif we could find away to help stop the
destruction of Earth and discovered a second reason why we should al be dead.”
“I don't find thet very funny, Mr. Jay,” Sarah said.



“It'snat,” Ellesaid. “Hejust tendsto laugh when the going getsredlly bad.”
“Yaought tahear my jokeswhen I’'m *bout ready tadie.”

Ellejust shook her head. *Y ou're not helping, Agent Jay.”

“Sorry,” Jay said. He glanced around at the four they had just rescued. He
couldn’t imagine what they were fedling right now. Thelast clear memory they
had was of events that had occurred decades ago, yet it must seem to them asif
only moments had passed. The last severa years seemed, asthey said, likea
long, vivid dream.

“We need to ask you al some questions,” Elletold them softly.

All three nodded.

“Firg off, do any other humans outside of this place, besides the attorney

Rose, know about this ship?’

Sarah dowly shook her head. “ She' sthe only one. There were alot more members
of the Earth Expansion League, but none of them knew about this place.”
“Good,” Ellesad. “What were you doing on the ship?’

“Tryingto get it ready to fly,” Charlessaid.

“| wasworking on the computer guidance systems,” Bright said.

“What?’ Jay asked, actualy standing.

Pro aso jumped to hisfeet. “Billie planned to fly that thing out of here?’

Charles nodded.

Jay couldn’t believe such athing was possible. But if it was, it just might

change afew things.

“I think so,” Bright agreed.

Jay looked &t Elle, who waslooking a him with alight in her eyes.

“Y ou two aren't thinking what | think you' rethinking?’ Pro said.

“If the Horian could fly the thing, why couldn’t we?’ Jay asked.

Pro just shook hishead. “I know you never got to read the special manual about
the race that owned that ship. Y ou might want to check it out before you do
anything hagty.”

“He sright, Jay,” Ellesad. “We don't have enough information.”

Jay pointed a the helmet they had just used to clear the brainwashing of their
three prisoners. “ That work for aquick absorption sesson?’

Partner nodded. “I could download the basic information about the Numen race for
you.”

“I'mgame,” Jay said, Sitting down. He gtill hated thisway of learning, but

right now he had no choice. There was no time and no library of manuals nearby.
It was either “absorption” or not very blissful ignorance.

Partner glanced at Pro, who nodded.

Partner quickly adjusted the hdmet and fit it on hishead. “ Ready?’

“Freaway,” Jay said, smiling at Bright, “A little more knowledge won't hurt
anyone.”

Pro laughed. “Y ou may cometo regret those words.”

Very quickly Jay did.

Chapter 16

1:06 Universal Time. May 7, 2001 Joint Earth Observation Base, Far Sde Earth
Moon

Beach-Grass-In-Limbo, commander of the moon base and the great Sashanian flegt
inthis area of space, used two of his many tentaclesto pull himsalf closer to

the viewscreen.

He did aquick summary scan of the dealingsin nearby space, histhree eye
gaksmoving asaunit a times, at other times working apart.



The data he gathered was not good for anyone concerned with the salvation of the
humans

So far his ships had kept many of the weaker and more worthless races from
breaking the treaty with the race of the Soon-To-Be-Dead. And hisship’s

captains were taking great sensory pleasure destroying the ships of
Those-Who-Eat-And-Are-Worthless. No great fleet had yet threat-ened, but the
coming would be soon, from al he could see with hiseye staks.

And now the Human-Who-Called-Himsdlf-Zed wanted to communicate with him again.
He said it was urgent, but to amember of the race of the Soon-To-Be-Dead,
everything was urgent.

And understandably so.

At that moment another ship of Those-Who-Eat-And-Are-Worthless was destroyed
outside the orbit of the ringed planet. Beach-Grass-In-Limbo watched the ship’s
captain’ sobviousrdish ashe camein for thekill.

It gave the commander pleasure to have his captains experience pleasure. In

honor of that pleasure, the commander owed the Human-Who-Called-Himsalf-Zed
another audience.

Heflicked on the viewscreen. “Proceed.”

The human bared his eating teeth in agesture known as agreeting by humans.
Strange race, humans. He was going to miss commanding this post when they were
gone.

“We have discovered,” the human said, “that it was a Forian who deceived the
great races of the Galaxy and invited Those-Who-Eat-And-Are-Worthless to our
planet.”

Beach-Grass-In-Limbo prided himsdlf on his ability to remain calm under

pressure. But the human’ swords sent his tentaclesinto fits of jerking and

twigting. He had had dealings with the Florian world. They were called by his
people Those-Who-Rob-And-Chest.

“The Horianisnow dead,” the human reported in his growling manner. “His

motive was to trick the great races of the Galaxy into destroying humans, then

take our planet for profit. The great races of the Galaxy should not be

controlled by aFlorian only interested in profit.”

“Thereisno other motive for Those-Who-Rob-And-Chest,” the commander replied.
But slently he marveled at how resourceful this human was. He had learned much

of theways of the Galaxy very quickly.

“Doesthisinformation help, O great friend of humans?’ the human growled.

The commander forced his tentaclesto calm, then focused his eye stalks on the
human. “1 will form amessage and send it with thisinformation. It will causea

few, maybe many of the raceswho do not like being tricked by
Those-Who-Rob-And-Chest, to turn back and return to their home planets. But not
al”

“Wewill ill be destroyed?’ the human questioned with a higher-pitched growl.

The commander pulsed histhree eye stalksin amotion of sympathy to the human.
“Of course. But my racewill do what it can. We are not fond of
Those-Who-Rob-And-Cheat. We do not enjoy the treaty being broken by one of their
kind. Wewill do what we can.”

“Thank you, grest friend of thetreaty,” the human growled.

The connection was cut and the Sashanian commander pushed himsdf away from the
communication panel. Quickly he composed amessage. Then put his persona
Note-Of-Purpose on it to put extra pressure on those who knew of his position

and hisgrest power.



More races would turn back when they got-the message. Many would turn and attack
the Floriansfor pleasure. The destruction of the planet under his care would be
dowed dightly. But not postponed.

Even with this knowledge, and despite their enjoyment of destroying
Those-Who-Eat-And-Are-Worthless, the mighty Sashanian fleet and the fleets of
other treaty Sgnerswould sill not fight for the Earth.

The humans were just not worth losing aship over.

Beach-Grass-In-Limbo put histhree eye stalks together in agesture of deep
compassion for the humans. Besides sending the message, it was dl he could do.
Chapter 17

8:16 P.M. May 6, 2001 Coastal Mountains, Oregon

Jay hated having factsjammed into his head like ground meet being stuffed into
asausage deeve. He' d much rather take the knowledge in dowly, one
hard-learned fact at atime. But at the moment comfortable reading was aluxury
he couldn’t afford.

He glanced around the living area at the others. Bright, Anthony, Charles, and
Sarah dl sat quietly, watching with puzzled and sometimes confused expressions
on their faces. After what the four of them had been through the last few hours,
after dl the years of brainwashing they had endured, Jay understood their
puzzlement. Hewasn't far behind them on that score.

“Scramble away,” Jay said to Partner asthe agent flipped the switch that
started the absorption process.

Ingtantly the images of abeautiful and powerful peoplefilled hismind,

seemingly dl & once.

Numen.

Tdl and thin, with two arms and long, flowing robes, they seemto float asthey
move through beauttiful, tall-spired cities made of glass, their faces hidden by
the hoods of their long and flowing robes. Their faces are no longer remembered.
Only their myth.

Facts: They ruled al of spacein the Galaxy with asoft hand and powerful,
golden ships. Those ships could destroy an entire planet if the Numen were
pushed. No race ever pushed them.

They ruled for millions of years, dmost as gods. They were seldom seen and no
one ever questioned their authority when they spoke.

Then, dmost overnight in the Galaxy scheme of things, they vanished from their
home, leaving the racesthey ruled in adark age of war and confusion. Fighting
filled the Galaxy. Fighting that continuesto thisday. No one knowsfor certain
what happened to those early gods of the Galaxy. Many believe they Hill exist
on another plane.

Many bdlievethey are ill anong the sars.

Rumors of their appearance are reported al thetime.

Very little of their world survived their disgppearance. No ship was left

intact. Races are willing to go to war to acquire even the smallest bit of Numen
technology.

Jay took off the helmet and glanced at Elle. “We re screwed.”

Pro only nodded. “We arefor sure, if anyone ever finds out that that shipis
here—if itisone of their ships.”

“How will we know?’ Elle asked. “Wait, | need to get that same information.”
Jay stood and handed her the helmet.

She put it on and nodded to Partner, her eyes closed. Thirty seconds later she
took it off and looked at Jay. “Amazing.”



Jay nodded. “Hard to imagine beautiful diens, isn'tit?1’ll bet they even
smdled good.”

Elledidn’t even smile. Her eyeslooked digtant, till lost in the information

she had just been fed.

Jay glanced around at the four people they had rescued. “What did Billiethe
diencdl that ship?’

“The Power,” Bright said. “Everyonejust caled it the Power.”

The others nodded. “The race that built it were called Numen,” Charles said.
“At least that was what the genera told us,” Sarah added.

“Thegenerd?’ Elle asked, glancing at Partner, then a Anthony.

“Jugt afdse command structure,” Anthony said, shrugging asif it didn’t much
matter. “Billie was the one who recruited me. He fed metheinformation | was
supposed to know. Of course, | didn’t redize it was coming from him at the
time.” The generd shook his head. “Weird what the mind can believe, isn't it?’
The three other prisoners nodded, lost in memories.

Jay completely agreed. He till had avery clear memory of hisfirst vigt to

the Immigration Center in MiB and his meeting with the three Vermarswho loved
their cigarettes and coffee.

“So Pro,” Elle asked, “you have any ideahow to tdll if that redlly is one of

thelr ships gitting out there?’

“Let’'sgotakealook at it,” Pro said.

“How about we al go?’ Jay suggested, glancing around at the others. “Y ou folks
have been workin® on the ship for years. Help us out with whatever you can
remember.”

“It' sdl fuzzy,” Charlessaid. “But I'll try.”

“Likeabad dream,” Bright said.

Elle waited with Jay until everyone had filed out toward the ship, then she
asked him, “What exactly are you thinking here?’

“Honestly,” hesaid, “1 don’t know. We re stuck insdde amountain with an dien
ship while dl of humanity getsits ass destroyed because of a smalltime crook
tryin' tacop aship. I'm just tryin’ tado something. Anything.”

Sheamiled. “Thenlet'sgo doit.”

“What?’ he asked. “ The something part? Or the anything part?’

“Both,” she said, “sound good to me.”

Theinsde of the main cabin of the ship was round and actualy bigger than the
living-room area of the deeping quarters. Captain stayed outside on guard duty
near the ship while the rest of them went insde.

Jay was struck by the deek “clean” lines of the ship’sdesign. Its Structure

and detailswere dl smooth, curving, smple yet degant. The wals and floor
seemed to be made of the same, golden-tinted substance. Eight different panels
with built-in chairsin front of them were spaced evenly around the circular
space. It was dmogst exactly the opposite of the Grazer ship they had entered in
Central Park. Thisonewaslight, smelled good, and everything seemed perfectly
in order, even after being buried underground for amillion years.

Bright stood behind one chair, her hands on the back of its soft leatherlike
upholstery. “Billie dways sat here when we worked,” she said.

She pointed to the next chair over. “I sat there, where | could work on the
computers”

“This ship has power?’ Pro asked, glancing around, seeming to notice for the
firgt time that the light was emanating from ingde the calling; the fixtures

were built ininstead of being strung in from outside.



“Sure does,” Charles said. He moved over to another chair and touched a spot on
the pand. Every pand around the room lit up with soft lights and odd symbols.
Jay damn near jumped out of hisskin. Indl hislife he had never been s0
thoroughly creeped out before. And why turning on the power to along-dead ship
would do that to him, he had no idea. But it sure did.

“Impressive, isn't it?” Anthony asked, hisvoice bresking the hushed air. “First
time | camein here with the power up, | remember feding like | waswaking

into asacred church.”

“Many races of the Galaxy would agree with that assessment,” Pro said softly,
looking around.

“Let’sjust make surethey don't al come hereto worship,” Jay said. Thelast
thing he wanted to happen was that Zed and the MiB forceswould succeed in
saving the planet from the Grazer invasion only to have him and Elle destroy
everything by their discovery of thisship.

Partner moved over beside Bright and just stared at the pandl where she had
worked on the computers, his mouth open.

The sllencein the ship gave Jay goose bumps. He rubbed his arm through his suit
jacket to get rid of thefeding. It didn’t go away easily.

Jay glanced at Elle. She waslooking as creeped out as he was fedling. There was
clearly something uncanny about this ship.

“So Billie-the-alien thought he could fly thisthing, huh?’ Jay asked, moving

over and forcing himself to St down inthe chair Billiesat in.

Amazingly, it felt comfortableto hisbody, asif it quickly molded to fit him
perfectly.

“Hesad it would fly itself once we had the engines on-ling,” Charlessaid. “I
remember that much clearly.”

“Means you four were dead the moment he got those engines started,” Elle
commented, standing to one side of Jay.

Sarah snapped around and looked at Elle.

“Sorry,” Ellesaid, shrugging dightly. “Truth and you know it now. Samething

that happened to Derek Comstock after he sent the message Billie needed him to
Sarah dowly nodded, the memories clearly coming back to her.

“Okay, people,” Jay sad, standing and facing everyone. “Here sthe plan for the
Jay glanced at Elle. “Go ahead,” shesaid, “if you have anidea.”

“Our assgnment from the big bossisto keep this ship under wraps until the
world is destroyed or we get other orders,” Jay said. “We might aswell make the
best of thetime. Partner, you and Bright seeif you can get ahandle on the

ship’s computers.”

Partner nodded and Bright turned and dropped into the chair she said she had sat
in before.

“Pro, you and Charles see what you can do about the engines. | want to know what
it would take to start them.”

Both nodded.

“Anthony, | want you and Sarah to help me and Elle here with anything you can
tell us about this ship, the history of it, and how to fly thisthing.”

“How about wespons?’ Elle asked.

Jay turned around and looked at her. Until she said that, he hadn’t even thought
of wegpons. And that wasn't likehim at dl.

“Remember the absorption session?’ she asked. “The manua said these ships had



powerful wegpons.”

“She'sright,” Anthony said, and pointed to achair in front of apanel on the
other sde of the round room. “That’ swhy we dl called the ship the Power.
Because of the weapons.”

“Y ou remember anything at al about them?’ Jay asked Anthony.

The generd’ s eyeslooked alittle distant for amoment, then he haf nodded. “ A
litle”

“Better than nothing,” Jay said. “Elle, you want to work with him on that?”
“Sure,” she said. “Y ou thinking we might use this ship to try to defend Earth?’
Prolaughed. “Right, one ship againgt dl the shipsin the Galaxy. And, of

course, the minute the other races saw this ship they would al want it and do
anything to get it. So | don't think that ideawould work.”

