


 

The Ether

Jason Pollard is a 25-year-old University dropout that

has discovered a new technology, and now others want it.

He has been threatened and shot at, and the technology

stolen. He is now on the run with an unlocked dark gravity

prototype.

He is a new Tesla to yet another corrupt Edison.

In this high-octane book, we have The Fugitive meets

the Enemy of the State. Like so many breakthroughs, the

world is changed from a garage in the middle of nowhere.

Dark Gravity is a new term paired with Dark Matter

and Dark energy.

Everything has to travel ‘through’ a medium. Or that

was the idea in the 19th century.

A carriage has to travel down a road. Electricity has to

travel through a wire. And, of course, sounds travel

through the air.



What about light?

How does it travel from the sun?

Or radio waves crossing the oceans?

The luminiferous ether was presumed to exist, a

universal theoretical substance believed to act as the

medium for transmitting electromagnetic waves. A theory

now long discarded.

What if there was an ether, a medium for 

communication for atoms?  

What if Dark Gravity was something more substantial

than previously thought, but till now, we have not been able

to tap into it or understand it? Electricity must have looked

like this back in the 16th century. Or gravity in the 17th.

What will this new technology power? Can Jason survive

long enough to put his invention to work?

Having this draft of my book means I am very

interested in feedback. You can contact me at:

ether@ai.net.nz
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Chapter 1 New York.

Jason Pollard exited from the rear seat of his ride.

Holding his satchel close, Jason was excited about what the

day would hold. The driverless xLift beeped once to ensure

he was away from the door as it closed itself and drew

away from the curb to get its next fare.

The late summer sun reflected off the American

Copper Buildings on 626 1st Ave in New York City.

Sounding Labs, which Julian and Jason had set up as their

base of operations, was situated on the sixth floor. They had

set up in New York some eighteen months ago with the

help of their angel investors and currently had a staff of

around twenty.

Jason’s satchel held one of their Melon prototypes. It

was malfunctioning. Jason, someone to take work home,

had been trying to repair it. The failing unit gave results

that teetered on the edge of their knowledge. At the age of

18, physics and then quantum physics had become an easy

companion in Jason's mind as he attended University, first



at MIT, where he met Julian, then in Germany, where he

quickly came up against the knowledge boundaries of his

professors. At 23, Julian and one of his German professors

convinced Jason to forgo pieces of paper on a wall and

instead enter the world of practical research.

Two years later, at 25, Jason, Julian, and their research

teams cracked the resonance frequency issues. Just as the

Hubble telescope, years before, and the James Webb

telescope recently had shown the universe in unbelievable

detail. Jason's work down into the sub-atomic had unlocked

a world of wonder; a world animals could tap into.

Birds could sense the earth's magnetic field changes

and navigate thousands of kilometers during migration.

Sharks could detect the electric field of muscle

contractions in their prey. The Beluga Whales used their

Melon for sonar to see kilometers through the water and

communicate with each other. Hence the name of the

prototype: Melon.

The Sounding Lab team had developed artificial Melon

transmitters to send and receive data. The melons could

sense great distances at the subatomic level and see



greater detail than conventional radar. The two teams,

Jason’s in New York and the supporting team in Albany, had

been testing and iterating to great success over the last

few months. That is, except for the unit Jason had taken

home the night before.

This unit was different. It did not give readings back

for what it saw ten, twenty kilometers away; it was reacting

with dust on its transmission plate only a few millimeters

away. It was changing the dust at the subatomic level,

making it into something very different.

The malfunctioning Melon and the dust cube were in

Jason’s satchel; this was why Jason held it so close; it had

such potential, something to show Julian and a new puzzle

to unravel.

Today was a review meeting; the bean counters would

be in force, and accountants and their budgets would be

getting in the way again. Then there was criticism from the

Angel Investors demanding to see progress, demon

investors, as Jason often referred to them, led by Castle.

Last night's discovery was going to set their field on

fire—it was no longer about transmitters but manipulation



of matter.

Walking into the atrium, Jackson, the security guard,

seemed perturbed.

"Hi Jackson, good morning."

"If you say so," Jackson replied. “I’m to escort you to

your office; please come this way.”

“I know where my office is,” Jason said as Jackson got

in step with him.

Jackson remained silent and walked with Jason to the

elevators; another guard was standing there with an

elevator waiting.

“Is this necessary?” Jason asked.

“Just doing my job,” Jackson said; the second security

guard ushered Jason into the waiting elevator.

After an uncomfortable ride to the 6th floor, the

elevator opened to a general lack of activity in Jason’s

research office. The second security guard walked Jason to

the reception mere meters away.

Mary occupied the reception desk, and a beefy

security guard stood behind her.

"Ahr, what's going on?" Jason asked.



"Mr. Pollard, they are waiting for you in the

boardroom," answered Mary stiffly. Mary may have been

the receptionist, but for Jason, she was someone to help

keep him on track and find whatever was the last thing he

had lost.

Jason glanced into the research room; no one was

there. Jason did not have an office, instead choosing to

work with his team. The significant research room had

workstations for several people, but Elliot and Harlan,

Joanna, and Monica were not present. Nor were the other

people involved in the research at a lesser level.

This third security guard moved Jason along to the

board room.

The accountants were really in force today, four of

them sat on one side of the board table, and several

oversight board members sat on the other, along with

Julian Bright, Jason's partner, and friend.

Julian and Jason had together mapped out this project,

got a team of great minds together, Jason had navigated the

research, and Julian had navigated the finances and

administration.



There were simply too many people present.

“Julian, guys, what’s going on,” Jason asked.

Julian looked nervous.

“Please take a seat, Mr. Pollard.'' Castle said. Castle 

was the severe-faced man, maybe sixty,  with a face pulled 

tight. Julian had liked him to a toad waiting to eat flies but 

would only ever say this to Julian in private. 

There was one seat available at the opposite end of the

table.

Jason sat, opened up his satchel to get his tablet, and

Castle said, “you will not need that. You are in deep

trouble, young man.”

“This is a scheduled meeting for product development;

where is my team?” Jason tried to get in.

“Please do not interrupt me or talk unless asked to

speak. As I was saying.” Mr. Castle looked at the two

groups, the accountants and the other board members. “I

was shocked to find such deep degrees of incompetence in

this department; we had overlooked many infringements,

as outlined in the reports before you.”

“What reports?” Jason asked.



All eyes turned on Jason as if choreographed, “Pollard,

if you want to survive this meeting without a jail term,

kindly keep your mouth shut.” This comment came not from

Mr. Castle but from Kenneth Yale III, the head of the board

of the angel investment firm Blue Sky Finance.

Jason sat shocked, his mouth a grasp. The sense of

euphoria from last night’s discovery, the hope of a beautiful

summer morning, was replaced with a bottomless pit of

missing workers, disapproving looks, and a countenance of

guilt on Julian’s face.

Castle continued, “As of 4 pm yesterday, it came to our

attention that this business has fraudulently accessed funds

from us that you, Mr. Pollard, were not entitled to, had not

been budgeted for, and used to pay for frivolous research

outside your sanctioned portfolio. In other words, Mr.

Pollard, you stole from Blue Sky Finance for personal gain.

And so we have no choice but to instigate our emergency

clause in our contract with you and Mr. Bright. We have

taken control of all your research and prototypes and

moved them where you can no longer do any harm.”



The squirming of Julian, the lack of eye contact, and

the gaping maw of failure and disaster froze Jason in place.

Words would not come. Anger and frustration at this

gross injustice playing out before him stalled him. It was

like being in a car accident where everything went into

slow motion; you could see what you would hit but could do

nothing to stop it.

Mr. Castle looked at Jason with a satisfied grimace as

he continued to flay him with his words, “Ever since the

beginning, I had told Mr. Yale that you should not have

been given any place in this venture, a dropout from

Univerity, and a sub-standard researcher. It was only

because of Mr. Bright’s insistence that you were involved.

And now we see the fruit of that misguided trust. Get your

things, and you will be excited from the building and be

thankful the police are not involved. Yet.”

Simm, the guard from the front, had been standing

behind Jason. He gripped Jason by the shoulder and

ushered him out of the boardroom. Jason tried to shrug off

this grip, but Simms held fast and smirked as he propelled

Jason from the room.



How could this be happening? Jason thought. Words

often escaped him under this kind of pressure. He had done

nothing wrong. There must be a mistake. Julian would set

the record straight. There must be another reason. Then a

deep boiling heat and resentment took Jason; as the

Security Guard guided Janson to the Research Area and sat

him at one of the workbenches.

“Get your stuff, and get out,” spat the guard.

Putting his satchel on the counter, it clunked with a

reminder that the malfunctioning prototype was there. Also

on the desk were a couple of the newer working

prototypes. These prototypes were from the last two

months of development, partly from Jason’s work and the

research arm of Blue Sky Finance. Blue Sky Engineering

had some bright minds; from the original ideas that Jason

and Julian had had, the prototypes got refined and

improved. One engineer, Dominique Watts, had been

instrumental in this latest iteration of the prototypes. The

prototype that failed was the latest one from Dominique.

He was not leaving this building with either a working

prototype or the broken one. Looking around the room,



what could Jason do with the current train wreck of a

morning? Certainly not much with the guard standing at

the entranceway.

“I need to go see Mary; she has my planner.” Mary did

have Jason’s planner, something he hardly ever used but

would give to Mary at the end of the day with a few things

for her to work on each morning.

The Guard motioned, “You’re not going anywhere, boy.

You sit in that chair; I’ll get it and be right back.”

Jason saw one slight chance as the guard backed out of 

the room. Jason set to work; what could he lose?  Taking 

the malfunctioning Melon prototype, he replaced it with 

one of the working prototypes on the desk. Next, at the end 

of the desk were some FedEx shipping boxes, something 

they used all the time to move things between buildings 

and the Investment Firm. Using pre-printed labels, Jason 

put the malfunctioning prototype into a box, put a sticker 

on it for Julians’s Apartment, put the box in the out bin, and 

got himself back in his chair.

What was he doing? This was madness, but it was

done. Jason’s heart was racing as the guard returned.



“Here you go, boy.” The guard handed the planner to

Jason,

Just as Jason was about to take it. “I don’t think so; this

is something that now belongs to Mr. Castle.”

At this point, Julian and Castle entered the room.

“Julian, what is going on? You know this is not right.

You know I have done nothing except what we have

planned to do. You have to stop this madness.”

“Jason, this was….” Julian began.

“Mr. Bright, you do not need to lower yourself to this

man’s level of incompetence.” There was something very

insincere in Castles’ words and Julians’ countenance.

“Mr. Castle, he was trying to leave with this. I stopped

him.” The guard handed Jason’s planner to Mr. Castle.

Castle thumbed through the planner. There was not much

to see, sketches, lists of things for Mary to do, some

business cards Jason had collected, and some petty cash.

“Still trying to steal my money, I see, indigent to the

very end.” Castle intoned.

“This is no such thing. And you know it. I didn't even

get a chance to do anything with the planner; I was not



allowed to go get it; your goon did.”

That comment paused Castle’s smile; something had

happened that was not what he had ordered. “You left him

alone in here?” It was the guard’s turn to squirm.

“He had nowhere to go.” Simms tried.

“Grab your things, and don’t try and steal anything

else.” Castle said to Jason.

Jason looked at the room; there was nothing of his

there. It was all work; in many ways, it was all his.

Jason picked up his satchel, and Julian could not meet

his eyes. As the bag bumped against the table, Julian said,

“Laptop.”

“Of course, what do you have there that is not yours?”

Gruffed Castle. With a signal to the guard, a hand grabbed

the satchel from Jason and began to open it up.

Out came the laptop, then a tablet.

“Both of these are ours.”

Next came the prototype.

“So what is this? Are you trying to steal research?”

“God, you are all so thick. Julian, I took a prototype

home last night, but it was not working. I fixed it; here it is



as good as the rest.” Sweat began to break out on Jason’s

forehead, and it took all his will not to look at the cart of

packages about to go out with the courier.

“Yeah, ah, thanks,” was all Julian could say.

“Regardless, I say you were trying to steal this. We will

have you arrested if you make any trouble for us; it is all on

camera. Take his key card and deposit him back on the

street.” Castle turned on his heels and left, pulling Julian

along like flotsam in his wake.

With this, the guard put a not-too-gentle hand on Jason

and propelled him out the door.

As Jason was goose-walked out the front door, the

Delivery guy exited the elevator and proceeded into the

office to get the delivery cart. The guard missed the door

and was left punching the down button. Jason took that

opportunity to break free and step back; the guard was

torn between thumping the button and reconnecting with

Jason’s arm.

“I can hardly go anywhere, you big beef steak.”

A side-wise look lets Jason see the delivery guys

returning with the cart. As the lift arrived, the guard



grabbed Jason’s arm, pushing him into the elevator. The

delivery guy also edged his way into the elevator.

Jason and Simms exited the lift and went towards the

front doors, and the Delivery guy went out the back.

Simms took delight in ripping Jason’s tag off his neck

and gave him an unneeded push down onto the front

forecourt.

Jason picked himself up off the ground, with many eyes

watching the drama as the guard closed the door. Wiping a

small amount of blood from his hands, he looked back at

the building, dumbfounded that he had entered with such

hopes an hour previous.

 



Chapter 2 How did that

happen?

How could this have happened?

More to the point, what had just happened?

From research and success to humiliation and

destitution in one hour.

Jason went over to a bench on the forecourt. Tourists

gathered to enjoy one of the summer's last days. Trees in

the plaza seemed to promise fruit in a few weeks, very

much in dark contrast to Jason's firing.

He had been a bloody fool to trust Julian, Kenneth Yale,

and ever sign papers drawn up by Castle.

Things had happened way too fast.

Just yesterday, in the research lab, Joanna,  one of the 

technicians, had brought the malfunctioning Melon to his 

desk, saying it was not sending or receiving. Its paired 

device was in the second lab, about 250 kilometers away in 

Albany. Things had been operating well; then, they stopped 



communicating. The Melons were going to revolutionize 

both communications and detection. Two units paired could 

communicate with no detectable emissions. So far, they 

have tested out to a range of 300 kilometers, with a 

throughput of 1.2 Gbits—excellent stuff.

They had also set up a single unit or a set of units to

scan their surroundings and develop a precise mapping

down to the millimeter resolution. Again with no detectable

emissions.

Jason looked back to the building; he was on the

outside now. This put him in mind of how the Melons

seemed to work. At the subatomic level, atoms were

sharing information. There were vibrations from deep down

that his team had now tapped. The information was

dependent on mass. Water is three atoms, two hydrogens,

and one oxygen. They share elections and create a stable

molecule. There is a sharing conversation where each atom

thinks it has more electrons than the sum of the electrons

present. Water is a bad example as water is nowhere the

mass of lead. The greater the mass of matter, the better the

resolution of the scan.



Then this malfunctioning prototype took all this

sideways.

There was no signal at the paired receiver. Everything

seemed to be working as it should, just no signal.

Last night, at his apartment, Jason had powered up the

unit; the transmission plate had a bow. After taking it apart,

he found a layer of something. It sat on the coils and bowed

out the top plate. It looked like a small gray cloud. It did

not weigh anything, yet it could not be bent.

Leaving the transmission plate off, Jason powered the

unit up and sent a signal through the coils. Nothing

happened.

Jason took some plastic Saran Wrap, placed this over

the coils, and got sand from a pot plant. Putting this on the

coils, Jason powered the unit up. There was a discernible

pop; the small pile of sand turned into another little grey

cloud. How weird. Even weirder, holding this sand cloud,

Jason could not compress it at all. Putting it on the floor

and hitting it with a hammer did nothing except leave a

mark on the floor.



Jason mused, the sand was changed, but the saran

wrap was not. Next, Jason got a styrofoam cup put this on

the coils, and energized the coils. Nothing.

Jason put some sand into this cup and energized it; the

sand foamed and almost overflowed the cup. He then

grabbed the pot plant with the sand and put it onto the

coils; he was about to energize the coils when caution

finally caught hold. Not a good idea. The sand was foaming

about ten times its original volume; this pot plant would

make a huge mess.

Somehow the signal from the coil had done something

different. It had changed the matter in the cup, expanding

it and making it very strong.

Now Jason was out on his arse.

His attention reverted back to the side of the building.

A delivery van had come out of the underground garage.

Five bike riders converged on the van. Each rider took

three or four of the packages for delivery.

One of the riders took off in the direction of where

Julian lived.



 



Chapter 3 Courier.

Julian and Jason lived in the same building.

Julian was on the ground floor, and Jason was on the

third.

Jason hailed an xLift and coded it to take him home.

Those bike couriers are fast. But Jason did not have far

to go and could see him progress through the traffic to 220

E 26th St, not far from the Sounding Lab.

They both pulled up to the address simultaneously;

Jason already had his phone out, opened the FedEx app,

and pretended to be talking.

“Yeah, yeah, I just got home.” Jason thumbed the

keypad to the apartments and opened the door as the bike

courier mounted the steps. “Yeah, that as well; he is just

here,” faked Jason on the phone.

“Is that a package for me? Julian Bright?”

The bike delivery looked a little taken back. “Ahr, yes, I

have a package for a Julian Bright? Can I see some ID,

please?”



One step ahead, Jason already had the FedEx app open

with this package on display. “Yep, that’s for me.” Back on

the phone, Jason said, “What, you want me to bring it over

right now? Ahr, okay.” “Thanks, mate.” Grabbing the

package, he used his finger to sign the small tablet on the

wrist of the delivery guy. He was leaving before the bike

courier could protest.

The xLift was on pause. Getting back in, Jason left his

apartment and went around the block once. Was he

becoming some kind of thief for real now?

Once the xLift got him back to his apartment, the bike

carrier was long gone. He released the xLift back into its

queue, and it drove off again. Quickly, wondering if

something was about to fall on him, Jason made it up to his

apartment and closed and locked the door, putting the

deadbolt in place.

Less than two hours ago, Jason was doing amazing

quantum physics research; for all intents and purposes, he

was now an embezzler and a thief. But how can you steal

your ideas? Yet as Castle said, those ideas were not his; he

had signed them over.



Sitting on the couch, looking out the window at the

buildings next door, he thought about his options. Several

things got his attention; this apartment was not in his

name. He was going to get turfed. All his subscriptions to

various tools were on the laptop he no longer had. Even

knowing the passwords were not much use if they came

after him for unlawful access to confidential material.

Why had they gone after him like this? It seems like

overkill. He thought to reach out to Dominique Watts, the

engineer who had taken his latest plans and built the

Melon he had just stolen. He still had his phone; that was

something. Dialing Dominique’s number, he went straight

to voicemail. Next, he dialed where Dominique worked. The

receptionist answered on the second ring.

“Ah, hi, um.” What has her name, Jason had met her.

“Right, Emma, is Dominique there, please.”

In a hushed voice, Emma asked, “Is this Jason?”

“Yes…, what’s up,” asked Jason. He was hesitant to say

it was him, but he needed information.

“They told me if you called to let them know and keep

you on the line, they just took Dominique out of here in



handcuffs,” Emma was almost crying.

“They also took two other engineers out, and now the

lab is closed. They sent the others home. What’s going on?”

asked Emma.

“I don’t know; I just got fired,” said Jason.

“How can they fire you? Aren’t you one of the

owners?”

“Well, so I thought.” Jason hated the thought that he

might get Emma in trouble; she was putting her neck on

the line. “Emma, signal that you have me on the line; act as

if you are very loyal; let’s see if I can get some

information.”

On the other end, Jason heard faintly, “Sir, SIR, you

asked me to tell you if Jason Pollard called; I have him on

the line; he is asking to talk to Dominique Watts.”

Jason heard, “What did you tell him?”

Emma was doing good; as if she was not letting Jason

hear, she said, “I said Dominique Watts was in a meeting;

what do you want me to do.”

What Jason heard next put a shiver down his spine. In

the distance, he could hear the mysterious voice ask



another, “Do you have a bead on where he is?” Someone

else, even more faintly, said, “Yes, he is at his apartment.”

Jason lost the rest of the distant conversation, then Emma

said, “Hello, Mr. Pollard; I am so sorry Mr. Watts is still in

that planning meeting and will be for the next hour. Can I

take a message, please?”

To help Emma, Jason said, “Yes can you tell Dominique

I would like him to call me as soon as possible? We seem to

have an issue with his latest design. Thank you, Emma.”

And Jason hung up.

What about his people? If Dominique was under arrest,

what of the people in New York?

Next, Jason called Monica, she was the newest hire,

and Jason felt she was least likely to be in handcuffs.

“Monica, Jason here. Are you okay?” Jason started.

“I’ve been told not to talk to you,” and she hung up.

Well, at least she is safe, ish, thought Jason.

Next on the list was Harlan; his phone just rang and

rang. That did not look good.

Elliot, however, did answer. “Well, Jason, you have

yourself in a deep pile of bovine excretes. Whatever you



have got yourself into, I am out of here; nice knowing you; I

hope the boys in prison are gentle to you.”

“Elliot, Elliot, don’t hang up, I just got fired and kicked

out of the lab, and things are happening way too fast. What

do you know about what’s happening.”

“Jason, you were always a bit on the slow side of office

politics; let me guess, Julian shafted you, right?”

“No, maybe, yes, but how did you know?”

“As I said, you might be the rising star in the quantum

field, but you are a dim light bulb in personal interaction.

Remember that conversation I had with you last week

about guarding your back? Remember I said Castle was

getting sneaky and creepy at the same time?”

Jason, holding the phone to his ear, sank to the floor.

He remembered this conversation; he had ignored the

warnings.

“My last bit of free advice, Jason, get the hell out of

Dodge. They arrested Ike, and I am amazed they did not

arrest you. The top tier is gone, I’m the middle tier, I don’t

warrant that attention, so I’m gone, baby,” and Elliot hung

up.



The only reason he can see for not being arrested was

maybe a bit of guilt on Julian’s part, but with Castle, that

will not last long. Perhaps they had let him loose to see

what he did next.

Looking around the room, Jason thought about what to

take and what to leave and started packing a bag.

 



Chapter 4 Security

Cameras.

At the Sounding Labs' board room, Julian looked rather

sick as Castle and Kenneth Yale dismissed the bean

counters and the other board members.

Yale looked at Julian and scoffed, “What's wrong? Boy?

Playing with the big boys, not to your taste?”

“This is not what you said would happen. You said

Jason had embezzled funds; that is not what happened.”

Julian said. “You said he had been collaborating with one of

your developers to steal technology.”

Castle spoke, “Well, you did see he was trying to steal

a prototype; it was in his bag.”

“No, Jason had told me yesterday that he was taking

home a malfunctioning prototype, and we see that he fixed

it.” Julian thought a bit about that. “We hardly gave him

any time to explain himself, and now that you say it was an



automatic triggering on purchase orders, there was no

embezzlement.”

“As far as I’m concerned, he needed removal, and if

you keep on this path, maybe we need to get rid of you as

well.” Kenneth Yale threatened. It was a bit of a hollow

threat; it was not so much that they needed Julian, but he

was connected, family-wise, back up the Bright tree to Yale.

Julian was to survive when this coup got conceived, but a

nobody like Jason was someone to be sucked dry and

discarded.

“I am not happy that the boy was left alone in the lab,”

mused Castle.

“What do you mean?” Asked Yale.

“You hired me for my paranoia; I had told the idiot of a

guard to take Pollard to the lab and get his stuff. When

Pollard wanted to get his planner from that receptionist,

the guard got it himself. Julian, you have cameras

everywhere, right?” Queried Castle.

“Yes, even in the lab.” Said Julian. “But what? It was 2

minutes max.”



“Can you bring the last half hour onto the screen?”

Asked Julian.

“Ahr, yes.” Julian got his phone out, paired it with the

monitor on the wall, and accessed the Security System.

Bringing up all the cameras, he focused on the three

cameras for the Lab. Putting them side by side on the

screen, Julian rewound the time to when Jason arrived. One

of the cameras caught him going into the boardroom and

then being escorted to the Lab by Simms ten minutes later.

All three cameras had him sitting at his bench. He looked

around, and then they saw him talking to the guard. The

guard then disappeared to most likely get his planner from

Mary.

They then saw Jason open his satchel, and grabbing a

shipping box; he put the Melon prototype into it and put a

sticker on it. They could not see the address, even when

Julian zoomed the camera in and played back that section.

They watched Jason put the package in the outgoing

pile, pick up one of the other prototypes and place it in his

satchel.



A moment later, that guard returned with the planner

and handed it to Jason to snatch it back. It was then that

Castle and Julian entered the room.

They had a further confrontation with Jason. As Jason

picked up his satchel, Julian mentioned the laptop. Julian

removed the Laptop, tablet, and prototype from the satchel.

However, not the prototype that Julian thought it was.

“Shit, the little prick.” Spat Julian. Now he was mad;

the guilt he had felt evaporated. What doubt he had felt for

betraying a friend was now gone.

“What is this?” Yale accusingly asked Julian.

“I, I don’t know,” said Julian. “Yesterday, Jason had

said he was taking the latest prototype home as it was not

functioning, and he wanted to repair it.”

“Why on earth would you let him do this?” Injected

Castle.

Julian got a bit of his voice back, “It’s not like he was a

mere lab technician; this is the guy who pioneered our

discovery for the transmitting coils. For him to take

something home was not an issue. We both did, often

working a whole weekend on diagnostics and simulations.”



“So where was that package going? You can find out,

right?” Castle demanded.

“You don’t know much about technology, do you?”

Sneered Julian, happy to get a jab in at Castle.

Castle was not impressed; he got right into Julian's

face, “Boy, don’t think too hard on the fact that your name

has saved you so far; we now have a deep problem that I

will be more than happy to land at your door, and see how

you fair.”

Julian again went to his phone; it's pairing with the

screen was still active, and he brought up the FedEx App

and scrolled to outbound for today. “There were eighteen

outbound packages, twelve for the development labs at

Blue Sky Engineering, four to Blue Sky Finance itself, one

to you, Castle, and one to me. Shit, he sent it to our

apartments.” Scrolling down and clicking on the package.

“And it was delivered and signed for ten minutes ago.”

Castle roared out of the Boardroom and went to the

Security Guard, “You imbecile, you let that child play you.”

Simms flinched. He had worked with Castle many

times, generally as muscle, to ensure that what Castle



wanted got done.

“What…” stuttered Simms.

“Don’t talk; just listen. While you disobeyed my explicit

instruction and left Pollard alone, he stole from me. Even as

you escorted him out of the building, he was getting away

with a crucial piece of equipment. You now need to go and

retrieve that box from his apartment and bring it back

here. And bring him back as well. We will drop the hammer

on him and put him deep away with one hour of sunlight a

day.”

“Julian, give him your key card,” Castle said.

Julian tried to protest.

“Now.” Warning Castle.

With Juilans card, Castle merely said, “Go.” To Simms.

 



Chapter 5 Running.

Victor Simms had worked for Castle off and on over

the last six years. It had been light work, good work, and

general legal work. Simms didn’t mind the times he went

into the grey; it made him feel like a corporate spy.

Simms knew where he was going. It had already been

his job to survey where Julian and Jason lived. Like Jason,

he hailed an xLift and set it for 220 E 26th St.

Arriving at the apartments, Simms used the Keycard to

enter the building. Julian's apartment was on the ground

floor, so Simms went straight to the 3rd, to Jason's

apartment. Julian’s key card would not work on Jason's

apartment, but Simms’ lockpick would.

On the other side of the door, Jason froze. Jason had

his bag half-packed as the locks began to turn. Running to

the door, he activated the panic locks that turned the door

into an impregnable wall.

Simms heard this and yelled, “You little shit, just open

up; you can’t go anywhere.”



Jason grabbed his duffle and went to the back of the

apartment.

Thinking about what he had packed already, Jason 

grabbed a small go-bag containing his national passport, 

interstate passport,  birth certificate, SS Card, a couple of 

extra credit cards he rarely used, and a metal card the 

same size as a credit card that was his bit ledger. The bit 

ledger was more than a USB drive; it could store several 

wallets for bitcoin and various altcoins. It held $25,000 the 

last time he had compared prices.

He could not think of anything else that might be

useful to him. This goon of a guard turning up made Jason

acutely aware that things were going from sour to rancid.

With his phone, the prototype, the go-bag, and a few

changes of clothes, he went to the window facing the

internal courtyard for his block. In this window, he had

installed an emergency descending ladder in case of fire.

Three stories were quite a ways down, but with the duffle

over his shoulder and his heart racing, Jason descended to

the ground and the small park areas between the buildings

in this block. Heading North-West, he found the exit onto



one of Manhatten's many protective sidewalk sheds. This

roof made for an easy climb down to street level.

Finding himself on 25th and 3rd, Jason thumbed his

phone; he again flagged an xLift, got in, and sent it South

and West towards Valley Bank on 924 Broadway.

As he pulled north on 3rd Avenue, Simms had not

wasted time. Simms had seen Jason get an xLift just as he

was coming out of 26th street. Getting an xLift himself, he

saw his plan's failure. There was no one to say, “Follow that

cab” to. Jason was already turning the corner and going out

of view. Getting out of the cab, Simms raced after Jason.

Arriving at the Valley Bank, he accessed the ATM and

got out a daily maximum of $5,000, about half the money in

this account. Exiting the bank, he was shocked to see

Simms just two blocks away, booking it hard towards him.

Jason froze like a deer in headlights; this was happening

way too fast. The shot chipped stone off the wall beside him

and got Jason moving. What the heck? Did they want him

dead now?

Jason ran in the opposite direction. Traffic was moving

pretty freely. Not waiting for a cross light, Jason sprinted



across the intersection. Seeing an xLift at a stand, he

jumped in and hit a destination on the back screen in the

general direction traffic was flowing. The xLift did not

move. Simms was now across the street. Jason thumbed the

app, and the car accepted him as a fare and set off into the

traffic. Looking back, Simm was again running after him.

Once Jason had put some distance between himself

and Simms, he thought about how quickly Simms had

gotten to the apartment. Was it a lucky guess? Or was he

being tracked? When he talked to Emma, he heard them

say Jason was in his apartment. This phone was a company

issue. Ha, another infringement; he had just billed three

xLifts to the company.

This xLift dropped him off at another bank, but for a

different card. Again he withdrew the daily maximum of

$5,000.

Fifteen minutes later, he was out of the next xLift and

in Madison Square Park. Jason was suffering an adrenaline

crash, but this worked for him; he had to plan better. He

needed to use the power of technology to flip Castle over.

Sitting on a bench, Jason flicked through the time of things



leaving Grand Central Terminal. He purchased three

different tickets going North in the next two hours.

Leaving the park, he looked for one of the old Yellow

Cabs, not an xLift this time.

He greeted the driver and gave a destination of the

Grand Central Terminal. Jason passed $500 through the

speaking grill onto the seat next to the driver.

“What’s this, mate?” The driver asked.

“At these lights, up ahead, or the next lights,

whichever ones we stop at, I want you to keep driving to

the Terminal; I want you to park outside for 2 minutes and

then start driving north for an hour. Are you up for this? If

you say no, I’ll just get out at the next set of lights, and this

ride is over, and that $500 is yours.” As Jason talked, he

took out his phone and slid it between the seats.

“$500, bucks? Call it a thousand, and you are on; I’ll

even go across one of the bridges if you like.”

“You are a true New York cabbie and a gentleman,”

Jason laughed as he passed another $500 through the

partition.



They slowed for the lights; Jason opened the door

slightly, slid out, and disappeared into the sidewalk crowd.

 



Chapter 6 Central

Terminal, NY.

Julian and Castle had Simms on the phone.

“He has already left Madison Square Park and is

heading north, but not in an xLift this time. The boy is

learning but not fast enough. We have three tickets on his

account for the Central Terminal; you head there; we have

also sent some others.”

“On my way,” said Simms. If he got his hands on Jason,

he was sure that damaged property would not be an issue.

He was sweaty and beginning to stink.

Having yet to reach Madison Square Park, Simms

rerouted the xLift for the Terminal.

So the kid was in a cab this time; looking ahead and

behind, he could see about three cabs. There would have

been thousands of Yellow Cabs back in the day. Today

maybe 500, if you were lucky, for all of New York City.

Jumping out of the xLift at the station, Simms saw a cab



pull in ahead of him. It stopped at the cab rank, but no one

got out. Simms could not see if there was anyone in the

back seat; the sun was going down below the building,

causing a sun-strike.

The cab then drove off.

Crap, had he spooked the kid.

Reinforcements arrived from Castle in the form of a

couple more security guards; Simms went to their car, got

in the back seat, and said, “That cab, it’s the only one that

drew in, but no one got out. Follow it.”

Another text came into Simms's phone; this time, it

was a link to a security app that showed a dot moving out

of the terminal. So this was how Castle had been following

Pollard, Simms thought. Using the app, Simms told the

driver where to go. It was not hard to catch up and draw

alongside the cab. Looking in the back window, no one was

there. It was the right cab for the dot stopped when they

stopped at a set of lights.

Simm and the other passenger got out of the car at the

next light. The security guard went in front of the cab to



stop it from moving on, and Simms went and opened the

backdoor.

“What the hell do you think you are doing,” demanded

the cabbie.

“Did you just have a young guy in the cab,” Simms

asked, ignoring the cabbie's protest.

“What’s it to you,” the cabbie said belligerently.

“Don’t make this hard for yourself, “ Simms showed his

pistol; the lights turned green, cars behind the cab started

honking, and the other guard showed his revolver.

“Yeah, I picked up a kid; he paid me $100 to go to the

Central Terminal, stop, and continue.”

“Where did he get out?” Simms demanded.

“About five blocks before the terminal. Now get out of

my cab.”

While talking, Simms had been searching in the back

of the cab. Just now, his hand slid across the phone Jason

had hidden. Taking it, he got out of the cab. The other

guard retreated to their car, and they drove off.

Simms was not happy to be on the phone back to

Castle. “Sir, we found the cab, Pollard was not in it, but his



phone was.”

Hearing swearing down the line, “Okay, backtrack and

find him.” Castle hung up.

Backtrack, find him in New York at 5 pm, sure.

Where had the brat gone? He could have double-

blinded them and still be heading north, or Pollard could be

heading south to get a ferry across the bay, or east or west.

 



Chapter 7 New Jersey.

The close calls with Simms, the bullet, and the general 

desperation that Jason felt caused a pause in his thinking. 

He was running on the flight portion of fight or flight. His 

current success had him running on too much nervous 

energy; Jason wanted to flee but not do anything stupid. 

Taking a bus from where he got out of the cab, Jason made 

his way to the Easter portion of the New York Waterway on 

Wall St. He got a Ferry to Port Liberte across the Bay in 

New Jersey.  Trips with cash were all Jason could think 

about; credit cards left a trail, as did so many of the apps 

on his phone. No more xLifts or booking tickets online.

Public transport got him to Newark Penn Station and a

Greyhound Express, and with a ticket to Cleveland, OH.

Slumping into his seat, Jason finally felt he might be able to

get some rest.

“So what happened to him?” Castle asked Simms.

Simms was happy that this was a call and not face-to-

face. “After the cab was a bust, we returned to the Central



Terminal but found nothing. I do have his phone!”

“The phone is not him; how on earth do you think I will

be happy with the phone?” asked Castle.

“Well, you might find something you can use on it,”

said Simms.

“You don’t know technology, do you? That is why

you're just brawn. Anything on that phone is on our system;

I already have access to it; how do you think we could track

him?” Castle spat.

“Come back in; I will want you ready to go if Pollard

surfaces.



Chapter 8 Dollar Store,

Rolla.

The bus lurched as the driver applied the brakes and

drew into the Greyhound Bus station just off Kingshighway

in Rolla, Missouri. Jason was on one of the old ICE buses

(Internal Combustion Engine). In the six weeks Jason had

been traveling, he was sometimes on the smooth-running

electric buses, or like today, he would find himself on an old

ICE bus.

Jason had spent a week in one place and had even

been able to get a few days of work but became spooked

when he thought people were looking at him. He was soon

moving again.

He traveled west to Colorado Springs and then down

to Santa Fe. From there, it was on to Lubbock, Texas. He

would buy tickets on the spur of the moment, especially if

buses were leaving in different directions.



Conflicting emotions kept Jason moving. A friend had

screwed him over. Castle had played him. And Simms had

been the schoolyard bully, but with a gun. All this led to

anger that kept Jason awake at night and frustration that

caused him to grind his fingernails into his palms.

Jason's hand rested on his duffle bag. He could feel

Dominique's prototype, his reason for running. It held

secrets he had been unable to examine, no place to stop, no

place to rest, no place to experiment; at least he had time

to think, and he had done a lot of that.

The world was in the middle of changes. Japan had

fallen off the population cliff. Their economy was in tatters,

with no young people filling the jobs of the older generation

retiring. China was saber-rattling at Taiwan again, and

their Belt and Road initiative was now a millstone around

their neck.

As with buses, ICE cars were disappearing, and it was

not uncommon to see thirty electric cars in a train on the

highways. The demand for fossil fuels was down, and less

demand did not lead to lower prices. At least the US road

death toll was slashed in half.



Then there was solar.

As Jason traveled, he came across communities that 

had done a good job of putting solar on homes and using 

technology well. Then there were the ghost solar farms: 

some lobby groups got to the purses of various towns, 

states, or even the federal government. With great fanfare, 

the farms had been set up, sometimes in the wrong 

orientation, and now they were derelict, But someone had 

made money, and someone else had the debt. There were 

also strange acts of vandalism. Someone with solar on their 

roof could end up with a brick through their window for no 

apparent reason. An electric car would get keyed just for 

being electric. A repair shop would get a molotov cocktail 

thrown at it; that was a weird one in Jason's esteem; why? 

The only thing he could find was a link to the right to repair 

and other freedom initiatives that had some people mad.  

During these travels, Jason took a side trip to Salt Lake 

City, Utah. He had brought a cheap laptop,  removed the 

wifi chip, installed Linux, then Tor, then a VPN, and then a 

newly compiled copy of TorSafe, a crypto wallet that let you 



transact your bitcoins on the blockchain without having to 

use an exchange. 

Unlike an exchange that holds your coins in trust,

TorSafe lets you set up a wallet and gain access to your

‘coin’ directly on the blockchain. With TorSafe and a very

long password that Jason had memorized, he now had

access to his wallets and their coins.

When Jason fled New Your, he had taken the crypto

card with him, which held the information to sync his

wallet into TorSafe. Jason had 24 Ethereum and a quarter

of a bitcoin.

Each Ethereum was worth over $8,000. Taking four of 

Ethereum, he transferred it into TorSafe; this was 

unnecessary, but it meant he was now using a new 

washable wallet. Of course, this transaction went out on 

the blockchain anonymously; there was no connection 

between Jason and the Wallet. Having the coin on the ‘net 

was easy. You could buy a coffee or a car, but both these 

things started to leave a connected trail to a real person. 

Getting cash, however, and getting it anonymously, was the 

hard part. Since every transaction was on the blockchain, it 



was possible to follow coins forward and back in time and 

maybe make a connection to a person. Also, cash 

transactions were almost always associated with a name 

and  Social Security Number. The IRS wanted to take their 

slice of your pie.  

Jason purchased a burner phone and synced the phone

with TorSafe on the laptop; Jason moved the coins into a

washer account. After an hour, he got a slightly different

amount back, transaction fees. The washer brought in

several people's coins, moved them around, consolidated

them in one account, and finally moved them out to a new

wallet you had set up. It was an act of trust, but it meant

you had coins in a new wallet with no traceable connection

to the original wallet. Using a second phone which had

access to this new wallet, Jason made himself as

unrecognizable as possible, and over a couple of days and a

couple of different cities, went to Bitcoin ATMs. When

doing a transaction, the screen on the ATM shows a unique

QR code. TorSafe on the second phone would read this

code and sync the phone with the ATM. With this encrypted

link, Jason withdrew $1,500 to $2,000 cash, depending on



how much money was in that private ATM for anonymous

cash withdrawals. Once the wallet was exhausted, he

destroyed the phones and threw the pieces away. At the

very least, Jason saw a way forward for getting his money

out of the Crypto Card and into his pocket. It was not

cheap. He only got 90 cents on the dollar; such was the

price of anonymity when governments had positioned

themselves for control.

Only as Jason sought to get his money out did he

encounter the ‘Have a Heart’ freedom activists. Over the

last decade, they had sprung up and used the courts and

the Constitution to create enough pressure to change the

laws. The argument for freedom of commerce has won the

day, but bitcoin owners could get into serious trouble if

they did not declare their wealth. The IRS was not happy.

Freedom of commerce, freedom to repair, and freedom to

not be remembered had created a perfect storm. New laws

were written and passed, now allowing Jason to get cash

for his altcoins.

He thought about the remaining money in his various

real-world accounts, $8,000 and some. It was not worth



trying to get it when he knew they would be watching his

accounts. Luckily, not even Julian knew about his bitcoin,

and this small victory sat well on Jason’s mind as the bus

arrived in Rolla.

It was early morning in Rolla, Missouri. The town was

waking up for another workday, and Jason needed coffee.

Autumn was in full force; trees celebrated in an array of

colors. As he left the terminal, a bracing morning chill

made him hitch his coat around his neck.

Heading south down Kingshighway toward the yellow

M. Coffee and pancakes seemed his measure this morning.

Walking toward the Mcdonald's, he passed a strip mall with

a Dollar Store, a hairdresser, an insurance broker, and a

couple of other small businesses.

After getting breakfast, Jason relaxed as he sat at a

window table and looked out as Rolla started its day. The

place felt good. Pretty average. Not a lot to talk about, no

weird, “we are the peach capital of the world.” The M-ds

had newspapers, so he spent his time reading. One of the

papers was local, and he found that Rolla had a respectable



university focused on science and technology; it also sat on

Route 44, one of the primary feeders north into St. Louis.

Three times before, Jason had stopped like this. He

had had breakfast, did not feel comfortable, and had

purchased a new ticket in a new direction. Nerves got him

each time. This time he wanted to see if he could make

some luck.

The Dollar Store was opening and started to receive its

morning customers. The coffee had activated his body, and

the two paracetamols also helped.

Even from his vantage point, he could see the help

wanted sign and that no one had come out to collect the

shopping carts from the first twenty customers. Jason did

not want to go to a motel; he was sick of bad beds and air

fresheners.

He headed to the Dollar Store's parking lot with his

duffle over his shoulder.

In short order, he got all the carts together and put

them back in their rack. Still, with his bag over his

shoulder, Jason did a circuit of the parking lot, picked up all

the rubbish, and even managed to help three people with



their shopping. He could see someone inside the store

watching him. I must look homeless, Jason thought.

Next, he grabbed one of the brooms in an outdoor

display and swept out the whole front of the store.

For the owner, this was too much. A tall man came out

the front door. He had a full head of gray hair: clean-

shaven, skinny, over 2 meters tall, somewhere between 60

and 70.

“So, I guess you think I owe you some money?” It was

not a gruff voice but one looking for some con to begin.

“Not really, sir,” began Jason. “I see you have a sign

that you want a worker. So I thought I would show you my

resume. No obligation, but I want to work if you want to

hire me.”

“Can you run a register?” Asked the man.

“No, but I can learn,” Jason offered.

“Okay. The inside of the store needs a sweep as well.

You can put your bag in the break room; it will be safe

there.”

So the morning progressed. The man's name was

Stuart, but Jason was unsure if that was a first or last



name. Lunch came was 30 minutes at Pizza Hut.

The afternoon was the same: people in, people out,

getting shopping carts, keeping the car park clean, and

making sure the displays stayed stocked. Pretty soon, it

was 5 PM.

Stuart was standing next to Jason, “So, where are you

staying?”

“Nowhere yet; I just arrived in town this morning.”

“Do you have any money?” Stuart was sizing Jason up;

he looked travel-worn but not homeless. A day or two since

a shower but not unkempt, as people on drugs often get

when they forget their appearances.

“Some,” Jason answered.

“I’ll tell you what. I have a garage with a small

apartment. It's across from the loading bay; I can let you

stay there. It has a shower and a bed but no sheets or

towels. That's okay with you?”

Jason was happy with where this was heading. They

did not talk about pay, so there was no paperwork. That

could come later. Jason liked how Stuart spoke to



customers and how he treated the cashiers. While Stuart

was gruff, that was just a front.

“The offer of a room for the nights sounds good, and I

won't have far to commute for work tomorrow.” Jason

smiled.

“Hmm,” was all Jason got from Stuart as he walked

away. “We close at 8; that’s okay with you?”

“Not a problem.”

“Okay, it’s five now; get some dinner and come back at

6 to finish the day.”

 



Chapter 9 Garage Room.

The room was not much to talk about.

The sun had long since set. Old halogen lights lit the 

back of the strip mall, giving everything a washed-out look. 

A pitted and repaired road separated the strip mall from 

several lock-up garages. In the dull light, they almost 

looked derelict—puddles of water littered the roadway 

between repairs.  Using Stuart's key, Jason opened the 

workman's entry next to the roll-up door.

The door opened to an ample garage space. It was cold

inside, though there was a rocket stove in one corner. The

mezzanine floor at the end of the garage contained the

bedroom and bathroom. Off to the left was a larger roll-up

door leading to a vacant lot.

Upstairs, Jason put his duffel bag under the bed. An air

pump was on the exterior wall, which Jason turned on to

remove the chill from the room; the bed had a couple of

blankets, two towels, and a set of sheets in plastic wrap

with the shop's logo.



Hmm, so much for Stuart's insistence on no towels,

though, Jason.

The day had started with uncertainty, the week had

been stressful, and the last two months a disaster. He had

his duffle with a nice stack of money. It looked like he had a

job and a place to stay, both off the grid.

Jason had been running; he had been scared and, at

times, mad. The worst part was how impotent he felt. Not a

big man nor a powerful man. Simms had shown Jason how

easy he was to manipulate physically, and Castle had

demonstrated how easy he was to remove in all other

aspects of his life.

Jason's mind went to Joanna, Harlan, Ike, and his

conversation with Elliot.

What was their fate?

Why had Ike and Harlan been arrested?

What charges were being levied against them?

Sitting on the bed at 8:30, with no technology around

him, his hands once again fidgeted for the phone that was

not there and the long-gone tablet. His new laptop was not



for entertainment, only for bitcoin. The battery was out,

and both were stashed under the bed.

Jason felt a panic attack coming on.

What was madness; he had never had a panic attack

before, been bullied, sure, been hassled and messed with,

yes. However, even in all those cases, he got pissed off and

moved on, but this panic was new.

He knew what it was: part dopamine withdrawal and

part information addiction. Rumble was just a swipe away

with technology in his pocket, and a podcast was a voice

command away. And if he got desperate, he could

anonymize himself on Youtube.

The other part was brokenheartedness. When his folks

had died, Jason had felt this loneliness then and had thrown

himself into his study and research. Now there was no

work, no distractions, only his failure roaring at him in the

night.

Often, he would begin to drift off, either on a bus or

some motel. His regrets, his failures, would wake him like a

sore tooth. The playback would begin again, Julian, Castle,

the shot from Simms. Even the plans of the dumb things



they would buy with the money they would soon have.

Thinking on these things, was it his imagination or anger

that showed hints of betrayal in how Julian conducted

himself? Even the introduction of Castle held an

unmistakable warning. The funds and a place to work

seemed too good. Then came the access to the up-state lab

that could build out the transmitters, the coils at the heart

of the Melon. Jason felt a guilty prick for Dominique; had

he also caused that arrest? There was his team and

Dominique's team. Jason had met Gérard, the lead engineer

under Dominique, and met the three others, Salim, Roha,

and Sona; what was their fate?

Jason laid down and was soon thankfully asleep.



Chapter 10 Working in

Rolla.

After another fast food breakfast, Jason was out

cleaning the front of the shop.

October brought a merry dance of leaves in the

parking lot. The shop was not open; he had nothing to rake

with; instead,Jason picked up rubbish as Stuart arrived.

“Good morning Jason; how did you sleep last night?”

“Very well, thank you, sir,” Jason said as the door was

unlocked, and they entered the shop.

“Please call me Stuart; the girls do, and we are pretty

informal here.” Stuart turned the lights on, and Jason got

the broom and rake and proceeded outside to finish

cleaning up.

At about 9:45, two cashiers Jason had seen yesterday

pulled up. A very blond girl got out of the driver's side of an

old ICE Ford, and her complexion opposite got out of the



passenger's side. Both were of a similar age as Jason. They

chatted together and said hi to Jason as they went inside.

Cleaning up took him to lunchtime, helping customers,

and getting the trolleys back.

“The girls brought some food with them; come in, get a

coffee and have a bite to eat,” Stuart called to Jason as he

finished returning carts.

The third cashier had also arrived. Stuart introduced

Maria, a young Hispanic girl, to Jason. Then in the break

room, Stuart introduced Jason, “Ursula is still on her

register, and this lovely young lady is Tahlia.” Tahlia was

Ethiopian with the slightest of accents.

“Now that smells pretty exotic, from home?” Jason

asked.

“Yes, my Mom likes to send food in with me; she and

Stuart go way back. Please, help yourself.”

Jason sat down. “Thanks,” as Tahlia passed over a

large bowl of steaming food.

Stuart also sat down with some of the food, “Jason, I

can’t place your accent.”



“I get that a lot; I was born and grew up in southeast 

Asia,  Singapore, Malaysia. My folks were from Connecticut 

and Massachusetts and working in emerging technologies."

“What brings you to Rolla?” asked Tahlia.

“I'm on a bit of a gap year trying to get my head 

around a few things,  plus having lived very little of my life 

in the US, and I thought I'd see what made middle America 

tick. I've been to Colorado and Texas so far.” Jason kept 

eating, “This is very good.”

“Thank you,” said Tahlia.

Ursula soon replaced Tahlia, “So you're Asian,”  Ursula 

said with a wicked smile. Jason was unsure how to take 

this, “You sure are the whitest chinaman I've ever seen.”

Jason started feeling slightly offended, “You know

Asian does not mean Chinese, right? There are a lot of

cultures out there.”

“Yeah, I am aware of that. I have a passport, unlike

most of my fellow citizens. I have even traveled as far West

as Thailand and Bangladesh. I'm just yanking your chain to

see what song you sing.”



“Ursula is all upfront,” Stuart smiled, “what you see is

what you get. Get to know her; she is not racist at all.”

“Who's a racist,” said Maria as she walked into the

break room, “Ursula, are you hassling the new guy?”

Turning to Jason, “Jason, I need you to help Mrs.

Woodworth; she’s stocking up again and would like a hand

getting things into her truck.”

Jason got up and quickly rinsed off his plate in the sink

and put it into the rack to dry, “Ooooh, he washes dishes,

Stuart; we may have to keep this one,” said Ursula as she,

too, took a bowl of food.

Walking out of the break room, Maria said, “Don’t

mind, Ursula, she seems to have taken to you. The more

she hassles you, the more she likes you. Just wait till you

see her and Tahlia going for it.”

Jason went outside to help Mrs. Woodworth with her

shopping. And the afternoon kept him busy.

The sun was hitting the tops of the building; a chill was

beginning to descend. Stuart sent Jason off for dinner, Pizza

Hut, again. At eight, the girls piled into Ursula's car and



left for the day. Jason helped to lock up and was soon in his

garage apartment, showering and winding down.

Each day was slightly different, with two different

cashiers starting at ten and the other coming in later, but

generally, they all worked till 8.

The first Friday came by.

“I guess you don’t want a payslip and a transfer to a

bank account,” Stuart asked, “Right?”

“Well, it would make my life a little easier.”Jason

offered.

“Okay, how does $400 cash a week sound, a $400 a

week store credit, and the garage accommodation? If you

gave me a couple of days' notice when you plan on leaving,

that would be great.”

Stuart extended his hand, and Jason shook it, “Sounds

great, thank you.”

In his garage, Jason pulled out the duffle from under 

the bed. The malfunctioning prototype was small, 50 cm in 

diameter and 25 cm tall. The  Melon packed a lot of 

hardware. The coil was one part, but so was the computer 

that drove it all. The power relays did some esoteric 



manipulation that the coils amplified and emitted. The 

Melon generated a field undetectable by any current 

technology.

Early in the development of the coil, there were two

uses for this exotic field from the Melon. One was a form of

radar that detected mass, quickly rendering a 3d image

from Jason's software. The second used two Melons paired

at a subatomic level. They could talk to each other

instantly. The weird thing with this second use was a

detectable signal, a vibration in the low 50Hz down to

15Hz. The signal was only detectable for a very short

distance, in the air, about 20 meters, underwater, about

200 meters, but the paired transmitters could send and

receive at 250 km. They had a bandwidth in the Gbps range

and a distance between two Melons of 300 km. Jason led

the work, both in the theory and the software. Dominique

and his team refine and develop the melons further.

From Elliot's rebuke, Jason could see that Dominique

had been passing information, trying to make him aware

that things were not going well. Were Ike and Harlan



involved with Dominique, and was that the reason for their

arrest?

Jason had one melon that did not transmit, receive or

scan but did something weird.

Putting the melon back in its box and under the bed,

he sank onto it, turned the light out, and quickly drifted off.

Saturday, the shop opened as usual but closed at 2 pm.

Sunday was a full day off.

A new Monday and Jason's second week had started.

Autumn was keeping Jason busy chasing leaves and carts.

Mornings were getting colder; the girls started arriving

with coats getting ready for winter.

“Jason, are you a summer guy or a winter guy,” Maria

asked during break time.

“He’s got to be a summer guy, growing up in

Singapore,” Ursula said.

“Not just Singapore, I also spent a couple of years in

Seoul, which is cold in winter.”

“I’m built for summer, not winter,” said Tahlia as she

joined the conversation.

The days were beginning to help Jason to relax.



Each day he got to know the three cashiers better, and

Stuart would often join the conversations.

“Another glorious Friday,” Tahlia said as she and Maria

arrived. Jason was sweeping out the front of the store.

“Have you made coffee for us?” she asked.

Jason had begun making coffee for the morning

arrivals.

“You know you don’t look too bad once you get a

couple of regular showers and a few nights' sleep under

your belt,” Maria said as she filled her cup.

“Thank you. I do like being able to sleep in the same

place twice.”

“I agree, Maria; he does smell much better than that

first day,” Tahlia added. “Do you think we should invite him

out?”

Fridays were a little different, the three cashiers

worked till 5:00, and two part-timers took over till closing.

“Want to come out with us and meet some of our

friends?” Maria asked.

Happy for the company, Jason joined them. Tonight’s

venue was an English pub and a popular student hangout.



They found seats, and Ursula went to the bar and

returned with three beers and a soda. The soda went in

front of Tahlia; she lifted her glass, seeing Jason’s look,

“This is my small consultation to my rather strict Ethiopian

heritage, being Muslim.”

“I’m sorry, my look was more out of curiosity, not

judgment. Too much tech; I need to work on my social

skills,” Jason said, remembering Elliot’s comments as he

fled New York.

“That’s okay, Jason,” said Ursula, “We’ll take you under

our wing and teach you how to be a real American.” She

then gave out a loud belch.

Soon they were joined by three young men; one

introduced himself as Matt Walles and sat next to Ursula;

another, Diego, was Maria’s cousin. “Diego works with my

father and comes to check on me to ensure I am behaving

properly,” said Maria. Everyone at the table was about the

same age, 22 to 25.

“Maria, your dad, is always on my case to keep an eye

on you, but I think it’s a bit of reverse manipulation, and



my Mom makes him say that, so you keep an eye on me.

Hey, Matt, how's it going?”

“It’s good, Diego. Did you hear? I failed my anger

management class, and unless I get some dispensation, my

years of learning are over.”

Ursula hugged Matt, “Welcome to the club; now you

can get an honest job.”

The third young man was as dark as Tahlia and tall. He

reached out his hand to Jason and said, “I’m Tahlia’s

brother Aaron.”

Aaron had a beer; looking at Tahlia, he said, “Don’t you

dare say anything to dad, right.” Tahlia just smiled.

“So what is this about you getting suspended?” Aaron

asked.

“I’m just following in the footsteps of Ursula and your

sister,” Matt said.

“I did not get suspended,” said Tahlia.

“I was,” said Ursula, “and good riddance.”

Much of the conversation was beyond Jason. It was

group dynamics at work. They all wanted to blow off some

steam at the end of the week.



“Matt, you just need to get a real job; Larry has some

openings,” said Diego. “I work with Maria’s dad as a

welder. Larry is my boss.” Diego explained to Jason; turning

back to Matt, he said, “Hey did you hear this one? What did

the graduate from college say to the welder?”

The girls groaned at this.

“I'll bite,” Matt said, “What did the graduate from

college say to the welder?”

“Do you want fries with that, sir?” laughed Diego.

“Oh, so very funny,” muttered Matt, “Damn it, the only

work I have been able to get is a part-time job pumping

gas, tending store for Mr. Jing. And each year, there are

fewer and fewer ICE cars around. Did you see that Mobil

and Midwest have both been closing locations?”

“Hey, where is Lin anyway or Andrew?” Diego asked.

“They are both out on runs for at least the next six

days, I think Andrew is up north, and Lin is over the west.

Next week they said they would make it for beers.” Matt

answered.

“Jason, how long will you be around? Will you last

longer than two weeks?” Maria asked.



“After the traveling, I’ve done, I think I’d like to give

Rolla at least the same amount of time.”

They ordered food and settled into making the world a

better place.

 



Chapter 11 All Welcome.

Today was the beginning of week three for Jason, “So

what is it with the flag with the heart?” he asked Maria.

Stuart had an ‘All Welcome’ flag with a decal of a green

heart flying over his business.

Maria looked at Jason sideways, “Where did you say

you had been living?”

“I’ve lived in many places but have only seen the decal

and bumper stickers and this flag during my travels.”

“Jason, I worry for you. The flag represents the

acceptance of all people being welcome in this business,

race, creed, orientation, dispensation, and passport status.

You are welcome if you follow the safety protocols or not.

You are welcome if you use cash or card, or a wrist chip.

You are simply welcome.”

“This is new to me,” said Jason.

“Really? So did you not eat out? Where did you buy

your clothes? What about groceries?”



“I was preoccupied, so no, no, and no. I guess I used

uber eats a lot and ordered online. Stuff got delivered to

the apartments, dropped off by a person or a bot, and

placed in my delivery shute.”

“Talk about privilege. For us, during the height of the

madness, some businesses were beginning to segregate by

political affiliation or some other means of virtue signaling.

You even had instances of needing to show a political

membership to get service to shop. Utter madness. This

flag means we will not ask for your inter-state travel

passport, affiliation, or status. What about your status or

affiliation?”

“It was never an issue. Where I worked, time was

money, and my time was too important for those things;

they had me focused on our research.”

“Wow, talk about being disconnected from your

community. I bet you took those self-driving cars

everywhere as well. So you never got denied service?

“Again, no, but some of the places I was taken to, come

to think of it, were rather exclusive.



“We come from different worlds, but it looks like your

world abandoned you. You’re not on a gap year at all, are

you?”

Maria's directness rattled Jason a little; people were

getting too close, “What makes you say that?”

“Come on, Jason, time to get real; we can all see that

some major shit has hit the fan for you. When the social

systems started failing my family, we started looking for

alternatives. When the flag came along, and people started

embracing it, it was interesting to see many areas of

intolerance start to dry up. The so-called tolerant and

progressives were found to be intolerant. They demanded

compliance with a very narrow set of doctrines. It was

weird to see LGTBQ marching with church groups

demanding freedom of assembly and association. Where

once, freedom of speech issues were the likes of Flint and

pornography, now it was around descent from the

government narrative. If you disagreed with the

progressive narrative, you were engaging in hate speech

and had to be canceled. So we, the canceled, joined forces

and found ourselves able to make the changes we wanted.”



“When did you get so educated on these things? You

sound like a placard for some group,” Jason said.

“You know I chose not to go to University, right? Not

because I could not afford it, but because my social status

alone gave me access to intersectional scholarships. I chose

not to go because I did not want the indoctrination. If I

sound like I am merely spewing propaganda, you and I

need to have a no holds barred argument, and may the best

mind win.”

“Wow, okay, I'm not looking for a fight, sorry,” Jason

said, seeking to back off.

“I'm not talking about a ‘yell at you and not listening to

you brawl.’ I’m talking about seeing if you have a thinking

mind and can articulate why you do what you do and why

you believe what you believe.”

“Fair enough; I guess you are educating me. I never

followed this safety protocol; it was not something that

entered my sphere.”

“The privilege of the rich,” teased Maria.

“I would hardly have called myself rich, but I get your

point. ”



“Yep, and now you have to wash your underwear. You

do know that some States have new freedom laws, right?”

“No, not really.”

Maria shook her head in frustration, “You have been

living under a rock.”

“So Jason, is Maria educating you?” Teased Ursula as

she walked in on them. She took off a jacket and hat to

reveal a new hair color, bright pink. “I like listening to

Maria; she is passionate and on the mark when it comes to

these things.”

“I can see that you three are pretty thick together. Do

you all follow this freedom stuff?”

“You are beginning to get to know us, and it is fair to

say we both like you and are keen to open your eyes to

what is going on; you have lived too long in some weird

tower,” Ursula said.

“That and he needs to take his red pill,” Tahlia said as

she joined them. “Did you make coffee for us yet? I know

you think we should do things for you, but the new world

order of the gang of three is upon you.” The jesting was

fun, being treated as part of the tight three.



“I have some coffee for you; I even got you some

hazelnut creamer,” returned Jason.

Stuart allowed them to use products from the store, so

there was an endless supply of basic goods. Coffee,

creamer, sugar, snacks. Just none of it was to leave the

store.

“Thank you; it’s nice to see that we are training you. 

You will make someone a good wife one day.”  Maria let on.

Jason liked Maria; she constantly challenged him, did

not pull any punches, and now had him thinking about new

things. Jason poured three cups and brought them to the

three women.

“You know, Tahlia, I think Jason has a shine on Maria,"

said Ursula. “See how he always serves her first.”

It was true; Jason did serve Maria first, which turned

him rather red; this was part of the game as well, to see if

they could embarrass him. And it was way too easy for

them to do this. However, it was also healing. After the

abuse of Julian and Castle, it was good to get some of his

emotions a workout, to know that people might rub him



because they liked him, not just because they could, like

Yale or Simms.

The days began to take on a new pattern. Jason was

now arriving early to make sure coffee was on for everyone.

On Saturdays, all three worked and arrived early for coffee.

As Ursula came in, Jason ventured to exercise his new

friendships, "So what were you studying, and why did you

stop?"

"Oh, I was doing Computer Science," Ursula said. "I

was a programming major until a few months ago. You

don’t remember that coming out on a Friday night?

Anyway, I had to drop out money issues."

“Oh, I'm sorry. Programming? What sort of

programming?” Jason asked.

“I was only two years in your basic set, ruby, go, c++,

even some python and scala. I was enjoying it, and my

boyfriend Matt was taking similar classes. Tahlia had been

there too, doing business management, but had dropped

out a few months before me. Similar issues. When the

latest recession hit, my Mom and Dad's hours got cut, and

they could not afford to help me.”



“Why did you not apply for one of the new recession

student loans?”

“Jason, you say the weirdest things,” this was Tahlia.

“Those loans are not designed to help you; they’re designed

to enslave you, get you in debt, keep you in debt. Not

dissimilar from the ‘company stores’ that grew into

existence after emancipation. This new form of government

slavery doesn't care about your skin color, black or white

they want everybody under their thumb.”

“There was no way my parents would allow me to take

out loans,” Ursula said, “It was also then that I went

digging and started taking online classes. It is crazy that I

have learned more online in the last four months than in

the two years at MST, Missouri University of Science and

Technology. Also, one of the better online lectures is

actually from MST. She taught us advanced programming

theory. However, at MST, there was a whole vocabulary of

words she was not allowed to use, master/slave,

whitelist/blacklist, motherboard, and even RAM was

censored as it has a male connotation. A term like

‘remastering’ was banned; she even got into trouble once



using the term ‘cutting edge.’ The Cultural Diversity

Officers said it was a violent term, and she got censored.

Since then, I am glad to be learning even if I don’t get a

piece of paper.”

“I understand; in some ways, we are similar.”

“Oh, how do you figure that ‘Mr. I got my degree.”

“Ursula, truth be told, I don’t have a degree. On that

scale of things, I am also a college dropout.” That snide

comment from Castle had been valid; he was not a dropout

in the sense of having failed classes but more because

options had arisen where anything he was learning was

going to be obsolete by the time he graduated. So he had

teamed up with Julian.

“It’s good to get some personal information from you,

Jason. You’re a bit of a black box; sorry, we are not allowed

to say that; you’re a bit of an indestructible and hidden

recording box,” Tahlia laughed at her joke.

“Jason, my parents are still paying off their student

loans from twenty-five years ago,” continued Ursula. “Even

when my Mum went bankrupt in her early twenties before

she married Dad, she could discharge her credit card debt



and business loans, but not her school debt. My folks have

always been upfront about this; this is why I am telling you.

They spend a fair bit of time letting my friends know about

the dangers of Education Debt, so they will not let me have

one.”

“Is that why you're 24 but only have two years of

university, no offense, but most people would have finished

a Master's Degree by 24,” Jason asked.

“No offense taken, my parents have helped me, but I

have also had to take part-time jobs. So some semesters, I

can only handle a half load. My parents also held that there

was plenty of time to get a degree if I needed a piece of

paper. Having been expelled, they are really on my case to

keep learning. So I have continued with programming.

There are so many places to learn for free.”

“Jason, have you come across the University of the

Now?” asked Maria. This conversation became an all-in,

with the three cashiers weighing in with their thoughts.

“Yes, I have; so you are talking about getting

unaccredited course completion papers?” Jason asked.

“Yes,” said Maria. “I am.”



“Jason, you would not think it to look at Maria, but she

can run rings around electronic engineering majors. Just

because you see us as hayseeds does not mean we don’t

know things,” said Tahlia. “You have been coming out on

our Friday nights; you need to ask more questions and

participate more; too often, you just sit there as if you are

away in your own little world.”

“Okay, fair enough, I won’t assume things, and I will

try to ask more questions, so what are you into, Tahlia,

post-University?”

“Would you believe in management systems?” smiled

Tahlia. “The University of the Now advocated for the ease

of access to learning. Some of the courses offered come

from established Universities, some from a single person,

and others from virtual Universities. As you said, Jason, you

will often spend a lot of time studying and learning theories

and processes that will be outdated or disproven by the

time you graduate. There is very little value in the

information associated with a degree. There might be some

value in the name of the degree or any accreditation that

comes with it, but that has been slipping for a while now.”



“So, where did you drop out from, Jason?” enquired

Ursula.

“I was at the University of Tübingen, near Stuttgart in

Germany. Do you think dropping out in the US is hard?

Germany is so straight. I expected the professors to look

down on me when I dropped out, but the students were the

worst. It was like I was betraying them, and I could not give

my reasons either; I had already signed an NDA. Anyway,

my reason for being at Tübingen was for a specific

professor doing groundbreaking work on resonance and

string theory. He got me connected and suggested that I

drop out. His work was so out there that he was forever

battling academic stagnation. So after two years with him, I

gave up on my studies to enter R&D with a small company

that a friend and I set up.”

“Interesting,” said Maria.

“So which of the general five theories did this

professor and you adhere to?” Asked Ursula.

That made Jason do a double-take.

“Ha, the look on your face, it’s like I walked into a

Chinese restaurant and spoke Mandarin. He still thinks we



are corn cobs. We do have Physics courses here at MST.”

“Okay, sorry, but you have been harassing me like I am

a nerd.”

“Well, you are a nerd; you have a big N on your

forehead.”

“Yep, you sure are a nerd, Jason. Why have you stayed

in Rolla?” Put in Tahlia.

“So, what are you running from?” this was Maria, and

her question was just too probing, but Jason was boxed in.

“Who says I am running?” tried Jason to evade.

The three girls looked at each other and laughed. “You

know we gossip, right?” said Tahlia. “We have been talking

with Stuart, and he is of the mind that you are running too,

from what we don’t know, and we don’t care, but we don’t

think it is the law. You aren't on any gap year, so what is it.”

“No," injected Maria. “It could be the Law, but then

the world has gone so mad, it could be something mean he

said on Twitter.”

“Yes, maybe there is a picture of you making the OK

sign,” said Tahlia.



“Or he owns a ‘Let’s go Brandon’ tee shirt,” said

Maria.

Trying to regain some control of the conversation. “It’s

true; I seek to fly below the radar; I don’t want to be found.

Some would see me as having broken some laws. Rather I

was unlawfully treated; I don’t have powerful lawyers to

back me,” said Jason. “Am I in danger if I allow myself to be

known by any of you?”

“Well, you appeared out of nowhere and did a good job

getting this job. You work hard, don’t complain, and seem

trustworthy," said Stuart, entering the conversations.

“When you want to, and if you want to, we would like to

hear your story,” Stuart said. “But you girls may have to

reciprocate. Remember, Rolla is a small town, and I know

your folks. We all have a past.”

“Anyway, the day is upon us. Let’s make a paycheque,”

finished Stuart.

 



Chapter 12 Working in

Rolla.

Working for Stuart was going well.

Maybe McDonald's for breakfast every morning was

less than desirable; the shop opened at 10 am, lunch for an

hour, dinner for half an hour, and closure at 8. Another day

was done, and the earth spun on and on.

The rhythm of life was very different from New York,

and even the extended times of boredom were good. Jason

had time to think. To unravel his thoughts and perspectives

and dare to say his feelings. No computer, no social media,

no endless consumption of content. Boredom caused a new

form of exercise to happen—a thinking exercise. At first, it

was a boredom that sent him mad. He was way too used to

being connected. Then it was a reevaluation of the anger

and bitterness consuming his thinking. The bitterness

brought him back to some old family wisdom, a

grandmother admonishing him that bitterness was an



internal poison. It never hurt the person you were bitter at;

it only hurt the person holding the bitterness. When Jason

could not reconcile these competing issues, he worked

himself to exhaustion, the day was over, and he was asleep

as his head hit the pillow.

The stresses and the new life were causing a new

capacity to be grown; the new friendships allowed repairs

to happen in his mind, to remap things. He began to

explore his new capacity to extrapolate ideas to logical

ends. It was like growing new limbs. Getting fired on

trumped-up charges was wrong. Julian had played him. But

Castle had knocked him out of the park. Did people like

that do these things for entertainment?

Why did he not see what others had seen? Elliot had

even tried to warn him.

Rolla was a new place, “I am growing new ways of

living,” Jason thought. “How do I grow these new

relationships to navigate a better future?”

It was not as if he was such an introvert that he had

never socialized, but he would often revert to his work to

avoid social contact. He was constantly with others that did



the same thing. However, there were four people he could

not avoid: Tahlia, Ursula, Maria, and then Stuart, and they

engaged him whether he liked it or not.

It was another Friday and another night with friends.

“Jason, you’re from New York, so of course you like

pizza,” Ursula said as they walked to her car from the shop.

“But this place has a Missouri vibe; you get peanuts

that you have to shell, and you throw the shells on the

floor,” laughed Tahlia.

Once at the pizza place, Maria, Matt, Diego, and Aaron

joined them. They got seated at a large table, and some

new faces showed up; Lin, Andrew, Alexander, and his

brother Patrick. Maria introduced Jason, “Guys, this is

Jason. Alexander here works with Diego. Lin, Andrew, and

Patrick are drivers for Mr. Jing. Then who is this with you,

Lin?”

Lin had two new people with him, “This is Xia Liqiu

and her sister Yi. Like some of you, they have had to retreat

from University life. Would you believe that their scores

were too good? The powers deemed that they could get an



education anywhere, so their place should go to someone

with more need.”

“Ladies. Welcome to our little conspiracy,” Ursula said

as they sat down, “it’s nice to see that our little family of

malcontents is growing. Have you chosen Missouri because

we are so unsafe?”

“Lin seems to be able to live here and enjoy himself, so

we are here for a week or two to consider our options," Yi

said.

“Welcome,” Matt said, “We seem to be on the

vanguard of a new order. You are the enemy in many circles

if you are a free thinker. In this circle, you are long-lost

friends.”

“I’ve only known these guys for a short time,” Jason

added, “If they can accept me from New York, you two are

a shoo-in.”

“What were you girls studying?” Matt asked Xia and

Yi.

“You’ll laugh at me, but I studied Gender Fluidity,” Yi

said.



“And I was studying Colonial Racial Communications,”

Xia answered.

“I’m trying not to raise my eyebrows, but please

continue,” Matt said.

Lin returned from the bar with beers and peanuts,

“The pizzas are on their way.”

Diego grouped a couple more tables. People were

genuinely interested in hearing the sister's stories.

“Well, I started my degree program in Evolutionary

Biology and Mammalian Reproduction,” Yi said. “But the

idea that science decreed that physiologically, there were

only two sexes ended up becoming ideologically impossible

in this University, and my original Lecturers were driven

out. My new professors, who never spent any time in class,

had these postgraduate teaching students trying to teach

the subject. They had to jump through all sorts of weird

hoops. So when I complained that I was not getting taught

the course material and showed that my assignments

proved me right, I was invited to continue my education

somewhere else, that I needed to make room for a more



deserving and needy student. My sister's story is even

better.”

“Mine was originally called 21st Century

Communications. It was about the rise and use of new

media. Instead, it became an indoctrination on how evil

Free Speech is, that Systemic Racism has created

structures that favor white people, and we need to

acknowledge this at all turns. It was funny since when I

challenged their power structure, a bunch of white and

black women then demanded I leave the college; they

called me racist and sexist and got bent out of shape when

I explained that I was a woman of color. That did not go

down well.”

Throwing some peanut shells on the floor, Diego said,

“Ahr, yes, Chinese, the new white.”

Jason was sitting back, listening to this conversation.

Having been criticized for not joining in, Jason said, “I find

it hard to reconcile that a college, a place of learning,

would discriminate against you because your grades were

too good.”



Yi said, “If I was to frame it in the most generous

terms, my termination letter was called a progress letter.

Instead of being told that I could no longer attend classes,

the letter said that my ‘learning opportunities’ would be

transferred to any other college of my choosing.’”