“I don't have any ideawhat | want to do with it,” Jay said, amiling & Elle.
“AsProsaid, | don't think, eveniif it could fly, there would be any way we
could actudly fly it. But this beats sitting around and waiting for the world

to end, doesn't it?’

“True” Ellesad.

“Besdes’—Jay smiled at her—*what better time to play around in aship of the
gods than right before you' re about to die?’

“Not funny,” Pro said.

“Hesddomis” Ellesad.

Chapter 18

8:27 P.M. May 6, 2001 Coastal Mountains, Oregon

Elle sat in the soft, plush-fedling dien chair, letting its support wrap around

her like no other chair she'd ever sat in before. She couldn’t believe that
something designed for an dien could be this comfortable.

Infront of her the alien weapons-control board was a curved moon, with amost
everything set at a comfortable distance from the chair. She had thought the
controls would be farther away from her memory of the picture of the Numens.
They appeared to have such long arms, but the more she thought about it, the
more sheredized that it was only the deeves of their robes that were long.
Their hands, just like their faces, were not visble in those learning images

she had been fed earlier.

Anthony leaned forward and pointed to a control area on the smooth surface. “I
think,” hesaid, “if my memory serves me, that this brings up adiagnostic of

the wegpons systems.”

“I’'mnot sure | should be touching anything here,” Elle said, suddenly very
afraid of setting off awegpon by accident and destroying them al.

“Good point,” Anthony said. “ That spot isthe only button anyone was alowed to
touch on thisboard. | remember that much now, also.”

She nodded. “Go ahead.”

He gently touched the smooth surface of the control board near its upper corner.
Nothing happened.

“I'm not gtting inthe chair,” he said, laughing. “ Doesn't respond unlessthe
person gtting in the chair touchesit.”

“What?’ Elle asked, looking up into the smiling face of the generd. “The ship
hasthat sort of sensors?’

Anthony shrugged. “1 don’t know. I’ m just getting bits and pieces of memory. But
| tend to remember it worked that way. | wasn't in here that much, to be honest
withyou.”

She nodded. If thistruly was a Numen ship, anything was possible. She reached



out and touched the same spot Anthony had touched on the smooth surface of the
control board.

Instantly a holographic image of the entire ship appeared in front of her,

floating over the control panel. It was adiagram in three dimensions of every
space in the ship, composed of blue lines that showed the shapes and outlines
and doors. Red spots were shown in adozen places around the holographic ship,
clearly indicating weapons status of some sort.

A green spot indicated which chairs around the main room were currently
occupied. But it wasn't so much the weaponsthat startled her, or theimage of
them, but the outline of the ship itsdf floating in the air over the board. It
showed the big room they werein, plus Sx more smaler rooms below it.
Thiswas only one of two decks!

She had thought it was the entire ship. Of course the Numen would need placesto
deep and eat. What was she thinking? How stupid could she be?

“Jay! Pro!” she shouted. “Y ou better take alook at this. Fast!”

“Amazingly cool,” Jay said, moving up besde her. Then hesad, “Wait—"
Without redlly getting anywhere near the holo image, she carefully pointed at
the other areas of the ship he had clearly seen, too. Then she glanced up at
Anthony. “Y ou know what' s down in those rooms?’

“Never been down there,” he said. “At least that | remember.”

“Hasanyone,” Jay asked, turning to the others, “been down to the lower deck?”’
“Just the engine arealin the back,” Charlessaid. “But | went in through a panel
under the ship.”

“Billiewasin herealot by himsdf,” Sarah said. “I remember afew times|
cdled for himin hereand he didn’t hear me, but then came out later. So he
must have been down there.”

“Damn,” Elle said softly. There was no telling who or what was on that lower
deck.

“Anyone know how to get down there?” Jay asked, drawing his Atomizer.
“Through that pand, | think,” Sarah said, pointing to aplain-looking pane
between two control stations. “Touch it on theright, about waist-high. Billie
said it was never to be opened by any of us.”

“Billie sorders?’ Jay asked.

“Sort of,” Sarah said, a puzzled expression on her face. “I redly don’t
remember who gave that order. It just was sort of astanding order for usto
never go down there. Odd.”

“Meether,” Anthony said. “But | remember it, too.”

Elle stood quickly and pulled her gun. The holographic image vanished.

Pro and Partner both took up positions near the door, guns ready.

Their movements clearly spooked the others. But Elle knew they had no choice.
Suddenly there was an areadown here that had not been secured.

An areaon an dien spaceship.

A secret areathat Billie hadn't even alowed the humansto enter.

“All of you get out and wait near the base of the stairs,” Elle said. “Moveit.”
“Pro, you stay inside here by the door,” Jay ordered. “ Partner and Captain stay
with the rest. Something goeswrong | want you dl out of here and this ship
seded under afew tons of rock.”

“Com links on secure channd,” Elle added. “We don’t want anyone on top
ligening in down here”

Asthey wereleaving, Elle sat down in the chair again and tapped the same spot
on the control board. Again the holographic image appeared floating over the



board.

She studied the layout of the lower level of the ship. The stairswere clearly
shown behind that pand. And the six rooms, two on each side of ashort hallway
at the bottom of the stairs, one under the stairs, and one at the end of the
hallway. No green marks showed in any of the rooms, as the green mark indicated
where she was sitting on the main deck. But that didn’t mean anything. Jay and
the others weren’t shown on this display ether. Only when a person was sitting
down did agreen mark light up.

Jay leaned in beside her and studied the layout for a moment, then asked,
“Ready?

“Let’'sgo,” Elle said, standing and heading with Jay toward Pro and the door.
She wasn't redly ready, but they had no choice at this point.

Without hesitation, Jay nodded to Pro and touched the spot on the pand.

It whisked back amost ingtantly, showing alit saircase beyond. The stairs

were steep, but otherwise normal-looking human gtairs, with asoft railing on
both sides. Elle could see nothing but a clean hallway at the bottom.

“Back inaminute,” Jay said.

“Make surel don't have to wait up for you two,” Pro said, smiling.

Jay led the way, staying to theright of the stairs, his gun up and ready.
Ellefollowed closdly, staying left, keeping her back againgt therailing on the
way down.

Pro kept his body inside the door at the top, making sure it stayed open.

The hallway was empty and clean at the bottom. For a ship that clearly had been
buried in rock for millions of years, there was no decay, not even any dust.

Even the air was fresh down here, with afaint smell of ocean breeze. When the
Numen built something, they had clearly built it to last and keep working. And
they had succeeded.

There were no sign of any doors. It seemed the Numen didn’t like obtrusive
openings marring the smooth “high-tech” surface of thelr interiors.

It was clear under the gtairs, Elle could tell just by the shape of the short
hallway, where the door to that room was, so she pointed in that direction and
Jay nodded.

Silently, they moved to either side, then Jay pamed the area about waist-high
ontheleft hand sde.

The door whisked back quicker than Elle could even get her gun lowered into
position.

“A bunk room,” Jay whispered.

“Eight bunks,” Ellefilled in. Same number as chairs upgarsin the big control
cabin. Jay stayed in the door, blocking it open while she moved carefully

ingde

The beds were covered by some sort of cloth blankets. They al looked carefully
made and about queen-size. Ellewasjust glad there were no Sgns of any
long-decayed bodies. She wasn't sure exactly why she was expecting that. She
supposed it came with the territory when you found along-buried spaceship. And
then again, she had only recently experienced the horror of the Grazer ship.
There were blank-looking areas between each bed and Elle bet they were closets.
She moved over and palmed the wall between one bed, keeping her gun at the
ready. A section did back, showing robes.

Numen robes, if the absorption she had undergone earlier wasto be believed.
“Shit!” Jay said, seeing what she was saring &.

“Something wrong?’ Pro asked in Elle' sear.



“All finesofar,” Jay sad. “ Everyone stay in pogition.”

She moved away from the closet and it did closed. Until that moment she didn’t
want to think they might actualy be on aNumen ship. But it was clear they
were.

Very clear now.

They moved down the halway and Jay touched the wall opening the next room.
Init looked to be a shower and bathroom setup, only they were like nothing Elle
had ever seen before. 1t might take her amonth to figure out how to use
everything in there. Or even find out how to turn on the water.

If the Numen used water.

The next room was a so another bathroomlike room. Eight people, two bathrooms.
Maybethe

Numen were atwo-sexed race, like humans. There were three- and four-sexed races
living on Earth, but with two bathrooms, Elle would bet on two sexesfor the
long-dead gods of the Galaxy.

Thelarger room at the end of the hall wasfilled with comfortable-looking
chairsset in groups. A few tables were scattered around the large space.
“Game-and-relaxation room,” Jay guessed.

“Looksthat way,” Ellesaid. “ And eating.” She pointed to one table with eight
chairs placed around it. The room had avery comfortablefed to it, that was

for sure. But there was no kitchen in sight. She bet it wasin thewal and
perfectly clean.

Four rooms down and two to go. Elle was starting to relax just alittle. But she
had no ideawhat they would find in the last two. Bedroom, bathrooms,
food-and-relaxation room. What was | ft?

They opened the next door and the reason for that room was instantly clear:
medicdl. It was sterile white, unlike any room on the ship. Two bedsfilled the
center of the room. Both, thankfully, were empty. No doubt an Earth doctor could
gpoend alifetimein this one little room, making medica discovery after medica
discovery.

Ellefdt amassve wave of relief when they opened the last room. It contained
four tables, one on each of the four blank walls, plusachair in front of each
table. Nothing else.

No onewasingde.

Shedidn’'t know what she was expecting, but finding this extradeck had caused
her more worries than she had imagined.

“Ship secure,” Jay said, also clearly relieved.

“Captain, Partner,” Pro said in Ell€ sear. “Bring them al back in here.”

Elle moved into the last room and looked around. The purpose of dl the other
rooms had been clear and obvious, but this one baffled her. Four chairs, four
desks, onefacing each wall. A blank-looking desktop wasin front of each chair.
There was nothing ese in the space except agolf cap Sitting on one counter.
Oneof Billi€ sgolf caps. Clearly the FHorian had been in here for some reason.
“Strange room, huh?’ Jay said, moving over and putting his hand on the back of
one of the chairs. “Movies, maybe?’ he asked, pointing at the blank wallsin
front of each chair.

Suddenly Elle knew what she was looking .

“You'reright,” shesaid. “Movies. And education. Thisisatraining room, I'll
bet.”

Jay laughed. “Y ou just might be right. Wonder how you turn it on?’

Elle remembered what Anthony had said about the panels upstairs not responding



to anyone but the person in the chair. “ Y ou st down,” she said.

“A butt switch,” Jay said, dropping down into the nearest chair.

The desk in front of him became a control panel and on thewall animage
appeared.

Theimage of aNumen.

Tdking in the Numen language.

All Elle could do was gasp.

Chapter 19

9:01 P.M. May 6, 2001 Coastal Mountains, Oregon

Jay wanted to jump out of the chair in the last room they had explored, but he
ignored hisracing heart and forced himsdlf to Sit there, the Numen talking on
infront of him. So far nothing in this ship seemed designed to hurt anyone.
Morethan likely this movie he was seeing wasn't going to hurt him either.

A light was shining on him from thewall. And the Numen, avery human-looking
dien, wastaking to him in astrange language, his robe deeves pushed back,
his hood off hishead. A completely different picture of a Numen than Jay had
gotten from the absorption of the manua summary. If they al survived the next
few days, MiB would haveto update their library alittle.

Even though there were smilarities be-tween the Numen and humans, Jay could
gl seelarge differences. Firg off, the guy had no hair and avery large

head. He did have two eyes, but they were dso large, almost bug-eyed, and
danted upward. The Numen had no chin and didn’t seem to move his lips much when
he spoke. He did have two arms, but only four long, multijointed fingers with no
thumb. Helooked more like the diens made up in the tabloids than areal one.
Or maybe, the tabloids had known something Jay hadn’t known.

The Numen was going on in some language that sounded like a cross between Arabic
and Chinese, with alot of soft clicks added into the mix. It sounded hard to
pronounce, but the dien in the picture clearly wasn't straining.

“Can’'t understand aword he says,” Jay said, looking up at Elle. “But that’ sthe
closest to human I’ ve ever seen an dien look. Bet that guy istaller than | am,
though. And those handslook strong.”

She nodded, clearly stunned by what she was seeing, just like he was.

Just then the guy in front of Jay stopped talking.

Thelight over his head got brighter.

“Jay!” Elle shouted, reaching for him.

But it wastoo late.

The light seemed to blind him for amoment, then flashed off. And the guy
darted taking again. Only thistime Jay could understand him.

Completdly.

The dien waslisting possible choices Jay could pick on the desktop in front of
him.

“What just happened!” Elle demanded, her hand ill on Jay’ sarm, where she was
about to yank him from the chair.

“I’'mnot sure,” Jay said. “I think | wasjust taught the Numen language.”
“You'rekidding?' Elle asked, letting go dowly.

Jay watched the Numen imagein front of him keep explaining the optionsthe
library they were silting in offered. “ Can you understand him?” Jay pointed at
thedien.

Elle shook her head. “ Are you kidding? Not aword.”

At that moment the door whisked open and Pro poked his head insde the room.
“Youdl rightin here?’



“Have Partner come down here with his brain-equipment,” Elle said. “1 think Jay
here just got aquick absorption lesson from our long-dead hosts.”

Pro glanced & Jay, then left quickly.

“Want to seeif I’ ve been brainwashed?’” Jay asked, laughing. He didn’t fed
brainwashed, but he didn’t like the idea of an unknown, ancient, and aien
technology scrambling around ingde his head any more than he liked MiB
technology doing it. Of course, MiB had acquired its absorption technology from
some dien race somewhere, so he supposed there waslittle difference.

Still, he decided it was better to be safe than sorry.

Jay got up from the chair and the guy disappeared. Jay followed Elle outsde
into the hallway, where Partner was setting up his equipment on the stairs. Jay
sat down on the second step and dipped the helmet on.

“How comeitis” Jay sad, “that when MiB gticks stuff in my head, no one
worries, but when an dien doesit, you'redl concerned?’

“Because, my dear Jay,” Elle said, “we know how small your brain isand that
makes you, shdl we say, a‘ quick study.’*

Pro and Partner laughed.

Jay just pointed at Elle and said nothing as Partner scrutinized his screen for
amoment, then shrugged. “ Same brain patterns as your last absorption, same
everything. Looks norma to me.”

“Nicest thing anyone' sever told me,” Jay said.

“Notice he said norma not perfect,” Elle said, smiling a him. “But now you can
understand the Numen language. Strange, don’t you think?’

“You caling me strange?’ Jay asked, trying to get himsdlf to cdm down a

little. He had to admit, suddenly knowing how to understand an dien language
had bothered him more than he wanted to admit.

“Of coursel am,” Ellesaid, smiling.