“Mine was a termination letter,” Xia added, “it stated

that I had been called to a meeting of the heads of my

department, that I had failed to turn up, and so I was

terminated. Except for the date on the disciplinary letter,

they used as evidence against me was from after the

meeting that terminated me. When I pointed this out and

demanded a new meeting, I got accused of being divisive

and a white supremacist for being oriented to an arbitrary

idea such as a calendar.”

“Jason, you can’t make this stuff up,” Matt said, “Yi,

Xia, I hope you guys can stay around, but even Rolla is a bit

crazy. Remember I told you guys that I failed my mandatory

anger management counseling? I got a letter last week, and

the Campus has issued a trespass order against me. I have

not been back on campus since my last day of lectures. So

why a trespass order? Then the other saw I saw the Safety



Officer, who wrote the letter, downtown. Ursula and I

approached her, saying, ‘Why have you issued a trespass

order against me?’ I mean calm voice, unaggressive body

language, and she starts screaming, ‘Get away from me,

you’re threatening me, help.’”

Ursula joined in, “Next minute, a policeman appears,

demanding, ‘what’s going on?’ Matt stands to one side,

again being very unthreatening. I answer, ‘I don’t know,

officer; this woman just started screaming for no reason.’

The woman then says she has a restraining order against

Matt.”

“So I say,” continues Matt, “‘That’s news to me. Would

you like to look that up, officer? And let me know if this is

true?’ I even got my ID out and handed it to the Officer.”

“Long story short, there was no restraining order, the

officer warned the woman for false reporting, and we got

told to leave the current location. Our police department is

still too compliance-oriented, but we said, ‘sure, officer,’

and left. There were so many civil violations in what had

just happened, but we pick our fights.”



“Tell me, Jason,” Maria asked, “What would happen if

the police wanted to see your ID? Do you have any?”

Maria and her hard questions, Jason thought. “It would

get run, maybe a few questions about where I live, but

nothing out of the ordinary.”

“Where are you girls staying?” Tahlia asked, changing

the subject.

“We are with Lin's Dad, Luo Jing. He is an old friend of

the family. Our termination letters have been helpful. It is

so weird that people don't believe us until we show them

the letters. Now our parents and Mr. Jing are really on our

side.”

“We will have to find you some work; we like to grow

our number of people, power in solidarity.” Mockingly

Tahlia put a fist in the air.

The table soon became multiple conversations; people

changed seats, and more beers were ordered. Soon Maria

was sitting next to Jason. “How are you enjoying yourself,

Jason?”

A couple of beers had relaxed him, “This is different

for me, but I like it.”



“You seem to be a pretty tightly wound person, is that

generally who you are, or is this new?”

”Well, you already know that stuff happened in New

York, and getting over that has not been easy.”

“So, what can we do to help you with that?” Maria

asked, “We all seem to have similar shitty stories; well,

maybe not me; my Dad helped me dodge that bullet.”

“Just talking with you all is helpful; I appreciate your

friendship; how do you mean your Dad helped you dodge a

bullet?”

“In High School, several of us hung out together,

Ursula, Tahlia, Diego, and Matt. We might hassle you as a

nerd; truth be told, several of us were as well. I liked

science and technology. Because Papa was into hardware, I

learned more in that direction too. I made all sorts of

things. I even got in trouble once for bringing a clock I had

made to school. It had wires everywhere, and a dumb

teacher called a bomb scare. After that, Papa encouraged

me to forget about school being where I could learn and

got me to focus on teaching myself. I still finished high

school with pretty good grades, but employment



opportunities were not good. So I have been working for

Stuart off and on since I left High School but full time for

the last three years now.”

“This is going to sound dumb, but I am looking for

something major to make its appearance, something for me

to get my hands on. I feel like something massive is going

to break into my world soon. There has got to be more to

life than I have seen. What about you? How do you like the

quiet life?” Maria asked.

“I like it, and this has been a new experience for me.”

“What? Being in the middle of RedNeck America.”

“No, not that,” Jason laughed. “You seem to think I am

a New York City suit. But I have spent most of my life not in

America.”

“Okay, fair enough,” Maria said.

“You have all opened my eyes, though. In Rolla, I see

dividing lines I never saw in New York. New York was a

safe state, and Rolla was a choice state. And in that, New

York has effectively quarantined itself from any dissension.

 



Chapter 13 Garage

Evenings.

The conversation this evening had been good; the

company around pizza was even better.

This new limb Jason was growing to trust and talk felt

good.

Now that enough time seemed to have passed to allow

Jason to look at what had happened without getting

inexorably angry; he started to think about the future.

That grandmother of his youth haunted him again. ‘Got

lemons, make lemonade.’ Or worse, she might be inclined

to say a verse if it was Sunday. ‘All things work to the good

of those that love God and are called according to His

purposes.’ Jason was unsure if he had any love for God, let

alone being called to His purposes, but he could not escape

the simple truth that it would not be in bitterness or

revenge that he would find a way forward.



He had to find some means of redemption in the things

that had happened to him and the new friendships he now

had. If there was purpose in life, then by default, that

purpose had to be something bigger than himself or the

sum of his parts and resources.

Sunday evening had Jason looking over the Melon.

The sand cloud he had created that night before he

fled New York was long gone. It most likely fell out of his

satchel when he swapped the prototypes. Hmm, what has

become of that?

This evening he was going to do some experimenting.

Jason had a polystyrene cup left over from dinner.

Raman noodles powered many a college dorm room and

research facility.

The small touch screen on the Melon powered up with

a logo of tux the penguin and then over to the screen

designed by him and Dominique.

Like the last time, he prepped the transmission coils,

but this time he made sure there was no sand on them and

then placed the polystyrene foam cup on them. He cycled



the coils up to the same power level as when he created the

sand block. There was no pop or any change to the cup.

Powering down the coils, Jason retrieved the cup.

Nothing.

There was some sand out on the garage floor. Going

downstairs, Jason put sand from the floor into the cup,

about 2 centimeters in depth.

Back upstairs, Jason put the cup on the coils and

cycled the Melon on. This time Jason was rewarded with a

resounding pop. The cup wobbled on the coils. Turning the

coils off, Jason retrieved the cup. There was now a cup of

foam where the mound of sand had previously been.

Banging the cup upside down, the column of something fell

out. The cylinder was about 16 cm tall.

The column of transformed sand weighed the same as

what he had put in, or so it seemed to Jason, but it had

grown by about a factor of ten, and it was hard. A knife did

not leave a mark. Taking a hammer to it, Jason gave it a

hefty bang, and it did nothing other than leave a new dent

in the table. The form of the column was somewhat rough,

not as rough as if it was made purely of sand, but it was not



smooth. It had come out of the cup neither hot nor cold;

even now, it seemed to be of no determinable temperature.

It certainly made for an interesting paperweight.

The polystyrene foam cup, however, was unaffected.

So something of limited mass was untransformed. The

thing of greater mass was transformed, mused Jason, about

ten times the original volume. Lots of thoughts came into

Jason's mind.

However, there was an issue with the new solid; what 

if it never returned to its original form? What if it is like 

Vonnegut Ice-Nine? Jason saw the need not just to make 

this, what, what to call it. This ceramic foam.  To not just 

play and make ceramic foam and then never be able to 

destroy it or recycle it. Yet Jason had a real need to make 

some things. What practical use could this ceramic foam be 

put to?

Being awake at night, Jason thought about an

unbreakable material.

You could make Francesco Lana de Terzi’s vacuum

airship, form a huge balloon from the foam, suck all the air

out of it, make it lighter than air, and float into the clouds.



You could make a bulletproof vest; it could stop a shell

from a Howitzer, and the wearer might survive the round,

but Newton’s third law of motion might cause a few

problems.

You could build a house that will never need repair.

Then a thought occurred. It floats. With enough coils

working in tandem and a way to move a mold over them,

the ceramic foam could be formed into something useful.

He could make a raft, a barge, and an island. What was the

range on the coil? From his experiments, it only appeared

to be a few centimeters, but what if you could do it in the

range of meters or tens of meters?

Jason started thinking about a raft, say 100 meters

wide, 400 meters long, and 20 meters high. That would be

80,000 cubic meters of sand turned into foam. Not

impossible, but outside of what he can currently do.

As he drifted off, his Grandmother visited him. “Dream

Jason, it’s what separates us from the animals, from the

savages at the gates. And I mean Big Pharma, Big Tech,

and Big Government.” Who knew his grandmother was an

anarchist?



 



Chapter 14 Fridays.

Not every Friday was beers and pizza; sometimes, it

was movies or binge-watching at someone's home. This

Friday was Chinese and Beers. They had even been to a

karaoke bar with interesting results.

“You boys realize this is not normal Chinese food,

right.” Lin was holding court on the problems of the

Americanisation of Cultural foods. “Chopsuey is not a thing,

nor is Chow Mein; if you want some real Chinese food, you

must go to a Chinese festival and be the only white guy.

And you have to be called a white devil; then maybe you

are getting real food.”

“You think you have problems,” Maria challenged,

“White Americans don’t just butcher our food; they can't

say Taco correctly.”

Banter like this was typical. Xia and Li were present to

support Lin. They could be a noisy group, no matter where

they met.



Diego and Aaron were conversing about the virtues

and vices of Catholicism and Islam.

“One of the biggest issues is that you can have a 

hierarchy of leaders that say they care, but the narrative 

has them hooked. If they got back to their roots, they would 

abandon that narrative. Or when groups of people move 

into a new area, you can end up with priests who do not 

understand a  segment of their population with a radically 

different experience than the majority.”

“The same can be said of a new Iman; they might be

Pakistani from England holding court in a mosque of

Ethiopians and Somalis from so many different tribes that

the lines of love and hate are blurred,” Aaron said.

“Do Imans, like our Bishops, live in ivory towers

separated from the people?” Diego asked. “Hispanic priests

that grew up in Hispanic parishes that don’t get far from

their roots tend to be closer to the people, but the higher

they get in the hierarchy, the more distant they get from

the people. They get co-opted by the structure, so the

problems they saw at the parish level never change.”



“I think Imans are a little different, and that is because

they get to marry,” Aaron offered. “I can never understand

this celibacy line of the Catholic Church. The priests of

Judaism married, the early church leaders married, then

the Catholics came along, and now Marriage is off the

books if you want to be a priest. Also, Orthodox priests get

to marry.”

“Weird, right? God said he who finds a wife finds a

good thing, but not if you are a priest.” Deigo said.

“So, how do you change such a system? How do you

stop the bouncing of useless priests from Parish to Parish

doing more damage on their way.” Aaron asked.

These conversations were common; the group came

from diverse backgrounds and found solidarity, not in their

sameness but in their difference.

“Your folks are Catholic,” Jason asked Maria.

“You must be listening to Diego. Yes, we are, but not

very good Catholics; Papa likes to say you will see his faith

in his actions, not his words. What about you, Jason? What

do you believe?”



“I believe in that which is empirically verifiable.

Repeatable.” Jason said. “I don’t like the circular logic of

belief. ‘I believe something because it is true; it is true just

because I believe it is.’ It’s an act of holding yourself up by

your bootlaces.”

“Are you trying to make this too easy for me?” Maria

asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Let me take this apart; the very act of saying you

don’t like circular logic is an act of circular logic!" Maria

punched Jason in the arm. “Think about it, ‘I don't like

circular logic because it is an argument that comes back on

itself to validate itself is an act of circular logic!” Maria

looked at Jason to see if he would get it.

Jason went to open his mouth to argue, “Come on, big

boy, think.” Maria teased. “You are using a circular

argument to disprove circular logic. Let me take apart your

first statement. ‘I believe that which is empirically

verifiable’ is an unverifiable statement. Sure, a statement

like that is verifiable in a philosophical sense but not

empirically; you can’t put the statement in a petri dish and



examine it. So your scientific worldview depends on a

philosophical underpinning that is not scientific, not based

in empiricism.”

Jason was unused to being best in conversation, “This

is why I always avoid groups of people and beer, I end up

being put into a place where I don’t think I am wrong, but

it sure looks like it.”

“You just don’t know how to argue for yourself in fields

beyond your expertise,” Maria laughed. “I wonder why you

have such a narrow view of things. Were you an only

child?”

Again Maria had Jason on the back foot, “Well, yes, I

am, but what does that have to do with anything?”

“If I said to you that I come from a small family of only

three children, what is the first thing that comes to your

mind? Quick, don’t think, answer!”

“That’s not a small family; that's big.”

“Right, your worldview is that a one-child family is

normal; more than one is a lot. From my family's

perspective, three is just the beginning, and six is normal.

Diego, how many brothers and sisters do you have?”



“Six, eight if you count the two extra ones that seem to

sleep most nights at our place. Why?”

“Jason, I think you have lived way too much of your life

in places where you feel secure; you have not ventured far

from your world. I should get you to come to mass with me

sometime. Now that is getting out of your comfort zone.”

Matt had just moved over to them, “Uh, church, if you

get to take him to Father Xavior’s service, I get to take him

to Mom’s.”

“Matt, that's an idea. We go to mine for an early

morning mass and catch your mom's service for coffee and

donuts.”

“Your Mom's service,” Jason asked questioningly.

“Sure, you know this. I don’t hide it. My Mom is a

minister, the whole nine yards, Hatches, Matches, and

Dispatches.”

“See Matt, more language that Jason does not get;

Matt's Mom does baby dedications, marriages, and

funerals.”

“Are we talking about marriages?” Tahlia butted in,

winking at Maria.



 



Chapter 15 Sunday.

True to their word, everyone turned up at the garage

on Sunday morning.

Aaron and Tahlia came dressed for the occasion.

Custom Ethiopian outfits for both of them.

Maria and Diego arrived, then Ursula, Matt, Lin, Xia,

and Li joined them.

Maria gave Jason the once over, “You don’t look too

bad for not having an opportunity to get clothes especially.”

“Matt, you look dapper in a suit,” Aaron said.

“I think we have been outdone by Lin and the girls,

though,” Matt said.

Lin wore a silk suit, and his cousins had full silk

dresses.

They piled into cars and headed off.

Jason was expecting eight very differently dressed

people to cause a stir, but Father Xavior greeted them at

the door, giving Diego a hug and kissing Maria on the



cheek. He shook hands with them and invited them down to

the front.

“Stop fidgeting, Jason,” Maria said, “Nothing will

happen.”

“Why did he put us at the front? Are we going to be

some sort of object lesson?”

The church was about ⅔ s filled, and the liturgy began.

Aaron seemed to get into it. “Jason, the trick is to have

fun no matter where you are. I might be Muslim, but I don’t

mind being a little Catholic from time to time.”

Father Xavior had the congregation standing and led a

Gregorian chant; Matt, Diago, and Aaron seemed to know it

and even did part harmonies.

The service was over, Father Xavior shook hands, and

several other people seemed to know the group and came

and said hello.

Several young girls approached Xia and Li and asked

about their dresses.

“Okay, guys, my turn,” Matt said. “You have just had

some smells and bells; now for some happy-clappy.” They



packed themselves back into their cars, and fifteen minutes

later, they were at a school auditorium.

The parking lot had a small amount of snow on the

edges and was drying out under the sun, with tables

leading into the auditorium offering coffee and donuts.

“Mom, these are some of my Friday friends,” Matt said

to a woman in a floral dress and an embroidered shawl.

“Good morning, I’m Belle, Lin, who is with you today;

morning Tahlia, Maria.”

“These are my cousins, Mrs. Walles, Xia, and Li; they

got kicked out of college.”

“Oh, Ursula, you have some competition now, just like

Matt. You are welcome; get a coffee, come in and find a

seat. Diego, I see that second donut.”

“Mom, Jason is why we have all turned up today; Maria

took him to mass, and now he gets to see something

different,” Matt said.

“This is not some western show you bring your friends

to, Matthew.”

“Then why does Mr. Bellos always wear a cowboy hat

when leading worship?” Matt said as he led them all inside.



They found seats about halfway down the aisle.

At the front, a band played soft rock and country.

Belle led the service in prayer; someone else gave

announcements, and then Mr. Bellos led in worship with

much clapping and cheering.

Matt said, “now you know why I call this happy-clappy.

Fun ah.”

Again, Aaron, Matt, and Diego had a singing

competition.

Belle then sermoned on the virtues of the gentle will

inherit the earth. One comment struck Jason; gentleness is

not weakness; it is full power under good control, only

exercising it when needed. Belle gave the illustration of a

Roman soldier fully equipped and capable but with his

swords sheathed. The soldier does not need to act rough or

harsh; he has the authority of his office and the power of

his training so that he can leave his sword sheathed; this is

gentleness. However, if you push the gentleman, you will

find the soldier underneath, and you might not like that

encounter. Gentleness: power under control; it gave Jason

food for thought.



The service was over, and to Jason's surprise, Father

Xavior was chatting with Belle.

“Jason, how did you enjoy your religious experience

today,” Belle asked.

“I feel like I am in some alternative universe; I thought

you guys did not like each other,” Jason said, “I’m sorry

that came out wrong.”

“Oh no, Sundays is a day of truce, Monday to Saturday,

it is no-holds-barred,” Father Xavior said with a smile.

“Xavior, you will thoroughly confuse Jason. Matt and

Ursula have told me all about you. The New York boy in

middle America.”

“I often come to hear Belle preach; it gives me

material for the next week.”

“Sometimes, I think Matt would prefer to be catholic;

here are the three baritones.”

Aaron, Matt, and Diego joined them.

“We’re going to grab some food and head home,” Matt

said. “Father X, you should join us; I think we will have a

very cosmopolitan group today. Mom says it's up to us if we

want to eat on a Sunday; she’s done her work for the day.”



“We’re ahead of you,” Lin said, “we have all sorts of

food in the car; we’ll see you at your place in 20 minutes.”

The Walles house was full, with a mixture of foods,

languages, and people.

 



Chapter 16 Dinner with

Maria.

Jason's mornings were taken up with stock

replenishing, receiving new stock, and helping customers.

Afternoons were for cleaning. It was somewhat comforting

to see how eight weeks had passed since arriving in Rolla,

this being the first week of December.

During the afternoon, Maria approached Jason and

asked, “You must be getting sick of noodles and

Mcdonald's. Do you like Mexican food?”

“Hmmm, yes, sure,” said Jason.

“My Papa is picking me up at 5; I can guarantee to

have you back by 8. Interested?”

“Yes, yes, I am.” Jason smiled.

The afternoon was some gentle ribbing from Ursula

and Tahlia that Jason was going on a date and getting

vetted.



Five o'clock came, and Jason had a box under his arm

when Maria's father arrived; it was nice to finish early.

Stuart said he would lock up.

“Papa, this is Jason; Jason, my father, Louie Sánchez.”

“Hello Jason, Maria, I want Jason to ride shotgun,” said

Mr. Sánchez.

Jason got into the passenger seat, “It’s a pleasure to

meet you, sir. And thank you for the dinner invitation.”

“Ha, Meemee, you said he would be too formal. He is a

gringo from New York, so what could I expect?”

“Technically,  Mr. Sánchez, I am not from New York.”

As the car pulled away from the curb, Louie asked,

“Where are you from then?”

“Well, I was born overseas, in Singapore. My parents

were working there, but they were from Connecticut and

Massachusetts. I grew up till High School living around

Asia when we all returned and settled in Connecticut. I

went to high school in Manchester, did some community

college there, then was able to secure a place at Tübingen

in Germany.”



“Ahr, yes, Maria said you went to European college.

And your parents, what do they do?” Mr. Sánchez asked.

“Mama will want to hear this, so enough with the 

questions,” Maria said.  “Papa, how is work?” Asked Maria, 

changing the conversation.

“What do you do, sir,” Jason asked.

“Well, I sure don’t have a ‘sir’ job. I work at a local

fabrication shop. We do farm build-outs. I weld,” said Louie.

“He’s being modest. He designs and builds things to

make the farmer's equipment work better than the

manufacturer's specifications. He even got into trouble

when the older ‘Cannot Repair’ laws were still on the

books; now he has won some awards,” said Maria.

“Maria, don’t exaggerate; the business got the awards,

not me,” said Louie. “Here we are.”

The car had driven up to the detached garage of a two-

storied house with columns on its front entrance. They

exited the vehicle, the garage opened, and the car drove

forward. Jason could see the electrical tentacle that would

plug itself in and charge the car overnight.



Louie showed the way to the back door and, stepping

into a mudroom, Jason asked if it was shoes on or off.

“Your shoes are fine; just make sure you have not

tracked any dirt in,” said Louie.

The kitchen had a strong smell of spices and cooking.

Maria went up to her mother and kissed her; she turned to

Jason, “Mama, this is Jason, whom I have told you about.”

Maria disappears with that introduction, leaving Jason with

both parents looking at him.

“Mrs. Sánchez, it is also a pleasure to meet you.”

Taking the box from under his arm, he opened it and

extended a Bouquet to her.

“Look at this, Louie; Maria brings a young man home

with flowers. Why, Jason, should these not be for Maria.”

Jason blushed deeply and stammered, “ahem, yes, I

mean no, these are for you, for inviting me to dinner.”

“Louie, he reminds me of you, so shy, so easily

embarrassed. Thank you, Jason; I am just having fun.”

“Carol, I was never embarrassed, merely intimidated

by your father; he had a reputation, after all,” said Louie.



Jason said, “Yes, I can see where Maria gets her

humor.”

“Jason, do you like beer?”

Jason nodded, “Thank you, yes.”

Going to the fridge, Louie got out three beers. Opening

them, he put one near the sink for his wife and offered

Jason one of the others. Jason took the beer, Louie said

salud, and they clinked the necks. Louie sat down at the

kitchen table, “Sit, Jason, let's talk.”

“Ahm, sir, I'm not sure what there is to talk about.”

“Well, for starters, you can stop calling me sir, my

name is Louie, and this is Carol.”

Carol kept with her preparations but said, “Maria

bringing a young man home is something to talk about.”

“She mentioned that you have only been in Rolla for a

few weeks. Where were you before that?”

Jason knew not to spin any story, but he had to keep

somewhat away from the truth. “I was working in New York

till recently, I got into a bit of a conflict in my last place of

employment, and people took some dubious actions against



me to ensure a quick and effective dismissal. Unfortunately,

I can not work in that field again, nor would I want to.”

“And what field might that be?” Asked Louie.

“I was involved in electronic design and development,

working on a radar-type project. I was pretty low down the

ladder, but some people were delighted to push me off the

ladder altogether.”

“I can see why Maria would be interested in you; she

has told you that she likes to dabble in electronics?” said

Carol.

“Yes, we have talked about this a few times; I also

understand that while she could have gone to MST, she has

chosen not to,” said Jason.

“Maria does not know what she wants; she would

rather watch youtube and rumble videos than attend

lectures,” said Carol.

“That’s because what they are teaching at MST is

more about creating nice employees than creating the next

generation of people that will change the world,” Maria

said, having walked back into the room, wearing jeans and

a turtleneck sweater.



“Jason, you were telling us in the car about where you

were from, Carol; Jason grew up in Singapore,” said Louie.

“And went to high school; where again.”

“Ahr, in Manchester, Connecticut. Our family had

returned to the US for my high school.”

“And your parents, where are they?” asked Carol.

“My parents are both deceased. It was several years 

ago, just before I graduated High School. A house fire 

caused by faulty equipment cost them their lives.  I was 

away at the time, unexpectedly, so I could have easily died 

as well.”

“Oh, I'm sorry to hear that,” Carol reached out a

reassuring hand and gave Jason a squeeze.

“Ahem, thank you,” this kindness caught Jason off

guard. He had told this story many times, receiving

condolences, but this genuine kindness brought a hiccup to

his throat.

“So now you are making a new life for yourself in

Rolla,” said Louie, diverting the conversation.

The evening was enjoyable; they ate at the kitchen

table, which was very warm and homely. The meal was



excellent; everything was homemade, from the tortillas to

the tamales, one of Jason's favorites. The textures and mild

flavors combined with hot sauce set the dish off nicely.

“You must try this, Jason,” Louie said, passing a bottle

with a well-placed flame on the label.

Looking across the table at Maria, Jason saw her

smirk, “I think I will pass on that, sir; that might be too

much for me.”

“See, this sir thing, it’s not good,” teased Louie.

“You just don’t like that Jason would not rise to your

challenge,” said Carol, “he’s not dumb; see, Maria does not

bring home dumb boys.”

Looking at those around the table, we saw people with

whom he would want to build a life with; people that cared

for one another and had community.

“So what of your family, er, Louie, are you Rolla born

and bred?”Jason asked.

“Yes, my father was a farm laborer; we grew up a little

out of town; he was a man ahead of his times. When I was

getting ready to finish high school, Papa took me aside. He

said, ‘Son, you have the brains for college, but the debt that



will cling to you to get an engineering degree may not be

worth the effort, so get a skill that will last a lifetime. If you

can make things, you will always be able to sell things.’ So I

went into welding.”

“And now Papa can make anything,” Maria said

proudly.

“What about siblings?” Jason also asked.

“We have three children,” Carol told Jason, “Maria,

who you seem to be getting to know very well, is the

youngest. She has an older sister and brother, both

married. Her sister, Isabella, is married to a Physical

Therapist, and they have three children. Our oldest,

Fernando, is an engineer, but without the debt, having got

his degree the long way round. He is married to Robin, a

teacher; they have two children.” Carol was very proud of

her family.

“Do they live close?”

“Isabella lives here in Rolla; Manuel, her husband, is

kept busy by the sports industry. Fernando lives in St Louis,

working with an engineering firm there.”



The evening came to a close, and Jason was returned

to his apartment garage by Maria.

“Thank you, Jason,” Maris said as Jason got out of the

car, “my parents like you, and that is important to me, and I

like you. Bye.”

“That was a weird goodbye,” Jason thought as Maria

drove off.

 



Chapter 17 It Moves.

Evenings had become a fun time again.

Previously, Jason tried to avoid being active in the

evenings. The evening would make him dwell on the

mistreatment he had endured, and there was no joy in that.

With a sense of belonging that began to heal many years of

loneliness, he realized that his friendship with Julian was

more about work than people. It was just that the time

spent together had given the illusion of friendship, even the

illusion of knowing each other.

Jason kept returning to the cylinder he had created.

He had a hard material that was not of much use.

This evening there was an unexpected thunderstorm,

static electricity abounded, and Jason had a strange

relationship with static electricity. Car doors could give him

a really good belt; he had even killed a computer once

when he had not used a static band.

Exiting out the back door of the loading bay produced

a yelp from Jason as he got a good belt from the metal door.



Cursing, he walked across to his garage, opened the door

with his sleeve, and walked inside. Jason started cleaning;

he got the vacuum cleaner and started on his carpet. After

finishing that, he absently went to the table, picked up the

ceramic foam cylinder, and again got a good static shock as

he touched the cylinder. The cylinder shot off the table,

across the room, through the wall, and then fell to the

garage below.

“Holy moly,” Jason jumped back in surprise.

Going downstairs, he discharged any lingering static.

Picking up the cylinder, Jason traced his steps back to his

room. Putting the cylinder on the table, he sat on the couch

and contemplated the hole in the wall.

Of course, the ceramic foam was exotic, but how weird

was it?

The coils in the Melon were a new technology. There

were three known functions: send, receive and scan. There

was a fourth where you could make ceramic foam. And just

now, a fifth: motion. What else was there to unlock?

Thinking about how the cylinder shot off the table

when his hand let off a static charge on the surface of the



cylinder, Jason was dealing with forces beyond current

science. Remember how Marie Curie used to sleep with

radium because it fascinated her? Yet, she was most likely

sleeping with the thing slowly killing her of aplastic

anemia. Jason wanted to be cautious. He did not want to be

pushed off his mortal coil by something that could bring

such an opportunity to humanity. But that was so long as it

stayed in the right hands. And were his hands the right

hands? Did he have what it takes to hold great power

responsibly?

A static discharge can be anywhere from 5,000 volts to

25,000. Sure, amperes will be way down in the microamps,

200 or 300, so the power was in the 5 to 10-watt range.

Enough to give you quite a jolt but not deadly unless you

were an ungrounded PCB.

Hmm, electronics. Maria was into electronics, as he

was. If there were going to be any moment forward, it

would have to include others.

Jason was going to see about this tomorrow.

The following morning was Saturday; generally, the

shop was open from 10 to 2. Maria and another part-timer,



Deja, were on today. Typically, Jason started the day, took a

couple of hours off, then helped tidy up.

“Maria, are you doing anything after work today?”  

Jason asked.

“Is this a date?” Maria teased, “you sure are slow.”

“I’m not sure if you could call this a date, as more of a

work proposition.” Maria was intrigued; her Mom had been

asking when that nice young man would take Maria out for

dinner. “Could you go home and grab an assortment of

electronic gear that could create a variable power supply in

the 10,000-volt range and the one-milliampere range?”

“Sure, I guess; what's this all about?”

Jason teased Maria, “Come by and find out.”

“Want me to bring some of my mom's food?”

“That would not go amiss, yes, please.”

Maria returned at 2:30. Jason noticed this quick

turnaround from getting off at two.

“Papa says if you try any funny business, he has

friends on the highway rebuilding project, and your body

will never be found,” Maria said with a grin.



“Your family has a wicked sense of humor, more so that

you repeat it to me,” Jason said. “Maria, I want you to know

things are not as they might seem.”

“Well, it looks like I will win the sweepstake!” Maria 

said, “We have a pool for who finds out about the Real 

Jason Pollard. Matt and Diego are in on it, as are Papa, 

Stuart, Ursula, and Tahlia, so I win.  Seriously though, we 

never are who we show ourselves to be.”

“Does that mean you will split the winnings with me?”

Jason joked.

“As if hard-won is all mine. We all hold different secrets

and hurts; we are all trying to find a way forward.

Unfortunately, some people seeking their way forward are

happy to put their boots on the necks of others. So tell me,

as much as you want to or as little; I’ll let you unfold things

as we go.”

“You have a very descriptive way of expressing things.

The things that went on in New York are the simple part; it

is what I found out just before I went running that is mind-

blowing.”

Jason had set up a little experiment for Maria to see.



“I told you I was working on resonance and string

theory, right? My team, Julian, and others had cracked

things.” Pointing at the device on the table, “We called this

a Melon, named after a Beluga whale's sonar fat cell on the

front of its head.”

“The ones we were originally working with let us

communicate over a reasonable distance without any

discernible transmission. While the Beluga sent a signal

into the ocean, we found a subatomic carrier wave. But that

might be for another day. We have these coils or Melons

that could send out this sub-atomic wave, but this one I

have here does not do that. Let me show you: pictures are

better than words.” Taking the styrofoam cylinder that

Jason had created, he showed it to Maria. It had an 80mm

internal diameter and was 300mm tall. “I built the original

design, and someone else refined my coil so that it

interacted with matter in a new and exotic way. Look, I will

pour about 30mm of sand into this.” Jason did and placed

the mold back on the coil, set the timer on the display, and

walked Maria away from the table. They stepped out of the

room and onto the landing.



“Ahr, what is happening?” asked Maria.

“It's pretty safe; I just want to be sure.”

There was a resounding pop from the room; Jason and

Maria returned to the table. Powering down the coil, Jason

retrieved the styrofoam cylinder; banging it on the table, he

extracted a cylinder of ceramic foam, just under 300mm

long and 80mm in diameter.

“Here, feel this.” Jason handed Maria the cylinder.

“What a weird texture; it feels like it should be soft,

and it’s almost the color of the sand you used, but I can not

see any grains of sand. It’s kind of indeterminate.”

“Bang it on the table.”

Not shy, Maria did and broke off a chunk of the table.

“Oops, sorry.”

“So what is this?” she asked.

“Specifically, I don’t know. If I were to surmise, I would

say the coil ‘talked’ to the sand and said, ‘be rigid,’ the

sand said, ‘yes sir.’ Why it also foamed, I don’t know;

maybe there is some sort of reaction down past the sub-

atomic, down in the strings such that there is a binding

between matter and dark matter, or as my professor would



like to say, ‘Not dark matter Jason, dark gravity.’ I have

played with this stuff for a while and can not damage it.

Nor can I reverse the process. Nothing happens if you put

the ceramic foam on the coils again and energize them. You

notice that the styrofoam cup is unaffected, I am not sure

where the threshold is, but anything under a specific mass

is not affected. Maybe anything over a specific mass is

unaffected; I have not done any experiments yet.”

“Okay, other than this impressive party trick, why am I

here?”

“Oh, I just wanted to spend some time with you,” Jason

smiled. He paused for a moment as Maria looked at him

sideways. Jason continued, “You are into electronics, and so

am I, but I have no gear. Yesterday, during that

thunderstorm, when you were laughing at me, I kept

getting zapped by the static electricity. Well, I came over

here and was cleaning up. I must have picked up a charge

again, and when I touched this block of ceramic foam,”

Jason then showed Maria the original cylinder, “It lit off the

table and went through that wall.” Jason pointed.



“Ha, you vandal,” Maria went to the wall, looked, and

gave out a low whistle, “Right through the rock wall, the

plywood, insulation, and more plywood.” She picked up the

original cylinder, “This is even lighter. You are saying this,

did that?” Pointing at the hole in the wall.

“Yes, it did. Now I need your help.”

Jason gave Maria an outline of what he wanted, “Can

your power supply do that?”

“Not only that,  but it receives feedback on how the 

‘circuit’ reacts to the power we send it.” Maria was setting 

up her gear; Jason was itching to get his hands on it, but 

Maria whacked his hands away when he tried. “What 

makes you think I will trust my equipment with you? You 

have already shown you break what you touch.” Maria 

joked.

Again, this light-heartedness had a serious edge. It

brightened Jason, who was so used to getting his way but

not in Rolla. He had to learn a new set of protocols; people

here really did make their way in the world, and power

conventions be damned.



“So I have an output of 2,000 volts and 100

microamperes, I don’t trust your estimates, so it’s better to

start low. Then I think only a couple of coils around your

fancy cylinder and a current time of 1 millisecond. Sounds

good?”

“You’re in charge, I guess.”

“Damn tooting I am.” Maria smiled.

Maria toggled the power switch. One millisecond is a

short amount of time, but even that was long enough for

the cylinder to scoot across the table and onto the floor,

pulling the power leads out of Maria's power supply as it

did so.

“Oooh, what fun,” smiled Maria. “Let’s do this. There

is a metal vice downstairs; what if we clap this cylinder

down and apply power to it?”

Taking the setup downstairs, they spent the next

couple of hours on various configurations, keeping the

power low and in short bursts. They were able to move the

workbench with the vice around the garage. By himself,

Jason could not move the bench. They graphed their result

using a range of power settings, voltage, amperage, and



duration. They could make the table hover and move. They

stopped when they saw cracks around where the vices

were welded to the workbench.

“If this comes apart, I would not want to be in the way

of any of it,” Jason observed.

Sitting back upstairs over some of Carol’s cooking and

a couple of beers, Maria asked, “What have you got us all

into, Jason?”

“Who are we? It’s just you here.”

“Do I have to write things out for you in Crayons? I

mean Stuart, Ursula, Tahlia, my family, our friends, this

thing is revolutionary.”

Jason saw that Maria was very quick on the uptake.

“No more engines for cars, no more propellers for planes,

no more rockets for spaceships. The governments of the

world are not going to be happy with you. No wonder you

are paranoid. It was bad enough when Tesla killed GM and

Ford; this will kill Tesla and SpaceX.

“I can trust you then?” Jason asked.

“Oh Jason, yes,” Maria lent forward and kissed Jason.

“Now I need to go home.”



Long after Maria had left, Jason still felt that kiss,

which was very unexpected. Well, at least he thought it

was; I guess I have made a good impression. Jason went to

sleep both happy and with a hum of joy.

 



Chapter 18 Sunday

Invasion.

In the morning, during that in-between time of night

and day, being asleep but aware, some thoughts begin to

form on the next object he wants to create.

Then there was banging at his door.

It was Sunday, and it was eight, way too early.

Getting downstairs in jeans and a tee shirt, he opened

the door to find Ursula, Tahlia, and Maria.

“Okay, New York boy, spill the beans on why Maria is

so happy,” accused Tahlia playfully as the three of them

walked in without an invite.

“You need to make us some coffee; Maria has had us

up since six,” demanded Ursula.

A little put-out, he followed the trio up to his

apartment.

“So this is it, right Maria?” Ursula had the ceramic

cylinder in her hand. “It sure is light.”



Before Jason could protest or get angry at this

invasion, Ursula looked Jason in the eye, “Maria is really

happy, so that is one mark in your favor; we are a team,

maybe the four of us now, five if you include Stuart. The

three of us have known each other since high school. We

were all seen as nerds. Maybe, that was why we were so

hard on you; a repressed nerd often likes nothing else than

to find someone lower on the social ladder than they are.”

“Now, no getting mad with Maria,” this was Tahlia,

“you never said she could not talk to us, so here we all are!

I don’t think it is fair that she should win the pool; she had

an inside advantage.”

“And you might be surprised at what we talked about,” 

said Ursula. “If this is controllable,” holding up the 

cylinder, “and unbreakable,”  Ursula banged it against the 

table, chipping off another piece, ”oops.”

“Then there is a lot we could fabricate.” Maria put in.

“And there will be many ways we could die,” Jason

said, trying to slow things down.

Jason was beginning to see a pattern; the system had

let them down, from education to employment, travel to



engaging in commerce. Disenfranchised was a common

term people used to describe how society was working

against them, canceling them. People were getting

disconnected, causing them to create new paths,

connections, and ways of being.

Over the next couple of weeks, things began to

change.

Jason tried to get them to keep a lid on their talking

outside the garage, but soon Stuart was in on the secret.

“Look, if the people I reappropriated this technology

from get a whiff of what we are doing, being dead is the

easy option.” Jason cautioned.

“Girls, he is right,'' Stuart added. “Remember I

mentioned how I'm bankrupt? I might run this shop, but it

is in my wife’s name. My bankruptcy was not because I was

incompetent; I was doing too well. A large corporation

wanted my business, and when I would not sell, they

bankrupted me out of spite. Crony capitalism is just as bad

as socialism without trying to appeal to the masses. So I

want you to take care.”



“Okay?” Stuart got a chorus of yeses but was

unconvinced.

“Maria, recently, you have been doing all the tests on

propulsion with the cylinder downstairs, and you are both

upstairs, right?” Stuart asked.

Maria nodded her head.

“Why?”

“I can never be sure when something might fail, or

some gitch might do something I am not expecting,” Jason

said.

“Right. All of you. You don’t know how safe you have to

be until you have not been safe enough.” Stuart said, “You

are all capable people, but you have spent 90% of your life

being dumb kids. You are alive today because the kind of

trouble you might have got yourself in, climbing trees,

riding bikes, and eating bad food, does not generally kill

people. But now look at what you are playing with.”

“It is only through poor judgment and mistakes that

you will find out what your poor judgments are, what

mistakes are brewing just below the surface. Unless.”

Stuart said, looking at all four. “This includes you, Jason,



unless you can learn something from others. Even a fool

can teach you how not to be a fool. Learn from my

mistakes, don’t brag, don’t flash money around, not that

you have any yet, and don’t make enemies. Also, just

because you can, don’t spite anyone. I lost a business

because of these things. I was young and dumb, and …,

what’s the other part? Okay? So lecture over.”

Stuart had sobered them, “I agree with you, Stuart.” 

Jason said, “but whatever we build in this garage will 

become vulnerable. Then as we become bigger, we will 

become more of a target. We can not protect ourselves.  If 

forces learn of us, they can just come on in and take what 

we have violently.

“I am sure you have ideas,” Stuart said, “I could see

you renting some farmland, building a bunker out of this

foam, and sitting tight.”

“Nope, not a good idea,” Jason said.

“I agree,” echoed Ursula.

“You could go into hiding again,” Stuart said.

“That would be going backward, not forward. I have

some money, so I can afford to build things.”



“Right, so forward is the only option, but to what?”



Chapter 19 Christmas.

The team was making rapid progress.

Ursula was spending her time exclusively

programming; Maria had set up in the garage with

electronics. Tahlia wanted what they did to be well-

documented and defined. In some ways, hers was the

riskiest work as her work contained all the secret sauce.

It was Christmas Day, and Jason was due to have

dinner with Louie, Carol, and their family. It was a bit

daunting.

This time Jason arrived with two bouquets. One for

Carol and one for Maria.

Carol introduced Jason to everyone. Maria's brother

and sister, aunts, uncles, cousins, and anyone else who fell

into Louie and Carol's orbit. Alexander, who worked with

Diego, was there with his parents and siblings.

“So, Jason, do you know what you are getting yourself

into?” Asked Alexander.

“Ahr, I think so,” was Jason's reply.



“No, you don’t. I’m dating one of the extended family's

daughters; now, my whole family is involved. I was looking

for a nice quiet relationship with someone I met on one of

our Friday nights, and I now have at least two families

plotting my future. The ‘old me’ would have been inclined

to tell you to run while you can, but these people take

family and friends very seriously; it’s been one of the best

things that have happened to me.”

Louie grabbed Jason and took him to a group of males

near the firepit. “Men, this is Jason, Jason; you already

know Diego, this is my son, Fernando.”

“Hi Jason, heard about you.” Fernando and Jason

shook hands.

“My son-in-law, Manuel. He has five children;

Fernando only has three.”

“Yep, I'm the golden boy,” jabbed Manuel at Fernando.

“As if,” Fernando said, “How many children will you

bring to the family, Jason?”

Jason was ready for the ribbing, “I think the women in

this family now determine that, don’t you agree,

Fernando?”



“Be careful, Fernando; Maria has been training the

boy,” Louie said. “This is my brother Eurico and Max and

Ed, his two boys. And this is my brother-in-law Mateo,

Diego's dad.”

“Hi, please meet you all,” Jason said.

“So, what is special about you that got Maria's

attention?” Fernando asked.

“Would you believe it was electronics?” Jason offered.

“So you are a nerd as well?”

“Something like that; Maria and I have very similar

experiences.”

“Does that mean yours is a work romance?” Fernando

continued his rubbing.

“Yes, well, working together does mean you get to see

the other person amid living, unlike when you might only

see someone when they are on their best behavior.”

“Well said, Jason,” Manuel said, “too often you white

people don’t know what family is all about, 2.2 children,

three cars, big fence, no room to have more than six people

for a very quiet party. In Rolla, it is not a true family

gathering until the noise control police arrive.”



“Isn't that right, Alex,” asked Eurico.

“Well, sir, I would never want to disagree with the

father of the daughter I am spending time with.”

“See, Eurico,” said Louie, “These white boys with this

sir thing.”

“Louie, I like being called sir; we have daughters; we

need to be respected,” Eurico said.

Christmas went well; Carol packed a food box that

almost lasted until New Year.

Maria, Tahlia, Ursula, Jason, and Stuart spent time in

the garage.

For Jason, having a team again was refreshing.

One evening Tahlia mentioned, “I would have never

guessed four months ago that I would be putting

management control systems in place for two of my best

friends and a new guy. I don’t know if I want to call it

providence, but it sure feels like the last three or four years

have led to this.”

Tahlia got a nod of the head from Maria as she put her

soldering iron down, Ursula paused in her coding, and

Jason as he looked at the Melon yet again.



 



Chapter 20 Frisbee.

Today the garage was full.

“To move things in three dimensions, you have the x, y,

and z axes,” Jason said.

Ursula came up with the design on paper. It was a half-

sphere, open like a bowl, 600mm in diameter; however,

along the top were horizontal bars North-South and East-

West, and where they met in the center of the sphere, there

was a third for Up-Down. Each spoke was 50mm thick.

Using a square styrofoam block,  Jason carved out the 

hollow, then provided the insert for shaping the rods so 

that the whole thing was one piece. Putting sand into the 

mold, the five were on hand for its creation. 

Evacuating up to the mezzanine, Jason energized the

coil. A resounding pop came from downstairs, a reassuring

sound for Jason.

“Hmm, interesting noise,” was Stuart's comment. It

was Sunday again, so the shop was closed, and they were

all having an immense amount of fun.



Next, Maria was up. She rigged a power supply for the

sphere and started working on getting all the internals

done. At the same time, Ursula was programming a

Raspberry Pi to act as the controlling mechanism.

Between Ursula, Jason, and the Raspberry Pi, they had

their favorite operating system setup; Linux. They quickly

had a whole development system to build a fully-fledged,

open-source control system.

Stuart and Tahlia were sitting off to one side,

discussing who knows what, but they were deep in

conversation.

“So Jason, we have to build this technology from the

ground up to operate in the pre-programmed model of

things, no flying by the seat of your pants, no let’s do this

and see, right?” Ursula said.

Having something to program in the real world

energized her. It was the same for Maria. Jason felt like he

was losing control at one level, but he knew things were

more in control today than any other day since escaping

New York. Life also seemed the fullest he could remember

since his parents had died.



Maria had the electronics nested inside the half-sphere

with cables to each control rod. Using a simple battery

pack and a step-up transformer, she got the voltages in the

10,000 range and the amperes in the microamperes. The

next step was testing and energizing the coils down into

the microsecond range. They were using a minuscule

amount of power, just a few watts.

Jason was aware that the bigger the device, the bigger

the disaster. Starting very small, with everyone up in the

mezzanine, Ursula, under Maria’s direction, programmed

some tiny bursts into the coils on the rods. Ursula had

tethered the mezzanine control room to the sphere with 90

meters of ethernet cable. They had strapped the half

sphere onto a dolly weighted down with scrap iron as an

afterthought.

“Okay,” Ursula said, “test one, 10,000 volts, 100

microamps, 100 milliseconds.”

Nothing happened.

“Did you energize it? Is something wrong?” Jason

asked.



“Nope,” said Maria, “I got reading back; everything

went as expected, just no movement.”

Over the next few hours, some things became clear.

Today, they had close to 175kg of mass and were trying to

be better controlled. Adjusting the power levels and even

the number of coils of copper on an axis rod, the team soon

hit upon a formula. Now they had the half-sphere hovering

a couple of meters off the ground with a constant feed of

power, no more 1 microsecond this or 1 microsecond that.

During the next week, Stuart started to light-heartedly

complain to them that they were tardy starting work, that

lunches got extended, and he had to close up more and

more.

Evenings saw them all in Jason's garage, doing various

work as they prepared to run more experiments. Getting

home before midnight was just about impossible; they all

had a reason to work, even Stuart. He and Tahlia had been

documenting everything, her flair at management was

coming to the fore, and several times, when they hit a

bump in their testing, her documentation got them back on

track.



“I guess I knew this day was coming,” Stuart said, “I

will have to hire replacements, Ursula; you and Jason seem

to be the hardest to get in the shop. But I think Maria and

Tahlia are very close seconds.”

“Do you have anyone in mind,” Ursula asked.

“I want to recruit from your friends and fellow

dissidents; I think there are some interesting other people

in your circle; why don’t you send them in my direction?”

“To add, I must let you all in on a small secret.” Jason

started. “I have access to some cash in the form of bitcoin.

I have enough money to get this development underway so

we do not get blocked for lack of hardware or other

resources.”

“Are we talking coins or satoshi?” Tahlia asked.

“Ethereum, I’ll have to make a trip away, as I do not

want to cash anywhere I live. Give me two or three days,

and I should be able to return with about $40,000. Should

be enough to keep things moving without feeling too

restricted.”

Programming



After much programming from Ursula, they were

ready to do a few experiments. Jason had returned from his

side trip, and Stuart had let them in on some new

employees, along with Deja, who was already working part-

time, and her sister Nia was picking up hours. Even Tahlias

younger brother Aaron was taking over some of Jason's

work. Another young woman and friend of Alexander,

Wanda, was also part-time.

So this evening, the four of them snuck out of Jason's

garage. They had waited till about 2 in the morning. Out

behind the shop was an old golf course. Jason had been

through the golf course several times to walk and clear his

head. And there were a few areas to get sand from, which

he'd used to make his ceramic foam prototypes.

Down in one of the more significant dips, they set

themselves up. Their equipment was not that heavy to cart

around, but they still wanted some counterweights. This

time they had a couple of army surplus bags and loaded

sand and gravel from a creek bed into them.

The Raspberry Pi is a great little computer, cheap yet

still very usable. It had been easy to buy and program



without leaving any trace of themselves on the internet.

Jason purchased several powerful laptops for them to

use. He had removed the Wi-Fi and Bluetooth chips and

gummed up the ethernet port. That did not fully disable the

computer, it still had USB ports, and they needed them to

move data, software, and resources around; they just never

wanted the laptop to be internet capable.

At first, Ursula thought this an overkill, but seeing

trolls on the various git hubs, she trusted Jason's paranoia,

and now paranoia had become a group thing. For tonight's

testing, Ursula had a second, smaller laptop connected to

the sphere, again by a 90-meter ethernet cable.

“If we lose contact with the sphere, it is set to return

to a GPS coordinate that should put it over there on that

tee, at 1 meter in height.” Ursula was saying.

“How does it know how to get there?” Tahlia asked.

“I have a GPS daughterboard on the Raspberry Pi. But

not to worry, it is ‘receive only’,” Ursula explained, “and for

safety, I did not want the unit to power itself off if it felt

lost; we didn't want 70kg to fall on our heads.”



Ursula had set up a series of tests that would run

automatically. She had created a visual representation of

waypoints that she could click through.

The tests went smoothly; they got the sphere to track a

given compass designation. Then they walked with it from

twenty or thirty meters away, “Ahr, there is something I

need to change, some obstacle avoidance mechanism; we

don’t want to go plowing down trees, now do we.” Ursula

started making a list of needed changes.

They even got the craft up to sixty meters in the sky till

they could no longer see it.

“So the final test I want to run is an unscheduled

disconnection,” Ursula pulled the ethernet cable out of her

laptop before anyone could protest. The sphere was 10

meters in the air, almost out of sight, “give it five seconds.”

She said. The half-sphere soon started to move off to the

tee Ursula had previously mentioned. Staying at its original

height, it brushed over the top of a couple of trees, came to

the tee, and slowly lowered itself to a meter above the

ground. “All yours, Maria.”



Maria put her hand inside the sphere and switched a

small button, the sphere slowly sank to the ground, and

everything turned off.

As they all walked back to the garage with everything

in tow, they talked about what they had done and what

issues were exposed. They noted that the current design

was easy to move north and south, east and west, and up

and down; however, the sphere never changed orientation.

With no orientation change, they always knew where north

was, but to upscale this design and put themself inside;

they would rarely face the direction of travel.

“Something more for my Work in Progress list,” Tahlia

said.

Tricky Fridays

Fridays were still a highlight but also tricky. With only

four in on the conspiracy, others like Matt, Diego, Lin, and

Andrew started making barbed comments.

“Maria, you have always been on my case, to be honest

and upfront. Now I get the feeling that you are hiding

something.” Diego mentioned.



“Well, maybe I am,” Maria said as she leaned in and

hooked her arm around Jason, “and maybe I am not.” This

got an ohhh from Tahlia and Ursula.

“Do your folks know,” smiled Diego.

“Kind of, but I am not a teenager, so you can keep your

nose out of this, right?” Maria said playfully.

“Hell, no, if your dad asks me, it’s all coming out,

every last bit of everything I know. Jason, you know it’s not

Louie you must be afraid of, right? You will have to deal

with Carol if you hurt her little girl.”

“What if it's me who hurts Jason?  You boys keep 

thinking that the fairer sex is fragile. Let me see you push a 

baby out between your legs. As for telling Mom and Dad, 

go for it; it’s almost Christmas, and Jason is high on their 

list to have over for dinner and introduce to the whole 

family.”

“Talking about conspiracies and new things happening,

what are you guys up to in that garage of yours?” Matt

chimed in.

“Conspiracy? Garage? Matt, do tell more.” Andrew had

joined them this week as he was in town for a few days



before going out on the road again.

Matt regaled them with a grin and a nervous laugh

from Ursula. “For about the last four weeks, these four

have played secret squirrel in their garage. They won't let

anyone else in on what they are up to.”

“To be honest, it’s not just us four; Stuart is in on it

too,” said Ursula, trying to deflect.

“We could just let you in on it now,” Jason added, “but

where is the fun in that? We have some stuff brewing, but it

needs to come to a boil before we let the horse out of that

gate.”

“I vote Jason has to buy the next round for

slaughtering a sentence with such a bunch of mixed

metaphors,” Lin said.

“Don’t worry, Jason,” Matt said, “so long as whatever

you are doing will give the government a black eye, we will

keep our lips sealed.”

Skyhook

The next object Jason wanted to make was a skyhook,

a magical lifting troupe. A hook is suspended from the sky



to lift anything, be it a drum or a whole shipping container.

Tahlia and Maria were in session, “I think we are

moving away from half-spheres,” Tahlia began, “What we

want is a thick frisbee.”

“And hollow,” Maria added, “then all my electronics

can fit neatly inside, and even if it is only a steel hatch, we

can still protect the internals.”

“Okay, what about size” “Jason put in.

“What about a meter in diameter and 500 or 600mm

thick?” Tahlia was sketching on some paper. “You can have

three hooks on the bottom as legs and some loops on the

rim at west, north, and east; south is where we have the

access hatch.”

“Inside, Maria, you can have the main rods for the x, y,

and z-axis.”

Maria was sitting in a chair with her feet on the table,

“and I think we can start to get directional control with

three smaller rods working in pairs with the main rods.”

The idea was to apply a minimal pulse to these smaller

rods to create directional control. The team had seen that

when you energized a coil, it appeared to pull itself along in



the direction of that rod. If they could tug on a second rod,

would they create a vector change that would rotate the

ship?

Tahlia and Maria started on the mold.

It worked better than expected; it was unnecessary to

think about distributing the sand within the mold so the

whole form would fill correctly. Where there was a void, the

foam flowed. Where the styrofoam was, the ceramic foam

merely pushed up against the mold and sort to find a new

area to fill. The final shape was easy to get and had little in

the way of overflow.

Once complete, Maria got her hand on the craft. With

Maria's extended hours in the garage, Wanda, another part-

timer, began working longer hours.

 



Chapter 21 One Melon.

After the success of the flight of the half-sphere and

the extra work on the frisbee by Ursula that had got the

programming working for directional control, they were

now talking about what it would take to build a craft they

could fly in. It was Monday morning, and they were all

having coffee in Jason’s garage.

“Our biggest issue is I don’t think the ‘reach’ of the

single melon would enable us to have a mold that we could

make a craft in one sitting, and I do not want to create

something in parts; the craft’s strength would be

compromised where they join.” Jason was saying.

“So these Melons, the ones you were working with,

could scan, could send and receive, but none of them could

make ceramic foam?” Tahlia was asking.

“Yep, that's right.”

“So why did this one do that?”

“Specifically, I don’t know. I’m guessing Dominique,

the guy running the manufacturing lab, made changes



outside of what I asked.”

“Why were you not directly making the prototypes? I

mean, it was your invention, right?” Maria also asked.

“The more I think of this, the more I see the planning 

for my demise. My original designs were being optimized 

and miniaturized. I was losing track of what we were doing.  

I think Castle and Yale had planned to remove me for some 

time. That was why I became somewhat unfamiliar with my 

project. Let me show you.”

Jason went to the Melon and opened the plate over the

coils. Looking down into the machine's guts, it was very

different from what he had started with two years ago with

Jullian.

“See the coils here; that is still my original design, part 

phased array and part exotic harmonics. Over here, these 

electronics are different.  It is not my design; this is like an 

amplifier that takes this set of coils, which looks like what I 

designed, and increases the resonance to the final coils.” 

Looking at the amplifier, Jason had not noticed before some 

very odd engraving on the part of the PCB that was just 

spare real estate.



“Maria, can I borrow your phone and the microscope

attachment, please,” Jason asked.

Ursula also brought over a desk lamp, shining it down

onto the PCB so Jason could get a magnified picture.

Putting the phone on the table, he made it available to be

read.

“JP, I hope this is you reading.

Forces are coming for me.

I have created an investment that you will want.

See someone I trust.

Say, Everyone can master a grief but he that has it.

DW”

“JP? Is that you, Jason?” Asked Ursula.

“Who is DW?” Maria asked.

“Dominique Watts, who worked for Blue Sky

Engineering. I worked at Sounding Labs, the company

Julian and I had set up. As time went on, more and more of

the fabrication work was done in the second lab, a

subsidiary of the Angel Investor paying for everything. We

had Blue Sky Finance funding our development. Then there

was Blue Sky Engineering. Dominique worked for them, we



had talked back and forth a few many, and I had shown him

my research and let him in on the foundational thinking for

the Melon. He got what I was talking about and took my

work further. Anyway, the day I was first fired, then tagged

for elimination, I found out that Dominique and two of my

lab tech had all been arrested, for what, I have never found

out.”

“So, what do you think this all means?” Maria

continued to ask.

“I don’t know; he inscribed this on the PCB for me to

find. There has been a long history of putting easter eggs

on Printed Circuit Boards in engineering. And the first line

is a big giveaway, then a warning that we know to be true;

Dominique is in jail somewhere. ‘I have created an

investment you will want.’ Dominique must have been

banking on me having this prototype and that I would want

more. See someone I trust. The guy was mad for his wife;

I'm not sure why, but in the brief time I knew him, his wife

came up all the time. Then if we are going to get this

investment, the one he trusts knows about it, and the



phrase ‘Everyone can master a grief but he that has it’

must be the trust code.”

“Any flaws in my logic?” Jason asked them all. No one 

seemed to object. “So,  guess I have to go see Jade, his 

wife.” 

“Yeah, that’s a plain dumb idea.” Stuart had joined

them, having opened the shop. “So, which one of you is

working for me today?”

“Yes, we all have shifts today,” said Maria, going to the

shop.

As Jason passed Stuart, “I have to go see Jade; no one

else knows her, she won’t trust anyone else, so it has to be

me.”

“I’ll let you think on it some,” Stuart said, “then I want

you to come back to me with three reasons why you should

go and three reasons why you should not go.”

During the day, Jason worried the problem like a skin

tag. Of course, he had to go; three reasons were easy: he

had met Jade, he knew where she lived, and she would

trust him. To be fair to Stuart, he applied himself to three

reasons why it could not be him. If you have an excellent



proposition or theory in science, you want to try and break

it, be as hard on it as possible because you know your

competition will be relentless. Stuart used this knowledge

against Jason to make him think and not just react.

Knowing Jade was meaningless, she had met all the

people at both labs and Castle and Yale. Anyone in that

group knew where she lived, and for trust, if Dominique

was in jail, then she was trusting no one. He needed to go;

he understood the technology, again meaningless, because

it would just be a box until they returned it to Rolla and did

something with it. Then the trust phrase, ‘Everyone can

master a grief but he that has it,’ meant he was not needed.

Whoever had the phrase would also have the trust.

Near the end of the day, Stuart came to Jason, “Still

think you have to go?”

Jason said, “No,” in defeat, “you play dirty, pulling the

scientific method on me as an argument. If I go, they are

bound to be waiting; one whiff of me, and they will roll all

of us up. Jade is most likely still in the wind because she is

bait.”



“Yep, after all you have told us, I am thinking the same

thing, and this was why I laid that logic trap for you; you

need to grow new capacity if we are going to survive. Here

is what I am thinking. We send Maria and Tahlia, and they

do a tag team routine. Say Maria watched for this Jade for

a day or two; hopefully, she can have a chance meeting,

reveal her credentials about you and the, ‘Everyone can

master a grief but he that has it.’ Maria tells Jade that

Tahlia will connect for the investment.”

“So when can we go,” Maria and Tahlia were arms in

arm behind Jason.

“No,” Jason reacted, “not safe; your Dad would have

my carcass.”

“Arr, we’ll be fine; Stuart has walked us through the

whole thing; we even found her picture online; we now just

need her address from you.”

“You used the internet to look for a high-value target.”

Jason said, “no, not good.”

“Look at that, the super-spy getting upset; we know

how to use tor, dur.” Tahlia countered.



“Jason, we have got this; it’s not going to be hard, well

dangerous, but not hard.”

Such was Jason's new life, gaining control in one set of

areas and losing control in others. Being asked how to do a

thing at one point and being told how a thing would be

done at another. What they were building was not a

democracy or a dictatorship.

In preparation for this trip, Jason showed Maria and

Tahlia how to use a Bitcoin ATM; they were everywhere;

there were at least ten in Rolla alone; these ATMs were

also conventional ATMs. The three of them made a quick

trip to St Louis. Using his bitcoin laptop, he connected and

set up the keys for several of the coins on this wallet; next,

he transferred the coins to the wallets on each of the girls'

phones.

“I don’t want us to have a fingerprint of where we live.

I can do it anonymously when I get cash for Ethereum;

however, as freer citizens, you two will leave breadcrumbs.

It is not too much of an issue to use your identifiable

phones with an ATM.”



While they had coffee at a cafe, Maria and Tahlia

watched some Rumble videos to familiarize themselves

with the ATMs and the altcoin process. Jason stayed at

their table as they went to different ATMs and got just over

$2,000 each.

“You know what, let’s go for a drive and get both of 

your coins into cash.” They visited ten more ATMs and got 

the two Ethereum into cash, after charges,  $17,500, and 

some change.

Over a meal before heading home, “Please don’t be shy

about spending this coin.”

“So you want us always to use cash?” Maria was

asking.

“Yes, I want you to be as safe as possible, I have no

idea what is waiting out there, and I hate to admit it; your

plan is the best one; I just hate putting you in danger.”



Chapter 22 Albany.

“Girls, if you look nervous, then eyes that are looking

get attracted to you. Someone who acts slowly will get

nowhere near the attention as someone acting fast. If you

feel watched, don’t speed up; if anything, slow down and be

more deliberate. Don’t look over your shoulder, and don’t

try to find them. I want you to know how you walk, one of

you walks, and the other follows, then compare notes. The

more you know about yourself, the more you can act

naturally when being nefarious.”

Stuart then took Maria and Tahlia for a drive; he got

them to walk around Rolla and then talked about what he

saw.

“Not too bad, both of you. However, you both looked

over your shoulder, so this was good practice to understand

what we talked about.”.

Rolla to Albay is at least 17 hours of driving, so two

days. They left on a Friday to get there Monday.



They had been driving for an hour or so. “What do you

know of Stuart’s background,” Maria asked. “I’ve worked

for him for three years, but you have known him longer.”

“I have known Stuart for longer than I can remember.

In one of his previous businesses, my Mom worked for him.

Before that business went legs up, she did payroll and

accounts for him. Back then, he was running a security

company, you know, for stadiums, building sites, events,

that sort of thing. My Mom might bring me to work if she

could not get a babysitter, and Stuart did not mind. So

when I started going to MST, I got a part-time job with

him.”

“I guess that makes sense of the advice,” Maria said,

“So what is the game plan?”

Jason had given them three leads; Jade was in a gym

class on Mondays, did meals on wheels on Wednesdays, and

then would take a jog in the Latham Kiwanis Park.

“We can only go there and scope things out. We may

not even make contact this time.” Tahlia said, “Jason seems

to have a good memory for things, to know this much about

Jade.”



“I think it’s more to do with his relationship with

Dominique. Since Dominique inscribed the instruction on

that Circuit Board, how long did he know things were not

going well? I guess Dominique purposefully told Jason

those things about his wife so Jason could have a game

plan.”

“What do you think about everything that is

happening?” Maria asked Tahlia. “I mean, three months

ago was a very different world.”

“The last month has been a blast. But going back to 

when I got expelled from MST for non-payment, and Ursula 

encouraged me not to get loans, I thought that was fine for 

a white girl to say, but she was my friend. Stuart let me go 

full time; it felt terrific, friends together again, not since 

High School. Then Jason turns up.  Since he got here and 

you took a shine to him, well, as I said, it’s been a blast. 

Aaron has been sniffing around the edges; he knows 

something is up, and my Mom and Dad have been making 

noises.”

“He’s cute, don't you think,” Maria asked, “in his

awkward sort of a way?”



“Sure, I can see how he fulfills some of your

requirements: Male, pulse, not led by the little brain. You

can hold a conversation in electronics, you big nerd. Your

parents approve, and he’s easily manipulated. Maybe that

is unfair; you can easily get him to agree with what you

want to have happened.”

“On that last one, that is true for the small picture

things, but the big picture things? Not so.” Maria said.

“We were a strange bunch; you were always reading

something, just like me in the library,” Tahlia agreed with

some charity, “One thing my Mom did for me was to give

me a love for books; my neighbor friends would come over

and wonder at the books in our home, they had none at

home. It’s strange; books are a good thing, so powerful. It’s

sad to think many of my friends are trapped because they

never unlocked books. I did, and then I thought, how is this

possible? Such a simple thing gave me a life. Some of my

friends see me working at the Dollar Store as a dead-end

job while they are on welfare. I have looked at it as the

bottom rung on a ladder that I want to climb; then, when



you and Ursual turned up, it felt like we were having a

party on the bottom rung.”

“And Jason arrived, some skinny white guy.” Tahlia was

driving and looked across at Maria. “What does your dad

think of you dating a gringo?”

“Papa sat me down and told me not to accept any

wandering hands from Jason. Today's little fun can be

expensive later; you know him; he is not shy with his

views.”

“So, has he also let Jason know his views?”

“More than once. One time, when Jason came for 

dinner, Papa drove home the long way and told him the 

story of that body found in the bridge's foundation on the 

railway overpass. Remember that the concrete had broken 

off to reveal a cavity and a messy body inside.  I know it 

was all play, as did Jason, but the idea was important.” 

“So Jason has kept his hands in his pockets, and you

are still a good girl.”

“Come on, Tahlia, you and I both know the price of

misplaced intimacy in Rolla; between the jocks with

notches on their belt, and professors with ‘private’ study



times, we have seen enough car wrecks to know what to

avoid.”

“Hmmm, maybe so, but celibacy sure is boring.”

“I want something more too, but how can we do that?

Tahlia, here is the thing, forgetting Jason and guys in

general, where will this ceramic foam take us.”

“I’ve been thinking about this as well, so if Jason is the

device guy, Stuart is security. You are the electronics,

Ursula is the programming, and I get to create procedures.

I feel like we are on the crest of a massive wave with an

opportunity to surf a long way.”

“I agree; providence has dropped an amazing

opportunity in our laps. Like winning a lottery.”

“But let’s not become one of the short-lived

millionaires, remember that couple that won big, and it was

all gone in five years? How on earth do you spend and lose

100 million in five years.”

“So what processes do you have in mind, Tahlia? I

remember you creating a tournament sheet for the chess

club, or at that time, you got us to learn Go and had a set of

progress charts to help us learn how to play it. Didn’t you



also manage the shop layout for Stuart as well? So what is

in your fertile mind now?”

“Okay, so this is my thinking; Jason does not know

what he needs. He is the device guy, and none of this would

exist without him, but it can also totally fail because of him;

he does not see things outside his little world; why else has

it taken him so long to see you have a shine for him.”

“True, I had to kiss him first.” Maria smiled.

“Really, and when was that?”

“Oh, the night before, I brought you all in on his

secret.”

“Good for you, but back to where we fit in, he needs to

be managed. We must think about what can go wrong

before the idea enters his head, like this trip. He wanted to

run off and see this Jade person with no forward-thinking,

no planning. I think Jason is a reactionary person; he can

certainly make huge jumps in understanding and inventing

things because he knows his field well. Outside his field, he

flounders. You and I need to plan; we need to be able to

take his ideas and give them legs.”



“Another thing, wherever this is heading, I think Jason

already knows this. We will need lots of people. People we

can trust, people that will fill many, many roles as we grow.

We will also have to be able to manage things when people

we thought we could trust turn on us. You know that will

happen, someone will sell us out, and someone will get

flipped by authorities.”

“Yes,” Maria said, “We have ceramic foam that now

has controllable propulsion. That is huge; government

forces will not be happy when they discover what we can

do. They are not beyond making us disappear, be they our

domestic government or foreign powers. Then there is the

corporation where Jason worked. For that matter, any

corporation would gladly disappear us to own this

technology.”

“So, while you continue to develop the electronics with

Jason. That’s why you like him; you two are the same.

Anyway, while Ursula gets the programming down, I have

been thinking. I have a laptop that I have been plotting out

all the people involved so far. I have created layers to our

little conspiracy. Layer one is those in the full knowledge,



both for and against us. Layer two is people that could

know something about what is going on. These people can

be for or against, or neutral. Layer three doesn’t have a

clue but is close to layer one, and layer four don’t have a

clue and are close to layer two. Then five and six are

related to three and four and yet another step back, and I

could go on to infinity.”

“Hmm, you are a management nerd,” Maria laughed.

“Yes, and that will keep us safe, especially now.”

“Who exactly is in Layer one?”

“The five of us. I have Dominique as a neutral until we

know more. And those against, well, that could be zero at

the ceramic foam level, but that knowledge of the missing

prototype? Dozens. Then in layer two. We have your family,

my family, Ursula’s, and Stuart’s. Then people like Diago

and Alex, you have Jason’s place of employment. It quickly

reaches into the thousands, including dangerous people

like this Julian guy and Castle and Yale.

“Why are you including all these people? They don’t

have a clue,” Maria asked.



“It’s not so much about whether they have a clue or

not, but if they could have a clue. My Mom knows

something is up; this trip alone has her telling me to be

careful. She has never said that when I have gone on road

trips before. When she knew you were with me, she asked

what we were getting involved in. I said only good. She

trusts me, but she is worried. Your parents must see that

more is happening than just a romance, right? What about

when you told us you came home and got a lot of

electronics? That is a weird first date.”

“Papa and Mom are happy; I think they have been

worried that I would never launch. I told them the other

day that some fascinating science is happening, so I get

what you mean, layer two, it’s unavoidable.”

“Yes, but here is the good thing: we will recruit from

this layer. Imagine your Dad inventing inside this

technology, not mere farm implements, but far more than

that. This is going to captivate him, then your Mom? We

need people who can feed armies; your Mom can grow food

and cook.” Tahlia continued; she had been giving this a lot

of thought. “Layer three becomes interesting; they are



those close to us that do not have a clue. Matt, I think he is

more layer two, Ursula's on-again, off-again boyfriend. But

some of our friends, like Lin or Andrew, or people we are

friendly with at the store.

“Finally, layer four can be in the millions because of six

degrees of separation. What file exists on what computer,

with what alphabet agency, and what information could

some agent end up joining dots together with and cause us

untold issues? Because of these people, Stuart got you and

me to leave our phones behind, and we have to learn to

read a paper map; he did not even let us print one from

Google, too much of a digital trail.”

They stopped for the night in a Motel 6 in Columbus,

having shared the driving during the day, eating and

refueling as needed paying only cash. The following day

was another 9 hours of driving.

The conversation along the way was involved and

varied; Tahlia even made notes. Maria went through her

thoughts on the electronics needed. They talked about

redundancy systems, boyfriends, Tahlia did not have one

currently, and even marriage and children. They spoke of



problems around food production and how to remain free in

a world that wanted to rip what they were building out of

their grip. They spoke of the ‘right to repair’ that was a big

part of Louie’s life. Then the right to bear arms and resist

authority overstepping itself. What if they were developing

this technology, and the government arrived to take it

away? What if they defended themselves against this

intrusion? It would be a very short battle, and they would

lose.

“Imagine firing a ceramic bullet with a lead center,

with enough mass and kinetic energy; nothing could stop

it,” Tahlia mused.

“Yes, but others could go onto the battlefield, pick up

our bullets, and fire them against us.”

“So what. We would have a ceramic foam bunker the

bullet would bounce off.”

“Nar, we have to be so overwhelming that they would

never attack, like Mutual Assured Destruction. We have to

stay in the shadows until the day we reveal ourselves, and

we are just too powerful.”

“And what would that look like?”



“This is the fun of speculation; I can say the answer

with no idea how we will get there.”

They stopped at 6 pm and paid cash for a room at

Motel 6 in Schenectady. Next, they found an internet caf.

Stuart had warned them never to use the wifi of where they

stayed. They turned on a small laptop that Jason had loaded

with Linux. They could log securely into another computer

set up at the shop and let the team know they had arrived.

There are no emails or message logs; communications went

via a VPN, tor, and ssh.

After sending a message that they had arrived, they

drove past where Jade lived on Homestead Dr, Latham;

they only wanted to see the place, not stop, and only do it

once.

There was a white panel van at one end of Homestead

Drive and a car with two people at the other; either could

be legit or bad people.

Monday, the gym was a bust. They saw Jade at the

Meals at Wheels Wednesday morning, but there was no

way to get near her. So next was the jogging track at the

park. Tahlia stretched herself out in anticipation of a jog.



Through the trees, she saw Jade coming. Slowing down,

Jade caught up to her and matched her pace.

Tahlia said, “‘Everyone can master a grief but he that

has it.’” No more than that, and kept jogging, waiting on

Jade.

Even as they jogged, Tahlia could see a tear escaping

and run down Jade’s face, “One of the last things

Dominique said to me was to keep my routine, I could not

bear the look from people in the gym, so this time jogging

has become very special. I have something for you, but it is

not on me; I will leave it taped to the underside of my

mailbox. We shouldn’t see each other again.”

At the next intersection in the park, Jade continued her

jog, and Tahlia went the other way. She again saw the same

car from the house. To keep things legit, Tahlia did another

circuit of the track. As Jade drove off, Tahlia did another

quarter circuit in a walk to cool off. The car was not gone,

and not wanting any connection with Maria, Tahlia got on a

bus and took it for two stops; the car did not follow. Getting

off, Maria pulled up, and Tahlia got in.

“We have something.”



Back at the motel, they went over their options.

“There is no way we can just walk up to the mailbox

and rummage for whatever is on the underside,” said

Tahlia, “and it can not be me at all; it has to be you.”

They bounced a few ideas back and forth; the one they

liked was sitting on the floor of their motel when they

returned. It was an invitation to a local church’s Sunday

service.

“We can canvas a few of the local churches, get some

flyers, put them in little plastic bags, start at one end of the

street, work our way down, pretend you are having a

problem with a few of the mailboxes, then at Jade’s do the

same thing and hopefully get whatever is under the box.

On Thursday, they visited a few local churches and got

service flyers. Then Friday, they went to a copy center,

made a hundred copies of them, and put them in plastic

bags.