“Thisisn't redly that odd,” Partner said. “Our absorption techniques are
primitive by Galaxy standards. These Numens were considered the most advanced
race ever. Seemslogica their educational stuff would be top-of-the-line, too.”
“Butisit logica that it would work on us?’ Elle asked. Shewas clearly

worried about Jay and fearful of the consequences of brain tampering by an
unknown technology. Jay could see the concern on her face, but at the sametime
he felt okay, undamaged. Or at least, from theinsde out, hefdt dl right. He
supposed the four prisoners with Captain upstairs had thought the same thing all
those years they were under Billie's control. Thisline of reasoning made him
shudder.

Partner shrugged. “From what |’ ve gathered about thisrace, they dedt with
thousands of other races. Chances are that device was set up to work on just
about any walking, talking creature. But that’ s just an educated guess.”

“Better than nothing,” Ellesaid.

Jay knew right then that if he didn’t immediately climb back into that chair, he
was never going to do it. He turned and marched into the library, followed
shortly by Elle, Pro, and Partner.

Jay dropped down into the chair again and the man appeared.

“Wow!” Pro said. “No oneis supposed to know exactly what they looked like.”
“Sdect abroad category,” the Numen said in his native language.
“Entertainment.”

A green light on the board blinked.

“Medicd,” the Numen guide said.

Another green light blinked next to thefirst. Jay glanced at the markings. He



could understand the Numen language, but he ill couldn’t read it.
“Maintenance.”

Ancther green light.

“Education.”

Then the guy started over.

“I"'m going to try education,” Jay said doud. He reached out and touched the
place where the education light had blinked.

“Fine” the Numen guide said. “ Sdlect the area of interest.”

The board in front of Jay changed, the writing changed, the lightsall changed
ing de the smooth surface of the desktop. The Numen said nothing.

Jay waited, but nothing happened. The Numen guide didn’t go on.

Jay studied the board, but couldn’t make heads or tails of any of what he saw.
“Problem?’ Elle asked.

“Can't read the language,” Jay said, “and he s—”

The Numen said, “Language. Reading. Fine”

Again the board changed.

“Please sdlect the language desired,” the Numen said. On the board there looked
to be over ahundred choices. “More selections are available.”

“It understood me,” Jay said to the three watching. “But do any of you know what
their language was caled?’

All three shook their heads.

“Great help you are?’ Jay said.

“Help?’ the Numen said. “ Certainly. Animage of each race will be displayed
here. A light will illuminate beside the choice”

“Numen.”

A green light flashed on inside the desktop beside aterm he couldn’t decipher
and the Numen on the screen bowed dightly.

Jay, without hesitation, reached up and touched the green-lit area.

Agan, dmog ingantly, abright light flashed down from an unknown sourcein
the calling and covered him, blinding him just for an ingtant.

Then it wasgone.

“You al right?’ Elle asked. Both she and Pro looked asif they wereready to
yank him from the chair.

“Would you like to learn how to read another language?’ the Numen asked.
Jay glanced at the board. Now he was able to understand everything he saw
written there. It al made sense to him now. How it made sense, he didn’t know,
but somehow his brain had suddenly learned how to understand and read the
long-dead language.

“No, thank you,” Jay said to the Numen, and stood.

Theimage flashed off.

“Well,” Elle asked.

“I canread their language,” Jay sad, smiling. “Who's next?’

“Not until I check you again,” Partner said.

“Y ou're not going to find anything wrong,” Jay told him, laughing. He was
actudly starting to think this Numen method of learning was agood thing.
Certainly quick and painless.

“Humor him,” Ellesaid.

“Humor itis,” Jay said.

Hewasright. There was nothing wrong. Noth-ing had changed inside his head
except that he could understand and read Numen.

And morethan likdly, it was right herein thisroom thet Billie had |earned



enough about Numen technology to think he could fly thisship.

Thirty minutes|ater every human on the ship knew how to read and understand the
long-dead language of the Numens.

And for thefirg timein over amillion years, this Numen ship had acrew.
Chapter 20

17 D-Units26 C-Units 21.6 Light-years from Earth

The Supreme Controller of the great Zullafleet sat in hischair, hisfour,

thick, ssumpy legsraised on afoot lift in front of him. Hisbody covered a
meassive area of the main room of his ship, contained by four wallsthat kept his
bulk from flowing everywhere. Gentle massage machinesin his bed worked his
thick, pink skin, wiped him down, kept his underside from rotting under his
gloriousweight.

Hisgiant digestive system rumbled asit dways did, comforting him and those
around him.

The giant viewscreen in front of him showed nothing but the blackness of space
as they sped forward. He found such blackness soothing, a good background for
the fattening of hislarge body.

Two feeders, one stationed on either Side of him on extended platformsthat were
raised over hisbulk, dropped the nut fruit from the planet Hansee into his

gaping mouth, letting the juices drip exactly a T-unit down histhick chin

before wiping them from hisfat neck with the softest of fabric. Hewas so

large, only his head extended above his bulk.

He chewed dightly, savoring the taste while dlowing most of thefruit to

samply dide down hiswide throat.

He was the Largest-of-the-Large. The Supreme Controller of athousand ships, all
following him now to abackward little planet cdled Earthling, or something
closeto that. It made no difference to him what its name was. The pitiful

little race there had insulted His Largeness. They would pay.

“Message, O Largest-of-the-Large.”

The feeders dropped two more nut fruitsin his mouth before he alowed himself
to glance over hismassive bulk at his second-in-command.

The creature still weighed o little that he could move around on hisfour thick
legs, even possibly leave the ship. The Supreme Controller had not lft this

ship for half hislifetime, which was asit should be. He had not seen hislegs

in many units of time. But he could remember being so small. He hated to dwel
on such unpleasant memories too often.

“Who sends amessage?’

* Sashanian commander, O Largest-of-the-Large. Stamped with hisimportance.”
The Supreme Controller knew of the power of the Sashanian flegt. They were his
ship’s match, dthough he would never admit such athought even to afeeder. The
Sashanian had taken on the task of protecting the creatures before they suffered
thefull consequences of their supidity in inviting Golgothasto their planet.

The Sashanian had forwarded the fal se message from the pitiful creatures
declaring the Golgothas uninvited.

“What does the message say?’

His second dropped instantly to thefloor, his head down, his giant bulk

covering alarge area. “1 would not dare read such amessage intended for only
the Supreme Contraller of al the gathered Zullafleet.”

“Of course you would not,” the Supreme Controller replied. But he knew his
second had read the message. As a second, he had read al the messagesfor the
previous Supreme Controller. His second would not be performing hisjob if he



weren't devious enough to do at least that much. And the Supreme Controller had
picked his second because he was the most devious of al the Largest. And his
Szemadeit easier to kegp an eyeon him.

“Give methe message,” the Supreme Controller ordered.

His second dowly shoved hislarge bulk to hisfeet, grunting and straining. It
would not belong until his second would be of good size, dso. The Supreme
Controller must watch his second’ s girth. Size was everything.

With an extension stick, his second sent the message over the Supreme
Controller’ smassive body to his upper thick hand. The movement sent ripples of
skin againg hisbed' swals.

The message was still sealed. Smart of his second. A good ploy, well played.

He let the feeders drop more nut fruit into his mouth, then he opened the
message and read about the trick of the FHorian.

Heread it twice, as protocol dictated, then placed the message back on the
extension rod so his second could also read it just once, at least officidly.

The feeders dropped more nut fruit into his mouth as the Supreme Controller
thought. The puzzling action of inviting the Golgothas now seemed to make sense.
And the Florian was dead, as he deserved to be. But turning back now would not
show his, the Supreme Controller’'s, great skills of leadership.

They had traveled too far for his ships, histroops, not to have the enjoyment

of destroying a planet.

The Sashanian message did not say that they would defend the earth. There was no
reason not to continue. It was such a short distance away now.

“Timeof arriva?” the Supreme Controller asked his second.

“Two short feedings,” his second replied.

“Good,” the Supreme Controller replied, chewing thelast of the nut fruit. His
stomach rumbled, the sound echoing through the ship. “ Our greet fleet will be
gloriousin thefeeding.”

“Asisyour wish,” hissecond said.

The Supreme Controller said nothing as the feeders began on thefirgt of thetwo
short feedings. In front of him on the large screen the blackness of space would
soon be replaced by theimage of the destruction of the Earthlings.

The thought was enough to make any cresture hungry.

Chapter 21

10:15 P.M. May 6, 2001 Coastal Mountains, Oregon

Elle glanced over a Jay where he stood in thelittle kitchen area of the
underground living quarters, saring into the refrigerator. One of the

containment team had bagged up the remains of old Billie and hauled him to the
other side of the ship so he didn’t smell up the place. Thisleft theliving
areadmost comfortable, like agood-s zed gpartment furnished in Early Student
decor.

They had spent the last hour exploring the ship’ s functions, checking out its
datus, now that they could al read the Numen language. Surprisingly, the ship
was amogt in operational condition. Except for starting up the engines, Jay was
convinced the thing could fly. So was Pro.

Ellewasn't so sure, but she always required more proof on most things than Jay
did.

Jay came out of the kitchen area chewing on acarrot as she opened up the secure
link between them and MiB headquarters. “Zed’ s not going to talk to you,” he
said between bites. “My bet isright now he' sburied up to his eyebrows just
trying to buy the planet one more night of blissful peace.”



“Weneed to check in,” Elle said. Shefirmly believed they did. Learning how to
understand and read Numen was an important discovery that Zed needed to know
about.

It took a moment before Zed' stired face appeared on the screen.

“Problem?’

“No,” shesad, “but—"

“Keegp alid on your location and that ship,” Zed said. “I’ve pulled al of the
surface agents out of there, so guard it from below. We got amess up here”
With that the link went dead.

“Don't say it,” Elle said, sngpping the lid closed on the secure communications
unit.

Jay just shrugged and kept chewing.

She leaned back on the couch and sighed. She hadn’t fdlt this helpless, this out
of control, inalong time. “It'swrong that we should be down here when we
could be out there helping.”

“Got thet right,” Jay said. “1'd love to do alittle more Grazer tipping.”

“I’d be up for just shooting afew of them,” she said, remembering that Grazer
deeping room. Shewould never, ever hestateto kill a Grazer again.

“No argument there,” Jay said.

“Safeto comein now?’ Pro asked, knocking on the door that lead out to the
ghip.

“Safefor the night,” Jay said.

“We're stuck here, huh?’ Pro said.

“Keep aguard on the stairwell and stay put,” Elle said, surprised at how
disgusted she sounded repeating Zed' s orders. “ Everyone' s pulled out up top.”
“Captain’ sdready got adozen darms set throughout the cabin above and another
dozen more on the staircase,” Pro said. “Nothing can come down those stairs that
we won't know about.”

“Great,” Jay sad, finishing off the carrot.

“MiB mesting or can anyone attend?’ Bright asked from the doorway.
“Comeonin,” Elle said, moving the communications unit off the couch and
putting it on the end table.

Bright, Anthony, Sarah, and Charlesdl filed in and took chairs. They looked
tired and very washed out. All of them dumped. And considering that Anthony
gl had hisgenerd’ s clothes on, he looked even odder dumping likea

teenager inachair.

After the day they had dl had, Elle could understand their exhaustion. Plus

they were on the normal twenty-four-hour clock and it was getting late for them.
For the MiB agentsit was till the middle of their day.

The sllencefilled the room. None of them seemed to have enough energy left to
tak.

“Lookslike you four could use some deep,” Pro said. “We're locked down for the
night, so you might aswell turnin.”

“Y ou remember which bedroom belongs to whom?’ Elle asked.

They dl nodded except for Anthony, who said he had never spent the night here.
“You can use Derek’ sbed,” Sarah said to him.

“Thanks,” Anthony said, “if someone could show mewhich oneit was.”

“I'll show you,” Sarah said, stlanding dowly, asif shewere an old woman. “Any
of you need beds?’

“Wearen't dlowed to deep,” Jay said, smiling at her.

Sarah frowned.



“Thanks,” Elle said, overriding Jay. “We refine. We rejust on adifferent
schedule”

Sarah nodded and Anthony followed her into one of the side bedrooms. A moment
later she returned, waved atired hand at them, and moved into the next room
over. Both Bright and Charles stood to head to their rooms.

At the bedroom door Charles stopped and looked back at Elle and Jay and Pro.
“Don't redlly know how to thank you for rescuing us.”

Elle smiled at him. “We don’t need thanks. It' s our job. Now get some deep.”
“Thanks anyway,” Bright said. Then both she and Charles were gone, doors closed.
“We need to watch them at dl?’ Elle asked, turning to Pro, then glancing at

Jay.

“Already set up,” Pro said. “ Cameras and sensorsin al four bedrooms. Captain
st it up whilewe were in the ship. They can’t send out any messagesfromin
there, and we'll hear and can watch any attempts to do so. But | doubt we need
toworry. They'reclear.”

“Glad we' re making sure anyway,” Jay said, putting hisfeet up on the coffee
table and Stretching out. “ Comfortable little place they got down here.”

“Glad you think s0,” Elle said. “I just hope we're not riding out the end of the
world in thisbomb shelter.”

“Yeah,” Jay said. “Hope Zed can get this one stopped intime.”

“There sgot to be something we can be doing.” For thefirg time sheredized
just how angry she was they were stuck down here. It was her planet out therein
danger, other MiB agents needed their help, yet here they were stuck guarding a
million-year-old ship that wasn't heading anywhere fag.

“I wouldn’t know what it might be,” Jay said, glancing a Pro. “But if anyone
thinks of somethin’, I'm game.”

“Don'tlook a me,” Pro said, laughing. “1 just clean up the mess. Y ou two are
the hotshotswith all theidess”

“Yeah, right,” Ellesad.

They sat therein slencefor ashort time, al lost in their own thoughts.

Elle kept coming back to the fact that both Jay and Pro thought the old ship
might still fly. Yet they didn’t know anything redlly about the race that owned

it. Or even why it had ended up herein Oregon. What happened to the origina
Numen crew? How did the ship survive the tons of rock that had buried it without
ascratch on the hull? Or had it been put here purposely?

Too damn many questionsfor her taste.

Sheliked answers.

Suddenly it dawned on her that she was not without recourse. The answersto her
guestionswerein the ship’slibrary. And they had thetimeto try to find some
information that might help.

She suddenly stood and headed for the kitchen. In the refrigerator was a bag of
carrots. She grabbed two and shut the door. Then taking asmal bite of one, she
tossed the other oneto Jay.

“Come on, there just might be something we can do.”

“What?’ Jay asked, catching the carrot and Sitting up.

“I don't know yet,” Elle said. “ That’ swhat we need to find out. And when you
need information, what’ s agood placeto go to get it?’

Jay |ooked puzzled.

Pro laughed. “Didn’t spend much timeinthelibrary asakid, | see”

Jay nodded. “Oh, | understand.”

Hedidn't sound happy, but he was't objecting, so Elleignored him.



“Where arethe rest of the team?’ Elle asked, moving toward the door.
“Partner’ soutside the ship,” Pro said, “ Captain’ s got the stairs and monitor
duty. I'll stay in here and keep an eye out on our friends.”