So Saturday morning, they drove into the neighbor a

back way. Tahlia dropped off Maria on Comely Lane; Maria

had a small cart laden with flyers. Moving down the

northern side of Homestead Drive, Maria started putting a



set of flyers in each mailbox. A car was sitting at the

eastern end; Maria was already putting flyers into

mailboxes as she passed the car. Playing it hard, she

opened a few mailboxes and put the flyers in from the back

as if they could not fit in the front.

Coming up to Jade’s mailbox, Maria did not look at the

house; as she tried to put the flyers in the front, she felt

nothing under the mailbox. Once again, she made it seem

like she could not get the flyers in, went to the back,

opened the lid, put the flyers in, and felt under the mailbox.

Something was there; it was a small box magnetically held

in place. It was not difficult to pull off and palm.

Maria moved on down the street, doing the same

routine. A few houses later, she knelt as if to tie her shoe

and slid the box into the top of her sock. It was

uncomfortable, but she knew it was there and safe.

Finishing off the street, Maria was on the main road

next to a strip mall. Tahlia had parked off to one side. They

agreed that Tahlia would do nothing until Maria was in the

car. Next to the start of the shops was a dumpster; Maria



wheeled her trolley behind the dumpster, left it, and walked

over to the car. Getting in, Tahlia drove off slowly.

Maria reached into her sock, and with a big grin, she

pulled out the small box. “We’ve got it.”

"So now what,” Tahlia asked.

Maria opened the box and extracted a key, "I guess the

next step is finding out what this opens. Which may not be

too hard, the key has 1438 inscribed on it, and this tag says

UPS 4706."

They had already spied out an internet cafe on the way

in and drove off towards it.

Back on Homestead Drive, one of the watchers in the

car said, “She has not come back.”

“Who?”

“That girl, delivering flyers. She came down the street

on the north side, got to the end, but never returned.”

“It’s nothing; forget it; this place is a bust.”

“No, Castle has been very adamant; he has put a lot of

resources out here to watch this woman. Drive us down to

that strip mall; we need to check it out.”

“Okay, but it’s nothing.”



The first watcher got out and started looking around

for Maria. As he was returning to the car, he spied the

dumpsters. Having a look, he found Maria’s trolley behind

the dumpster with the fake flyers.

Coming back to the car, “We will have to report this;

something just went down; her trolley is back behind the

dumpster and filled with these.” Handing the flyers to the

second watcher, “These are cheap photocopies of real

flyers. They might all be accurate information, but she was

not.”

The second watcher sighed, “Castle will not be happy.

Whatever the girl got, it, and she is now gone.”

 



Chapter 23 UPS.

“4706 is the store number, I wager. And 4706 is on

Central Ave, in Colonie, just a little north of us here.”

Looking at the map book and the screen in the internet

cafe, they marked a route to the UPS.

“So how are we going to do this,” Tahlia said.

“Well, that is helpful,” looking at the listing, there

were photos from inside the store.

“See there near the back, rows of mailboxes. Can you

get us in closer?” It was easy to see the large mailboxes on

the left, they all seemed to start with a 47, so this must be

them.

As they headed to the store, Maria was driving, “Are

you shaking as much as I am?”

“This is getting wild.”

Arriving at the UPS 30 minutes later, they made their

way inside as if this was something they often did; saying a

nonchalant hello to the person behind the desk, they made



their way straight to the 4706. Inside were several

packages and a couple of letters.

Turning to the staff member, Maria asked in her

sweetest cashier’s voice, “Do you have a trolley we can use

to retrieve our boss's packages?”

The staff member thumbed to a trolly by the wall.

Maria got this trolley, and Tahlia stacked the boxes on

each other, putting the letters on top. Maria said, “Back in

a minute.” You can get away with a lot if you act as if you

belong there.

A minute later, Maria returned the trolley, thanked the

staff, and returned to their car, Tahlia was driving now, and

they set off out of the city.

“These look the same size as the prototype back

home,” Maria commented. “And we have eight of them.”

They drove for a few hours, taking a different route

than the one from Rolla, stopping for the evening at yet

another Motel 6.

Maria went out by herself, stopped by another cafe

with internet and over a quick coffee, connected the laptop,



and sent an encrypted message to Ursula. “Success,

coming home, two days.”

Maria returned to the Motel with food and supplies.

The following morning they started home, still at least 15

hours away.

“This is no longer an interesting game,” Tahlia said,

“Think about what we have; we can make a craft fly with a

minimal power source. We could even power a ship.

Imagine a cargo ship skimming a meter above the waves,

using the ground effect to sail from Florida to Antwerp.

Instead of about 15 days, what, call it under two days? Or,

as you said, what about a spaceship, no more rockets. We

need to get serious, create contingency plans for what

could happen, and know how to deal with it ahead of time.”

“You’re the girl to get that done,” Maria let Tahlia

know, “What do you need? You have the cash to start that;

just don’t put anything online.”

“I think paranoia is the new fashion.”

Ten days after leaving, they arrived back in Rolla and

drove right into the garage, with Jason closing the door

behind them. There was a whole welcoming committee.



Stuart helped to unload everything onto the

workbench.

A low whistle came out of Jason at the sight of the

eight boxes. Torn between wanting to hug Maria and

opening the packages. “I was really worried,” he said to

Maria. Tahlia smiled.

Stuart said, handing a box knife to Jason, “Come on,

put us out of our misery.”

Weighing a package in his hands. “It has the same

weight as mine.” Slitting the box open, he pulled out a

Melon, slightly more sophisticated-looking than his one.

“This makes me wonder what Dominique has been up to,

and no wonder they have him wrapped up in jail.”

With all eight Melons on the table, it was easy to see

that they were the same, then Jason noticed something

different: dip switches on them, two sets, one with two and

the other with four. Jason opened one of the envelopes, just

junk mail; the other was from Dominique.

‘I hope this is you, Jason. If it is not, then I am pretty

much screwed.



You have sent me down quite a rabbit hole, and I still

have only a tiny idea of the hole you have dug into the

quantum world. Due to having access to some materials

and research you did not, I could extrapolate possibilities

when you were looking in only one direction. Yes, what you

designed could scan and communicate, but I have found at

least three new uses. The dip switches you see have three

settings 00 is scan, 01 is transmitter/receiver, and 11; if you

have found out from the last prototype I sent, you will make

a very exotic material. I was working on this when I

realized some dark forces were at play. These are the only

eight multifunctional Melons, as you like to call them. I

have buried the exotic material I made in a very deep hole.

What have you found out so far? The material is strange.

You must use a granulated material smaller than 0.1 of a

millimeter with a specific gravity greater than two but less

than three. Silica sand is one of the best materials.

Again, if you are reading this, you have contacted Jade,

and my planting of ideas in your head worked; two, she is

in trouble, and three, I am in even more trouble.

I do hope you can find a way to help us.



Your friend Dominique,

Oh, by the way, the other dip switch only works in

material-making mode.

0000 creates a field in the 10 cm range, 1111 should

be in the fifty-meter range, and the others are steps in

between. Be careful with these. I have yet to test any of

this; however, these Melons should work just fine in

parallel.

One more thing, have you found that an electrical

charge perpendicular to the material moves it?

And finally, have you found that you can create a

virtual stator and rotor? I have yet to be able to follow this

one entirely. Still, it appears that you can generate

electricity by having two cylinders encapsulated but a

third, so they can not go anywhere.

That was the end of the letter.

“I have to go home and think about all this,” said

Maria, “Ursula, you were able to keep my parents informed

of our travels.”

“Yes, you are all good, I even went around to them

twice, but I think you are in for a grilling; I assured them



that Jason was not with you,” Ursula said while giving Jason

a sideways grin.

“I think I will have a hard time keeping my employees;

your games of corporate espionage mean that the life of a

mere cashier just won't cut it anymore,” Stuart said as the

three women went their separate ways.

Closing the garage door as Maria drove home, Stuart

came back in; he said, “You and I need to talk.”

Grabbing a couple of beers, they sat next to the table

and the nine melons, the new eight, and the original.

“Where is this all heading, and who will get killed

first,” Stuart asked.

The abruptness of the question caught Jason off guard,

“I don’t want anyone to die.”

“Well, obviously, you don’t, but we have gone far past

the proverb that he who plays with fire will get burnt.

These are lovely girls, and while we don’t live in the best of

times, things could be far worse. We are not in a locked-

down state like some countries still are. Right? What will

you do when forces come to bear,” Stuart continued, “that



will run over the top of you, me, and everyone else and will

not care when they leave a smear behind?”

“I would be foolish to say I don’t understand your

concerns,” Jason started, fidgeting with his beer, “however,

having been shot at, chased, and now on the run, I want

your help; I can not go this alone, the girls are amazing.”

“One of them in particular?”

“There is that, but I can not get attached, even though

I want to. Tahlia has been talking with me a few times. She

has spoken of the critical mass of a thing. Smaller cities

and countries, throughout the ages, have had to get to the

point of power concerning other countries, such that it is

not worth the risk to the bigger country to become involved

in a conflict with the smaller country. She said that

previously, with generals having little in the way of

pushback, they did not care if soldiers died, all for King and

Country. Now, in the day of instant media, this has

changed. There is a critical size we need to get to that is

self-preserving. We must grow several things

simultaneously: sustainable wealth, skilled builders, skilled

providers, and protectors. I think there is a size we can



grow to, where the government sees us, where we can

defend ourselves, and the cost of engagement is too high.

Since being in Rolla and around people here, there is a

maverick spirit, not just a can-do attitude; it’s more than

that. There is also a solid anti-establishment, screw

Washington attitude. I keep hearing people say that the

federal government has harmed them over the last few

years. So if we can tap into these sentiments, then maybe

we have a chance?”

“Be careful about that; we have seen all sorts of

prominent voices silenced, not as bad as China, but still not

good,” warned Stuart.

“The trick will be to grow ourselves but not be seen. To

grow in secret, and then one day, we appear. We need

public support and be the underdog that people want to see

succeed. And be impregnable. If these melons can do what

we think, imagine having a craft 100 meters in the air, no

one can get at us, and we preserve ourselves in front of the

government's aggression.

Finishing their beers, Stuart said, “I’m glad this is on

your radar; we need to have more conversations, the five of



us. We agree that we will need more people; what do you

think of the people I have been hiring for the shop?”

“The fact that some of them are already in the circle of

our friends, already have similar life experiences, makes it

a good recruiting pool. I think Deja & Nia would jump at

the opportunity, especially when we expand our

programming needs; they both have skills to offer in that

area.”

Stuart got up to leave. “You need to dedicate more

time to what is before you, and sweeping parking lots

might only be good when you need to clear your head. You

are free to stay here as long as you want, and let me know

what else you might need.”

“Thanks, Stuart; I can’t believe how well I have fallen

on my feet here.”

 



Chapter 24 It’s Expensive.

How much money is there existing in banks around the

world? On ledgers, where the original depositor is long

dead? The banks looked for an heir, maybe not very hard,

and now the bank ‘owns’ this money. Or how much corrupt

money is there existing in offshore accounts? Laundered

cash in a foreign account, the depositors are in prison,

wearing cement boots, or even having dementia and have

forgotten where the money is?

What about lost money, buried money, and lost gold?

Showers are an interesting time when there is a humid 

airflow, you are just waking up, living between dreams and 

reality, and inspiration happen. Jason remembers several 

times when a good morning shower put legs on yesterday’s 

problems.  

Now that they had several Melons, plans for the future

were afoot. Jason thought about the scanning ability of a

Melon. The team in New York had been using it as a radar

replacement, but what about ground penetration? What if



you scanned where you thought the buried treasure might

be? What would you find?

Jason took another side trip to Florida. Driving down

there and using his laptop, bitcoin card, and four cell

phones, he cashed in $35,500 in Ethereum.

They were beginning to burn through this money fast.

A map of The Bahamas shows many uninhabited

islands, from Shroud Cay, which is tidal, to Norman’s Cay,

which even had a runway on it. How hard will it be to scan

these islands? Could Melon detect a mass of gold?

Setting to work, he made a new styrofoam mold with

several mounting points. It had the same frisbee-type

shape, now with several cameras for rendering a 3-D video

stream back at a headset.

Ursula was working on the avionic software for the

flying frisbees, and she incorporated several with the new

melons. The Frisbee would have two Melons; one to scan

and one as a transmitter, then the third one back at a base

station.

As they talked of this venture, the simple reality was

that they needed to get more than just thousands of dollars



if any of their plans would succeed. They were going to

need millions.

“Why do I feel like you are totally mad, Jason,” asked

Tahlia.

Jason and Tahlia were getting the styrofoam mold

ready and placing it over two new Melons, set at the 1-

meter setting.

“Well, when you see a lot of strange crap, a little more

makes no difference, and if you don’t see more weird stuff,

you start to get worried,” put Maria.

All of them, Stuart included, had been working to

develop something meaningful with the Melons, physically

and socially. One of them had jokingly called them the

fellowship of the coils.

As they got more involved in the world of possibilities, 

they saw they had no budget. Therefore, Jason’s mad idea 

of building a frisbee scanner and getting their first craft up 

and flying was a  priority and a passion.

“Okay, everyone.” began Tahlia, “The mold is ready, so

we need to clear the dock and get this puppy foaming.”



“Sure,” said Ursula. “Let me get the testing started on

this latest software iteration. It can run and test while we

are doing the form.”

Moving out of the bay, the four went up to the

mezzanine. There Jason had a remote terminal to the

melon.

“It’s about time that one of us got the privilege of

pressing the button. It’s not like it’s rocket science,” said

Maria.

“Hey, rocket science is not rocket science; all you are

doing is exploding gracefully,” jabbed Ursula.

“This is science,” said Jason, “pushing the boundaries

of knowledge.”

“May I,“ asked Maria.

“Sure,” answered Jason.

Reaching forward, Maria touched the screen. A timer

started, got to zero, and down in the dock, they heard the

audible pop, and looking over the wall, they could see the

overflow area and a small bubble of foam formed there.

That was a good sign.



“This was the easy one,” said Jason, “now we need to

break out four of these Melons and make ourselves a ship.”

The following week was frantic, and the garage

became a styrofoam mess. With the information from

Dominique, they purchased several bags of silica sand. The

form of the first ship was coming together.

Late at night, Ursula and one of the others would often

go out on the roof, and with a 90-meter tether, they would

experiment with various scenarios, even ones of failure.

“Writing software is more about coding for what you

don't expect. What will an idiot user do that you don’t

expect and crash the program? In this case, we are the

idiots, and what inventive ways can we kill ourselves with

this technology,” Ursula said.

“So you want to make this idiot-proof then,” Tahlia

asked.

“That’s the idea. We have to put all sorts of software

governors in place, like never being able to accelerate at

more than 3g, or never going faster than 100 kph at the

height of 100m or lower.”



“Remember, if you make your software idiot-proof, the

world will make a better idiot,” Tahlia added.

“I need to find what I have forgotten to program for,

and your new repository for holding all the information we

are producing is coming in handy. The more hours of data

we have, the more we can find the edge cases. It’s a bit of a

pain getting data into your repository when it is air-gapped

from the internet.”

“But you agree we need that, right? Whatever we build

will get cyber attacked, so an air gap is the best way to

keep our data safe.”

“I guess so, but Jason's demand for triple separation

seems paranoid. My programming has to be done on one

airgap. Integrating and compiling open-source decision-

making algorithms with my software has to be done on

another air gap. And installation of the actual flight

hardware has to be done on a third air gap system. And

there can be no backward movement of files.”

“We do it with software, and we do it with the meat

sacks as well,” Tahlia pointed out. “We must be careful who



knows what, make it as hard as possible for people to join

the dots.”

Ursula had called in a few comments from friends from

college, saying she was working on a project with remote-

controlled planes and obstacle courses. Flight Autonomy

was a reasonably new sport like the Arena Robot Wars.

Flight Autonomy held its competitions in the air.

People did not control the planes in the air; instead,

the aircraft needed self-flying software. The first few

rounds were planes that needed to be able to take off, run a

course, and land again; then, the tasks got exponentially

more complex. Some competitions had competitors running

an unknown route, and their software had to be agile

enough to figure out the course requirements as the plane

was flying. All of this sat well for Ursula, who envisioned

her craft would fly, with decision-making rolling in and as

little interaction on a moment-by-moment basis from the

Pilot as possible.

“Get the human out of the equation, and you remove

many crashes,” Ursula told them.



Coming up with plans was an ongoing debate. Jason

learned to act as the referee when working with this

creative team.

“The space we have here is pretty good,” Maria

showed them, “the size of the doors only limits us.”

There were two sets of doors into the garage, the

smaller ones at the front that could take a car, and off to

the side, into the close-off lot, there was a 6.5-meter wide

door, four meters tall. “Moving everything out of the way, it

looked like we could foam a ship that is 3.5 meters tall, 6

meters wide, and 9 meters long. With walls .5 of a meter,

that would be 40 square meters internal,” Maria said.

Looking over the plans from Maria, Tahlia added, “So

we have an external volume of 3.5, by 6, by 9. 189 cubic

meters, and an internal volume of space 100 cubic meters.”

Maria added. “Yep, that gives us a total foam of around

89 cubic meters, meaning we need nine cubic meters of

silica sand. Jason, you will have to buy us ten to be safe.”

They debated back and forth. “So we need raceways

on the outside, 10 cm wide and 10 cm deep. Looking back

to the front, we want 8 of these. At 12 o’clock, 1:30, 3:00,



4:30, 6, and so on, back to 12. We can bury cameras,

antennas, and anything else we might need in these

raceways and epoxy them closed. We also want

circumference raceways at ¼, ½, and ¾ along the length.

This way, we can easily create redundancy of cabling to

cameras and such, and we will breach the hull only on the

sides, not on the bottom or top.”

“How will we support the styrofoam from not sagging

across the 8 meters internally?”

The list of problems and changes went on for several

days. Tahlia’s skills came to the fore. Her ability to define

problems, get them ranked, getting at to an answer made

the job move smoothly. Nothing worse than constantly

repeating the same mistakes because you forgot they

existed.

Building the outside form was pretty straightforward,

but getting the inside positioned right was tricky. Tahlia

and Ursula wanted to create a 1/5 replica; they argued that

they could turn this into a drone. So they did. This craft

allowed for more meaningful testing on the roof.



This craft was just under 2 meters long and 1 meter

wide. It helped them to realize where they had to put the

propulsion rods. The idea was to have two sets for x and y

rods and four for z, embedded into the walls. Up and Down

were in the four corners—East-West in the ceiling at the

front and back. Then North-South at the top on the side.

During this time, Jason and Maria went on a day drive

to redeem four more Ethereum Coins, $36,000. Then

different ones went to other cities to buy hardware: touch

screens, computers, 3D Headsets, various electronics, and

furniture.

Then while Ursula played with the model, she installed

two flight computers for redundancy, souped-up Raspberry

Pis. She also made room for one of the Melons as a

transmitter; this way, they could finally talk to their craft

without the vulnerability of Wifi or need a long cable for

safety.

The evening came when they were looking at creating

their first manned craft.

Stuart was on hand, so they all went over checklists,

ensuring that the correct amount of sand was in place and



that the styrofoam had not moved.

When they built the scaled model, they had purposely

enclosed the mold with no overflow and slightly more than

a 10% fill. A serendipitous reality was that the silica

foamed and filled all available space, but if there was

theoretically more foam than space for it, the foam merely

stopped. The foam did not push through or break the mold.

When the Melons got turned off, the foam filled all the

voids.

Experimenting with the settings for the range of 

influence, they were ready to go. Stuart got the starting 

privileges with the Melons setup on dollies. The dollies had 

a  motor attached to pull them along the 9 meters. Rather 

than pop, there was a sizzle this time, and moving the 

dollies along, the sizzling sound moved with them.

“Okay, done, I guess,” said Stuart and turned off the

remote control for all four melons.

Maria was walking around  the craft, “I don’t see any 

breakouts.”

“It’s good on this side, too,” Tahlia told them.

“We can put the styrofoam out in the lot,” Stuart said.



Bracing work, made of wood, supported the mold, and

they removed the styrofoam from underneath to reveal the

smooth underside with the raceways in just the right

places. Next, they braced the bottom of the craft.

“Come on; we need to name her!”

“Yes, Jason, we need a name,” said Tahlia.

“Whatever I name it, you guys will call me a nerd,”

protested Jason.

“Well, we don’t want Enterprise,” said Maria.

“Or  Galactica,” added Tahlia.

“What about Milano?” Offered Ursula.

“Or Serenity?” Put in Jason.

“Ha, you are showing your age,” teased Tahlia.

“I like The Rocinante; we are a bunch of rebels, after

all,” offered Maria.

“Sure, why not? We’ll call this first ship The

Rocinante.” Jason agreed.

“So, Ursula, where are we at with the software?”

Asked Jason.

“With the testing on the rooftop and the mini-me

Rocinante, I think we are coming along fine.”



It was over three weeks since Tahlia and Maria had

returned from Albany; they had all been putting in a lot of

work. The excitement of their progress and the shared

excitement of dealing with bleeding-edge technology

stimulated all of them.

“Here is the thing. There are a lot of Open Source

technologies out there on various Github. Getting to it is

easy; integrating it and moving it all forward is a little

harder. Especially because Jason, you do not want me

creating accounts on these sites or commenting on them.”

“We can’t be too careful; some big players out there

might be searching for me and would love to steal what we

have here.” Countered Jason.

“Yeah, I know, but this makes my job harder,” said

Ursula.

“Stop complaining; I have to manage you all and solve

your problem; now that is a job!” said Tahlia, “When can we

fly her?”

“I have a few hours of real data to play with, and we

need a lot more to find out what we don’t know, to find out

how this will work,” throwing her hands to take in the small



spheres they had been playing with and the single ship that

existed.

The Rocinante was a nice size. Plenty of room to build

out the flight deck and more. The Rocinante left about

three-quarters of the garage space for other things.

Now that they had a craft, Ursula and Maria had

developed power settings for the craft's weight, then

stabilizing routines so they could set maximum speeds and

accelerations. Everyone was eager to get some of the rods

wired for flight.

They had a new problem with everything they had

done, from propulsion and steering to software and cabin

layout. No one knew how to weld. You could not drill a hole

and bolt a chair to the floor.

“Come on, Maria, this is right up your Dad's alley, and

you have your cousin that works there as well.” Tahlia was

saying.

“No, this will….”

“Remember when he almost went to prison for his

work on those tractors? He will love this; he is a born

rebel,” Tahlia said.



“Maria, you have never told me the whole story of

this,” Jason said, “So what is the story?”

“It’s a hard thing in the past that our whole family is

glad to have left behind.”

“Yes, but what was it all about?” persisted Jason.

“You know I greatly respect your Dad,” Stuart said.

“What he did in the face of the Feds and their use of the

Digital Millennium Copyright Act BS against him and Larry

at Rolla Welding paved the way for the Right To Repair

laws we now have. Jason, the short story is that Louie

improved the tractors and other equipment that many

farmers rely on for their livelihoods. The improvements

were technically in breach of copyright, but only in the

same sense as putting better brakes on a car, making the

machines safer, and voiding the dumb-ass warranties.

Louie's improvements would save farmers thousands in

unneeded repairs because the machines would last longer.

The manufacturers came after him via the feds for

‘hacking’ the hardware. It was one of the satisfying times

when we saw them all overextend themselves, and in the

end, laws got changed.”



“Maybe so, but you did not have to live through it, not

knowing each time Dad went to court if he would return

home that night or go to jail. It cost us thousands, even

though people raised tens of thousands to help us.”

"Yes," said Stuart, "but these things are bigger than us.

Think of all the people who came out for you, even the

farmers who continued to support Larry. Sometimes events

stack up until people have to take a stand, and if you don't,

who will? But you won, the people won, your dad and even

your mom might surprise you, they might get all this,"

Stuart finished.

“Maria, you and I need to talk with your parents,”

Jason said.

“Go on, Jason, ask Maria's Dad; you know you want

to.” Tahlia teased.

Jason blushed, “why do I have to blush when they

tease me,” he thought.

“Yes, ask him if he wants to do some welding for us.”

Ursula also said. “Why are you blushing? What do you think

Tahlia meant?” Ursula said, winking at Maria.



With a somewhat heavy sigh, “You’re not wrong; on so

many fronts, Jason, we are going to have to do this, but I

want the Rocinante to be able to lift off the ground before I

bring Papa here; I want to blow his socks off.”

A week later, they had the wiring on the propulsion

rods working; with the testing at mere watts of power, they

could lift the Rocinante off the floor and drop it down

again. Ursula was working on some hardware from the

backing sensors of a Honda to build them in the landing

routine so they would softly touch down and not leave

divots in the concrete.

It was time to get Louie and Carol.

Jason was outside the garage when Louie and Carol

drove up.

“Thank you for coming by, sir, Mrs.Sanchez.”

“Call me that, and you will not be coming for dinner

again; call me Carol.”

“He’s nervous, honey; he always calls me sir when he

is nervous. So what is this all about, son? Hm, that has a

nice ring to it.”



“To be honest, sir, before we ever get to those ideas,

there are some things you need to know about me and what

has happened since I moved here,” Jason said. “Please,

come inside.”

To Louie and Carol's surprise, everyone was in

attendance in the garage.

“The conspiracy is deep then,” said Louie, “Hello,

Stuart, I should have guessed that you would be in the

middle of this; I am glad to see you here. Jason, do

explain.”

“First, I want to show you what we have all built.

Ursula has been doing the programming, Maria has done

most of the electronics, and Tahlia controls all the

madness.”Jason said.

“With a lot of help from Jason,” Maria said as she held

onto his arm.

“Tahlia has been documenting and making sure we

consider the consequences of our actions.” Tahlia did a

little mock curtsy.

"And what exactly have you all made?” asked Carol.



“The Rocinante,” said Maria as she brought her

parents over to the rear open space where a door needed

to go. “I know it's not much to look at yet, but some

welding and work, and we will have the first spacecraft of

many.”

It was then that Louie got down on his knees and

looked under the Rocinante, “What have you wrought? How

is it suspended? Jason, what did you say you studied?”

The seven were inside the Rocinante; Ursula was at

her temporary flight station, and the Rocinante was about 2

meters above the garage floor.

With a smile, Louie said, "How could you have done so

much with so little? I know machinery, I know development;

this seems impossible."

"The big part for us is the exotic quality of the ceramic

foam from which the Rocinante is made. It makes

fabrication very easy. It gives us propulsion, and

somewhere in this technology is the ability to create power,

but we have not unlocked that yet." Jason was telling them.

"The internal fabrication is where we need help, Louie, but

we must try and keep this all under wraps."



"Hmmm, yes, I can see how the feds would love to get

their hands on this," said Louie from experience, "You all

have a huge mountain to climb before you're safe; if that

can ever happen, I should say we."

"You're in," Jason asked.

With a large smile on his face, “Maria has always been

concerned for me, but I have been far more concerned for

her, and over the last few weeks, I could see something was

brewing that was putting a skip in her step, and now I see

what it is.”

“What about you, Carol? What do you think?”

“I wondered what we would do when Louie retires in a

few years; I could not imagine him around home all day.

But now, this opens up a tremendous future for all of you,

especially Louie getting to work with his daughter. I think

retirement has become irrelevant," Carol let them know.

"However, Jason, you told us that some bad people have

been against you. What have you all done to think about

that?”

“Carol, you sure do get to the essentials,” said Stuart.

“This is a real problem, and we have a few solutions, and



we will need more help. We need to plan for the

unexpected.”

"I would like to think that we are considering the

problems, but I am not fooling myself; this will be a hard

road," offered Jason.

 



Chapter 25 It Flys.

It was the third week of February, and the only flying

The Rocinante had done so far was hovering off the garage

floor for hours. This helped Ursula refine the programming

and Maria the electronics. There was a reality that a wrong

input and misplaced variable could see The Rocinante spike

forward and obliterate anything in its path.

“Working off the stuff you did with the sphere and the

one you have made for me to play with, I have a good idea

of how much power you can apply to a rod, North-South,

East-West, Up-Down. I have the hover working well, so you

can easily put in a command and get it to hover near a GPS

coordinate. GPS will be the thing that can make or break

us. That is why we must build our own Global Satellite

Positioning system.” Said Ursula.

“You are not ambitious, are you, Ursula?” said Tahlia.

“As if I am the only one, I’ve seen some of your

planning, defining the water needs of a flying aircraft



carrier and creating a three-hectare floating garden to

complement the aircraft carrier.

“Touche.”

“I have the basics in place, but we must go outside to

get testing done. I need to do testing on the autopilot. Look

at car travel, truck travel, and even spaceships to the new

ISS and Hotel Elysium. People can take control if needed,

but humans are useless at driving, so everything I have

done is to program in self-flying. Jason, you need to

eliminate some of your fears and let us take The Rocinante

out into the big bad world.”

“Okay, sure. So you think we can fly this without killing

ourselves?” Asked Jason.

“Well, per your instruction, I have governors in the

software to limit all speeds to 30km and all acceleration to

1g.”

Louie had done a lot of work to build a floor plan for

the bridge, then put it into place so they could strap

themselves all in and be safe. They had run a few cameras

back into the bridge but nowhere near as many as they



wanted. An exciting time was the arrival of Larry, Diego &

Alexander.

“There is no way I can do all the welding myself; I

need younger bodies.” Louie let them know. So like

introducing the Rocinante to Louie, he got Larry to come

over one day and got a similar response once he saw her

lift off the floor. The next day Diego & Alexander, who both

worked for Larry and already had quite a few connections

to the conspiracy, came and acted like two kids in a candy

store. It was all Jason could do to stop them from taking

pictures and posting them. Maria took Diego to one side

and ripped a strip off him, and Ursula and Tahlia did the

same to Alexander. Once appropriately subdued, Diego and

Alexander got to work fitting the bridge.

Things began to move fast. Jason wanted to pay Larry

for the guy's time and material, but Larry said, “Pay for the

steel, we need a paper trail for that, but the time I can

handle. I am sure you have had this from others as well, but

this technology will reshape the world, and I want to help

you remain in control of it. I see your fears for governments

or corporates wanting to kill you and take the rewards.”



As a result of some of the equipment Larry’s business

had made in the past, nothing they ordered was out of the

ordinary, and soon the bridge had been fitted out.

“We want to have the captain's chair right in the

middle, about 3 meters from the front,” Ursula said.

Everyone else was looking on. It was lunchtime, and they

had set up a table, and Carol had brought food for

everyone. Using chalk, they laid out designs on the floor.

“We can put a wall of displays at the front, 2 meters by

4. Anyone at a workstation can change to play any camera

or whatever they might be working on.”

“Then we have two workstations down each side, but

with room for two people at each position. Any workstation

can do any job,’ Ursula continued, “but we would have

someone on Comms to listen for radio traffic and make

broadcasts. Someone on Navigation is working with the

pilot, and someone on Security, both Radar and Defense.

These workstations will have multiple computers and

screens. It would be possible for someone to fly the ship

alone, just not very well.”



“So what do you want behind the Captain's chair?”

Diego asked.

“We have 8 meters in the length, then that gives us 5

meters behind the captain's chair to play with. But we can

get to that later.”

Now today was the day for the first flight.

The bridge had been built out, and people were taking

seats.

“Jason, you get to play captain, but at the moment, it is

me in the pilot's position that has control,” Ursula said.

“The story of my life?” Jason asked.

“I’m in navigation next to Ursula,” Maria said, “we

only have very rudimentary GPS inputs, but it should be

good enough to know where we are.”

“I’m going to sit between Ursula and Maria and take

notes,” Tahlia said.

“We’ve got Comms and Security,” Alexander said for

himself and Diego.

“And we get to strap in at the back and pray we don’t

crash and burn,” Louie said from the rear with Carol and

Larry.



They strapped themselves into their chairs. No being

thrown out of their chairs like some bad episode of Star

Trek.

The garage door leading to the vacant lot was opened,

and the fenced-off area next to the garage had a high fence

that would keep prying eyes out. Tonight was a new moon,

so good and dark. They edged through the roller doors, just

big enough to let them pass.

“Well, Ursula, you have the controls, ” said Jason.

“Take us up to 500 meters and hover.”

With an effortless input to the controls Ursula had

created, and with the programming doing most of the work,

The Rocinante accelerated at 1 g, 9.8 meters per second

squared, for less than a second, hitting 30 kph.

An oomph escaped from Tahlia, Maria, Jason, and

everyone else. It was as if someone had hit them in the seat

of their pants.

“You could have given us a warning," Maria muttered.

“Where is the fun in that?” Rejoined Ursula. “Be

thankful that Jason has demanded a top speed of only 30



kph. At 1 g, give me five seconds, and we would be

traveling 176 kph.”

Then they all got hit with deceleration.

Multiple frowns looked at Ursula. “We’ve arrived 500

meters above the garage in just 10 seconds,” she said.

“What about us getting detected by radar?” Asked

Tahlia.

“We don’t have cell phone reception here, The

Rocinante is a flying Faraday cage, and I am thinking that

the ceramic foam is such a low density that there is nothing

for radar to see,” Jason answered.

“What can you see, Diego?” asked Jason, who had

taken on syncing the external cameras to the various

screens they had set up in the cockpit.

“I can’t show you much, we have no radar either, but I

have cameras up on the front screen,” Diego said from

security.

Diego typed on his computer's keyboard and showed

north, south, east, and west on the four main screens.

Meanwhile, Tahlia had a 3d headset, which tracked their

movement in all directions. “There is quite a bit of glitching



with the 3d software; as I move around, the cameras are

not syncing up well, and at times I am getting double

images, and other times I am missing slivering of the

image.”

“That’s cool, all things to work on, " said Jason, “this is

still pretty amazing; here we are, hovering at 500 meters,

undetected.”

“You hope,” teased Tahlia.

“All we need is a flyby from the Whiteman Air Force

base,” said Ursula.

“What does the infrared look like?” Asked Jason.

“Have a look at this,” Maria changed one of the

monitors to show the night sky in infrared. The monitor

went from an inky black to a haze of off-grays. “And this is

what we have directly below us.” The garage and the dollar

store were easy to see; the golf course to the north was

dark; there were lights from buildings, roads, and cars

going back and forth.

“Okay, so how far do we want to push things?” Asked

Jason. “We have been up for ten minutes now; if we are

undetectable, we are fine; no one down there can see us.”



“What say we do a circuit of the golf course?” Put in

Ursula, who wanted to do some flying.

“Okay, once around the golf course,” said Jason, “what

have you got for us?”

“I have five waypoints, as you can see on the screen.”

The infrared screen changed to show an open-source clone

of Google Maps. “I’ll take this nice and easy; on the screen,

I have the speed set at 30 KM and an above sea-level

height of 842 meters, 342 for Rolla, and 500 meters for us.

And a max acceleration of .25 g keeps you all off my back.”

Then with a simple mouse click, Ursula engaged. And off

they went, tracking in a clockwise direction around the

waypoint for the golf course.

“So you think all our flying will be pretty automatic,”

asked Jason.

“Yeah, looking at what is happening with Full Self

Driving for people in general and the xLift specifically, you

can’t get a smoother ride. Also, when you do CNC work,

put all the coordinates in ahead of time, and you will be

sure never to plow into a mountain. You can run a five-hour



route in five seconds and know you will be good,” said

Ursula.

“That is so long as you stay out of aircraft pathways;

you don’t want to accidentally hit a plane.” Louie said from

the back.

“Yes, there is that,” Ursula said, “I suggest that we

never fly near an airport.”

Having finished the waypoints, Ursula had The

Rocinante directly above the garage and descended that

craft back down to ground level. With a smooth tradition

back into the garage but a little bit of a hard bump on the

concrete, the first flight ended.

“Oops, that is one area I need to work on, we have the

backup sensors from a Honda, and they work somewhat

well, but we are going to need to spend some serious

money on equipment to change this from a flying tin can to

a Spacecraft,” said Ursula.

They heard a helicopter flying near the golf course as

they got out of The Rocinante.

“Hey, do you guys hear that? I can't remember ever

hearing choppers near here before?” Jason asked.



“No, this is new,” Stuart let them know.

“Do you think it was us?” Tahlia asked.

“I don’t know,” Jason said, “something to consider.

Hey, let’s stay here for an hour and not put warm bodies

outside.”

Thirty minutes later, the helicopter was gone, and after

another thirty minutes, they left.

More flights

A couple of nights later, the six took the Rocinante up

for another flight. Jason as Captain, Ursula, Tahlia, Maria,

Deigo, and Alexander.

“I want to take us to 2000 meters and 100km. I want

to fly off to the east away from the airport, again not flying

by person, all by pre-plot,” Ursula said.

They drifted slowly out of the garage, and once clear,

Ursula's flight path was engaged, and they hit an accent at

1g. This again got an oomph from several people, and soon

they were flying east at 100km.

“I have the course plotted in, and as the pilot, I can

change a variable at will. Not so much flying the Rocinante,



but changing things like speed or altitude.” Ursula was in

her world.

“Diego, you have a set of frequencies for the airport,

right? Can you get anything?” Jason asked.

“We are going to have to invest in some of the later

radio gear, the stuff we got from salvage can give us the

older public channels but not the new encrypted one. The

encryption is not there so much for security, but so you can

have multiple conversations on the same channel.” Diego

said, “With what I do have, there is a bit of chatter about

something that is happening down by the intersection of

highways 72 and 63.”

“Want to take us for a bit of a longer flight, Ursula?”

Jason asked.

“I thought you would never ask. I have a flight plan to

take us out to Woods Park; fly around a bit.”

For the next 20 minutes, they flew over Woods

Memorial Conservation Area; they did a couple of accents

and descents to 3000 meters, dropping right down to the

free level. They were down in a valley when Diego and

Alexander got their attention.



“I have conversations between two helicopters, and

they are flying around above us.” Alexander brought one of

the upward-facing cameras onto the screen and zoomed in.

Another camera showed the same scene in infrared, and

the helicopters glowed.

“This is more than coincident; we are triggering

something,” Maria said.

“Ursula, can you ease us away from the choppers and

get us back home?” Jason asked.

“I have a flight plan for that as well. Do you want it

fast or slow?”

“Let’s do it slowly and see if anyone follows any

indicator. Diego, Alex, keep an eye on them and the

chatter.”

Twenty minutes later, they were on the ground in the

garage.

“What’s giving us away?” Maria asked the obvious

question.

Jason was working the following day when Maria

arrived for her shift. “Stuart, Jason, have a look at this,”

she said as she brought out her phone. They were in the



break room and gathering around the phone, Maria

brought up an article from the local paper and the police

beat. “Police are investigating with the local TSA reports of

radar interference at the local airport. On Tuesday night,

we received an alert from the Rolla Airport that an

interference signal was detected, first over downtown Rolla

and then Woods Memorial Conservation Area. At this time,

we have nothing further to report.”

“They came to us as we flew around Woods park, but

they did not follow us back to Rolla.” Jason said.

“Interesting.”

 



Chapter 26 Lead.

“So, lost Gold?” Said Jason.

“Really?” Said Maria.

“Why not,” asked Tahlia.

“So here is my thinking,” stated Jason. “We have the

coils you and Maria got from Jade. We have already rigged

the frisbee with one coil to scan and one coil to transmit

back to us here. We can fly this over some islands at 2 km,

maybe next to us, or we can be stationary and fly them

around. I think we will find gold if it is there. We can test

here on the golf course with some lead bricks and see what

we find.”

Two days later, “So it’s a blind test then,” said Jason.

“Yes, it is,” Maria said. “You now have to find what I

have buried.”

“No clues, no numbers? How much lead did you buy?”

“Not telling you, Jason; stop moaning and go find it,”

smiled Maria.

“Okay, Ursula, take us up,” Jason asked.



They had Louie and Carol with them for this trip, along 

with Diego and Alexander.  Once again, they got hit in the 

seat of their paints with the 1 g of acceleration.

“That never gets old,” smiled Ursula.

After a quick stop at 500 meters, Ursula put them into

a hover over the middle of the golf course. Jason then

activated the probe that was sitting outside the garage.

This flying frisbee was about a meter in diameter and 400

mm thick. It now had several cameras attached, the

scanner and the transmitter. In the Rocinante, Jason had

one of the 3D headsets on and lifted the frisbee off the

ground. Ursula had loaded the same software into the

frisbee as the Rocinante. With height and speed limits, they

felt that flying this could be done by hand to get an idea of

what manual piloting would be like, without putting any of

them at risk.

“Let’s find some imaginary gold.”

Jason had the frisbee fly a grid over the golf course,

and everyone else was looking at the return on the screen

from the scanner. Jason had written the mapping software

and overlaid it to the Mapping Clone software they used.



“Ha, found something.” The scanner was stationary,

over one of the bunkers on the 5th green. “Am I right?”

Jason looked triumphantly at Maria, who gave Jason a

thumbs up. “That was the easy one, just a couple of

centimeters below the surface; you have more to find.”

Back at the controls, Jason had the frisbee moving

again. Next, a blip played on the screen for a second over

some trees. “There,” said Tahlia. Jason swung back and

forth, and the blip intensified.

“Is that one in the tree?” Asked Jason.

“Not bad; that is in a tree knot, so you see that

through the wood and the branches. That ingot was 10 kg,

and the one in the bunker was 5, so you have found the two

heaviest ones. Keep going.”

Thirty minutes later, it had turned into a game. They

had all taken turns flying the frisbee and had found two

more targets; then Maria let them know they were missing

three more. Back to scanning, getting closer to the ground

was not going to make it easier, as it was about

differentiating the mass of objects. Getting closer would not

make for better resolution or mass detection.



As they scanned and watched the screen, Tahlia kept

going back and forth in one particular area. “Bring that

image on the screen from the larger underside camera.”

Ursula obliged, and the camera zoomed down to the golf

course. “Yes, right there in the top left corner, by that

street lamp.” The light from the lamp splashed onto the tee.

“Yes, I am getting a faint ping near the tree.”

“Excellent, Tahlia; I buried a small leather pouch with

five lead coins, about 500 grams. Two more to find.”

“Okay, back to me,” Jason asked for the headset.

Five minutes later, Jason said, “Down there on that

little creek area, I am getting mixed readings. Am I right,

Maria?”

Before Maria could reply, “Oh shit, something is flying

directly toward us,” said Alex.

“How far away is it?” Asked Jason.

“How can I tell? We don't have radar or anything. We

are still a flying tin can, remember.”

“Are you sure it is coming towards us and not just

going somewhere related to us?”



“No, I have been watching it for the last five minutes,

and it changed course three-time like it was flying a grid.”

Alex said

“Ursula, can you take us slowly to 2,000 meters? Going

down or going home is a bad idea.” Jason asked.

“Can do,” Ursula said. They could watch their altitude

change on the main screen

“It’s still searching where we had been,” Alex said.

“Now what?” asked Maria.

“We wait; what is the cloud layer like?” Jason asked.

“There is not much cloud below us, but it’s overcast

above, so no moon.” Diego said.

“Within safety limits, how quickly can you get us home

and undercover, Ursula?”

“Well, Jason, I have a little routine I have been playing

with; I’ll keep us at a max horizontal speed of 500 kpm and

a max vertical speed of 100km above 1,000 meters, then

reduce down from there. I have a plot from here to the

garage: 72 seconds all told.”

“Okay,” Jason nodded his head, “can you keep all

acceleration down low?”



“I can adjust that; what are you thinking?” Ursula

asked.

“I don’t know yet; something we are doing is spiking

on radar, that’s what the report said. The other day, coming

back from Wood Park slowly, they did not follow us. Alex,

can you see the helicopter?”

“I have a reasonable bead on it. Looking down at it, 

the exhaust is easy to see.  I’ll put it on the main screen as 

well.”

“It is interesting watching the next generation having

to make critical decisions,” Louie said to no one in

particular. “I think you guys are doing well.”

Twenty minutes later, nothing had changed.

“The chopper is still searching,” Alex said.

“Hang on, the frisbee, it’s still out there,” said Jason.

“Ursula, can you give it a plot to slowly fly back to Wood

Park, do a couple of jinks at 1g, go down low, and slowly

come back?”

Ursula wrote the route and uploaded it to the frisbee,

“say when.”



“Okay, go,” On yet another screen, they watched an

overlay of the frisbee course.

“Here it goes,” Ursula said, and the frisbee did some

1g bursts.

Three minutes later, the helicopter flew off in this new

direction.

“Let’s call this a night. Get home and be safe,” said

Carol. “Jason, this was exciting but rather dangerous.”

“Being detected is not something I like at all; we are

going to have to work on this,” Jason said. They were all in

the garage, again waiting an hour before leaving in ones

and twos.

Maria said, “You did find the hardest hidden lead

amongst the creek's rocks as everyone was leaving. So

when are we doing this for real?”



Chapter 27 Caribbean.

Going to the Caribbean took a couple of weeks of

planning. They needed maps and supplies, and Jason had to

veto swimming in a lagoon's blue waters.

During that time, Ursula wanted to get the Rocinante

out more and more for field testing. Woods Park became

the place for testing and even keeping the acceleration

down low, once they still triggered something, and this time

they had a flyby of military jets.

“I’ve got a reasonable amount of data to work with,” 

Ursula said, “so I am happy for  us to head off any time you 

want to, Jason.”

“We are going for a night, a day, and a night, but the

day will be spent undercover!” Cautioned Jason.

It was 9 pm before they felt safe to lift off. Stuart was

with them as well, and they all took up stations. They had

three 3d headsets now, so Ursula had one and shared the

other two.



“So people, strap in,” began Ursula. “I will lift us off to

3,000 meters and engage the hyperdrive. We will be

cruising at 1,000km, our first main flight with speed. We

will only be doing mild accelerations per Jason's request.”

The Rocinante lifted off the ground, slowly accelerated

to 500 kph vertically, and then transitioned to a forward

speed of 1,000 kph.

With everyone strapped in. Stuart played with the

controls on his console, getting familiar with the cameras

and information for the various sensors attached to the

hull.

“Very impressive, guys; glad you were doing

something useful since you all bailed on me in the shop.”

“Not true, Stuart,” said Tahlia, “I ran a cash register

yesterday.

“Yes, but that was only to cover because your sister 

was coming to see you at work.” chuckled  Stuart. 

The main plot showed their course with a few doglegs

to ensure they were nowhere near airspace that might have

aircraft at the 3,000-meter height.



“So I take it you are flying at 3,000 because you can

not pressurize the craft?” Asked Stuart.

“That is one reason; we have found that our seals are

not as good as we would like, and the pressure tanks in the

floor are bleeding air into the ship that keeps us

pressurized at about 1,000 meters just fine.” Said Jason.

“There is so much more that we want to do, and while I

have some bitcoin left, we need a lot more financially.”

“And so we are on this harebrained adventure of

yours.” Stuart smiled.

“I agree; Jason’s idea sounds interesting and wacky at

the same time. Today’s little trip will show if he is plain

mad or brilliantly mad,” said Ursula through her headset.

“Okay, flight crew, let’s watch to see if we trigger any

alarms.” Jason had his monitors split-screen to show

forward and back, and below.

Maria was looking forward, up, and back. Tahlia was

all over the place, and Stuart was just playing with the

controls to get the hang of things. Alex and Diego were not

on this trip, very much to their disappointment.



“You know,” said Stuart, “There must be all sorts of

signals and transponders that we could tap into to give us

situational awareness.”

“Crew rules…” Said Ursula and Tahlia in tandem.

“What?...”

“Stuart, anyone that outlines a problem or a potential

solution gets the job of making it so.” Said Tahlia. “I’ve

been thinking the same thing but did not want the job. Now

that you have said it, it’s your job to figure out how to get

that information and feed it into the flight screen.”

“We are lacking information,'' began Jason. “We can

see where we have been, where we are going, and maybe

we will make out a plane every so often, but we need so

much more. I think a sweeping scanning coil would be able

to tell us the mass of things around us, but we just have not

been able to get to all the things we want to do.”

“So now the expectation is that I have to solve your

problems,” Stuart said with resignation.

“Something like that, we are all learning to become

problem solvers,” Tahlia said. “What was your Mom talking

about the other day when we were at your place, Maria?”



“Mom wanted to ensure that when we build big things,

we also build farms in them. She was talking about building

communities focused around the garden and the dining

table, that it does us no good if we build a city where

everyone still lives in their isolated caves. Mom sees that

we are recruiting from our circle of friends and says this is

a good way to start and not lose community as we grow

into the hundreds and the thousands.”

“Sorry, change of subject; what are the power levels

like?” Jason could have seen this information himself, but

one of the things they had all talked about was to converse

as a flight crew, to query each other constantly.

“Let me see if I can get that,” asked Stuart as he

pulled up the needed screen. “I see three power coils

online; I see three offline. Why so many.”

From Tahlia, Stuart got, “Ha, that is a Jason thing; why

have triple redundancy when you have sextuple

redundancy? You don’t know the end to the redundancy

Jason wants in the next ship!”

“Maria, how did you get these power cells working?”

Stuart asked.



“Dominique put us on to the idea in his notes. His idea

was around having a virtual Stator and Rotor held in place

such that when you excite them, like starting a normal

motor, they produce electric energy we can tap, and what’s

crazy is that this virtual motor does not produce motion.

Then once you have energy coming off the circuit, you can

bleed a little back to keep them excited. I got the principle

down, and it was not hard to develop it further. One area is

that we can now power Papa's welding equipment and not

draw power from the grid. We are self-sufficient for

electricity.”

“Is there anything more to be unlocked by this

technology?” Asked Stuart.

“We don’t think so unless there is a hidden warp drive

we don’t know about yet,” Jason joked.

“However,” Maria said,” I don’t think I am some kind

of electronics genius; once we had an idea like Dominique

gave us, it was rather straightforward to get to the motor.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, Maria,” Stuart said, “just

because it seems obvious and simple to you does not mean



it was. You have a few years of playing with ideas and

principles, which is no small thing.”

“Okay, guys,” interrupted Ursula, “that’s us thirty

minutes in, and we are over Kentucky. In about an hour, we

will be over the Atlantic. Then it is south to Shroud Cay in

the Bahamas, trip time 3 hours.”

They settle down into a rhythm, discussing what they

need to develop for the Rocinante. They found a few

problems, one of the forward-facing cameras was loose and

beginning to bang around, and then it knocked itself to

smithereens on the ship's side.

“See, that is why I want triple redundancy

everywhere,” said Jason.

“Either that or you are not any good with epoxy like

us; that was one of your cameras,” said Ursula.

“And we are giving the Rocinante a proper baptism. If

some bits fly off, hopefully only bits fly off.” Tahlia said.

Ursula began to slow the Rocinante down as they

approached the Bahamas. They then realized that they had

had a persistent background noise to their flight.



“I see what you mean about the seals, something to fix

when we get back.” Stuart said. Hovering 1,000 meters

above Shroud Cay, the quiet was quite refreshing.

“So I hope you have all had a good rest; let’s get to

work.” Jason got out of his chair, and went to the back.

First, he put a safety line on himself. Smiling back at the

others, “Don’t want to slip now and fall into the sea!” And

opened the rear hatch. “Okay, Maria, you get the first

watch.” Maria was ready with the frisbee controls, edged it

off the deck, and slowly out the door.

Jason then re-dogged the door, went to the small

galley, put some water in the microwave, and began

heating it. “So, who wants coffee? Ursula, take a break if

you like. And who will take the first rotation to ensure

nothing comes our way?”

“I think I have seen enough to do that,” Stuart offered

and took over Ursulas' seat.

So they got themselves ready, with each one taking

their part. Maria was flying the Frisbee, scanning for gold.

They slowly flew north and west, keeping away from

islands with lights.



“From the work I was doing in New York, the scanning

capacity is about 50 meters into the ground, but I’ve

figured that we only want to search for things in the 3-

meter range, so I have set the scanning to that depth,”

Jason said.

They all rotated through wearing the goggles;

everyone had a turn to get used to the technology.

Three hours later, on Tahlias's shift, some dots began

forming on the screen's edge.

Tahlia was moving the scanner in on the dots.

“What has Tahlia found?” said Stuart. “Look at that big

dot in the middle. How big did you say the 10 kg ingot of

lead showed?”

“That is bigger than the lead I was hiding.” Maria let

them all know.

“Okay, time to break out the scoop,” Jason said.

The scoop was the last new thing they had made. It

had the same flying capacity as the frisbee but looked like

an oversized flour scoop. It was 3 meters long and a meter

wide, and a meter tall.



Using the scoop, Jason waited until Ursula had moved

the Rocinante over the area Tahlia was scanning. Jason

then drifted the scoop out the rear hatch.

“Tahlia, I need your goggles.” With cameras fitted to

the scoop, Jason had good situational awareness. Jason

zeroed in on where the primary dots were back down on

the ground.

“Any help would be appreciated,” Jason asked. Maria

had what Jason could see on one screen, the plot of the

scanned area on another, and overlaid the GPS reading to

try and show where the scoop was.

“Okay, we need to do something to improve things,”

Maria said. “I have the scoop, but I can not easily

determine its orientation. I can guess from the forward

motion that that is the front, but this will be difficult.”

Maria put up the view from the 8k camera they had

mounted under the Rocinante on yet another screen, “Not

much detail as it was dark out. No moon tonight.”

“There would seem to be a little bit of bushland where

we are now; I’m not sure if these goggles are helping me or

not. Maybe infrared will help.” With the change, the screen



from Jason's feed swapped to a set of grays and gave a

better resolution.

“Why don’t you start scooping the ground and see if

anything happens on the scan.” Maria offered.

Jason bit the mouth of the scoop into the ground and

moved it forward.

“Dots to the left of the main dot just moved. “Tahlia

said. “Do the same pass again but deeper.”

Jason backed the scoop up, seeing the trench he had

just dug, and this time he put the scoop in deeper. Moving

along, he jigged the scoop to help the material enter.

“Yep, that is it; you just picked up 5 or 6 of the small

dots. Now lift the scoop, and let’s see if the dots start

traveling with you,” instructed Tahlia. Jason lifted the scoop

into the air, tilted it up slightly, and moved on. “Yes, you

have the dots. Bring it home, and let's have a look.”

A couple of minutes later, Jason was easing the scoop

in the rear hatch. It was about a quarter full of sand and

some small plants. The team had prepared a couple of blue

plastic 200-liter drums that they had cut lengthways. The

scoop was easy to tilt so that Stuart and Maria, with safety



harnesses on, could work to flow the sand into the half

drums.

Maria had a small handheld metal detector that she 

scanned over the sand as it flowed out of the scoop. With 

giddiness, she exclaimed, “I have something.” Stuart had 

cupped his hand in the sand where Maria was scanning and 

pulled up two handfuls of sand. Maria passed her scanner 

over Stuart's hands to get a reassuring beep.  Stuart split 

his hands in half, and his right hand still had a beep. 

Cutting in half again, Stuart pulled out a small gold coin, 

about the size of a half-dollar.

At this point, the scoop was empty. Jason eased it out

again and flew it down to the ground.

Jason had been less than tidy; Stuart and Maria started 

working through the load in the bins and on the sand on 

the floor.  Jason and Tahlia were working on getting better 

positioned to scoop up the last dot.

“You're shaking, Jason,” observed Tahlia.

“I’m freaking out, is what I am. I thought I was on to

something, but now I realize that these scanners are



revolutionary. We can find gold. Imagine this in the

outbacks of Australia.” Jason answered.

“Say what?” Asked Tahlia, “Oh, you mean those free-

range prospecting areas? I saw that on a nature channel.”

“Exactly; imagine scanning at night, finding where the

gold is, then going in and digging it up during the day. Be a

hobby prospector, and there are no taxes! We are going to

have to grow some Australian friends.”

“Let's find some gold first; that scoop might have been

plain luck,” said Tahlia. “Okay, I can see you are positioned

in the trench again; we still have some small dots but over

to the left is where the big dot was.”

Jason slid the scoop to the left a couple of meters and

dug in, going down deep, over 2 meters, and pushed the

scoop forward.

“Take it slowly. Yep there you go; you just started

moving the big dot. Push forward more. You have the dot;

lift yourself. Yes, you still have it, but some smaller dots

have fallen off the right edge. Okay, bring it up.”

The back of the Rocinante was a mess. The sand was

all over the floor, and Maria and Stuart had not gotten far



into the pile when the scoop returned. They moved out of

the way. Jason dumped the scoop on the floor. This time

there was an audible gasp.

A mass of old wood broke open to pelt the floor with

ingots of gold. Later, they measured the bars, which

weighed in at around 400 troy ounces, approximately 12

kilos a bar, and less than a liter in volume.

Ursula piped up, “Guys, it's 4:30, it feels like just a few

minutes since Tahlia found the dots, but we need to think

about getting under cover before the sun comes up.”

The plan had been to do scanning till 5, then find a

deserted island with cover, put the Rocinante down and

cover her with tarps and sand.

“What say I do one last pass for the bars that seem to

have fallen out?” Jason suggested.

“Well, we are not going even to try and clean this mess

up; we will wait till we are on the ground,” said Stuart.

“Guide me back in, Tahlia.”

“Okay, a bit to the right, and you should be good to

go.”



Again Jason dug the scoop into the ground and plowed

forward.

“That looks good, but you did miss one of the bigger

dots, and the others have climbed back together. Let’s go

with that.”

Jason lifted the scoop back up to the ship, flew it in,

and set it down on the pile of sand. Tahlia flew the scanner

in and set that down beyond the scoop.

“Ursula, you good to take us to one of the islands we

had scoped out?” Asked Jason.

“Yep, here we go.”

“Take it easy, Ursula; Jason has made such a mess.

There is no way I am closing the hatch,” warned Stuart.

“No problems. The island in question is just a couple of

k’s away. We'll be there in 10 minutes.”

Sitting down on the small Cay, they nosed the

Rocinante into some sand next to trees. Stuart got out with

the tarps they had and covered the exposed part of the

Rocinante. Then they threw sand around to cover the tarps

and the ship and messed up the track they had made in

landing.



“Wow, just wow.”

“Come on, break out the champagne.”

“And the granola bars, I'm hungry.”

The five of them sat down on the sand on the floor.

With the dawn coming, they saw that it would rise through

the rear hatch, and with the light on the inside and the

dawn framing the hatch, they could see the bars of gold.

Also, in the sand, they could see individual coins.

“Let’s all take a break,” Jason said. I'll take the first

watch and set up the CB radio and the police scanner to

listen to the traffic. The rest of you eat, drink and rest. We

have some work to do later today to prepare for tonight's

trip home.”

“Thanks, Jason.” The three girls had camping beds

they had brought with them.

Stuart looked at them suspiciously. “They look very

familiar.”

“They sure do; you have some great stuff in your

shop.”

After eating breakfast, champagne, and granola bars,

the three were asleep.



Stuart came over to Jason with one of the bars.

Quietly they talked, Jason with one ear to the CB and

another to listen to Stuart.

“So, what do you think a bar like this is worth?” Asked

Jason.

“Well, gold is currently at $2,500 a troy ounce.” said

Stuart, “and remembering what I was reading before we

left, these look like the 400-ounce bars, so say a million.

However, your biggest issue is going to get these into

cash.”

“That is now officially a shared problem. We are all

going to have to figure this one out.” Jason said.

“So, do you have a plan?” asked Stuart.

“Well, funnily, we have been talking about this a bit.

Up till now, we have been running on a shoestring. I have

sunk pretty much all the money I had into the project. As

much as everyone else could, they have as well. Then your

generosity in letting us use stuff from the shop has gone a

long way to get us to this point.” Jason said. “Ursula needs

a far better rig to do her programming. Larry, Louie’s boss,

has been generous with Louie and Diego's time and



supplies. Tahlia has been working with Ursula to streamline

the programming we need. She wants to do testing and

development. She is even talking about a place she knows

down in the Keys, which means we might look at a split in

operations. I would then look at a second ship for them and

this one for us. If we have found this much gold this easily,

what else is out there? But are we leaving too much

evidence of our passage? Will anyone get wise to us?”

“I am glad to see that you have been thinking about

this,” Stuart said.

“Then we have Dominique and his wife. Getting those 

extra coils has made all this possible. We need to pay it 

back, and I don’t mean money. Sure we could afford to buy 

him the best lawyers, but the best that would do is get him 

a twenty-year sentence rather than life. We are not playing 

with nice people, so I have been thinking about breaking 

him free, getting his wife and family out of Albany,  and 

setting them up in our version of witness protection.”

“So you are serious about developing your own

country?” Asked Stuart.



“That is just one end goal, which is a long way out, but

with this technology, it is ripe to be stolen, and all of us

buried down a deep, deep hole. Think about what we have,

first an indestructible material. Then when a charge is

applied, it’s a material that grips the ether and travels. And

finally, a material that produces electricity. Talk about

lifting yourself by your bootstraps.”

“True,” Stuart said, “then you have instant

communications and a scanner that has now found twenty

million in gold!”

“This is a great start, but we are about to move from

things that cost millions of dollars to things that will cost

billions.”

 



Chapter 28 Clean up.

Around lunch, everyone regrouped. Ursula and Maria

were outside the rear hatch with a large sieve and were

going through the sand. They had a small pile of coins.

They took turns throughout the afternoon and cleared

the back of the Rocinante.

“You sure know how to make a mess, Jason. You did

not plan this as well as you let on.”

“Don’t care, Stuart, we have gold, we had fun; what is

a little sand on the floor?”

Jason and Stuart put the gold bars into a locker welded

to the floor; having a gold bar loose would not be good if

the Rocinante did some acceleration. The second scoop had

picked up 12 bars, and the third scoop had picked up 10.

Tahlia was manning the CB. “I've come across some

radio traffic out of Nassau; some people in boats spoke of

seeing some strange lights over where we were. The Police

band says that a Police Boat is on its way and will arrive in

a couple of hours. That is only a few km from here.”



“For round one, I feel really good. I'd love to have a

second bite of things tonight, but I don't think it's viable,”

said Jason. “We will try and wait till after sunset before we

leave, but if we have to jump early, then we do.”

“What about putting the frisbee up and seeing what

happens? We can get everything ready to light out quickly

and be gone in just a few minutes.” offered Ursula.

Four-thirty arrived, and the view from the frisbee

showed a patrol craft going towards the island they had

done their digging. As the sun descended over the western

horizon, they could see several people digging around the

area they had plowed up the previous night. Then there

was some general excitement as one of the policemen

reached down and pulled something out of the sand. It was

most likely a bar like they now had in the locker of the

Rocinante.

The sun was down and night fell quickly. Not wasting

any time as the boat seemed to be coming in their

direction, they stowed the frisbee, took the tarps down, and

finally, they could close the rear hatch. Strapped into their

chairs, Ursula did not waste time taking them to 3,000



meters. As they were leaving the area, they saw a plane

buzzing where they had spent the day.

If they got seen, so be it, but they doubted it and

retraced their way back to Rolla. Lifting off at six meant

that they got to Rolla at nineish. Landing and getting

stowed away was a pretty easy and quick job now.

“Interesting, no Helicopters or Jets this time,” Jason

observed. “Something has been making us detectable, but

what? The way we have been spotted does not appear

instrumental. Are we emitting light or glowing or making

noise? Something is up, and we must be very careful until

we find out what it is.”

 



Chapter 29 Recruiting

Matt.

"Jason, you must let me know what is going on. You

seem to be spending more time with Ursula than I do. If I

didn’t know better, I'd think you were making a move on

her." This comment rewarded Matt with a hefty thump in

the arm from Ursula.

"You don't own me, you know."

"True, but we seem to be moving apart when I was

hoping things might get us closer."

"You need to communicate these things better, Matt.

To be fair, a lot is going on that you don't know about. So

over to you, Jason."

Jason took another sip from the beer before him, “We

have spent a fair bit of time together over the last few

months. You have said that compliance was getting harder

and harder for you to live under, yet you wanted to get your

software degree?”



Matt answered, “Yep. I knew the accreditation I was

going after was worth something in the wildlands, even if

today's lessons were invalidated by the time I graduated.”

“I had seen the same thing in Germany,” replied Jason,

“I’ve also seen another thing. I didn’t want to get you

involved till we had something substantive; I did not want

to BS you with vapourware. Not because I don’t trust you

but because we can only handle so much growth at a time.”

“It’s crazy, really; you just made it worse; I have been

helping Ursula with the software she is developing. I think

she has learned more since she dropped out of college than

in the previous two years of study. That plus the rubbish we

had to put up with, lectures on grievance studies, and

anger management classes because of a difference of

opinion. I did not enroll for those things.”

“Yes, well, mine was more the inability for a

department to accept new ways of looking at things. I had

Professors, who in their day had been mavericks, working

on the bleeding edge. Now the department was calcified in

those discoveries. There was no room for new thinking.

Some students were even worse; they defended of old ideas



they had just learned.” Jason said. “The Professor I was

working with had encouraged me down the rabbit hole of

the subatomic and resonant frequencies such that when we

hit opposition, he got me to drop out before I got poisoned.

He introduced me to Julian and got me into hard research.”

A shiver went down Jason’s back, and that uncomfortable

feeling returned that he had felt when fleeing New York;

who else was listening? Who else might be in this

conversation if it got repeated?

One thing had become very obvious to Jason; survival

depended upon increasing the number of people involved,

even if loose lips sink ships. Having Louie and Carol on

board was excellent, then there was Larry, Diego, and

Alexander. Jason needed more people to come into the

conspiracy if it was to grow and thrive and create a new

way of life for all involved.

“What has Ursula told you so far?” Asked Jason.

“Well, a little, that you are on the run? Would that be a

correct way to describe you?” Matt asked.

“On the run, kind of, but not from the law or anything.

I have a company that decided to do away with me and



steal the work I had been doing. They set me up as

spending money I should not have. Not on me, but the

project, but spending it all the same. Therefore, I violated

my contract. They swooped in, bankrupted the business,

and stole the research. Of course, it would not be hard to

turn those accusations into a set of criminal ones, and so,

yes, get the Feds after me. But I have disappeared, and I do

not know how close they might be to reacquiring me.”

“Not too fussed by that; many good people have been

accused of bogus crimes in the last ten years.” Matt said.

“Okay, so what about Ursula's work? You know I can’t

pay her?”

Matt looked sideways at Ursula, who smiled at him and

nodded her head for him to continue. “I was enjoying the

programming course, but the options for the future did not

look the best, even if the course material was good. It was

bad enough when the syllabus was on a software version

that had already reached the end of its life. I received a

reprimand and a mandatory anger management class when

I complained about that. Then they said my male privilege



was the problem; it was so weird that the professor was a

white male. So college died.”

“Also, I know that Ursula is doing programming on

avionics for you, but to be honest, I don’t believe the model

planes angle. It sounds feasible and is real, but Ursula,

when did you get excited by model planes.”

“I think it is time for an introduction; what do you

think, Ursula?” Jason asked.

The three got into Matts's car ad drove back to the

garage.

Matt entered to find everyone in attendance.

“I don’t know if I should feel bad about this; I mean,

look who’s here. Alex, how long have you been in on this

and playing it coy on Friday nights.” Matt asked.

Ursula took Matts's hand, “That is nothing compared

to this.” A large tarp was over the Rocinante, which Maria

and Tahlia pulled off with a flourish.

Matt froze in place; the Rocinante was floating a meter

off the floor.

“So much fun watching new people enter,” Diego said.



“Come, Matt, have a look.” Ursula said and guided

Matt to the hatch and a small ladder up into the Rocinante.

Soon Ursula had the craft back on the ground and Matt out

into the garage.

“Matt, dear, have some food,” Carol offered.

“Matt,” Louie said, “welcome to the family.”

Over food, beers, and explications, Matt was brought

into the conspiracy.

The following day the four of them got together to plan

Florida.

“Okay,  Matt, so here is the thing. We are in a pretty 

dangerous spot. We have some money, but we have also 

created a bit of a stir locally, so we can’t fly the Rocinante 

until we find out how they track us.  So we have Ursula and 

Tahlia heading off to the Keys in Florida to do some work. 

We can send software updates back and forth with the 

encryption we have in our ‘Signal’ clon. However, getting 

supplies to them is harder, so I want to use you as a courier 

to go between here and the Keys. I don’t want them leaving 

any kind of a purchasing footprint in Florida, so each week. 

I’ll get you to drive down to them, drop off supplies, pick up 



anything they have for me and return. When you are down 

there, I would like you to come up to speed with the 

programming. I am looking at this being a 3 to a 4-month 

thing; then we will relocate you all again.”

“Why Florida and why me.” Matta asked,

“The bottom line is Matt; you are the only person I can

trust with where things are going with Ursula and Tahlia.

We need them out of Rolla. We need to have a backup of

our knowledge and resources, and they are it.”

Matt looked at the three of them, Ursula, Tahlia, and

Jason. His current job prospects were rather slim, a few

hours here and there from a couple of part-time jobs, plus

his growing college debt.

“So we are talking? Forty hours a week? What's the

pay?” Asked Matt.

“This is not a job in the normal sense. We are all

heading towards something far more than a job, so no, like

me, Ursula, Tahlia, and Maria, we have all our expenses

covered, we don’t go hungry, but we don’t get a wage as

such. We have a nondescript car for you, it’s fitted out for



this kind of trip, and we will cover all your costs plus

some.” said Jason.

“I think you will like this, Matt,” Ursula said. “I’m not

getting paid, but I can live better now than last year or any

time we had in college.”

Matt looked at Ursula, “Are we still a couple? I thought

you had taken up with this guy.” And there was the

irritation. Tahlia snorted, and Ursula laughed.

“Ahr, no,” said Ursula.

“Guys sure are deaf, dumb, and blind; you know Jason

and Maria are a thing, right?” Jabbed Tahlia. “Why else do

you think he chose to keep her back in Rolla and got us to

go to the Keys?”

“So, ahem, anyway, Matt, there is nothing between

Ursula and me. I am serious about offering you four months

of work to see if that can become something more

permanent. I also want you to understand the conditions.”

Under the table, Jason kicked a duffle bag at Matt. “There

are about ten thousand dollars in there. Spend it as

needed, never use a credit card, never speed, stay in cheap

motels and pay cash. I think that should last you about two



months, but don’t be afraid to come back for more when

you need it, don’t try to stretch the money. Also, don’t bank

any of it; we don't want any trail. As for your college debt,

let’s revisit that at another date.”

“We got you an ice car, as everything electric is jacked

into the internet, monitored, and tracked. Insurance is in

your name and paid for, for a year. And it’s the Toyota

Corolla you saw us get out of. Oh, and if you are back here

and do some hours in your jobs, all the better.”

“So, are you in?”

Matt looked at them, “There is sure a mystery and

intrigue here. You guys won’t get me put in jail, will you.”

“Not if I can help it.” Said Ursula as she took Matt's

hand.

“Okay, so this is a go?”

Matt nodded in agreement, and Jason said, “We have

all the gear, so tomorrow morning, I would like to see you

guys on the road early; it’s close on a 3-day trip.”



Chapter 30 Florida.

The following day Ursula and Tahlia were getting their

gear together.

“Why can’t we fly?” Complained Ursula.

Jason rolled his eyes. “We don’t have the crafts, and

we don’t know how we get tracked. I want to get that

sorted out first before we do any more flights. Come on,

you know this.”

“I can always try,” Ursula said, “besides, I’d like to

knock Matts's socks off.”

Matt pulled up in the Toyota; it was a nice size car, not

too old and not new, as it was several years since a Corolla

had come off any Toyota production line.

“Please remember, buy all the food you need before

getting to Florida, even before Georgia.”

“Sure, Dad,” Tahlia teased.

“Have a good trip and some good conversations. And

Matt, the girls do not have phones, so would you be so good

as to turn your phone off? It’s best that you only turn your



phone on when you are back in Rolla, okay? Also, in the car,

the GPS has been disabled. Cars phone home their position

way too much, even in these older cars. Here is a map

book; the girls have been learning to use one; now it will be

your turn.”

Driving to the Keys, to Sammy Creek Landing, was a

twenty-hour drive. They only spent one night in a motel,

choosing to share the driving.

Matt started exploring some of his questions with

Ursula, “So how is Jason paying for all of this? He can’t be

earning much from Stuart.”

“First, I have a question for you, Matt; why did you

agree to this non-paying job?” Ursula asked.

“Honestly, to spend some time with you all, even if it is

cramped in a car.”

“Okay, so honesty is the name of the game. We have

some deep pockets due to some new technology; seeing the

Rocinante is just the beginning. How is that for an answer

with no information? First, it was bitcoin, and now last

week, we found a way to bring some wealth back into the

world. It's all legal, but if Jason’s nemeses found out what



we have been doing, they would be stinking mad. Right

Tahlia.”

“Really? You’re going to try and bring me into this

minefield of a conversation between you and Matt, no

thanks.”

“Chicken. Think of it like this, Matt; remember when

we were still allowed to learn back in the good old innocent

days before you got labeled as an angry young white

supremacist? There was so much good learning out there;

all you had to do was dig, right? Then when I left, I found

new ways to learn, and then this all came along. Think how

often you tried to drag me away from a computer in the last

couple of months. We are on the brink of something new,

and you are invited.”

“We have a real flying craft, but we have bugs. And we

have enemies, so we are heading to Florida just in case the

heat hits. Tahlia and I are out of the firing line; we get to

work on the code while Jason and company get to secure

the next round of money and see if we can put our enemies

on a false path.”

Matt thought on this for a bit as they traveled.



“How does Rocinante fly?” Matt asked. “What powers

it?”

“Does that matter? Think it through. We have a craft; it

does fly; it is not conventional. We can not go to others for

research and development, we need to do it all ourselves

and in-house.”

“Hmm, that’s a big and long journey.” Matt said.

Arriving at Sammy Creek Landing, the bungalow was

on the water's edge with a rather large but empty boat

shed. Ursula eyed that as where their craft would go once

things improved. It was late evening, and everyone was

beat. Retiring for the night, the girls went to each of the

bedrooms, and Matt was unceremoniously given the pull-

out couch. Nothing new for Matt, he liked Ursula a lot and

was yet to make any headway with her; not that she was

prudish, but she sure had her standards.

To Matt's surprise, Ursula sat him down the following

morning over coffee and bagels.

“Now that we are down here, I want to do some show

and tell. Help me set up, and I’ll explain things more.”

“I get to see the scoop,” Matt asked.



Tahlia gagged as she took a sip of her coffee; Matt

looked at her sideways.