“Y ou know wherewe' Il be,” Jay said. Hisvoice clearly showed no excitement.
“Looking forward to getting more brain cdlls scrambled, huh?’ Pro said, then
laughed.

Jay pointed to his head. “It'snot much, but it'sal | got.”

“Comeon, bigfdla” Ellesad, dsolaughing. “Let’sgofill it alittle

fuller.”

“Yeah,” Prosad, “hdf atank is belter than a quarter tank.”

Jay frowned. “Why' s everyone pickin® on me?’

“Becausewe can,” Elle sad, laughing and shoving him toward the door and the
dien ship beyond.

“Good reason,” Jay said.

Chapter 22

1:17 A.M. May 7, 2001 Coastal Mountains, Oregon

Jay had learned far more than he had ever wanted to know about an dien race
after spending over two hours of gfting through the dien ship’slibrary,

picking atopic he wanted to learn, then having the library shoveit into his

head.

The Numen were a gentle race, who hated fighting. Got it.

The Numen devel oped massive wegpons that could wipe out an entire fleet so no
onewould ever fight with them. Got it.

The ship they were on was equipped with such aweapon. Got it. Didn't like t,
but got it.

Infact, he didn’t much like any of this, mostly because he had dowly become
convinced, no matter what Elle or Pro told him, that he was hurting himsdlf by
shoving the information into his brain thisway. He knew what the Numen ate, how
long they lived, even how they mated, afact that no matter how hard hetried to
forget, just wouldn’t go away. And nowhere on the pand in front of him could he
find an erase or del ete button.

Elle had told him hewas just afraid of learning, period.

That comment had hurt. He' d done his share of learning new stuff over the years.
But sometimes the old ways of doing things were the best. And thinking such a
thought made him sound like an old man aready. And he hated that, too.

Elle, on the other hand, was going at thisasif they had the chance of a

lifetime tonight. The old kid-in-the-candy-store description fit her just right.

He hadn't seen her so excited in the entire year they’ d been working together.
Even though they didn’t have a clue what they were looking for.

Or evenwhy.

“Jay,” shesaid from the chair next to his. 1 think | found something here.”

Her voice was hushed and clearly she was shaken by something.

He stood and moved over beside her, glancing down at the topic she had been
studying. Numen History. Exodus.

“What yagot?’

“Go back to your chair and takethisin.” She pointed at thetitle. “Y ouwon't
bdieveit.”

“Can’'t you just summarizeit for me?’ he asked, hoping to avoid another
head-cramming experience.

Shelaughed. “ Trust me on thisone. Y ou want to know this.”

He moved over and sat in his chair. The Numen library guide appeared. Over the



last hour Jay had cometo cal the guy Bud, and it seemed asif the guy was

amost answering to the name.

“Wadll, Bud,” Jay said, hishands tapping on the control panel, running through

the menus he’ d become familiar with. “Numen History, Exodus section it is.”
“Numen History: Exodus,” the holograph said.

Thewhitelight blinded him, asit dways did, then let him go.

Suddenly he knew exactly what Elle had been talking about.

The Numen had chosen to leave their posts as gods of the Galaxy on purpose. And
for areason Jay understood completely. They had becometired of hanging around
the old neighborhood Galaxy and wanted to get out and explore. They had built
massive ships, planet-sized shipsthat they could liveinsdefor millions of

yearsin the long trip between galaxies. Their first stop: Andromeda Galaxy.

They had taken dong many of their ships, but in the end this became

impractica; there were just too many to take. So they began to bury the ships

in groups of ahundred on remote, distant planets, leaving them shielded so they
would never be found by other races.

Then they had smply piled into their planet-sized ships, dl of them, and left

this Galaxy on the greatest exploration into the unknown ever undertaken.
“Hundreds of ships?’ Jay said dloud, turning to look at Elle. “ All armed and

reedy tofly.”

Shewaslooking at him, nodding. “All here on Earth.”

Jay suddenly thought back to Zed' sreaction to their discovery of the Numen

ship. He had known exactly what to do. And had been dmost annoyed and afraid
that an dien had found it firgt.

“Y ou think MiB knows where more of these ships are hidden?” Jay asked, standing
and leaning against the desktop.

“Of course,” Ellesaid. “And I'll bet in here somewhereisthe record of where
they dl are”

“And MiB would know that, too.”

“Of course” Ellesaid. “If it' sinone ship, it' sinthem dl. Morethan likely

MiB just hadn’t gotten to this one yet. No hurry when something has been buried
for millions of years”

“So old Billie snuck in under our noses. No wonder Zed was so annoyed when we
told him what was happening.”

“Makes sense, doesn'tit?” Elle asked.

“All except onething,” Jay said. “Why hasn't Zed ever played this card? We
amogt |logt the planet last month with those flowering megt-eaters, remember?”’
“Butwedidn't,” Elle said. “We saved the planet without using these ships.”

“And what about that bug and those Achturiansthat Kay and | stopped? Why didn’t
he useit then? We were seconds from getting toasted.”

“Y ou—actualy we stopped them,” Elle said. “Remember? He didn’t have to play the
ultimate hole card.”

Jay just shook his head in amazement. Thisideaactualy had him excited. “Well,
he might have to use them today. What do you say we get this ship ready to fly
completey? That just might help to have one morein thefleet.”

“Sounds like the best ideayou' ve had dll night,” Elle said. “ So what do we need
to do that?”’

“Threethings,” Jay said, walking back and forth and ticking off theitems on
hisfingers. “We need to know how to get this ship out of this mountain. There
hasto beaway.”

“That'sone,” Ellesad.



“Two, we need to know how to gtart the engines.”

“That' stwo,” shesald.

“And we need atrained crew and someone to fly the thing into space.”
“That'sagood one,” Ellesaid. “I'll bet we can find dl the training we need
inhere”

“True,” Jay sad. “Lookslikeit’stimefor our crew to wake up from their
ngps.”

“Y ou thinking we should use everyone?’ Elle asked.

Jay smiled at her. “ At thispoint | think we' re going to need everyone we can
get to help us. There are eight chairs up there. We might aswell fill them

al”

“And we renot tdling Zed, right?’ Elle asked, smiling.

“Not until we'reready to join therest of the shipsintheair,” Jay said. “Or
morning check-in, whichever comesfirg.”

“I loveit,” shesad.

“Sodol,” hesad.

And for thefirgt time since they captured the ship, hefelt asif they were

agan findly doing something important. Something that just might help save
Earth from the scum of the universe. After al, was't that their job?

Chapter 23

7:36 A.M. May 7, 2001 Coastd Mountains, Oregon

“Zed'scaling,” Pro said, sticking his head into the spaceship’s main door.

Elle glanced around at Jay, who nodded.

They wereready. Sheknew it. It had taken them dl night, but they were trained
and raring to go.

Around the spaceship’ s cabin five heads turned as Jay pushed himsdlf out of the
pilot'schair. All were at active stations and al knew what they were doing
with those Sations.

Sarah was at the internd-systems monitoring station.

Anthony was at weapons.

Charleswas at the engineering station, and Bright was a computers.

Partner had taken over navigation and Ellewasin the overall control set.

If thetime came, Pro would sit in the remaining chair asthe ship’s
second-in-command.

It had been along night of learning and practice, but Elle was pleased with
their progress. If they had to, they just might be able to get this ship out

from under thismountain and into orbit.

With agreat ded of luck, they wouldn’t have to. Not playing on this strength
was better. Much better. But at least now they had it ready to play.

But the next step was to convince Zed of their ides, of their readinessto fly
and join the other ships she was sure MiB had ready. And that was going to be
sometrick.

Elle moved down the ramp and into the living-quarters area. The secure link had
been set up there on the kitchen table, facing out toward the ship. They had
planned alittle charade for Zed to help convince him and now she was getting
nervous about it. Very nervous, actualy.

She sat down in the chair and then glanced around &t Pro.

He nodded that she should go ahead, so she turned back to the secure link and
punched the on button on the | gptop-size communi cations device.

“Sorry for the delay,” she said as Zed' sface appeared on the screen. “We were
inthe ship. How’ sthe Satus?”



“Not good,” Zed said, looking up at her. His eyes had deep circles under them
and he seemed just about as overall tired as she had ever seen him. And Zed
never redly looked tired. Harried, maybe, but both she and Jay had cometo
believe that Zed never dept. At least they had never caught him at it.

“We managed to keep things contained last night acrossthis country,” Zed said,
“but Chinaand Europe are having problems right now. They should hold on and
keep it wrapped up, we hope.”

“Hold on for what?’ Elle asked. “ Are the mgor fleets turning back?’

“No,” he said blankly, glancing down at something on his desk, then looking up
a her. “Thefirg of thebig oneswill go right past the Sashanian fleet in

about three hours. Who knows how long we have after that. I'd say amost no time
adl”

“So,” shesad, “you retdling me the human race isfinished?’

“Short of amiracle,” Zed said.

“Worse than last month with the man-egting plant invasion?’

“Muchworse” hesaid, hisvoicetired. “What are you driving a?’

“How about the Achturians and the bug? Thisworse than that?”

“It'sworse,” hesaid. “Much worse.”

“So what about pulling out your secret wespon?’

Now Zed was redly looking puzzled and starting to get angry. Jay usudly
managed to get Zed angry at him. Elle very seldom did, and shewasn't at all
pleased about it.

“Pleaseexplain,” he growled. “And makeit quick.”

“What about the Numen ships?’ she asked.

“The other racesfind out about that ship and we' re even deader,” Zed said. Then
he laughed. “If being deader than dead is even possible.”

Elle glanced back at Pro, who only shrugged. He had been as convinced as she and
Jay that MiB knew about the other ninety-nine Numen ships buried around the
world. Suddenly it seemed asif they had been wrong in their assumption.

She turned back to the link with Zed. “ Are you telling me MiB doesn't havea
fleet of these ships Sitting somewhere?’

Zed blinked twice, then started laughing. “Fleet? Are you kidding? Why would we
have afleet of million-year-old spaceships?’

“Damn, you're not kidding, are you?’ Elle asked. She could fed her somach
twisting and her heart racing. Thiswasn't good. Not good &t all.

“Why would | kid about athing likethat?’ Zed asked, hisvoicelow and very,
very controlled. Which meant he was very, very angry.

Elle took adeep breath. Their only real hope now wasto push ahead. There
wasn't afleet of ships, but there was till the one sitting in the other room.

“We have an idea about how to stop the ships that are coming to destroy Earth,”
Ellesaid. “Take adeep breath and just ligen toit. All right?”

Zed frowned, but before he could say anything, Elle turned and nodded to Pro,
who shouted, “Y ou can comein now.”

Elle moved dightly to one side as the hooded figure moved into the room and
stood where Zed on the secure communications link could see him. To the
uninitiated, the figure looked mysterious and alittle menacing, a cross between
grim reaper and some kind of monk. Actudly, though, it was Jay, but she wasn't
going to tell Zed that just yet.

The face was hidden in the shadows of the hood and the figure’ s hands were
nowhere to be seen. It looked exactly the way the Numen looked in the MiB
records.



Then Jay did something he had practiced anumber of times during the night. He
started speaking in Numen.

“Thetreaty involving this planet must be enforced,” Jay said. “We, the Numen,
will not be pleased if it isnot. Wewill enforceit if we must.”

Elle glanced back at the screen.

Zed' sface was amost white, asif he had seen aghogt, or was having aheart
attack. Clearly thisimage of aNumen looked red enough for him.

“Here' sour idea,” Elle said after Jay stopped his short speech. “Wetakethis
ship out of here shielded. There' s SO much going on, no oneis going to notice.”
Zed' s mouth opened but no words came out, so Elle rushed on. “Then wecircle
back and come in unshielded from what looks like deep space. We put the Numen
ship between the coming fleets and the planet, and Jay there goesinto his
gpeech, which says, basicdly, that the Numen support the treaty and no one
should breek it. HE sfluent in Numen, you know.”

At just that moment Jay pulled the hood back and smiled at Zed.

Zed s mouth opened again, then closed, then opened again. Again, nothing came
out.

“To answer your questions,” Jay said, stepping forward to stand beside Elle so
Zed could see them both, “yes, we can fly the ship. Yes, itisarmed and hasa
weapon on board that can destroy an entire fleet of ships. Y es, we know how to
fire that weapon. And yes, we can get the ship out from under this mountain. The
Numens|eft usaway to do it without leaving a crater the size of afootball

fidd.”

Zed just sort of stared at them, saying nothing.

Jay glanced at Elle. “I’m gathering here that MiB doesn’t know about the other
Numen ships”

“It doesn't,” Ellesaid. “Wewerewrong.” She smiled at Zed. At the moment she
didn’'t know what else to do.

“Wall, that’ sgoing to be aheadache when thisisdl over,” Jay sad, hisvoice
light.

Elle nodded, deciding to play dong to break the tension. “Especialy the one
buried amile under the Bronx.”

“Y eah, or the one under the Astrodome,” Jay said. “Y ow, not agood scenethere.”
“If you two arejoking, I'll persondly fly out there and strangle you both

before the diens blow everything up!”

“Nojoke” Ellesad.

“Would we kid you on something like this?’ Jay asked, hisface very serious. “We
actually thought when we discovered that there were a hundred of these babies
buried around the planet that MiB had afleet of these things. We just worked

al night to get ready to join the troops.”

Zed leaned back in his chair and took a deep breath. Elle was happy to see some
color return to his cheeks. After amoment he said, “ Give me two minutesto
clear off afew things here, then | want you to Start over and tell me

everything you' ve been doing. Understood?”’

“Perfectly,” Elle said, but the connection had aready been cuit.

“Youthink heliked our idea?’ Jay asked Elle.

“I think you knocked his socks off and he has to go looking for them,” Pro said,
laughing. “1’ ve never seen Zed so shocked.”

“He sgoing to regret the day he hired us,” Elle said, shaking her head. It was
onething to consider taking aship into space when she thought MiB had afleet
of the things parked somewhere. But knowing they would be thefirst to try to



fly one of these ancient vessals suddenly had her very, very worried.

“Oh, you save Earth’ s butt and hewon't regret anything,” Pro said, il
laughing.

“Yeah,” Ellesaid. “If. There salot of those little if-words between thisidea
and saving Earth.”

“Won't matter,” Jay said. “We either make it work or we'll al be dead.”
“Hehasagood point,” Pro said.

Elleknew hedid. Shejust didn’t like the odds suddenly. A million-year-old
ship that might not fly going up againgt fleets of advanced diens. Suddenly
nothing at al sounded good about their idea.

Nothing.

Chapter 24
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It took Zed exactly six minutesto get back to them. And when hisface
reappeared on the secure communications link, Jay was glad to see the old man
looking better. He had color back in his skin and he seemed once again very much
in contral.

“Now,” he said, hisvoice sounding asit would on anorma day during anorma
briefing. “Tell mewhat you two have been up to?’

Jay and Elle spent the next fifteen minutes explaining carefully everything they
had done and learned, with Pro in the background adding details they missed that
he thought might be important.