“Was it something I said?”

“You have no idea how important the scoop is, and I

don’t mean the low down,” said Tahlia as she tried to

recover.

“You are enjoying this far too much, aren't you, Tahlia,

being in on the know.”

“Oh, your time is coming.”

In the living room, they unpacked and set up four

computer workstations. Matt did not know it, but one of

them mimicked the helm for the Rocinante. One of the

others was a dedicated Linux firewall to track all incoming

and outgoing traffic and alert them to any hacking. Matt

worked on connecting this to a fourth-generation Starlink

dish outside the living room window on the grass. Firing up

the dish and the firewall, Ursula turned to Matt.

“So Jason is pretty good with firewalld, and wants to

use you to improve things. Before you leave, we want you

to review his code and see if he missed anything. We want

you to get the firewall integrated with nftables.”



“Okay, so what is the password for Gimli,” smiled Matt.

Gimli was the only user on the screen now that it had

booted.

“Can you guess?” Said Tahlia.

“1R2RTall,” tried Matt.

“Not bad, close, it F4ll0wSh1p)TR!NGS, or fellowship

of the rings.”

“Hmm, painful passwords,” muttered Matt.

“Not really; once you have it in memory muscle, it's

speedy to log in,” said Ursula as she began setting up her

workstation.

Matt went to work and quickly had his favorite tools

loaded. After a quick look at the repository setting, he saw

that all packages were being loaded locally and not from

the ‘Net.

“Your boss sure is paranoid; these packages are not

even the latest.”

“If you surf the net at all, we would prefer you did use

tor,” said Tahlia.

Setting up some traffic sniffers and starting the

onscreen visualization tools that Jason had installed, Matt



soon saw the traffic going out and quickly saw attempts at

connections to unused ports from unknown external IP

addresses trying to come in.

“Well, our good friends, the Chinese sure don’t waste

their time looking for vulnerable things on the internet.”

“So what ports can I expect to see open for inbound

connections?” Matt asked.

“None.” Was Ursula's reply.

“We can send via VPN and two layers of ssh to a

computer in Rolla hidden in Tahlia's attic, and from there,

Jason can get access to any files we update. That computer

in Rolla is also running our Signal Clone, which we are

slowly setting up. That computer has a hidden battery, and

if the computer is ever found and powered off, the battery

kicks in and fries everything!” Ursula continued. “Also, you

might be able to help us; we want to have cell phones but

trust no one. We left ours back in Rolla. We have followed

several Privacy Phone groups and developers creating

component phones. You get to mix and match the

hardware, then install a purpose-built clone of Linux. We

get to configure it only to run our version of Signal or the



commercial one or both. If you only have your Signal clone

on it, you can only call other people on your network. So if

you can work with Maria, we want to develop the phone

hardware and software, so we know we are safe.”

Matt thought, “I seem to be getting infected with the

paranoid bug, it’s all good and fine that we have open-

source initiatives out there doing stuff in software and

hardware, but you can never know if you are truly free.

These groups could be a front for China or the CIA.”

“Yep, right,” Tahlia said, refilling everyone's coffee.

“That is why we need layers of protection and

understanding. We want to set up a front group doing the

same things as these Privacy Phone groups. We want to get

to where we are making our hardware and software, but

we have to start with what we have before getting there.”

“There are only, what, eight of us?” Matt asked.

“More like a dozen,” offered Ursula.

“But you are thinking of things for a hundred people or

more.”

“We are, and if you spend any time with Jason after

this trip, you will see he is thinking about a hundred



people, then a thousand, and if you ever have a late-night

beer, it becomes a million.”

“No country is going to let you do that.”

“And that is the point; Jason wants to build a new

country.”

Matt could only scoff at that. Ursula just smiled.

An hour later, Matt finished with, “Things look good. I

tweaked a few IPv6 settings as that is where the Chinese

like to come in. I put an alarm in if any of your local IP

addresses got a direct attack that would tell you someone

knows more about your internal network than they should.

I also put a false negative if it was a cascading attempt to

find anything on your IP v6 subnet.”

“You two get all gooey when you talk nerdy to each

other,” said Tahlia.

“Ha, you're a nerd too, if I remember,” said Matt.

“Anyway, I’m ready to head out,” said Matt. “I can get

at least four hours of driving in before I might need a

break.”

Ursula came over to Matt, hugged him, and said, “I’m

thrilled you are working with us; I think you will like what



you find out when you return to Rolla. See you next week.”

A couple of days later, Ursula and Tahlia sent a

progress report to Rolla, “What do you think, all the

compartmentalization? Is it needed? I have enjoyed the

programming, to get into the nuts and bolts of making the

Rocinante fly without killing us.” The two were relaxing as

the night closed in, the gentle lapping of the sea was

conducive to conversations, and the full moon was about to

break open on the horizon.

“I’ve been thinking about Stuart's comment that you

don’t know how careful you need to be until you have not

been careful enough.” Tahlia started explaining. “Seeing as

I have become the keeper of records, that has given me

pause. How do I protect our information, the information

we need to have access to, so we don’t repeat mistakes, but

information that would destroy us if it got out into the wild?

So I have been thinking of the place of paranoia, fear, and

risk.”

“And you keep calling me a nerd; here we are, young,

sexy, with a beautiful moon rising, and talking about risk

management,” Ursula laughed, “but keep going.”



“Okay, so I started with paranoia. It’s not paranoia if

people are really after you, right? So we know people are

after Jason. People would be after us if they knew about the

gold we have found, and they sure as hell would be after us

for the Melons, the ceramic foam, and the Rocinante if they

knew any of these existed. So that is point one. We have to

be paranoid.” Tahlia told Ursula. “Then there is fear. Fear

split our communities apart during the whole debacle of

the compliancy years. The authorities used fear to create

compliance and to make people obedient. My Mom stopped

working and has not worked again. She got so fearful that

there were times when I was not allowed in the house until

I had changed my clothes, went and had a shower

downstairs, and then I was allowed into the rest of the

house. At the beginning of the lockdown, we did not know

what we were dealing with; some of the demands were

trying to be safe in the dark. When we did begin to

understand, so many people had been captured by fear that

it did not take much of a narrative to keep those people

fearful and compliant.



People were captured by fear and not information. I

think governments worldwide had fear in their tool kit for

years, but there was no natural way to apply it. Now they

did, and they used it excessively, and to start with, we all

complied. Remember that German newspaper that wrote

that apology that they had towed the government line

without thoroughly investigating it and had spread

unnecessary fear. The same is true here, states like New

York and California reacted in fear, maybe needful, but then

they got addicted to fear's power and went overboard. Still,

today, you and I would have a real hard time doing much in

New York City. Albany was not too bad, but it gave Maria,

and me pause. We don't see much of this here in Florida or

back home, but in New York, we saw many people driving

in cars by themselves, with masks on. Why?”

“At least that is a scarce thing,” Ursula interjected.

“True, but if you can’t see it, it doesn't mean the fear is

gone. The mask-wearing in cars by themselves merely

shows the underlying fear and anxiousness that was

already there. They were fearful, they got captured by this

narrative, and now the strings are attached to be pulled



whenever the next emergency occurs. I like what another

black woman said, ‘Anything done out of fear aids evil.’ So I

do not want to do anything out of fear but out of good

information, which means I also need to listen to the

fearful; there could be some good information there that I

might naturally ignore.”

“This then brings me to the third thing, risk.” Tahlia

continued.

“It seems that we all fall into various roles in this

conspiracy. Maria and Jason are into hardware, you and

Matt are into software, and I seem to be going for

mindware. If our minds are not healthy, we will fail; we will

be overcome by fear, paranoia, and anxiousness and will

not take risks.”

“I want us to be able to manage our risk. In the middle

of the fear we have just lived through, we had many people

give over the ability to manage their lives to others. Various

authorities said they knew what they were doing, ‘Obey us,

and you will be safe.’ It was a lie; it was not about keeping

us safe in our health; it was about getting a population to

accept new levels of control over where they could travel,



where they could eat, where they could buy, and who they

would associate with.”

“If I consider all this to be true,” Ursula said, “And I

do, then we are a prime target to be eliminated. Here we

are, with the ability to build unbreakable crafts with

unlimited propulsion and never-ending power. We and our

technology are a huge threat to these new paradigms our

western leaders seek to enforce. Do you think the others

are considering these realities?”

“I think they are Ursula, especially Stuart, and by

connection, Jason. So we have a new set of risks, born of a

good paranoia; we have potential that might enable a whole

new way of life, a power that many authorities would get

bent out of shape over.

“I have been seeing you beaver away on your

computer,” Ursula said, “this is good to hear, to know what

you have been chewing on. I have been looking at the risk

thing from a purely, ‘let’s not plow into a mountain and kill

everyone’ point of view. I do see what you mean about fear

and paranoia. I guess we have to know how to manage one

without being overcome by the other.”



“I have enjoyed this time to get my teeth into these

problems, around what we are trying to build,” Tahlia said,

“And the more I think of our trip to the Bahamas, to having

gold stashed away in the Rocinante, yes we need to be

paranoid. We are on the brink of a shift, of this new thing.

Everything is in perfect balance, but we are weak. And

because of that, someone else, someone bigger and

stronger, could swoop down and pick up all we have and

just wipe us out. Who would miss three girls from Rolla and

a couple of mad old men?”

“Oh boy, how not to get too paranoid amid the fear

over the risks we are taking,” Ursula said. “It makes me

think I need to get my act together. The software is coming

along; I’m glad Matt is in on it, but we will need more

programmers, we need testing, and we need flight hours.

Talking about risk, I thought about how we can access

information while flying; we could put a StarLink outside

the Rocinante and have the internet onboard.”

“Except that is a tracked IP address!” Tahlia counted.

“That would be a problem.” Ursula continued, “Also,

we must have two networks within any craft. There needs



to be an air gap between any control system in the

Rocinante and the internet. Each station on the Bridge can

have two systems, one for Rocinante control and one for

seeing the world. Yes?”

“That still does not remove the problem of an IP

address that StarLink sees moving around the world; that

is not a plane and going way too fast!” Tahlia said.

“Okay, so I’m thinking, we have a large frisbee,

stationary over Rolla, at 80 km. It transmits just to the

Rocinante; wherever the Rocinante is, it communicates

with our ground station, so the only IP address is the

stationary one in Rolla?”

“I see quite a few holes in this. From what hardware

will we be using for sending a signal 80 km? And this

means we will need a phased array on the Rocinante.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know, this is brainstorming time. See

that moon, how long before we can fly to it? Are you

enjoying my choice of wine?”

“Wow, you change subjects fast, Ursula; how many

glasses have you had? It sure is sweet and tastes good; all

the things my Dad says are the evil of alcohol.”



“How are things with your family?”

“I think one saving grace has been Aaron getting

Jason's job. Also, that Mom has worked for Stuart. Dad’s

problem is more about trying to get a stable job.”

Soon they retired for the night. They did work a lot 

and enjoyed the beach and the opportunity to swim.  Ursula 

sent new software iterations, and Diego would upload them 

and let them know how they went.

 



Chapter 31 Cashing Gold.

The stack of coins they had retrieved from their

Bahamas trip was worth more than their gold value. It

seemed criminal to melt them down for gold, so they

agreed to put the coins aside. A gold coin could easily be

given to someone in need, anonymously, with no trackback

to them and a small set of instructions on how best to cash

them in legally. Who knows yet who they might be able to

help this way?

As for the bars, you can’t take a 400-ounce bar to the

bank and get your million dollars.

They had a lot of needs: welding gear, supplies,

computers, and cameras. Cash was going to be king. They

could get what they needed with cash, just not all in one

place.

Stuart had an idea. Using a blow torch, they took one

of the bars and hit it with the flame; the gold melted at just

over 1,000 degrees celsius. As the gold melted off the bar,

it dropped into a bucket of water, forming droplets.



Louie and Stuart and Carol and Maria each took buses

in different directions to various pawn shops in other cities.

Four days later, they returned, having cashed in

around 30 ounces of gold. They averaged $0.65 on the

dollar for the gold—about average from their research. A

couple of places got as high as $0.75 on the dollar. The

team had a good test run, learning and getting a feel for

the market. The 30 ounces netted about $55,000.

Two weeks later, they did this again. Different

pawnbrokers, gold buyers, and jewelry stores across other

cities. They all had better results, having learned how to

haggle and what to expect in the way of a fair price. They

also came across a gold buyer who seemed to be up and up.

The name over the shop was similar to a place Carol and

Maria had gone to on their first trips, Rubenstein.

On a third trip, Stuart and Louie went to one of the

Rubenstein locations. When Stuart walked in, the young

man behind the counter said, “Mr. Smith, so good to see

you again, and your friend, Mr. Louie? Please come through

to the back room.”



They were being treated differently this time, whereas

previously they had merely stood at the counter.

Coming into the backroom, Eli extended his hand, “My

name is Eli Rubenstein, the son of the founder of

Rubenstein’s,” and offered them seats.

“Pleased to meet you, Eli, and thank you for

remembering our names.”

“Not at all; when I have customers who bring me such

interesting gold, I remember them.” Eli smiled.

“Well, we want to thank you for the very agreeable

price you and your brother gave us for the gold we have

previously sold to you.”

“Yes, I thought that Gold might be related; it is odd to

get gold droplets, almost as if melted from a larger block.

Yes?” Eli said with a smile.

"Very astute of you, Eli. I have also researched the

Rubenstein name,” Stuart said, “I used to run a security

company, and one of the venues would hold pawn shows.

Several of my associates have talked well about how your

family operates; you seem very respected. And one of my

friends mentioned a generational link his family had with



yours, concerning WWII and some souvenirs a great-

grandfather had brought back from Germany. Something

about using them to help what was left of the original

owners.”

“That story bears remembering. Well, part of the

family’s ethos is to be trustworthy. Sometimes the best

price is a trap door.” said Eli, “My brother was right; he

thought one of us might get a more consolidated visit. So

how can we help each other?”

Stuart pulled a portion of the bar they had previously

melted. “This is about 100 troy ounces of the same bar you

previously received from us.”

“How much gold are we talking about?” Eli asked.

“Quite a bit, but we are also interested in this gold

getting processed, so its origins become obscured. Is that

something you can do?” Louie asked.

“That can be done. Would we be the sole buyer?”

“If you like, what percentage can you give us?”

“I am sure you know that this gold does cost us if more

refining is needed, but we are very interested in becoming



your only buyer at $0.80 on the dollar. Does that sound

acceptable to you.”

“Yes, more than acceptable.”

This new transaction was worth $200,000 in used bills.

“I suggest one of you pulls your car around the back,

and I’ll open the doors so you can drive in.”

Having driven their car in, Eli asked them to open

their truck, “I do want your repeat business, so let me help

you with the problem of overzealous cops and their tool of

asset forfeitures.”

On the bench was a spare tire with a difference. Using

a special wrench, Eli dismantled it to reveal a hidden cavity.

Into this, he placed the $200,000, and then putting his

spare back together, he replaced Stuart's spare with this

one.“Of course, never use this for its intended purpose.”

Over the next two trips, Stuart and Louie visited both

brothers, bringing back a tidy amount of money that the

team found many ways to spend.

The two brothers also put them on to their family

network. This old family had been in the money business



for hundreds of years, living under the radar, paying taxes

as they needed to, but not being seen as extravagant.

As Sanchez’ and Stuart talked of their adventures, the

question arose of why Jason had not gone out.

“Stuart, I am following your advice. I will never know

how safe I must be until I have not been safe enough,”

Jason answered. “We have been taking some big calculated

risks, sending you out with gold is dangerous in so many

ways, you get tagged by a bad person, or even a bad cop

stops you and shakes you down, and suddenly we have all

the wrong attention. Or a good cop finds you with money,

and your money gets arrested, and we can not afford to

fight in court to get it back.”

“After hearing Dominique’s story and seeing how his

wife is compromised, I know Castle and co are plotting. As

I said, plain dumb luck got me out of New York and

calculated dumb luck has us here sitting on millions. Now

is the time for me to stay disappeared. And the same is true

for all of you.”

“I want to build some small escape crafts,” continued

Jason, “large enough for three. In any place where we set



up operations, I want ways for everyone to be able to

escape as needed. I want escape routes, rendezvous, and

contingency plans. I want places prepared for us to run to

and new bases of operations. Maria, your cousin, is doing

good work; we will need many more like him across almost

any field of expertise. How soon will it be before we need a

doctor or a lawyer?”

“I think the best place to bring in new people is from

our families.” Louie said, “It does not matter how we bring

new people in; we will never know if we have been safe

enough until one of them betrays us, talks when they

should not, brags, gets picked up, who knows what. All we

can do is already have plans in place for the day that

happens.”

With Ursula and Tahlia in the Keys and Matt running

support, Maria, Jason, Louie, and Diego had been finalizing

the interior of The Rocinante. They had built a couple of

smaller crafts to try and come up with an escape pod

version. There was also prep on a second large craft. If

Jason got his way, it would be called Serenity, and they



wanted to use it down in Florida to try and do another Gold

run.

A week later, Stuart returned from a trip to Chicago to

the father of the two brothers.

When he got back, he related the story to Jason.

“Jacob is the youngest brother and met me off the

train. He had told me which station to get off at, where

they did not do the scanning. We went to their family

warehouse, which was a bit spooky. Was I stepping into the

jaws of a beast or a friend's lap? I am glad to say it was the

latter, and that became obvious; how else could they have

been in business on four continents and for over 500 years,

well so they say.”

“That kind of longevity does not come by slitting

throats.”

“Here you are.” Stuart kicked a bag. “12 kg of gold

converted to 9.6 kg of banknotes. $960,000, 80% as

agreed”

“So, what do you want to do now, Stuart?”

“I would kind of like to continue with the shop;

Isabella, Maria's friend, seems to be someone we might be



able to recruit, then Aaron, who has taken over your role,

while needing a bit of help with his work ethic is honest, so

that says a lot.”

“I value your input; you have a perspective that I need,

yours and Louies, you see things from angles I don’t even

know exist or at least don’t have experience with,” Jason

said.

“That is the advantage of gray hair; I have learned so

much from my mistakes, I am thinking of doing some

more.” Stuart joked. “Also, here is an interesting

proposition I got from the Rubenstein patriarch; he said, if

we want to, we can deliver gold in one location and pick up

cash in another; they will keep a ledger and let us know if it

begins to run dry. They also said they have ways of paying

people for goods and services that would remain

disconnected from us.”

“We seem to be gaining friends in hidden places,”

Jason said, “I wonder how much more exists in the world

that we don’t know about.”

 



Chapter 32 Matts to

Florida.

Matt was back in Rolla after his second trip to Florida.

Jason suggested he take a couple of days off and come by

the shop the next day.

"Why so much cloak and dagger," Matt asked Jason as

they walked through the shop and out the back.

"Part of this was my idea to see how you would react;

you can tell a lot from a person when their will or emotions

are crossed."

"With so many hours driving, and no cellphone, I had

contemplated telling you you can shove it, but then I

remind myself how people that have come into your orbit

seem to have a new lease on life."

"Matt, I don't think it is me." Crossing to the garage,

Jason opened the side door to let Matt in. "I think it's what

you are about to see."



Matt's eyes fell on the Rocinante; it was not an elegant

site; it looked homemade and lacked refinement, being the

first of its kind.

"Ursula's model plane," Matt said. "A bit rough around

the edges. Can’t wait till I really see it fly and don’t just

trust your word. So how does this thing fly, but how?"

Everyone was getting more and more embedded in the

project; peering in, Matt said, "Oh hi, Mr. Sánchez, Stuart."

The two were finishing the inside, adding more chairs,

storage areas, and even a small toilet.

"Stuart, would you mind taking us up 30cms." Jason

placed two chairs outside, near the rear door, "Ursula has

developed the software that helps to fly the Rocinante. She

has also developed pre-flight checklists, and Stuart is now

running them in preparation for this little test flight."

Stuart gave them a thumbs up, and the Rocinante

silently rose 30 cm in the air.

"Holy cow, I know I saw this last time, but still," Matt

got out of his chair and down on his knees to look

underneath.



"Ha, a man after my own heart," said Louie, "I did the

same thing. So how do you think they perform this little

trick?"

"Seeing is better than being told. Hop in with me,"

Jason clambered into the Rocinante, which was harder to

get into now it was off the ground. “We have not done a

good job of building this shell, but Louie and Diego have

been masters at outfitting the interior. See these coils,”

Jason pointed to the various exposed sets of coils for x,y &

z, “When we energize these with a magnetic field, they

want to move perpendicular to the field.

"We should be able to close these off with access

panels in the next day or so for safety and security.” Louie

let them know.

“This is the first craft that can carry people; I’ll let

Ursula and Tahlia have the fun bringing you up to speed. I

hope you can see this is yet another ‘built-in my mom’s

garage’ invention we don’t want people to know about.

Imagine if IBM understood the possibilities of Google when

Page and Co had a couple of computers trolling the internet

and creating their PageRank. Or how about Wozniak &



Jobs? Maybe they were lucky that no one expected the

personal computer when the leading companies were not

even thinking that way. However, we are not so fortunate;

there are forces after us.”

“Jason means that they do not know you and I exist;

they know Jason exists; they just can’t find him, so he needs

to hide in the shadows,” Stuart said.

“So why are we not flying supplies to Ursula?” Matt

concluded.

“During some of our test flights, we pinged the

authorities; we do not know how, but we had choppers

looking for us, and even a few jets overflew the area. We

are currently grounded till we can figure that out. But once

we do, we will be building the Rocinante, v2, which will be

sent to Florida for Ursula and Tahlia if they ever need to

run.”

 



Chapter 33 Golden Car.

Matt arrived with a car full of supplies, more

computers, food, a few things from a wish list, and a

Frisbee.

“The more I see the more my head swims, and gold to

boot. And you programmed that ship?”

“I did, Matt; various gits helped; there are a lot of

repositories with some amazing machine learning code,

self-limiting code, mapping code. All of that comes together

and has helped us get to what we have.” They were setting

up some more hardware, one of them being a computer for

Matt.

“I remember working on a project with you, Matt; like

Tahlia, you are good at creating order out of our team’s

chaos. So when you are down here, can you build out a

private offline git?”

“Well, I have something to show you; Jason wants you

to know this,” Matt said.



They went out to the Corolla, and Matt opened the

boot, took out the spare, and flicked a hidden latch near the

rear trunk release. A small door popped open where the

spare had been. Fishing his hand in, he got a leather purse

out. After struggling with it, Matt extracted a gold bar from

their treasure hunt.

“We are not poor,” Ursula said, “but having money

comes with new problems.” Ursula lent in and kissed Matt.

Caught by surprise, but not for long, Matt lent in for

one more, but Ursula put a finger to his lips and said, ‘All

for now. We are getting into something interesting, and I

want you to know that you are not in my friend zone, okay?

How things play out over the next six months and the next

two years will be crucial to what we all build.”

Back inside, with the gold bar tucked away in its hidey-

hole, Matt got more of the back story.

“One of the reasons we are in Florida is that it is close

to where we found this gold. Once we have figured out how

we are getting tracked and mitigating that, we will get the

Rocinante 2 down here and find some more gold. Now you

need to do some work for us."



Matt spent the next two days working on the private

git, getting familiar with the code base Ursula had built, so

they could make code more trackable as they developed it.

The three of them were sitting on the back porch

looking east as the sunset in the west.

Matt had a beer, and the two women enjoyed a wine

each.

“Something I am beginning to enjoy,” Matt said, “is

how no day is a weekday, and no hour is a work hour.”

“Do tell,” Tahlia asked.

“Well, what day of the week is it?” Matt asked, “don’t

think; just tell me if the day naturally pops into your mind.”

“You got me,” Ursula answered, “I had to think about it

to realize it’s Tuesday.”

“Okay, and what did you do on Sunday?”

“So three days ago, that was when I had the machine

learning breakthrough and finally got a meaningful

feedback loop on navigation and motion and the spherical

nature of the earth.”

“Now you ‘do tell,’ Ursula.”



“So a thing we have been struggling with since the trip

to the Bahamas was that when we grip the ether to travel,

the straight line we travel is not parallel to the ground; the

earth starts to drop away from us. I have now compensated

for that in my new code.”

“You just did what I meant,” Matt showed, “the days

do not matter, the hours do not matter, I bet you get up in

the middle of the night because you wake up with an idea.

Am I right, Tahlia?”

“She did it too.” Tahlia laughed.

“So my point is work and play are becoming the same

thing. Driving sucks, but I load myself up with podcasts and

have my phone in airplane mode. I have a lot of time to

think. We have something bigger than ourselves that has

captured us, energized us, give us a purpose and a vision.”

Matt left Ursula and Tahlia the following afternoon for

Tampa. After a night in Sarasota at yet another cheap

motel, Matt arrived at the address north of Tampa. Driving

up to the button entry, even before he could press the

intercom, a voice said, “What is your girlfriend’s friend’s

name?”



It took Matt a second to think. “Ahr, Tahlia.” And the

gate swung open.

The main house had an oversized garage, and one of

the doors was up. A young man in a black suit ushered him

to drive in.

“You must be Matt; we are pleased to meet you; please

come in. My name is Daniel, and this is my wife, Rebecca."

Rebecca had come out to greet Matt, and a small child was

looking between her legs at Matt with big brown eyes.

“I am new to all this; what exactly is happening here?”

Asked Matt.

“Jason said this all might leave your head spinning a

bit. Not to worry, I believe you have something from

Jason?”

“Yes, sure.” Matt opened the boot, got the spare out,

and opened the hidden slot. Getting the gold bar out, Matt

handed it to Daniel. Putting the spare back, Matt asked, “If

Jason has so much money, how come I don’t have a wage?”

Even asking the question surprised Matt, but it got to the

crux of what he had been stewing on.



“Come inside and have some coffee,” suggested

Rebecca. "All the better to talk."

Sitting down inside, Matt notices quite a few religious

icons.

Rebecca continued, “Jason might have said to you that

running after money is a fool’s game.”

“Well, that is easy for you to say when you live in a

house like this,” bit back Matt. Matt was surprised at his

overreaction after a good time at Sammy Creek.

“This house is not about money; this house is about

hidden power. Or rather, we do not own this house; it is not

in our name, but we do control access to it, and as the need

deems, we may live here or in a one-bedroom apartment.

It’s all about what will meet our goals best, keep us safe,

and keep us under the radar of others who would like to

take us out if they only knew we existed.”

“Jason seems to be as paranoid as you are; what is

going on?”

“Jason is not part of what we do, but we have similar

goals and can help each other, maybe even in times of

trouble. Today you are Jason’s bag man. You brought that



gold to us, and you passed a test. We have $100,000 to put

back in that hiding hole and take to Jason. The money is

only a small part of what the gold is worth; the rest will

come soon.”

“Have I got myself into an underworld? What about

Ursula? Is she safe?”

“Oh Matt, no one is safe; safety is an illusion,”

Rebbeca put in, “you are only one bad action away from

getting in powerful people’s way. Why do you think you got

kicked out of college? Yes, we know a little bit about you.

You would not bend to intersectional pressure that marked

you for expulsion, not to be killed, but just reduced to a do-

nothing part-time job and a slow spiral out of the middle

class.”

"Jason has me in this job, and, while he is not paying

me, per sec, why would he not pay me when he can."

"Because he is paying you with something far better

than cash, freedom. Our country was based on the idea of

freedom, freedom of religion, freedom of association,

freedom of the press, and freedom to choose your destiny.

All things we have lost. We have exchanged freedom for the



illusion of wealth, fiat cash, or maybe the illusion of safety.

Various authorities tell us these things are important, and

we all run after them like hamsters on a wheel while never

gaining any of them."

Daniel looked on as Rebecca explained things, then 

added, “Matt, I married into Rebecca's family. According to 

my taxes, I hardly make a living wage, but I have more 

discretion in my life than with any job I've ever had. I still 

work and,” looking at his watch, “I have a  job that I now 

need to get to. The currency we work in here at the 

Rubenstein is freedom. Now I know that sounds idealistic, 

but when you get to choose how you run your life, what you 

want to get good at, that the basics are met, then a wage 

becomes immaterial.”

“We want you to think about this as you drive back to

Jason; true security, true power is in owning nothing but

controlling everything. If your name is somewhere, you can

be traced through the thing your name is on. For instance,

that car is registered in your name. I ran the plates as you

drove up and found your home address, Leonard Ave near



Mark Twain School, right? So something we are helping

Jason with is how to cover his tracks better.”

“By the time you get back to Jason, I think he may

have some changes he needs to make. I think we will do

one now. Come with us.”

They went back into the garage. There was also a

nondescript Honda; next to Matt's car.

“This is your car, not in your name; it’s registered to a

company that moves expensive medical equipment. If you

ever get pulled over by the police, just ask the police to call

the company on the insurance form, they will get a

confirmation that you can drive the car. It, too, has a

hidden compartment; let's put the cash there for the trip

back. And another security tip, always park in a garage;

never park on the road or a driveway. Too many satellites.”

Matt transferred his stuff across and got in the car,

and Daniel opened the garage doors to let him out. Matt

saw he had a full tank of gas.

On saying goodbye, Rebecca reached in and gave him

a flask of coffee. “And remember, always pay cash and buy

gas from small mom-and-pop places; they are less likely to



have cameras and fill up on the highway side of the station.

You will only ever know when you have not been paranoid

enough, and then it will be too late. Also, avoid

conspiracies!”

That made Matt snort.

As Matt drove out, he also noticed that the GPS on this

car did not work either.



Chapter 34 Weekend in

Rolla.

Matt was back in Rolla with the cash for Jason.

At Jason’s suggestion, he was filling in a few shifts at

the truck stop on the outskirts of Rolla. The various

conversations over the last few weeks had Matt thinking

about what he could do to help the team grow. Some

projects were coming up where they would have to move

supplies around that would need more than a car.

Andrew Logan was a classmate of Matts from High

School; they still hung out from time to time for Pizza and

to shoot the breeze, sometimes literally taking guns out to

Andrew's Uncle's range to enjoy some target practice.

Andrew would also join them on a Friday night when he

was in town.

Andrew had just filled up, “So where are you off to?”

Matt asked, finishing his transaction.



“I’ve got a bit of a round-robin, from here to

Pittsburgh, then who knows. By the time I get there and

back, 10 to 14 days out.” Andrew was saying. “You know,

now that you are no longer a college boy, Mr. Jing might be

interested in helping you get your license and taking you

on.”

Mr. Jing was the owner of the small trucking company

that Andrew worked for and the Truckstop where Matt

worked.

“Hey, I’ll think about it, but I may have just landed a

great gig; I’ll let you know more about it when you are back

in town,” Matt said.

Friday nights were still a great time to get together,

talk, and have fun. But Sunday afternoons were a new time

and the garage was the place to talk and conspire. If they

were to gather at Louie and Carol’s home, the expectation

would be that all the Sánchez family should be in

attendance, so Jason's garage was better. Carol often

brought enough food for them and more.

Nine were in attendance, with Matt back in town but

with Ursula and Tahlia in Florida.



“What was causing us to be detected?” Stuart asked as

they ate from paper plates.

Larry McKenzie, the owner of Rolla Welding, had been 

military at some time in the past, working in the Army 

Corps of Engineers. He had learned his trade there and 

started Rolla Welding after his discharge.  

“When I was with the Corps, we used to work on

constructing various military installations. Radar was one

of the weirdest. What they could see and why was amazing;

doppler radar was kind of spooky because of what they

could not see when they did expect to see something.

Something was there that was hiding the reflection. If you

know that something is there, like the reflection from

waves off the sea, but you saw a patch of nothing, then that

nothing was a something.”

“When we did event security, the person trying to

blend in too hard was obviously out of place,” offered

Stuart.

“Not sure how that applies to us,” Jason said, “We

need to do some testing; I want to get the Rocinante up

again.”



“So,” from Larry, “always disassemble a problem down

to its parts, start with what we know.”

“Something has triggered authorities,” Maria stated,

“but we did not get buzzed after returning from our

Bahamas gold run. I did some searching. The night we left,

nothing happened.”

“Okay, Maria, what could be the variables? What was

different?”

“Hmm, size, speed, altitude, a combination of these?”

she offered.

“Did you look for aviation reports during the time of

the trip down or the trip back?”

“I did, but there was nothing.”

“So, does that mean we can eliminate size and speed?”

“Maybe, the first night, we had no speed, and our

altitude did not get above 500 meters till the end. We still

have the frisbee, and it is now remote-controlled, so we

should take it somewhere and run some tests.”

“Not anywhere near here; if we have attracted

attention three times, we can not afford to again,” Stuart

said, “but that has me thinking, on our trip to the Bahamas,



as you said, we were going around 1,000 kph, and nothing

tried to intercept us, so it can not be size or speed. What

about acceleration?”

“Ursula does like to give us a thrill,” Maria laughed.

“We need to go somewhere a couple of hours from here,

take a frisbee, do some flights to 3,000 meters at different

accelerations, and see what happens.”

“I have a brother in Carrollton; he and his wife are

snowbirds and go to Hawaii at this time of the year; I think

I could get you access to their place.”

After the others broke up, Matt and Jason sat down for

some planning.

“How are things in Florida,” Jason asked.

“I’ve never bothered to watch who is trying to breach a

firewall before. Since you have had me doing practical

security for Ursula and Tahlia, I am shocked to see how

many attempts there are in an hour to try and breach an

available internet connection, not just from China. Back at

school, we would set up honey pots and see what came in,

and we got some breach attempts, but we are getting

hundreds of attacks a day and sometimes an hour. We have



even had a few distributed denial-of-service attacks

attempting to flood our connection.”

“You and I and others will have to think pretty hard

about this, as we get more locations, and develop internal

networks and our new phones. I used to use an electronic

personal assistant, it was always on. I would have a

conversation with a friend about good Chinese restaurants;

then my feed would have all these Chinese

recommendations.”

“My one was taking a picture of a book I wanted to get

and then having it end up on my reading list. So how are

we going to build our future without becoming big

brother?” Matt put in. “And how are Maria's prototype

phones coming along?”

“The phones are coming along well, they are bulky at

the moment and we will have them ready in a week or so.

We have to have this technology disconnected from the

Chinese or the big four. I don’t think we can avoid the

whole AI thing. What with the machine learning that Ursula

is using to help us fly, to algorithms that we run on the

firewall to see if the attacks are something more than



random? Then AI and GAI could be used to protect people,

not just find the next thing they should buy. Imagine an

algorithm that honors freedom of speech. If it is not slander

or inciting violence, and you really can yell fire in a

crowded theater.”

“Okay, Jason, so if you have this program running on

our new phones and call someone retraded, that’s dumb

but okay, but if you say we need to kill all retarded people,

that is not?”

“Yes, we want to preserve the freedom of speech for

the person in the face of mob think, and you need to have

the same freedom that also lets dumb people say dumb

things.”

“What about the right to bear arms? I have the right to

a semi-automatic rifle, but not a machine gun, right?”

“I see this as two things in the same amendment. We

are allowed to have a regulated Militia, but who are we? It

says a free State with a capital S, so what if we choose to

make our own State? Does that mean we can then have our

own Militia? But you and I can not go out and just carve out

some land and call it the State of Rolla; we will just have



people with bigger guns come and arrest us. However,

these people, police, political powers, and even a regulated

Militia can be wrong and overstep their authority. We have

seen far too many swat teams break down the wrong door

and the homeowners arrested for shooting at these

unannounced intruders. Then you have the second part: the

people can bear arms un-infringed.”

“So no machine guns?”

“I would like no guns at all, but I think I am being 

overly optimistic. There are two kinds of bad actors, the 

single criminal with a mask seeking to steal your stuff. You 

need a gun to stop them. There are some crazy countries 

like Australia, New Zealand, and Germany. If you use a gun 

to defend yourself against a man with a gun, you are a 

criminal; you will get arrested and prosecuted.  What are 

you meant to do? The police in these countries tell you you 

can only call for help; sorry if you get killed before the 

police respond with a community care counselor. Then you 

have the gang of criminals with suits, seeking to steal your 

stuff, freedoms, children, and rights and demand 

compliance.”



“Here is that word again,” Matt said, “compliance.

Why are we facing forces that seek to cancel us if we do

not comply? Hey, I didn't tell you that there was a letter in

the mail from my credit card company and my bank when I

got home. The bank canceled my account. They said I had

not been compliant with maintaining a large enough

balance in my account; I did have $300 there, more than

the minimum. And the credit card company said I had not

been using the credit enough, actually said my debt was

not big enough to warrant them keeping the card open.”

“Good thing we are moving to cash then.”

“Not really; sometimes it’s hard to find a gas station

that will take cash; I've driven by a few that say Cards Only.

And even some say Company Cards Only, you must belong

to the right club to be allowed to buy.”

“Isn't that just like the Chinese Social Credit

Score that powers want to attach to some cards?” Jason

asked. “I saw some of that just before I left New York.

Some restaurants and theaters would only let you in if you

were medically compliant and scored above a certain level.

A two-tiered society is being generated, and the compliant



feel virtuous and become the foot soldiers to keep everyone

else in line”.