Through all of it, Zed just nodded, |etting them talk. But Jay knew their boss
was't missing adetall. He s8ldom did.

“So, now what, boss?’ Jay asked when they finished their explanation. “We gonna
gogivethemdl alittle scare?”’

“Not yet,” Zed said. “We re not taking the chance with your harebrained idea
until there are no other options.”

“Remember,” Jay said, “it' sgoin’ tatake us at least ahaf hour to get the

ship out of thishole, then fly it away from the planet so we can look asif

we re coming in from deep space.”

“And that’sif everything goes as planned,” Ellesaid.

Zed nodded. “I understand all that. But you need to understand afew things,
too. Humans aren't allowed to have interstdlar spaceships. Or fly them. It was
part of the treaety we and abunch of friendssigned.”

Jay laughed, not believing what he had just heard. They and the whole human race
were dl about to be blown to bits and Zed was till worried about a stupid
piece of paper. “1 don't think the fleets of alien scum comin' hereto destroy

al us humansworry much about thet treety.”

“Don’t you think | know that? Zed growled. “But I’ m going to wait until the
last possible minute before | violate the treaty from our Sde. There' still an
outside chance the Sashanians and other treaty signers might defend us.”
“Sowesdtandwait?’ Elle asked.

“No,” Zed said. “'Y ou make doubly sure that ship isready to fly and you make
triply sure you know how to fly it. If we need it, you two and your charade are
going to be humanity’ slast damned choice.”

“Gotya,” Jay said. His stomach suddenly fdlt asif he'd been dugged.

Elle only nodded.

“ S0 go double-check everything,” Zed ordered. “I’ll bein touch.”

The connection broke, leaving the three of themin sllence.

“Waell,” Jay said after amoment, “we wanted to be ableto help...”



“Let’'shopewedon't haveto,” Elle said softly. She stood dowly, asif she

were tired, and moved toward the door.

“I'mwith Elle,” Pro added, dso standing.

Jay agreed with both of them. It was one thing to think they were going to fly

the ancient Numen ship to help awhole fleet of ships defend Earth, but being
only one ship between Earth and fleets of dien shipswas't what he had in

mind.

Hefollowed Elle and Pro back into the ship, then dropped into the pilot’s

chair. The comfortable fed wrapped around him, giving him afase sense of
security. He had never flown a plane, or even sailed a ship. But after absorbing
the pilot’ sinformation on this ship, he was convinced Billie had been right.

The ship could dmogt fly itsdlf.

It was going to have to, Jay had asnesking hunch.

“Okay, everyone,” Elle announced, “we might be humanity’ sonly chance. Sowe're
going to prac-tice what we can practice, double-check what we can double-check.”
“And hope we don't get tapped to go into the game,” Jay said.

“Isshekidding?’ Bright asked Jay, her eyesfull of worry and fear.

“Afrad not,” Jay said. “Listen up, everyone. We were wrong. The MiB haven't
found any of the other buried ships. Thisisthefirst one. If we haveto go up
againg the dliens out there, we do it done. And the only way MiB isgoing to
send usisif there’ sno other choice. Period.”

Everyone around the aien control room was silent. Then Sarah said, “We helped
Billiegart dl this, we can help you end it if thisisthe only way.”

The other three humans Jay and Elle had rescued al nodded.

“Thanks” Ellesaid.

Jay smiled at Bright. If shefdt she could do this, then he could do it. It was

that ample.

For the next two hours they reviewed every bit of datathey had learned and
rehearsed every action in the event of every possible contingency Elle, Jay,

Pro, or anyone el se could think of. Threetimes Jay had run down to the library
to absorb another chunk of knowledge about flying a Numen ship. And he hadn’t
been the only one running back and forth between the main cabin and the library.
By the time the two hours were finished, Anthony was convinced that al the
wegpons were armed and that he could fire them if he needed to. And actudly hit
something.

Charles was sure the engines would start on command, without problems. And the
Numen-built ground cover would open them a hole big enough to permit the
gpaceship to launch.

Bright and Partner were sure they could program the computer course needed to
get them off the surface of Earth without being seen, to carry them away from

the planet, then to bring them back.

Only thing was, Jay felt he wasn't 0 sure he could fly the thing. Inhismind

he knew he could. It was no harder than moving asmall joystick on avideo game.
And if supid dienslike Grazers could fly interstellar ships, he could doit,

too.

He had repeated that a dozen times over the past two hours.

But in hisgut he till wasn't so sure. He didn't tell that to anyone. Better to

let them think he knew exactly what he was doing, because he was the one
steering. They needed to believe him to be competent and confident. After all,
they dl had enough to worry about aready.

“Okay, everyone,” Elle ordered, rising from her command chair. “Quick break and



then get into the Numen robes. We want to be ready to move at amoment’s
notice”

Jay watched asthey dl stood and headed for the living quarters. They all

looked very solemn and very focused, even Pro and Partner. And those two were
trained for dangerous stuff, just like he and Elle were. But thiswas different.
Thiswasn't just their own lives or degths. The whole planet was at stake.

“We have agreet crew,” Elle said, when only the two of them were |eft.

“Never thought I’d need acrew,” Jay said. “Thisideaisalong waysfrom the
streets of New York.”

“And the city morgue,” she said. “Whoever would have thought I’ d go from cutting
up dead bodies to being the commander of a starship of the gods.”

Jay glanced around at the control room he was getting very, very used to. “Ya
think humanswill ever get advanced enough to develop somethin’ like this?’

“I hopeso,” Ellesaid.

“But one step at atime, right?’ Jay said.

“Right,” Ellesad.

“Frat wefly it, then webuildit.”

“Fedsbackward,” Elle said, then laughed.

“Suredoes,” Jay said. Hedidn't want to tell her just how backward it felt to

him.

Just then Captain shouted from theliving quarters. “ Zed' scalling!”

“Shit!” Jay said, heading out at arun, beating Elle to the door by just inches.
Hejust hoped he didn’t come running back through that door in afew minutes as
apilot.

Chapter 25

15:16 Universa Time. May 7, 2001 Joint Earth Observation Base, Far Side Earth
Moon

Beach-Grass-In-Limbo watched the monitor in front of him, al three of hiseye
ddksat full atention.

On the screen he could see the Zulla, the Fattest-of-the-Fat in al the Galaxy,
approaching, dowing asthey neared the outer planets of the system. Although
they had recelved his message, they were clearly not turning back. Their round,
thick, ugly ships seemed tofill dl of space, blocking out the starsin many

places.

Many other mgor fleetsfollowed.

The Bonkafleet, with an even larger number of ships, was only two hours behind.
Behind them were the Horsanak(l, the most powerful of races on this side of the
central Galaxy core. There had not been arace as powerful sincethe
disappearance of the Nu-men.

None of them were turning back.

Beach-Grass-In-Limbo knew that very soon the planet below him would soon be
cleared of anything of value. No human would survive. It would beasad day in
the history of the Galaxy, to be added to many other sad days of other raceswho
had met the same fate.

He keyed in his command code with one tentacle. His orders went out to his
ships, and to the many other treaty ships standing by, helping with the cleanup

of Those-Who-Eat-And-Are-Worthless.

The orders were very smple.

“Do not engage. Pull back and re-form. We will soon be going home.”

He cut off the command code and again focused his eye stalks on his monitors.
His shipswere doing as he had ordered. Soon hisjob herewould befinished.



He regretted it had to end in such afashion.

Just then alight blinked on his communications board.

He used one tentacle to check it. It was from the human
He-Who-Called-Himsalf-Zed. There seemed no reason to take such acall, but honor
deemed it gppropriate to grant the Soon-to-be-Dead one find communi cation.
He keyed the switch with the tentacle, then focused his eye stalks on the image
of the human.

“Arethelargeflests sopping?’ the human inquired abruptly, without bothering
to employ for-mal speech patterns. Normally the human had maintained some degree
of forma speech, but not thistime. His lgpse was understandable under the
present circumstances.

“No,” Beach-Grass-In-Limbo said. “ Y our gods will soon be greeting you.”
“The tresty means nothing to you?’ the human asked.

“Thetreaty isonly as strong asthose who defend it,” Beach-Grass-In-Limbo
sad, histentacles making soothing motionsin the air around his heed. “We
cannot and will not stand againgt the coming fleets”

“Why?’ the human demanded. “1 know the great Sashanian fleet isstrong. The
causeisjust.”

“True,” the commander said. “But thefight isnot ours.”

“In other words,” the human said, “we are not worth losing shipsover.”
Beach-Grass-In-Limbo had often been shocked at the blunt perceptiveness of the
humans. Thiswas one of thosetimes. Y ou are correct.”

“| undergtand,” the human replied.

He paused, then asked, “Have you considered, O greet friend of the treaty, that
such a negative assessment might be wrong?’

“I have,” Beach-Grass-In-Limbo replied tensdly. “It isnot.”

“Isthere nothing humans can do to stop this?’ the human asked, hisfacefull in
the screen.

“You areaproud race,” Beach-Grass-In-Limbo said. “Die proudly, aso.”
“Understood,” the human said. “But dying is not something humansdo eesily.”
“Then fight well,” the Sashanian said.

“Wewill,” the human answered.

Thistime the human cut the connection.

With all three eye stalks, the commander stared at the blank screen. It wasa
pity the humans would become an extinct race. There was so much he and others
did not understand about them, so much in them to arouse curiosity and reward
study.

Hisshipshad dl pulled back into position.

Thefat ugly ships of the Zullawere about to arrive.

It would soon be over.

Chapter 26
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Jay approached the secure communications device and opened the connection
between himsdf and Zed. Gathered around him were Anthony, Charles, Sarah,
Bright, Pro, Partner, and Elle. Only Captain wasn't present, Snce he had drawn
guard duty for the stairs and hadn’t trained for a position on the ship. One MiB
agent was going to be needed to stay behind on the ground and keep people awvay
from the hole they were going to leave when they lifted off.

If they lifted off.

Zed' sface appeared. Hewas angry.

Angrier than Jay had ever seen him,



Behind him the Immigration Center looked deserted. Jay had never seen it so
empty. All therats had |eft the ship, it seemed.

“They aren't lifting adamn finger to help us,” Zed said, hisvoicelow and mean
sounding.

Jay felt his ssomach clamp down into atight knot. The human race was deed if
thetreaty Sgnersdidn’'t help them.

“Nothing?’ Elle asked.

“Not one damn ship iswilling to stop the coming fleets” Zed said.

Sarah choked back a sob. “What have we done?’

“Damn,” Anthony muttered.

“How long do we have?’ Jay asked.

“The Zullafleet of about athousand shipswill bein Earth orbit inlessthan a
hour.”

“Thenwedon’'t have much time,” Jay said grimly. “Let’sgo try to sop them.”
“I'm afraid”—Zed looked directly at them as he spoke—"we don’t have much choice.
Maintain communication Slence and stay shielded until you're coming in from
gpace. If anyonein dl the Galaxy besdes us ever discoversit’s humansflying
that ship, they’ll kill us. A second time.”

“Understood,” Elle said.

“And good luck,” Zed added.

The connection broke, leaving them dl standing therein shocked slence.
Findly Jay said, *Y ou heard the man. We got a planet to save. Everyoneto the
ship! Pro, get Captain out of here and up to his position on top.”

“Got it,” Pro said, sprinting for the door.

Jay was right behind him, only he was headed for the ship.

Behind him Partner gathered up the communi cations equipment.

Within fifteen seconds everyone except Pro was swathed in Numen robes, hoods
back, deevesrolled up, and seated in their chairs.

“Secure the hatch,” Elle ordered as Pro camein.

“Got it!” Pro said. “Captain will be on top and in the clear in thirty seconds.”
“Everyone ready?’ Jay asked.

Heads nodded hesitantly around the ship. They all looked odd in the Numen robes,
asif they belonged in those chairs, yet, a the sametime, didn't.

“People,” Jay said, “look at it thisway. We can die when athousand Zulla ships
smash up our homes, or we can die taking some of them with us.”

“How about wenot dieat dl?” Ellesad firmly.

“I likethat idea even better.” Jay laughed. “Takeit away,
She-Who-Sits-In-The-Big-Chair.”

“All systems on and ready?” Elle asked, Sarting the drill they had practiced
ealier.

“Computer systems on. Check,” Bright caled, her voice alittle louder than it
needed to be.

“Navigation systems on and ready. Check,” Partner said, seemingly cam.
“Wesgpons armed and ready. Check,” Anthony said, sounding like agenera.
“Ship'sgenerd systemsadl go,” Sarah sad.

“Engines and eectricd on-line” Charlessaid. “Enginesready to dart up.”
“Shiddson-lineand ready,” Pro said. “No oneisgoing to see usleave.”
“Ready as|’m ever going to be.” Jay sighed, eas-ing his hands forward to
lightly hold the pilot’ s controls. The central control wasaround bal-like
device that was set into the recessed panel. Hisright hand went around it and
he could fed its granular surface, which had somehow been constructed to



prevent hisfingersfrom dipping. Thebal moved indl directions. The ship
moved in dl directions, depending on how he moved the ball.

Simple. Like amouse on acompuiter, only the cursor was a spaceship.

He hoped it wasthat smple.

Hisleft hand was on adide control for speed. Forward for faster, full back
for stop.

Alsosmple

Infront of him, at least in theory, would be athree-dimensiona display when
they got flying. It would include the information Bright and Partner would be
feeding him from the computers. His course, unless he decided to stray off it,
would be marked in the three-dimensiona display by agreen line. All he had to
do was keep the ship on the green line and he was fine.

He had no ideahow hard that was going to be. In the smulations given him by
the library downloads, it had been easy. But he knew that nothing inredl life
was ever aseasy assmulations.

“Let’sgetinto space,” Elle said. Then laughed anervous laugh. “Never thought
I’d hear mysdlf say that.”

“I wish | wasn't hearing you say it,” Jay said.

Pro laughed.

No oneelsedid.

“Open the gateway,” Elle ordered. “ Start the engines.”

To Jay’ sright, Pro’sfingers did aquick tap dance on the flat pandl, then
stopped. If al went well, Pro should have started the earth splitting above
them.

A dight rumble shook the ship, but otherwise Jay couldn’t tdll if anything had
happened or not. The tunnd through which they would exit was supposed to be
formed by aforce field, pushing the earth back out of the way long enough to
dlow the ship to dide through.

Beyond him in the next chair, Charles moved hisfingers on the pand, sarting
the engines.

Suddenly the ship seemed redlly dive.

Therewas no extranoise.

No shaking.

Nothing except the feding of power flowing through everything.
“Engineson-line” Charles announced, hisvoice high and sounding extremely
nervous. “It worked. I'll be go-to-hell.”

“Haven't heard that one before,” Jay said, laughing.

“Tunned open and stable,” Pro announced.

Suddenly in front of Jay aholographic image appeared on his screen.

It took him amoment to understand what he was seeing and relate the small scale
of theimage to the enormity of the redlity. What he saw was an image of the
tunnel and the shape of the ship. A green line moved from the ship up through
thetun-nel. A green dot wasimpaosed on the image of the ship.

How the hell was he supposed to get that ship up through that hole?
“Shielding up and working,” Pro announced.

“Okay, Jay,” Ellesaid. “Get us out of here, dow and careful .”

“Easy for youto say,” Jay muttered, staring at the screen in front of him. He
wondered if the swest forming on hisright palm would make the ball dippery.
“Don'tthink,” Ellesaid. “Jugt doiit.”

“Gotya,” Jay sad.

She knew him too well.



He was thinking too much, which was getting in the way of the training he had
gotten last night. It waslike it was on the streets. If he stopped and redly
thought, he often screwed up. But if he trusted hisingtincts and postponed
thought until later, he was usudly right.

Hetook a deep breath and let the knowledge from the library well upward to the
front of hismind.

AsElle had told him sometime during the night: “Don’t question. Just know you
know how to do something and do it.”

It had worked when he spoke Numen for Zed. He hoped it was going to work now.
He eased the thrust forward while at the same time moving the ball backward to
tip up the front of the ship.

There was no sense of movement at dl inside the ship. No sense that the ship
was now tipped upward. Weird.

“Weremoving,” Partner announced.

The ship on the holographic image in front of Jay was moving, the green dot
following the green line up through the tunnd that had opened in the earth.

It seemed to take forever, but actually less than three seconds passed.

Hedidn't bang the ship into awall, or crash it in the narrow space.

Threelong seconds of torture.

Three seconds to get aship out of its million-year-old tomb and into the air.
Theingant they cleared the tunnel the holographic imagein front of Jay

changed. It was now an image of the planet Earth, with asmall green dot showing
the spaceship’ slocation on the surface.

But there was no green line on theimage.

Jay pulled the speed control back and tipped the ship’s nose down so that they
were ahovering golden saucer, just off the ground above the tunnd. With luck
they were shielded. But just in case they weren't, or if the shielding
malfunctioned, they had left Captain to take care of any sightings.

“Greet job,” Ellesad, letting out asigh of rdlief. “You can drive dl the

timefrom hereon out.”

“Got yoursdlf aded,” Jay said. “But | need directions.”

“A man saying he needsdirections.” Pro said. “Y ou’'ve shamed al men.”
“Funny,” Ellesad.

“Feeding course now,” Partner said.

“Got it!” Bright shouted, clearly excited.

On the holographic display agreen line appeared leading from the green dot on
the surface of the planet, off into space directly over the North Pole.

“Herewe go,” Jay said. Hetook a deep breath and let hisingtincts again take
over. Sowly he eased the nose of the ship up while shoving the speed control
gently forward.

Again there was absolutely no sense of motion at dl.

The green dot moved a ong the green line on the holographic image. Quickly they
were above the pole and headed out into space. Jay focused on keeping his hands
steady and the speed moderate. He wanted to go aways out, but not too far out.
“Any chance of finding aviewscreen around here?’ Partner asked.

“Got it,” Pro said.

Suddenly the rounded walls between and above each control station seemed to just
vanish asif they weren't even there. Stars peppered the black sky ahead of

them.

The vast and spectacular view made Jay jerk his attention away from the
holographic image and stare into the blackness ahead.



Thewadlswere soinvisble, or the screen images so good, it was asif they

were al suddenly just sitting on aplatform shoving itsway through space, with
nothing between them and dl of the universe.

Jay quickly forced himsdlf to focus on the ho-lographic imagein front of him,

not on the stars shown ahead. He knew if he looked back, past Elle and Pro, he
would see the disk that was Earth receding into the distance below them.

“Holy shit!” Charlesexclaimed.

“Wow!” Partner whispered.

No one else said aword. Jay wasn't even sure he could hear the others breathing
back there behind him. Beside him Anthony sat with his mouth open.

Partner’ s mouth was also open and he stared around them.

Bright waslooking just plain scared.

If they werelike Jay, going into space was not something they had ever expected
to do. Even after he discovered there were diens out there, Jay had never even
considered the possibility. And it wasn't something he really wanted to do,
ether. Hisworld, hisuniverse, wasthe streets of New Y ork. And right now he
very much wanted to be back on them, chasing asimple mugger. Or arresting acar
thief.

Instead he was flying an ancient spaceship away from Earth.

Life was strange sometimes.

Just plain strange.

Chapter 27

17 D-Units 26 C-UnitsInsde Mars Orbit

The Supreme Controller of the Zullafleet listened to his somach rumble, his
mouth open as two feeders squeezed the drippings from the Umaxian beetle into
his mouth, one luscious droplet after the other. He knew the rumbling had a
caming influence upon his saff. They calmed him.

Underneath his massive pink flesh, the massage rollersincreased their tempo.
They dwaysdid this after each of hisfifty meds per cycleand he dways
enjoyed the sensation.

On the huge screen in front of him the images of the pitiful planet caled Earth
grew larger. They werethefirst to arrive, beyond afew unimportant stragglers.
Even sooner than the mighty Horsanaki, who would not be pleased when they
learned of it.

His stomach rumbled and he smiled &t the taste and joy of it all.

“Supreme Contraller,” his second said, grunting to move into hisdirect line of
vison so hismaster would not have to move his head. It was agood sign that

his second was thinking of such smple pleasures.

“I have good news.”

The feeders ended their course of Umaxian-beetle drippings and began to pour the
thick paste of the Sulytslove gatheringsinto his mouth. He often craved the
taste of thisddicacy, savoring the sdtiness combined with theintense

sweetness of the nectar. It was the most expensivefood in al the Galaxy and he
only indulged his passion for it for afew moments every cycle.

His second bowed and waited until the feeders were done and moved to drop
severd chunks of Bacoon mest into the Supreme Controller’ s mouth before he
spoke. “The Sashanian fleet sands aside, asdo al the othersin thisregion.”

The Supreme Controller waved away the newswith one thick hand. “ Of course. |
expected nothing else. Sashanians are not a stupid people. Just ugly. No flesh
and al those tentacles. Terrible creatures to gaze upon.”

“| agree completdly,” his second said.



“Of courseyou do,” the Supreme Controller said.

On the screen the white and blue of the smdll planet started to be clearly seen.

He hoped they would find lots of new animals, new plantsto eat here. It would
beagloriousday for hisflet.

Suddenly the image of the small planet ahead was washed clear, the giant screen
went blank.

“What has happened?’ he demanded. His stomach grumbled and he belched in
impatience.

Then, just as suddenly, the screen cleared and he was greeted by an image that
indl thetime he' d spent gaining weight, in dl hisyears of gorging and

scheming to achieve his position of Largest-of-the-Large, he had not expected to
see.

There, on the screen, stood a Numen, face covered in shadow, hands hidden in the
long Numen robe. A god from the Galaxy’ s past, millions of medls ago.

Then the Numen began to speak in itslong-dead language, alanguage the Supreme
Controller did not understand. He had seen no reason to learn it. But he did
recognize the sound of it.

Then the image vanished and the smdl blue planet was again visbleon his

screen.

For thefirgt timein many cycles, the Largest-of-the-Large brushed aside his
feeders. “Where did that image come from?’ he demanded of those within earshot
of hisgiant voice. “And what did it ssy?”

“It comes from aship moving in from deep space to alocation between us and the
planet ahead,” his second replied.

“A Numen ship?’ the Supreme Controller demanded.

No one said anything as his second worked to obtain the information from the
board in front of him. Then the second moved to a place beside the Supreme
Controller and dropped to the floor in complete submission.

“Wel?" the Supreme Controller asked.

“It appearsto be aNumen ship,” his second said. “ The message states that the
Numen agree with the treety protecting this planet and will defend it.”

“What?" the Supreme Controller shouted, actudly shifting hisbulk from the
position he had sat in for more years than he could remember. Under him the
moving rollersworked to adjust to his massive movement. Wavesrolled over and
through the flesh of His Largeness, banging on thewals of hisbed.

Again his second hurled his bulk to the floor and kept his eyes averted.

“Put thisintruding ship on my screen,” the Supreme Controller ordered.

Ingtantly the single ship moving into a position between the mighty Zullafleet

and the planet beyond filled the screen. The smooth lines and the unmistakable
gold color of the vessd told him at once that it was a Numen ship.

The first Numen ship to be seenin the Galaxy in over amillion years. Had they
returned?

Had they never |eft?

And why would they wish to protect this puny little planet?

He had no answers to these questions, and when the Largest-of-the-Large had no
answers, it made him hungry.

“Halt the fleet. Hold position!”

His orders echoed over the vast spaces of his ship.

Then he motioned for the feeders to come back in on their extension platforms,
reposition themselves over hisbody, and feed him. He needed food to think. Such
decisions as he now faced could not be rushed.



“Fleet isholding position,” his second said from his place on thefloor, the
information relayed to him through hisimplants.

“Get up!” the Supreme Controller yelled between large hunks of Dovian snake
dithering down histhroat. “Thisis not your fault, you fool.”

His second grunted and somehow managed the herculean task of getting himself
back onto hisfour feet.

The Supreme Controller thought while eating, staring a the golden Numen ship.
One single ship stopping hisfleet. If he returned to the planet of the Zulla,

he would be starved out of his position for alowing one ship, Numen or not, to
gop him.

Y et he dared not attack it alone. He knew of the weapons power the Numen ships
were rumored to have had. How much more power would a single ship have now,
after amillion years? He didn’t want to make his people the laughing stock of
al the Galaxy by going up againgt asingle Numen ship, and losing.

He chewed on thisfor amoment, then understood what he must do. “ The Bonka and
Hor-sanakii fleets are close behind us. Correct?’

“Yes” hissecond replied.

“Send them amessage that we will wait and let them join in the honor of taking
this planet with us”

“Yes, Supreme Controller.”

After two bites, his second announced, “Message sent.”

“Good.”

Hisfeeders moved to large hunks of fat-dripping V ortonian spider intestines,
guffing them into his mouth every Six begts.

“Sir,” hissecond said. “ The great Horsanakil have thanked you for your offer and
say they will join us soon. However, the Bonka have refused and have offered
their help to the Sashanian defenders of the tresty.”

“They change 9desinfear of asingle ship,” the Supreme Controller said,
laughing, sending wavesralling through the pink wonderfulness of hisgiant
body. “How soon until the Horsanakli arrive?’

“Onefeeding cycle”

“Good,” the Supreme Controller said.

“Sir, will the Sashanians now defend this puny world?’

“Of course not,” he said, the rumbling of his stomach growing louder in protest
againg the interruption of afeeding cycle. “We only worry about one ship and
how much new food we can carry back to our space with us.”

“Good,” hissecond said.

Just then the feeders jammed alarge, whole Sanda bird into the Supreme
Controller’ s mouth and he allowed them to force it down without attempting to
chew. He needed the strength it would supply him for the enjoyment that would
soon behis.

On the screen in front of him, the single golden ship hung in space, waiting

with the patience of the gods.

Chapter 28

11:24 A M. Pacific Time, May 7, 2001 Just Inside Moon’s Orbit

“We have about fifty incoming cals,” Pro said, scanning his board.

Elle looked at the massive fleet stopped in spacein front of them. Because of
the Numen ship’ sweird viewscreen system, it dill felt asif they werejust

slting exposed on a platform in space. Very exposed and very wesk.

She couldn’t shakethefeding.

For the first few minutes after Jay had spoken his message, the fedling of



victory had sent the spirits of the humans soaring. The oncoming fleet had
stopped cold in space. Jay had kidded about how his voice could stop anyone. But
the other fleets behind it were till coming.

The euphoria had quickly yielded to so- jfji”* her redlity.

They were one ship againg fleets.

They stood no chance.

“Whoiscdling?’ Jay asked.

Pro shrugged. “1 have noidea,” he said. “I only recognize the Sashanian name
from the moon base.”

“Thedienguy Zedisdwaystadkin' to?" Jay asked.

“Oneand thesame,” Pro said.

Jay glanced around at her, but she shook her head no.

“Look,” shesaid. “ At this point we ve played our bluff. We stand by it and
fight if we haveto.”

Jay nodded. “Agreed.”

Elle glanced around at the others. Everyone seemed to be doing very well at
their post. The only one she had been worried about at al was Bright, but even
the young computer expert had remained fairly cam. And Elle had to admit, she
was getting used to the fedling of just Sitting out in space. It was beautiful
inastrangeway.

Actudly beautiful didn’'t even come closeto covering it. Spectacular was
closer. It was no wonder the astronauts coming back from space when shewas a
kid aways had so much trouble describing this beauty. There was nothing on the
surface of Earth to comparetoit.

She looked at the shapes of the attacking fleet. It made no sensethat such a
beautiful place asthe Gaaxy could have so many redly ugly racesinit,
including the one gitting facing them now.

“Uh-oh,” Pro said.

“What?' Elle asked.

“The Zullafleet in front of us hasinvited the two fleets behind themto join

in destroying our phony ship and looting the Earth. In so many words.”

“Shit!” Jay said.

Elledidn’t like the sound of that. Their main hope was that the fleetswould
seether ship, hear their message, freak out, then turn tail and run. Seems

that wasn't going to happen. All they had accomplished was forcing the fleetsto
join up before attacking.

“Good news, bad news,” Pro said. “The next fleet in line, arace called the
Bonka, have turned down the invitation and offered their help to the Numen and
the Sashanian in defending the treaty.”

“Good news,” Jay said.

“The next fleet afew hours back agreed to join the jerksin front of us.”

“And that' sthe bad news,” Jay said.

“How many shipsdo they have?’ Elle asked. “Can wefind that out?’

“Looks like a couple thousand,” Pro said. “ One hour until arrival.”

“Plusthe thousand shipsin thefleet in front of us” Jay said. “Just grest.

One againgt three thousand. I’ d say we have about one hour |&ft to enjoy the
view.”

Elle stared out at the stars and caught faint images of the shipswaiting to
destroy Earth. She didn’t like Jay’ s attitude, but she agreed with it.

Their bluff hadn’t worked. They needed aplan B, and they needed it fast.

She turned to Anthony. “What kind of wegpons does this ship redlly have?’



Anthony snorted, then looked at her, ahaunted look in hiseyes. “Thisredly
was aship of thegods,” he said. “ There are weapons here that could destroy al
of those ships out there with one touch on this pand.”

Jay glanced around. “Y ou're kidding us, right?’

Elle watched as Genera Anthony Davis shook hishead no. She could seeitin his
eyes. hewasn't kidding. But the real Anthony, the one they had rescued, was
just akid who wanted to ski. He had said at one point yesterday that he
couldn’t believe he had become agenera in the army. He hated the thought of
killing anything.

“Jay. Pro,” Ellesad. “ Go with Anthony down to the library and absorb the
information he shows you about the wegpons systems.”

“Good idea,” Jay said. He tapped a button on his board and stood.

Anthony and Pro followed him down the sairs.

If there was going to be shooting, she didn’t want acivilian to be doing the
killing. It wasthe MiB’sjob to rid the Earth of dien scum and they would do
itif they had to. Asking akid in agenerd’ s body to assume the task was't
right and just wouldn’t work.

But firing asingle weapon at an aien who wastrying to kill humanswas one
thing. Firing and destroying entire shipsfull of dienswas ancther. And while
she and Jay had downed their share of alien ships over the past year, Ellewas
now faced with the possibility of destroying an entire dien fleet.

And she knew that if it came down to doing that and saving Earth, shewould do
it.

Chapter 29

11:57 AM. Pecific Time, May 7, 2001 Just Inside Moon’s Orbit

Jay felt shaken after hissession in the library with Anthony and Pro. There was
no doubt, none at al, that the ship they were taking their little joyridein

could blow thefleet of aien spaceshipsright out of space. In fact, the ship

had about four or five different ways of doing it.

And it could blow up the second fleet that would soon be joining the first one
just aseadly.

Aslong asthey had this ship sitting up here, therewas no chance at dl that
Earth would beinvaded by afleet of ships.

None.

Zero.

Zip.

If any of them here could pull thetrigger.

Jay moved back up the stairs and out onto what appeared at first glanceto be a
deck gitting in space with counters and chairsin acircle around the outside.

The Numen viewscreen system was so good at making the eye believe thewallsand
celling weren't there that Jay felt asif he was hanging out on arooftop in the
city. The sensation was both disconcerting and redlly cool at the sametime. The
highest possible rooftop, with no other taler buildings around it. HE' d never
actualy been up on onelike that, but he was sure thiswaswhat it would fed
like

Only difference here was that there was no wind and no smdll like therewould be
on the rooftop in the city. Just the fantastic view of space around them and the
Earth behind and below them.

Anthony took hisold position at the weapons board, but didn’t touch anything.
Jay had assured him in the library that if any weapon had to be fired, he would
fireit. For amoment there Jay thought the genera was going to break into



tears, hewas so relieved.

Now, after seeing what the weapons of this ship could do, Jay understood
Anthony’ sfedlings completely. Heflat out didn't want to fire them either.
“Okay,” Jay said to Elle, stopping beside her chair totalk. “I seeit thisway.
We have two options.”

“One?’ she asked.

“We blow that fleet of dien shipsout of space, then warn any other flegtsthat
wewill do the samething if they chalenge the treety on this planet.”

Elle nodded. “ Option two?’ Elle asked.

“Wewait until they attack, then blow dl of them away.”

“Wegpons are that strong, huh?” Elle asked looking him in the eye.

Jay nodded. “Those poor suckers out there don’t stand a chance against us.”
“Amazing,” Ellesad, “and | thought only one ship againg flegtsdidn’'t gand a
chance.”

“No, fleetsdon’t stand a chance againgt ships once built and owned by the
gods,” Jay said.

“Oh,” Ellesad.

“Believehim,” Pro said. “They don't stand a chance.”

Elle nodded.

“I don't like either option,” Jay said. “But | honestly can't think of athird.”

“I don’'t likethem ether,” Ellesad.

Jay didn’t like the two options because both involved the destruction of entire
fleets of dlien ships. Granted, those ships out there were about to destroy dll
of humanity, but that till didn’t shake Jay’ sfeding of being achild playing
with aloaded pistol. They fire the shot and they’ d have no ideawhat the fina
outcome of their act would be.

“Isn’'t there something we could blow up instead of the ships?” Sarah asked from
her chair. “ Show them how powerful we are without taking so many lives?’
“Option three,” Jay sad, clapping his hands.

“Perfect,” Ellesaid.

“But we got to bedoing it quickly,” Jay said.

“Before that second fleet getsinto position and we lose option one.”

“And what do we blow up?’ Elle asked.

Jay turned to Anthony. “I didn’t get to the range lessons on these weapons. How
far arewe good for?’

Anthony shrugged, clearly happier with theidea of blowing up something other
than ships. “Mars orbit safely, with any kind of accuracy.”

“Wow!” Jay said.

“But there’ snothing to blow up, I'm afraid,” Elle said, “unless you want to
destroy the moon and our friends on the far-side base there.”

“Mars hastwo smdl moons,” Jay said. “Would one of them do?’

“No,” Pro said, garing at his screen. “Both on the far Sde of Mars at this
point, plus Marsis on the other side of the sun. Too far away.”

“Any asteroids—big ones—nearby?’

Pro studied his board, then shook his head. “Nothing.”

“Back to option one and two,” Elle said, sighing.

“Damn,” Jay said, damming his hand on the back of one chair. For an ingtant
there he had felt better, but now the weight of this decision was bearing down
on him again. He just wished they could contact Zed, get him to make the
decison. But they didn’t dare take that chance. There were too many dien eyes
on them &t thisvery moment.



“How about agame of chicken?’ Bright asked, looking back at Jay.

“New option three,” he said, smiling at her. “ Just might work.”

“Y ou two want to explain it to the rest of us?’ Elle asked.

“We givethefleet out there another Numen threat,” Jay said, flipping the hood
of hisNumen robe up to make the point. “ This time we add aticking clock whose
time runs out just before the second fleet getsthere.”

“Exactly,” Bright said.

“And what happenswhen they call our bluff?’ Elle asked.

“We threaten to blow one of their ships out of space every Numen second until
they leave.”

Elle nodded. “It just might work. Better than blowing up their entire fleet. But
what happensif they gart firing firs? Can thisship teke it?’

Jay glanced at Pro and both of them laughed. “That entire fleet out there could
fireat usat once and they wouldn't hurt thisship,” he said.

“You'rekidding, right?” Partner asked.

“Nope,” Pro said. “He s actualy underestimating the shielding on thisthing.

All the ships coming in here wouldn't even put a scratch on thisthing.”

“I'm garting to like this ship moreand more,” Elle said, laughing.

“Sort of likeour LTD,” Jay said. “Lookssmple, but has al sortsof redly

cool suff.”

“Okay, everyone,” Ellesad, “let’ s play some chicken with the big bad diens.”
“Pro, | need to know in Numen time how long until the other fleet arrives. I'll
st the clock just ahead of that.”

“Seventeen Dons,” Pro said. “ About twenty minutes.”

“So | say fifteen Donsand we'rein,” Jay said, moving over and standing by one
gation of thewal near Pro’ s gation. The ship’'s communication system would
send hisimage from that point, with nothing but a plain background behind and
around him. Another cool festure.

But just to make sure, Elle said, “Hoods up, hands out of sight, everyone.”

Jay did the same, making sure hishood wastilted far down in front of hisface
and his handswere far up inside his deeves. Over and over in hishead he
repeated the words in Numen, making his voicelow, calm, and clear.

“Ready when you are,” Pro said.

“Okay,” Jay said in Numen.

Keeping his head down, he counted to three as they had done with the first
message, then spokein Numen dowly and clearly.

“Thefleet standing off this planet isin violation of the treaty governing this
world. Y ou havefifteen Donsto leave or wewill take action. One of your ships
will be destroyed every MaDon after that point until you leave or no ships
remain. Itisyour choice.”

Jay counted to three, standing very ill.

Then Pro said, “Clear.”

“Gredt job,” Ellesad.

“Start the clock ticking,” Jay said in Numen, then realized what he had done and
laughed, pushing the hood back.

They wered| looking a him with questioning looks.

“Youdl right?’ Elleasked.

“Y ou sounded grest,” Bright said. “Kinda spooky, though.”

“Sorry,” Jay sad, shrugging. “Method acting. Got carried away.”

“Well, don'tdoit again,” Ellesaid. “1 don’t want you turning into agod on

Us”



Pro laughed.

Jay just glared a him.

Chapter 30

18:41 Universa Time. May 7, 2001 Joint Earth Observation Base, Far Side Earth
Moon

Beach-Grass-In-Limbo could not believe what his three eye stalks had just seen
on the monitor. He had been prepared to watch the destruction of a planet he had
sworn to guard; instead he had witnessed the return of the gods.

The Numens were back.

Or a least one ship was. But from his understanding of the Numen race, one ship
was al that was needed to stop any fleet of ships.

More than enough, actudly.

And then They-Who-Hated-All-Violence had stood where he had not dared stand:
between the powerful fleets and the planet Earth.

Beach-Grass-In-Limbo’ s tentacles had become so agitated and twisted when this
hap-pened, it had taken him ashort calming sesson to untangle. But his

profound embarrassment would not alow him to raise an eye stak to his heaven
for sometime.

The Numen had come back to teach the way of peace again, using this backward
planet asan example.

He, Beach-Grass-In-Limbo, commander of the Sashanian fleet and keeper of the
treaty, vowed he would learn the lesson wdll, and not fail again.

But the Zullafleet till chdlenged the gods' ship, and the prideful Horsanaki

were going to do the same.

Such stupidity. It twisted histentacles, it angered him so much.
Beach-Grass-In-Limbo let two of histentacleswave in agitation, but managed to
keep the othersin control. Didn’t the Zullaand Horsanakii know of the power of
They-Who-Hated-All-Violence? Not even arace as undevel oped as the humans would
be so foolish asto stand up to a Numen ship.

But it seemed that amillion years of time had dulled the memories of the Zulla
and the Horsanak(l. But those years had not dulled hisrace’ s memory.
Beach-Grass-In-Limbo and his people would stand with the Numen, never against
them.

Now the Numen ship had informed the Zulla that they had only ashort timeto
effect their retreat.

Thiswas s0 like what he had understood of the ways of the gods. They never
killed unlessthey had to. And never more than they had to.

Ever.

It was what made them gods.

Beach-Grass-In-Limbo moved up close to his monitor screen, hiseye stalks
focused on the task, and sent his order.

“Movedl Sashanian and treaty shipsinto position flanking the Numen ship,
facingthe Zulla

“Wewill stand and fight with the gods.”

His order was quickly obeyed.

The great Sashanian fleet moved into position.

Many other shipsthat were nearby joined the treaty flegt. All stayed back and

to the side, out of the way of the gods' ship. It was asit should be.

The gods must lead.

Then, while the Numen countdown continued for the Zulla, the Bonkafleet joined
the Sashanian fleet, sanding with the treaty and the gods.



Beach-Grass-In-Limbo smiled and made soothing motions as he acknowledged the
intelligence of the Bonka commander.

Again helet two tentacleswave. No fleet dared stand against the gods and the
combined ships that now supported the treaty that protected the humans.

Y et the Zullafleet did not leave.

The Numen countdown continued.

Histentaclesmoved in greater and greater agitation at the supidity of the
Zullaflest commander.

No amount of pride was worth challenging the gods, They-Who-Hated-AH-Violence.
They could destroy entire fleets, al worlds, if needed.

And he knew they would do so.

He remembered the history.

They had done so in the past.

They would do so today. He knew it.

Beach-Grass-In-Limbo focused al three eye stalks on the monitor and watched and
waited, aseveryonein al the thousands of shipswatched and waited.

It was atime of great tenson, of great tanglings of tentacles.

Chapter 31

12:37 P.M. Pecific Time, May 7, 2001 Just Insde Moon’s Orbit

“Six Donsleft,” Pro said.

Elle glanced at him, then out at the fleet facing them. Why weren't they moving?
Why were these dliens being so supid?

Behind them and on both sides, great metallic Sashanian ships moved into
position, facing the Zullafleet. After afew minutes she knew there must be at
least athousand ships behind and around them. But dl the ships clearly

deferred to them astheleader and Elle didn’t much likethat at al.

“Sure fedls better not to be one out here,” Jay said, studying the ships

around them from hischair.

“Yeah,” Ellesaid, “it does. Except they aredl waiting for usto do

something.”

“WEe re playing chicken, remember,” Jay said, laughing. “ Chicken isagame of
waiting until the last moment before blinking.”

“Wadl,” Ellesad, “my stomach doesn’'t much like the game.” Her somach actualy
hadn’t much liked anything about thisflight except the pectacular view.

“I'll agreewith that,” Sarah said. “And the problem is, we can’t blink.”

“I know,” Elle said. She had been thinking about that very problem. If the Zulla
were stupid enough to call their bluff, they would have to start taking out

ships, one at atime, every 1.7 seconds. And when that happened, who knew what
the ships around them would do?

Chances were it would be amajor bloodbath.

If she and Jay made the wrong move here, alot of beings were going to die on
both sdes of thisfight.

That thought cramped up her ssomach even more.

“Five Dons,” Pro said.

Around the control room that felt like a sundeck in space, the sllence was

thick. Not even Jay was his usua wisecracking sdf at the moment.

The sllence dragged on.

More shipsjoined the fleet behind them.

TheZullafleet ill did not move.

Elle sat and stared at the ships, asif by her very will she could cause them to
retreat and she and Jay could go back to being regular old MiB agents on good,



solid ground.

“Four Dons,” Pro said.

“Timeflieswhen you're having fun,” Jay said.

None of the civilians around the room looked asif they could speak. Anthony,
who was il at the weapons board, looked like he was going to sweat himsalf
right into agiant puddle.

“Jay, you' d better rdlieve Anthony,” Elle said. “ Just in casethingsfire up

fagter than we want.”

Jay nodded, tapped a place on his board, and stood. Then he moved over and
patted the general on the back.

“Thanks,” Anthony said, therdlief clear in hisvoice as he stood and let Jay
drop down into the chair.

Ellewas glad shewasn't Sitting there. Both she and Jay were responsible here.
But she didn’t want to be pulling the trigger on an entire fleet of shipsunless
she had to.

She was sure Jay didn’t want to any more than she did.

“Three Dons,” Pro said.

“They'renot blinking yet,” Ellesad.

Jay shrugged. “ Still time.”

Thethick, heavy slence again filled the room.

Suddenly the openness of space and the unique viewscreens of the ship seemed to
have the opposite affect on Elle. The blackness, the stars seemed to be shoving
down on her, pushing her into the seat.

Sheforced hersdf to take a deep breath and the feeling receded alittle.

But not much.

She sat, breathing steadily as the silence and the blackness of space pushed at
her.

Around them the massive fleet was standing poised, waiting for their first
action.

In front of them amassive fleet waited to attack them and then destroy Earth.
Standoff.

Draw.

A lot of beingswere going to die very shortly. And if they didn’t win, then
humanity was going to be added to thet lit.

“Two Dons,” Pro said.

“Blink,” Jay said to the Zullaflet. “Blink, damn you.”

“They'renot going to,” Elle said softly. And she knew deep down ingde that she
wasright.

Chapter 32

17D-Units26C-Units Insde Mars Orbit

The Supreme Controller |et the feeders dip two giant Beenor dugs down his
throat before he looked down at his second, who was at the moment cowering in
front of him.

“Only three C-unitsleft,” his second said.

The smdler creature had been reminding him of the countdown every unit Snce
the Numen had started it. It was boring him, making his digestion dow, and that
hedidn’t like. It wastimeto take action, to seize the day, fling wide the

gaping Zullamaw, and swalow what came with gugto.

“Be prepared to attack on my command,” the Supreme Controller ordered.
“What?’ his second cried. “Y ou want usto attack a Numen ship, plus the combined
power of the Sashanian and treaty sSigners fleets?’



“Surpriseisavery powerful wegpon, my dear second,” the Supreme Controller
sad, ignoring the outrage of having his orders questioned by ajunior officer.
“Wewill scatter them before they are aware of being hit.”

The feeders dropped two more snails down histhroat, one after another. Then he
looked directly at his second. “Now givethe order.”

“I will do asyou—" He paused, looked pained, then stared at the Supreme
Controller. “ Another fleet approaches at high speed.”

Then his second did something that in dl the years of history the Supreme
Controller had never heard of being done. His second smply screamed, a
high-pitched gurgling noise, and dropped to the floor, his mass spread out like
amate in heat, waiting to be mounted by a Larger-than-Large.

The Supreme Controller could see othersin the ship’s control room doing the
same, dropping to the floor, whimpering asif logt.

“Put the other fleet on the screen!” he shouted, smashing the feeders out of his
way.

The image appeared on his monitor.

It was another small fleet of shipscoming in very, very fast. Faster than

anything he knew of in al the Galaxy. Three hundred, maybe four hundred ships
at most.

Why would a mere four hundred ships cause such problems with his second and the
others.

Then he understood what had caused his second to scream. And the knowledge
caused him to release hisbowelsfar ahead of schedule, emptying fluidsina
flood through the units below. Fluids and mass that would take him many units of
timeto replenish.

“Send the order to retrest at once!”

He actudly hadn’t needed to send such an order. All of his shipswere aready
turning and fleaing.

The massive Horsanak fleet was a so turning and racing away as the four hundred
new shipstook up positions near the first Numen ship.

At first the Supreme Controller hadn’t believed that the gods had actudly
returned. He would never run away from one ship.

But now he knew for sure the gods were here.

And they had brought an entire fleet with them.

He knew the legends. Not even the combined forces of dl theracesin al of the
Gdaxy could stand up to the four hundred ships of the Numen fleet.

And hewasn't about to be the one to prove that point again.

“Food,” he demanded, glancing out of the corner of hiseyefor hisfeeders. “I
need food for the long trip home.”

On the floor near his massive bulk, his second continued to sob.

He would need anew second, it seemed, aswell.

Chapter 33

12:42 P.M. Pecific Time, May 7, 2001 Just Insde Moon’s Orbit

“We are s0 screwed,” Jay said, standing beside Elle and staring out at the fleet
of Numen shipsthat had come in and taken up positions around them.

Elle sad nothing.

All the shipslooked identical to the ship they werein. Only he couldn’t

believe there were four hundred of them. And then there was the biggest question
of dl: where had they come from?

“The Zullaand Horsanakl fleets are running like scared rabbits,” Pro said.
“Earthissaved.”



“Maybe,” Jay sad, turning dowly to stare at the Numen fleet.

“Maybenoct,” Ellesad.

“So what happens next?’ Jay asked, more to the ships out there than to anyonein
the room.

“I’d say we'rein big trouble for borrowing their ship, that’swhat,” Elle said.

Jay laughed. “Well, it was agood idea at thetime.”

“Famouslast words” Ellesaid.

“Let’shopenoat,” Jay said. “Now who's being discouraging?’

Shejust shrugged.

“Got amessage coming in from one of the Nu-men ships,” Pro said. “Y ou want to
takethecdl, or should | say you're out?’

“Isit secured S0 none of the other races can listen in?’

Pro stared at his board for amoment, then nodded. “Itis.”

Jay dipped off his Numen robe, adjusted his black suit and tie, and then

quickly moved over to the correct place to stand. Then he nodded to Pro.
Infront of him the holographic image of aNumen, hood covering hisface,
appeared.

In Numen, Jay said, “We are honored to meet you. Y our quick actions saved our
planet and our race. Thank you.”

Jay hoped that thanking them for their help was agood way to art a
conversation with agod.

The Numen pushed its hood back. Itslarge, black eyes seemed to radiate warmth
and comfort, even though it was only ahologram. Ingtantly Jay felt far less

fear than he had amoment before.

“We did nothing but return for our ships. The activation of thisship Sgnded
usthat it wastime.”

“Wewill gladly help retrieve dl the others on the surface,” Jay said.

“Thank you,” the Numen said. “We will need your help, to stay within the tresty
that coversthe dedlings with your culture. Y ou did promise our support of the
treaty, did you not?’

“| did, posing asone of you,” Jay said. “And for such actions, | beg your
forgiveness. | did it only to save our planet.”

“Y ou and your race have done well for such aremote pan of the Galaxy. Y our
actions are understood. We will honor the promise made on our behdf. One of our
number isasking if you understood the power of the weapons of the ship you now
gand on?’

“Wedid,” Jay said. “We hoped never to use them. We worked not to use them.”
The Numen nodded. *Y our race shows promise. We will be watching. Now, please
follow usinto deep space, away from these other ships so that we may maintain
the secrecy of your actions. We will return you to your home base shortly under
shidd”

“Youaremorethan kind,” Jay said, bowing dightly.

Theimage of the Numen vanished.

Jay dlowed himsdlf to lean againgt the back of the nearest chair and bregthe.

Indl hisyears he had never, ever been so nervous.

Around him the others broke into applause.

“Ten seconds until departure,” Pro shouted.

“Jay, you need tofly thisthing,” Elle said. “Remember?’

“Oh, yeah.”

Jay jJumped into the pilot’ s chair and let the fed of the controls sngp hismind

back to attention.



Infront of him their flight plan was marked by agreen line on the holographic
display. The other Numen shipsin the fleet were marked on the display by blue
dots. He just hoped they went dow enough for him to keep up.

“Three)” Prosaid. “Two... one... now!”

Jay moved the bal upward and around, pushing the throttle up so that the ship
turned with the rest of the fleet and sped into deep space, away from the planet
Earth.

“Amazing!” Elle said asthe Earth shrank to a point behind them amost

ingantly.

Around them the stars moved faster and faster asthey gained speed, Jay keeping
their ship in perfect position with the rest of the Numen fleet.

Then, as hishand eased on the contrals, |etting the ship move dmost on its

own, heredized he was smiling.

Indl hislife he had never imagined doing such athing asthis. But from now

on, when fighting asmdly dien, or getting basketbal-game tickets for an
important visiting dignitary from another planet, he would remember this moment.
The moment that he, Jay, astreet-smart cop from New Y ork City, had flown among
the stars with the gods.

Chapter 34

1:56 P.M. May?, 2001 Coastal Mountains, Oregon

The familiar smdl, the roughness of the seets, everything about the LTD felt

just greet to Jay asthey sat and talked with Zed on the secure link. The
air-conditioning was running and the sun was beating down through the Oregon
trees around them. Pro’s containment crew werein their van parked behind them.
Anthony, Sarah, Charles, and Bright had al been flown by helicopter to

Portland, where they would be given new memories and cover storiesfor thetime
they had spent with Billie.

Both Jay and Elle had wanted to accompany their civilian crew to help them adapt
to ared life, but Pro had convinced them that they would just get in the way.
Ashe had put it, “ The best thing we can do for them isreturn them to at least
apart of their old livesin the quickest fashion possible.”

Finally both Jay and Elle had agreed, after Jay had remembered how well it had
worked for Kay.

Jay and Elle had given asummary report to Zed of what had happened, even though
he! d been following much of it from his office, dmogt totally doneinthe MiB
Immigration Center. Only he and the twins had hung around, it seemed.

“I just about peed my pants when that Numen fleet showed up,” Zed said,
laughing.

“You?' Ellesad. “You ought to see four hundred of those shipsup closein
space. Scared the hell out of me.”

Jay had to admit it had scared him, too. And talking to them hadn’t hel ped that
much. He had been convinced that he and Elle had committed adeadly sin by
taking their ship and that al humanity was going to haveto pay for it.

But, asthingsturned out, they had made exactly the right moves dl the way
downtheline.

Luck. Just plain smple good luck.

“And,” Zed said, “I thought I’ d lost you al when you and the entire fleet

vanished into deep space. That was some sight on the big board, let metell

you.”

“What?’ Jay asked, laughing. “Y ou thought we' d joined up with them? Or that we
were kidnapped? Or maybe were going to be punished?’



“All three” Zed said.

Elle laughed. “We had the same thoughts before they told us what they were going
todo.”

Jay had to admit that the flight into deep space had been something he would
always remember. He never wanted to do it again, but he was glad he got the
chance once.

“So what al happened out there?” Zed asked.

“Nothing, actudly,” Ellesad.

“True,” Jay said. “A few hundred light-years out, another Numen craft linked up
with our ship.”

“Inmid-flight?’ Zed asked. “Impressve.”

“Everything about themisimpressve,” Elle sad.

“Alsotrue,” Jay said. “ One of the new crew asked usto move downgtairsinto the
kitchen-and-lounge area.”

“Got no argument fromyou, I'll bet,” Zed said, again laughing.

“Not aword,” Elle said. “And twenty minutes later there we were, sanding
outside the car herein the treesin Oregon.”

“Captain was sure glad to see us back,” Jay said.

Zed laughed. “I’ll bet. And Junior, that was one greet talk you had with them. |
got the meat of it from Pro’ sreport. | want aword-for-word from you later. But
for now, nicejob.”

Jay smiled. It wasrare when Zed gave acompliment. He wasn't even going to make
ajokein return. “Just told them the truth, boss. Figured that was the safer

way to go.”

“And youwereright,” Zed said, the smile dill rilling hisface. “ Good policy

never tolietoagod.”

Smoke from acigar dowly curled up along the edges of the picture, but Zed
didn’t puff it in front of them. Clearly acigar was a private moment thing for

him.

“Y ou talk to the Numen yet about their other ships?’ Jay asked.

“Yup,” Zed said. “ They’ re going to come back and start getting them in acouple
of years. They figure thingswill have cooled down in thisareaby then. They
want usto guard the shipsfor them until then. No touching, of course.”

“Of course” Ellesad, laughing.

“Actudly,” Zed said, chuckling to himsdf, “there sonly going to be about ten

of ustota indl of MiB who know where the ships even are. Or that they even
exig.”

“Another classfied file, hun?’ Jay asked.

“You gotitinone Junior.”

“And | assumethetreaty isin good condition now?’

“Perfect,” Zed said. “ The Sashanians are bending over backward to help us now.
We re dill cleaning up the messdl over theworld, though. Which remindsme,
there’ swork for you two to do near there.”

“No rest for the weary space travelers, huh?’ Elle asked.

“Nope” Zed sad, thesmile dtill filling hisface. “I’ [l download the

information on your new assgnment to you. Clean it up and get your asses back
here”

“Gladly,” Jay said, thinking about walking the streets of New Y ork again. It
would be wonderful.

Zed sgned off and Elle picked up the com link that put them in touch with the
containment truck behind them. “Heads up, boys,” she said. “We re back to work.”



“Got it,” Pro said. “We reright behind you.”

Twenty minutes later, with Jay driving, they had wound their way up anold
logging road to aclearing high in the coastal mountain range. There, a Grazer
had landed and had been eating for dmost two full days. He d been so far awvay
from civilization that MiB hadn’t cared about him until the cleanup phase was
under way. Therewas no sign of the dien’s ship, though.

“He sashigasasmadl traler,” Jay sad, totaly disgusted, climbing out of

the LTD and staring at the giant dien eating the brush.

“Got any ideas?’ Elle asked.

“None,” Jay said. And hedidn’t.

“There' s no chance we can stuff him back in hisship,” Elle said.
“Areyouwilling to try?’ Jay asked, shocked.

“Not inthedightest,” Elle said. “I’'m never getting near one of those Grazer
shipsagain.”

“Found the ship,” Pro said, coming back through the trees toward them. “ About a
hundred yardsin that direction. Got atow ship comingin to tossit into the

un.”

“Perfect,” Jay said. “ Better take cover.”

Moving back and standing in the door of the LTD, hetook out his Atomizer.
Elle opened the other door of the car and stood in the same fashion.

Pro quickly climbed into the backseat and closed the door.

“Ready to uninviteaguest?’ Jay asked.

“Ready,” Ellesad.

“Onthree)” hesad.

“Three” shesad.

At the same moment they both fired, the image of the rotting carcassesin that
Grazer spaceship clear in Jay’ smind. His job wasto rid the planet Earth of
aien scum and that was exactly what they were doing.

The beast exploded like akid' s balloon being popped by apin.

The sound was a sickening kern-thump!

“Duck!” Jay shouted, and dove behind the steering whed of the LTD, damming the
door closed behind him just intime.

Elle did the same on the passenger side.

Grazer guts, haf-digested food, and green dime rained down on the car,
pounding it hard for asecond before stopping.

“It berainin’ gopher guts,” Jay said.

“Yuck,” Ellesad.

“Good fertilizer for the forest, though,” Pro said.

“That remindsme.” Jay glanced over a Elle asthe dime and Grazer fat ran down
the windows around them.

“What?" she asked.

He amiled. “We haven't had lunch yet.”

Epilogue

9:38 P.M. November 27, 2001 Timberline Ski Area, Oregon

Anthony Davis stood on the top of the hill, his skis adjusted comfortably under
him on the new snow. Behind him the night-skiing lights bathed the dopeina
warm glow. In front of him, athousand or more feet down through the trees, the
lights of Hood River were brighter than he remembered them being thirty-one
years earlier. The town was bigger; more people lived along the Columbia River
near there, too.

Things had changed. Actudly, agreat ded had changed, but he was discovering



that he didn’t mind so much.

It felt good to be back.

skiing thisrun, a thistime of night, was the last thing he remembered

clearly. Hisdoctor had said it was a good ideato return to the scene of the
“accident.”

Eventothevery time.

Thirty-one years before, as ayoung man, he' d fallen on anight-skiing run and
hit hishead, changing his persondity. After that he had quit skiing, becomea
generd inthearmy, or so they told him. He had to believe them, even though he
didn’t much remember. They had pictures.

Hisdoctor had said it was normal in caseslike hisfor hisorigind

persondity, hisorigind memories, to suddenly return, erasing the years of
being agenerd asif they had never happened. But the accident had taken
thirty-oneyearsof hislife from him, made him into adifferent person during
those years. It had aso given him a very generous retirement from the army,
enough to permit him to ski al thetimeif he wanted.

At least that much was good.

He had decided that skiing al the time was exactly what he wanted to do with
therest of hislife. He had spent the summer skiing in Austrdia, and now he
was back here, in hisold hometown, on hisold hill, night-skiing on the now
much-expanded and modernized hill.

But changed or not, it was till hishome. And he cherished the memories of
skiing here. They fdt dmogt asif they werejust yesterday.

Above him the stars shone clear. The night was cold, without much wind.

He stared at the sky for aminute, thinking about what might be out there. Since
hisorigina persondity had returned, he had had an odd yearning to look at the
gars. He didn't know why. He just ac-cepted it, just as he waslearning to
accept so much dse.

With one more long look at the stars, then aquick glance at the valley below,
he turned and started down the mountain, to finish the run he hadn’t finished
al those years ago.

Hewas kiing.

Lifewas good.

Everything was asit should be.
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