“I know you are off the grid and don’t do social media,

but on several of the big ones theta re beginning to

introduce a Social Credit system where you need a score

above a certain level to post certain content, and if it drops

too low, you can't post publicly. I can’t say I miss my social

media with you wanting us to stay off the grid. I have a far

better relationship with Ursula now than when we would

message each other twenty times a day. All this is stuff you

and I and all the others need to get a handle on. What are

the mistakes, and how do we build things out so we do not

repeat the past mistakes?”

 



Chapter 35 Getting

Detected.

Larry returned to them a few days later and had the

alarm code and lockbox number for his brother's home.

“It’s mid-April, my brother and his wife are still doing 

their snowbird thing in Hawaii, and they like the idea of 

someone going over and being in their house for a couple 

of days. It helps them know everything is still working.”  

Larry told Jason.

To Jason’s surprise, Carol and Maria would be his crew

for this side project.

They set off on a Thursday and drove the three hours

to Carrollton. They wanted to arrive after dark. There was

room in the garage for the truck they had borrowed. Under

a tarp in the back shell was a frisbee.

Carol prepared a meal for them, and while she cooked,

she got Maria and Jason to sit down.



“I have found that talking while cooking is a good way

to make other people comfortable. I am not on this trip as a

chaperone, well, maybe a little, but I am on this trip as I

have had no time to talk to you, Jason since so much has

been revealed. I want to air some thoughts, see what you

think, and consider the future.”

“As you might guess, family is very important to Louie

and me. Family is more than just important; it is the only

thing that keeps us civilized. Men need the responsibility of

providing for their families; they need to become bound to

something; I don’t mean imprisoned; I mean having a

purpose. Equally, men need not feel trapped. Are you

following me, Jason?”

“Yes, ma'am,” Jason answered.

“Jason, I have seen way too many men get to their

thirties, and they still dress as they did in their teenage

years; they still act like adolescents. They are emotionally

immature, sexually active, financially illiterate, and have no

long-term prospects.”

Carol's bluntness surprised Jason.



Maria laughed a little, “Mama can be very to the point,

Jason; just because she spends most of her time in the

kitchen does not mean she is a mere housewife. Momma

has had many a young person sitting in her kitchen,

learning to make tamales and build interdependent

relationships. Especially my sister and brother, along with

their spouses, before and after marriage.”

“Maria, just because you're the youngest does not

mean I won't do the same,” Carol said. “You are an only

child, right Jason?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Well, that comes with its issues; how well do you take

getting reprimanded?”

“Okay, I think.”

“Did your parents ever reprimand you or discipline

you?”

“No, not really.”

“Was that because you were a straight arrow? Or could

you hide your misdeeds?”

“I was indeed into studying; homework was never an

issue. I did blow things up a few times, but I can’t say I



have ever been grounded or punished.”

“That also means you have never seen the example of

a sibling getting in trouble and taken to task. Either?

Right?”

“That would be true.”

“Oh, Jason, nothing teaches you more of ‘what not to

do’ than a sibling getting in trouble.” Maria offered.

“I will be very direct with you, Jason,“ Carol said,

“because you live in a perilous time far more than with

Isabella or Fernando. When Isabella told us that her

marriage needed to be moved up a couple of months, we

were not angry or disappointed; she was an adult who had

chosen to get the cart before the horse. Manuel could have

thought things through better and put a rubber on his

pecker, but he did not. Getting pregnant meant they had to

rearrange their lives somewhat faster than Louie and I had

to. If we had gotten pregnant before we were married, my

father would have taken Louie out behind the house and

horsewhipped him; my dad was, ahem, rather Mexican and

very Catholic.”



“For you, Jason,” Carol continued, “there is a different

set of issues. If you are married, how will you keep Maria

safe, not just Maria, but all of us? Add children to this mix;

a child abducted would be a mighty powerful fulcrum to get

you to do what others want you to do. Or put it another

way, how will you empower Maria to keep you safe?”

“Can I just say something here, please?” interjected

Jason. “Maria and I like each other, we work well together,

and everyone seems to think we are a couple, but we are

not even that far down the road; Ursula and Matt are closer

to what you are talking about; than Maria and I.”

“Do you want to tell him, Maria, or shall I?” Carol

smiled at her daughter.

“Jason, you sometimes come across as a bit clueless; a

friend calls it DDB, deaf, dumb, and blind. Your actions say

something different. If I am ever in a room and you come

in, you always get a chair to sit next to me. From the very

beginning, you made me coffee first, remember? If Tahlia

needed help, you would finish what you were doing, then

help her; if I needed help, you would drop everything and

help. That is why they kept laughing behind your back.



Ursula is right, you could have sent me to Florida, but you

did not.”

“I need you here for the electronics,” Jason said.

“True, but you also have ensured that the electronics I

do, are done with you when there is no need. And you sure

did not protest the first time I kissed you; if anything, you

made more time for me.”

“Jason, you are just conflicted,” Carol let him know,

“that's okay; no need to go to warp speed or make a car

wreck of it. I have watched you and seen you have issues

trusting people, and you are doing a good job of

overcoming it. One thing you can do to help yourself is to

find the things that bring you joy and let them become a

priority. Look for the things that might bind you up in fear,

look for the roots of those things, see if you are doing any

actions that give power to those fears, and let’s put some

poison on those bad roots. I have done this for Maria, and I

want to do this for you,” Carol finished.

“Is your Mom some kind of clandestine psychologist?”

Jason asked.



“Mama introduced me to the idea of being a self-

learner. Our home has always been a hive of activity. I think

they have been able to take the whole ‘ceramic foam’ thing

in their stride; it's almost as if life has been training them

for this time.”

“Okay, I surrender,” Jason said.

“Good, I accept your surrender, and now we need to

get a frisbee flying.”

Together they left the room, not seeing the smile on

Carol's face.

Back in the garage, they set things up. The frisbee

came out along with two computers. They tapped into the

internet for the house, Maria had a 3d headset for herself,

and Jason loaded a couple of tor websites that let you listen

to police and military band radios.

“So, what are we going to start with?” Maria asked.

“Stuart has become adamant that it is acceleration, so

let's start with that. I want to take the frisbee to 300

meters slowly, fly it about a km north of here, then zap it to

3000 meters at 1g, keep it there a minute, then back down

to 300 meters, all at one g, and see what happens.”



Jason entered the flight plan into Ursula's software.

Maneuvering the frisbee outside, Maria hit go. Raising

slowly to 300 meters and then moving a km away took five

minutes, then a flight to 3,000 meters took about 25

seconds, hovering for a minute, then back down to 300

meters: round trip, two minutes.

The reaction surprised them, they were thinking

maybe some police helicopters, but three air force jets

roared overhead ten minutes later.

“Something sure got their attention; they must have

been waiting on the runways for us with that kind of

response.”

“Maybe, but consider that Whiteman Air Force base is

only 80 km away, and it’s a pretty important base, so their

readiness will be high, whether they are waiting for us or

not.” Maria let Jason know. “I want to fly the frisbee 4 km

to the west and do the same popup.”

This Maria did. They were rewarded by yet another

flew by. It was like seeing hornets with their nest disturbed.

Carol came into the garage.

“Are you having fun?” she asked.



“What do you see outside,” Maria asked.

“Is that wise?”

“I think so; this kind of fly-by will have many people

outside.”

Carol went out the back door to the yard. “I can hear

them, but there is nothing to see,” was her reply.

“Okay, keep looking; this time, I want to go back to our

first location and do a pop-up at, say, .37g.”

Maria entered the flight path; this time, the pop-up

took much longer, over 40 flight seconds, to get to 3,000

meters; it spent a minute there and went back down to 300

meters. No response from the jets. Just to make sure the

planes were out there, they did an original pop-up at 1g.

Yep, the jets were there all right and not happy. Two

helicopters joined the circus.

“Shall we go a couple of km south and do a small g

again?” Jason asked.

Over the next forty minutes, they did all sorts of tests.

.3 g did not elicit a response. Being at 3,000 meters with a

slow acceleration to 500 kph did not elicit a response.

Something that made them happy was a popup at 3.4gs did



not cause a response either, but one at exactly 2gs did.

After that, they slowly retrieved the frisbee, packed it away,

and returned to the kitchen for some coffee.

Carol asked, “So, what do you two think?”

“I can speculate that 1g is tied to the earth; we are all

subject to 1 g all the time; what I think we are seeing is

another resonance issue. We don’t need to know what they

are detecting, just that they are.

“True,” began Maria, “That a fraction of a g, either

under one or over one, and not a multiple of a g goes

undetected is good news.

“Do you two think you have made a definitive

breakthrough?”

“What would be interesting is to do some extended

flights at a constant acceleration to see if a 1.5 g would

attract attention; we could fly around in a wide circle at

10,000 meters and see what happens.” Maria

contemplated.

“I think we could let Ursula know to write some

routines into her software that disallows any accelerations



at 1 g or a multiple of 1 g, and I think it is time to build

Serenity.”

They packed everything into the truck. Carol headed

off to bed, kissing her daughter good night.

Jason and Maria talked till late in the night about life,

each other, what romance could look like, and what

problems they faced.

“Fernando marrying a white girl was not much of an

issue, so you are not dealing with that trope, Jason. Our

biggest problem is we have people that want to destroy us.

Who knows who got informed about what happened here

tonight? So here is the bottom line: I know what I want.

Seeing what my parents have, I want something similar.

Even after a bit of a hiccup, neither my sister nor Fernando

could be happier. I don’t want to waste time experimenting;

I want someone who will dive in now. If that is not you, let’s

stop things now. No hard feelings, no penalty, no foul.”

Maria got up, smiled at Jason, and went to bed in the room

Carol had made up for them. Once again, Jason got a

sleeping bag on the couch.



 



Chapter 36 Privacy Phone.

"Eli, several of us  have been working on a service 

enabling us to communicate without being intercepted." 

Jason was with the Rubenstein brothers in Florida and 

Daniel & Rebecca Weinstein.

"It is based on the end-to-end encrypted messaging 

app Signal.  Signal released their software open source, so 

we now have it up and running on our hardware, managing 

all the services ourselves. We created our security 

certificates so they are leak-proof. We have our hardware 

and software; you can put in a sim of your choice, connect 

to their cellular network, or have no sim and just use WiFi. 

It does have GPS but does not have the hardware for 

tracking, it does not connect to a cell tower unless you ask 

it to, and we have these Faraday cage wallets for them and 

a passcode that does a self-destruct."

Daniel and Eli had spent time with Stuart and Jason.

Jason's how to financially and physically live off the radar.



In return, Daniel and Eli were upgraded with a raft of new

security technology. It was a win-win for both groups.

"Jason, one of the things we want you to engage in is

contingency safety. You must think about how you are

vulnerable and create scenarios to protect yourself in those

areas. If forces rise against you, you must have more than

one escape plan ready."

Daniel added, "Have you also created a couple of

nondescript rendezvous points?"

"We are working on that right now; we have two places

that are not locations of operation. We are also working on

two new locations that will be places where we can build

things."

Just as Jason did not know much about the Rubenstein

family's internal workings, how they could turn gold into

cash and not have every federal agencies breathing down

their necks, so, the Rubenstein's were not sure how Jason

got his gold in the first place. Neither did they know

anything about the ceramic foam. With this trip, Jason left

three bars with the brothers.



"We have wired around a million dollars to a Bank in

the Bahamas. Matt should be able to fly down there now to

help you set up one of those locations."

"I appreciate what you guys have done for us, and I

look forward to how we can interact in the future. I'll be

heading off now."

“Remember,” Rebecca said, as they opened the garage

for him to drive out, “you don’t know if you have been

careful enough until you have not. Just don’t get paranoid

over it,” she smiled.

Jason left Daniel, Eli, and Rebecca with about 20 of the

Privacy Phones, knowing full well they would strip one of

those phones down to the component level just to see what

was in them.

Jason drove back down to Ursula and Tahlia from the

brother's place. He gave Matt the green light and the

paperwork to head to the Bahamas and find a secluded

place they could rent for a year or two.

“These jobs you have me doing are beginning to grow

on me,” Matt told them. “How long do you think you will be

operating out of here?” Matt meant Sammy Creek Landing.



“I have a project for you and the girls that I want you

to complete first, and once that is done, we will move you

to the Bahamas. I like the idea of having people outside the

US.”

From Sammy Creek Landing, Jason drove North to

Miami, dropped Matt off for his flight to the Bahamas, and

continued driving. Jason put some thought into their

problem of Dominique and the fact that he was looking at a

deep dark hole that was not his fault. If he could hide, why

not others, even if that meant springing fugitives from the

law? Guilty according to whom. If it started causing their

presence to be felt, so be it. At some time, they would have

to be seen and known. The idea of building his own country

was still often in his mind.



Chapter 37 The Retreat,

Bahamas.

Matt flew out of St. Louis for Nassau in the Bahamas

at the end of April, the same time Serenity was being built.

Daniel had given him information on the Bank and the

Realtor to use. Visiting the bank, he got $20,000 in cash,

having arrived with very little money, what with the strict

TSA rules on traveling with cash.

Next, he went to the Realtor. “Hello Matt, I’m Severin

Schröder; Daniel has had a lot of nice things to say about

you.”

“Thank you, Severin; knowing that Daniel and your

family are connected is reassuring. My friends and I, Jason,

Stuart, and a few others, have been discussing a place we

can use as a retreat and a base of operations and testing.

So thank you for seeing me on short notice.”

Matt was beginning to learn how to present himself.

When you know there are millions in gold behind you; you



do not need to force things; you can let the conversation

play itself out.

“Not at all, Matthew; you come highly recommended

by Daniel. I hope I can be of service to you.”

“Our company is doing research, development, and

testing; we want to use this location for our staff to come,

relax, and incubate ideas together. We would like at least 6

to 8 bedrooms, a large lounge, a reasonably sized dining

room, a room that could be an office space for 4 to 6

people, and a large workshop.”

“What sort of lease time are you looking for?” Severin

asked.

“That would depend on the place and what deals we

can cut. We are not opposed to leasing, and if it meets our

need to purchase it, maybe.”

Severin thought, “Daniel said you might have deep

pockets. Like the Rubenstein’s, we like to make our money

from repeat business. I am not out to try and hit you once

and move on. I have a property on a small island, Castaway

Cay, about 50 km north of here. There are a few issues with

electricity at the moment and water. As a result, the owners



want to sell, but we are not getting any nibbles. Realtors

often get a bad name, but I am interested in long-term

relationships. For my family and me.”

These words brought a smile to Matt's face.

The Realtor saw this and cracked a smile, “Yes, Matt, it

is true; this is another one of these Family things. Once you

go down this rabbit hole, we start popping up all over the

place, especially when you come with recommendations.”

“So what about a trip out to this property then,” Matt

asked.

“We can do that tomorrow; I have a boat that can take

us and return us the same day.”

Matt went to his hotel for the night. Going to the

restaurant for a meal himself, he started to think about

what this could be like if Ursula were with him.

Matt was met at his hotel the following morning by a

driver and taken to the pier to a boat called the Marauder.

Severin Schröder, the Realtor, was there, along with food

and drinks. Matt and Severin took up a position just

forward of the Pilot, and off they went. The conversation

was a bit hard over the noise of the boat.



“Severin, you can sound local when you want to, but

you look quite different; what is your story?” Matt asked.

“My Grandparents ended up in the Bahamas at the

outbreak of World War Two. The Schröder family is Jewish.

My Grandparents came here to pave the way for other

families to make an exodus from Europe, and Germany in

particular. So now you might guess the connection between

myself, Daniel, and Rebecca.”

“I am amazed at this world that exists. Just below the

surface and full of history. And my growing working

relationship with Daniel and Rebecca has helped me see

that the world is not going to hell in a handbasket. And now

I need your help.”

“Wealth begets wealth, but that does not mean that

the wealth it begets has good intentions; you have to work

at that, generation after generation. Sometimes, to help the

current generation see that it is not about them, you have

to have games in place so family members and new

acquaintances coming up from the quagmire of our

dysfunctional world can have a solid footing.”

“That is very altruistic of you, Severin.”



“Maybe, but what serves you well often serves me well

too. I do not live in a world that says for me to win, you

must lose! Right? I have customers that think that way, but

I might only work with them once. So who knows where all

this will lead? Someday I might come to you for your

expertise. Now that is Daniel talking, and he is a distant

cousin.”

“This family thing seems to be something that we are

getting increasingly pulled into. As we grow, we seem to

attract people from our circle of friends and family.”

“Oh, that is very true; it is almost impossible to judge a

stranger's character from a piece of paper; far better to

recruit from within.”

The Castaway Cay had been in view for a few minutes,

and now they were passing by the main wharf.

“Your arrival here was well-timed; the Disney Ship is

in.”

Next to the Wharf was a large cruise liner.

“Interesting that Disney would use such a small island

as the port of call,” Matt commented.



“Not really, much of the land of the Bahamas is

uninhabitable, so it makes sense to Disney to use a

different island than Nassau.”

Passing the wharf, the boat motored up the coast. As

the island curved north and then east, they followed the

spur of land to its tip. A large house and compound with

several detached bungalows came into view. They tied up

to a small pier, and Severin took Matt on tour.

Seeing this place made Matt a little giddy. We realized

that if he had refused this job with no wage, there was no

way he would have ever stepped foot in a place like this,

how his life had changed.

Severin showed him the four detached bungalows;

each was simply a bedroom facing its private view, with a

bathroom and a small area to make coffee. The main house

started with a large living room with an open-plan kitchen.

Down a hallway were four bedrooms, each with an ensuite.

In the opposite direction was a large game room which

Matt saw as a very usable office space. More than enough

room for six to eight people. There was also a large dining

room with a good table that could easily seat twelve people.



Severin had left the workshop for last. It was an

expansive space, well over 300 square meters, and at the

far end was the sea. “You have an internal pier; let me

show you.” Going over to the far wall, Severin flipped a

button and the large garage door opened from just above

the water line to show the channel they had come up and

their boat at the other pier.

“I don’t think we will stay in Florida as long as we

thought,” Matt mused.

They went back down to the pier, and the crew had set

up a bench in the shade with lunch. As they sat down, Matt

said, “Please include the crew; I’m not money.”

Severin nodded, and the crew came over and sat

around the table.

“Matt, our captain, is John Jones, the first mate is

George Roberts, and our crew is William Ferguson.”

Shaking hands with each of them, they began the

meal.

“What else do you guys get up to other than running a

boat,” Matt asked.



“Oh, I like to help tourists use my sister's tourist

operation; it’s not expensive, just medium expensive,''

George laughed.

“Mr. Schröder’s family has set me up with this boat,”

John said.

“What about you, William? Is the boat full-time?” The

others laughed at this.

“Billy is a gold digger,” George offered.

“Meaning?”

“You tell him, Billy,” John said.

William was embarrassed, “I search for gold in my off

time.” He said.

“How so?” Matt asked.

“He started with lost tourist gold and now is going

after the big haul. Many of us go through the gold fever

stage,” George offered.

“Let him tell his own story, George.”

“Okay, go for it, Billy.”

“I have a metal detector and troll the beaches for lost

tourist items. From rings to watches and wallets.”

“Do you find much?” Matt asked.



“Sometimes, but there are several of us so it can be

thin pickings.”

“He is being shy; tell him about the outer Cays.”

“So I have a small boat, and I go out to the uninhabited

islands and look for treasure there,” William said.

“Any luck?”

“Well, there was a commotion a couple of months

back, and the police boat came back with a single big bar

of gold. A couple of nights later, I went out there and found

five coins.” William said with a shy smile.

This story had Matt’s heart racing, and the time frame 

and description matched.  “What kind of coins were they?”

“I found 5 Doubloons; I have not sold them yet; Mr.

Schröder’s family is holding them safe for me; he said to sit

on them for a year and let the fever settle. But you said

they are worth between $15,000 and $25,000, right.”

“Yes, that or more in the eyes of the right buyer Billy,”

Severin said.

“So what do you want to do, Billy? That sounds like a

nice little egg to do something interesting with.”

“I want to become a pilot on planes, not boats.”



“That’s a good ambition, better than going to

University.”

The trip back to Nassau got Matt back to his hotel just

after sunset; starting up his phone, he sent a few pictures

to Jason. Quickly he got an affirmative reply. Matt was not

surprised; he had a free hand from Jason and the team. The

following morning on returning to see Severin.

"So, yes, we would like to take a six-month lease on the

property with two renewal rights and a first option if it

comes up for sale.”

“Let me draw the papers for you, and I’ll get the ball

rolling. Want to relax in town and come back at 3?” Severin

offered.

Matt took a stroll around downtown Nassau and

stopped in a small bar for a bite to eat and a beer. Soon he

was joined by John Jones and William.

“Why do I get the feeling you were following me?”

Matt asked.

“Sorry, Mr. Walles, Mr. Schröder told us to keep an eye

on you.” John offered.



“Well, if you will be looking out for my welfare, you

need to call me Matt and not Mr. Walles,” Matt smiled,

“Agree?”

“Ahr, okay, ahem, Mr. Matt.”

“Nope, just plain Matt, John. You to Billy.”

“Sure thing Matt.” Billy offered up straight away.

“We also want to offer our services to you to ferry

people,” John said.

“Only if you let me buy you two lunch, agreed?”

As they ate, Matt had another beer. He noticed that

the two men stayed with sodas.

“Yes, we will need help ferrying people, so thanks for

your service, John.”

“When do you think you will be back?” John asked.

“I have another project stateside that my team has me

working on, so I will need help getting The Retreat up and

running. Can I get the two of you to handle that? How does

travel time, costs, hours worked, and 15% on all purchases

sound? The place looks good but needs to be cleaned, and

the ground needs some attention.”

“I have a brother who is a landscaper,” Billy said.



“Of course you do,” Matt laughed, “I am more than

happy to keep this in the family. You can submit your bills

to Severin for payment.”

Arriving at Severin’s office, the papers were all drawn

up, and the bank details were in place, so no money was

needed to change hands. Working like this was beginning

to grow on Matt.

“I have a flight out tonight and hope to return within a

week. I have John and Billy lined up to do some work, so

here is $15,000 to cover their expenses. Is this okay?”

“Not a problem; I’ll get them to let me know if there

are any issues. The lease terms state that expenses you

incur at a maintenance level are refundable from the next

month’s rent.”

“Sounds good,” standing up, Matt shook hands with

Severin and was soon on a plane back to St Louis.

 



Chapter 38 Serenity.

“If we have cracked the detection issue, things can

begin to change,” Jason said.

“I have never wanted to change the world,” Diego said,

“but Maria has always been on my case to do more with my

life. You infect people, Jason, with optimism.”

Diego and Alexander learned from the Rocinante and

improved the molds and build-out. The two of them had a

free hand, and Louie used his ability as a guide to help the

two men take raw ability and turn it into skill and finesse.

The whole crew took a break, Diego and Alexander,

Jason and Maria, and even Larry and Louie.

“So what chance do I have of ever being able to fly one

of these,” Diego asked.

“There is a great chance,” Maria told him, “Ursula is 

also working on her software to run in a  simulation mode. 

We want to be able to use the crafts to train as many 

people as want to learn.”

“Cool.”



“The escape pods are coming along as well,” Jason

said. “They can hold a pilot and two or three passengers.”

“What sort of shape are you thinking of, Jason,” Louie

asked.

“Under two meters tall, big enough to hold four. I think

I want a size that could fit through the shop's double doors,

and we could stow it upstairs for the day it is needed.”

Jason was looking at the form of Serenity now that she

was out of the mold. “I think we are on the way to creating

good-looking crafts, especially when we get to the next

generation that will be multi-stories, but for now, a single

room is still pretty good.”

“I hear Ursula has put dibs on Serenity; what is that

about?” Diego asked.

“Well, we have the Rocinante here for us to flee if

needed, and Ursula needs something to be doing real-world

flying in. On Matt's next trip down to Florida, he will bring

the girls back, and the five of you will fly back. We have

measured out the boathouse, and Serenity will fit inside.”

Florida



“Looks like you are going to get Serenity as you

hopped.” Matt was sitting in the Keys' living room. He had

just arrived and saw that Ursula wanted to leave

immediately to get her ship.

“It’s going to make life so much more interesting; no

more driving down here taking three days; we will be able

to make a round trip to Rolla in a night.” Ursula was

thinking out loud.

“Not too sure I am looking forward to that, not making

trips here,” Matt said.

“Don’t get down; we still need you for your brain and

not just your brawn; you check the code, right? You can

keep up to speed with me?”

“So here is the thing, I understand what you are

writing, and I can follow it, but I just don’t have the time.

Jason is talking about me finding a place in Nevada for

them, so even less time.”

“Maybe I will have to talk to Jason about this; these

long-distance relationships are draining,” Ursula winked at

Matt.



“I think I need to go for a walk,” Tahlia said and

disappeared down the beach.

Moving closer to Matt, Ursula told him, “You and I

have been dating on and off for a couple of years; life is

changing and will only charge more. Don’t take this the

wrong way, but you are a stabilizing reality for me; you

connect me to the past, to today, and to the future. I like

the programming I am doing, the challenges we have from

all parts of the conspiracy, and things will only ramp up.

And I like having you about, and we might be growing

something meaningful. What do you think?”

“I feel like I am on a crash course in adulting. I’ve told

you about Daniel and Rebecca, whom I have visited a

couple of times in Tampa. When we leave, I have to go by

them again. I think this is so they can meet you two in

person.”

“Yes, but that does not answer my question about us;

what do you think?” Persisted Ursula.

“I don’t know, you see, I have been noticing that we

have so much uncertainty in our lives; I mean, before all of

this, the things that were working against me. Now, it’s as



if those things have been rendered meaningless. I had put

so much into getting a degree, but for what? Getting to

know Diego makes me think that college is a fool's trap; he

has always earned more than me, done more, achieved

more, and is better qualified, yet his real qualification is not

just his welding certificates, but the years he has been

welding, and he is only 23.”

“Keep going,” Ursula encouraged.

“Okay, so here’s the thing, I looked at marriage as a

trap. And even as I look at this thought, I see it was never

even mine, but a mind virus had gotten in. There was so

much protest on campus, and the rage to make you agree

was strong, so I think I took the easy way out and did not

fight any of the ideas. Now I feel like someone having to

take Ivermectin to get rid of mind parasites. The couple of

times I have been with Daniel and Rebecca has been like

getting an IV that leaves me weak for a couple of days.”

“Each time you have come back here, you seem more

sure about yourself. Maybe the parasites are losing.”

“You know one thing that all this travel has caused to

happen? I refuse to watch the news on TV. That is so toxic;



now, when I am in a motel, I’m creating lists of what a

place of operations needs. How adult is that?”

“I think that is the crux; we have to adult, not just to

pay taxes, but to take control of our future and map a

destiny. Even ripping control of those things from

government agencies and programs that want us to be nice

little benefit receivers.” Ursula said, “And that is why

marriage scares our generation. We have waited too long to

become adults.”

“But did our parents marry too soon, before they were

even mature enough to know what they were getting into?”

“Or did marriage cause them to become more

mature?”

“Ha, the joy of circular reasoning.”

“Nar, so long as you know you are making a decision

and each decision has certain outcomes. Even if that also

blocks off certain other pathways, marriage opens some

doors and closes others.”

“So, do you want to get married?” Matt asked.

This made Ursula look at him quickly, “Are you asking

me?”



“Maybe that came out wrong; I am talking in theory;

what do you want?”

“I don’t know,” Ursula said honestly. “I think I do.”

“I’m in the same boat; I have always considered

marriage a someday thing. How weird is this, becoming

mature? If what we are doing with Jason can be called

becoming mature. This conspiracy has shown me I am no

longer an adolescent and can no longer think that way.”

“You know what that reminds me of?” Ursula asked.

“What?”

“That book on Joy that was the rage a year ago. You

are moving your brain's decision and judgment-making

zone from the Medulla to your Prefrontal Cortex. Me too.

Welcome to adulthood, where we make rational decisions,

not pleasure-based ones. A different question, why does

Jason want you to look for a place in Nevada?”

“I think it has to do with diversification and that he

wants to help the people in New York that got arrested and

the other people he used to work with. Now that we can

make ships, I know he is looking at two more on the same

design as Serenity.”



“How do you feel about everything that is happening?”

“I like it, but I felt as if all this work was causing us to

move apart,” Matt said.

“So you would like us to move things forward?” Ursula

asked.

“How rational of us to talk like this, but yes, I do,”

Matt replied.

Ursula reached up and kissed Matt, “I do too, and I

want to do this so we can endure. And I must tell you, I am

afraid, the more I look at what I am doing, what we are

building, I feel like we are building a lighthouse, and when

we turn it on, the monsters will come.”

“That’s a dark consideration,” said Tahlia as she

walked back into the room, seeing the two together on the

couch.

“What about you, Tahlia?” Ursula asked. “How safe do

you feel?”

“I am beginning to look at this more as carpe diem, to 

seize the day. It's a weird issue between safety and 

adventure. We will never be safe when it boils down to it.  

The TSA is nothing but security theater, not safety. The 



mandates are about control, not health safety, so let's take 

the adventure. However, I feel like we have to add a huge 

dollop of caution. Like not pushing forward when we did 

not know how they detected the Rocinante. Now that we 

know the issue, I am keen to get Serenity down here and do 

flight testing.”

 



Chapter 39 Getting

Dominique.

Back in Rolla, Jason got with Stuart.

“Stuart, I’ve been thinking a lot about my friends in jail

awaiting trial. What would it take to hijack a prison bus

effectively, extract the people we want, not let anyone else

go, and not harm anyone in the process.”

“That's ambitious of you, Jason. I know that we seem

to be living in an age when many innocents end up in jail as

a convenient way of removing them from society. Your

people are slightly different; their previous employers do

not want them around. It would appear that they do not

want a murder on their hands either. Murder can get messy

and cause blowback. However, with what you have told us,

I can also see a situation where given a year or two from

now, deep in some jail, an accident happens. The people are

permanently removed, and no investigation is needed.”

“So, how do we go about getting our guys?”



“How many in total?”

“I am looking at three, and one thing that might be in

our favor is that they're all being prosecuted together

under the same set of charges. The trial is in a couple of

months. I’m thinking of disappearing their transport.”

“Okay, let's hear more of your plan,” Stuart asked.

“It's a take on the frisbees; this time, we get four

frisbees acting together like wheel clamps. They come

down when the bus is stationary, clamp on to the wheels

and axles of the bus and simply lift it into the air.”

“In broad daylight, not sure how that feeds into your

desire to be anonymous.”

“True, if we knew we were taking them at night, we

could even set it up so that the doors and windows were

secured, and we just took them 1000 meters into the air,

and away we went. However, we still need to convince the

armed guards not to shoot us when we extract our three;

that will not be easy. I would like to hear your thoughts,

Stuart.”

“We could knock them out with a debilitating gas, get

your three people out and disappear. Then the guards woke



up later, and no one was hurt, and no one could be

identified. I think I might even know something we can

use.”

Jason got to making the wheel frisbees while also

keeping an eye on the court docket for the prosecution of

the three. It was well after nine months since their arrest.

Jason was also thinking about the others that had not

been arrested. He wanted to reach out to them for their

protection and valuable skills.

Not far from Rolla, they found an old Farm Cottage

they could rent. It was off the beaten track, and they also

purchased a run-down old school bus and drove it out

there.

They practiced what it would take to fly in the four

frisbees, lock them onto the wheels, and lift the bus.

Ursula had wanted to be in on it, and her software

needed quite a bit of modification to do the job on

autopilot.

One of the first projects was to get the Frisbees flying

so they could work together to grip the bus without ripping



it apart or dropping it. Their bus was pretty soon a dented

wreck, but they had learned a lot.

Jason went and purchased a second bus. They could

get something similar by looking at the court building, and

the transport used.

Again they went to task, practicing the snatch. The 

idea of being computer-driven meant Jason could 

concentrate on the edge cases of what could go wrong and 

program them ahead of time.  Ursula was roped in as 

needed.

Grabbing the bus was one thing, flying it out another,

extracting the three friends was a third, and doing that

with no injuries was paramount. The fifth was to disappear.

What would the authorities be thinking? What would Castle

and Yale be thinking? When would all the things they had

been doing Rolla hit a tipping point? With the Feds and

various Corporate powers?

 



Chapter 40 Serenity to the

Keys.

None of them liked leaving the Keys with their gear

unattended; they thought it would all be pretty safe. They

decided to get to Rolla as quickly as possible and return to

the Keys even quicker.

First, however, there was a stop with Daniel and

Rebecca.

Once again, Daniel directed Matt into the garage.

Unloading the gold, almost 2 million dollars worth this

time, Matt received $400,000 in 1 troy ounce gold coins.

“Let’s all have some coffee and cookies,” Rebecca said,

always the host.

The five of them sat around the table as Rebecca

poured coffee.

“Ursula, Tahlia, it’s a pleasure to meet you finally. How

are you enjoying life where the path is less trodden?”

Daniel asked them.



Tahlia came straight to her thoughts, “So talking with

Matt, you guys have been doing what you are doing for

centuries, right? Not individually, obviously, but as a

family.”

“There must be thousands of family-based fortunes

worldwide that ebb and flow, maintaining themselves and,

from time to time, some that implode,” Daniel said. “I might

have married into the Reubinstiens, but I also come from a

small family with degrees of wealth over several centuries.”

“So why have I never heard of this before?” Tahlia

asked.

“You may have without knowing, from the Rothchilds

to the Fords, the Vanderbilts, and the Rockefellers. Those

are all names that exist in our culture. The older the money

is, the more obscure it is. Longevity is a function of

enduring the changing tides; being too public can lead to

your demise. Matt, a couple of times back, we talked about

the power of owning nothing but controlling everything.”

“Well, this time, think about how wanting to be seen,

known, and recognized is about touching the Glory of God,

as we sometimes call it. There is a story that whenever



Caesar or some General would receive a triumph in Rome,

the streets would be full of the citizens and people of Rome

praising Caesar or some general that had won a great

battle. There would be a slave in the chariot with them. His

job was to say over and over again continually, ‘You are but

a man. You are but a man.’ Talk about a perilous job. So

even then, the Romans knew the problem of believing their

own press, of thinking too highly of yourself, and taking

glory to yourself. Yet we know how poorly that went for

Rome. Too many Caesars believed their propaganda and

did think themselves divine until a Brutus came along and

proved them mortal.”

“Wealth begets pride, pride begets carelessness, and

carelessness often leads to death and destruction. The

families that have survived centuries pass down this

wisdom, ‘Don't seek Glory.’”

Matt, Ursula, and Tahlia sat on the couch, taking this

in.

“When you have never had much, when you start to

become part of something big, it’s hard not to think you are

intrinsically important and special,” Tahlia said.



“Well, you are, and you are not,” Rebecca said. “One

thing we have seen is that you are never indispensable.

When an unexpected gap opens up, as an untimely death or

life rearranges itself, those around that person rise to the

occasion and often not just fill the gap but show a new set

of capacities they did not know they had. Here is another

proverb: ' Don’t think too highly of yourself, but think to

have sound wisdom.’ Now proverbs are only good if you

ingrain them into your life. So think about that.”

“This coffee is good, and I like not being a wage slave,”

Ursula answered.

“Our extended family has talked about you all,” Daniel

said. “We want you all to succeed, not just because it is

good for us, but because we are seeing in you something

we are seeing in others, partly a return to sanity, partly a

return to roots that made sense two hundred, three

hundred years ago. We have been going through a crisis of

identity, like a child becoming an adult, and we seem to

have a generation that is taking over from a generation

that did some foolish things, intersectional things,



deconstructional things that did not give us anything new

or useful, it merely destroyed what was there.”

“You, however, have a set of new tools,” Rebbeca said,

tag-teaming with Daniel, “Matt, as we said, we don’t know

what that all is, but the enthusiasm and hope we see in you

and the others we have got to know causes us to warn you

not to brag, not to look for recognition, not to touch God's

Glory. Does that make sense?”

“It does,” they agreed, “and it’s a lot to think about.”

“Well, our times together are not by accident; talking

with Jason, one thing we want to do is help you along this

road. Call it mentoring, if you will, or just sharing a few

generations' worth of experiences. Wait till we meet next

time; you have had Gold and Glory; next is Gals, for in your

case, Tahlia and Ursula, Guys. Now that is a sticky

problem.”

The car was packed up and ready to go. Toilet breaks

were taken, and they were looking at wanting to drive

straight to Rolla. The back seat was turned into a bed, and

they set off. It was at least a 20-hour trip. They took three-

hour shifts and made it in just less than 20 hours.



Ursula and Tahlia wanted to get back to Florida, but

they would not be allowed to leave till after dark. Diego and

Alexander were going to go with them to outfit Serenity

further. Serenity was loaded with supplies, welding

equipment, and a new power supply from Maria that could

efficiently run several welders.

It was going to take about three hours to get there,

and once back home, the two girls had passed out from the

last few days, and Diego and Alexander set up shop and

home in the boathouse.



Chapter 41 Drivers:

Andrew.

Matt and Andrew meet for a beer and some pizza.

“So tell me about your job; it can't be that good if you

are still working at the truck stop.” Andrew joked with

Matt.

“You might be surprised, I was in the Bahamas last 

week, and next week I’m going to  Nevada to look over 

some land for them,” Matt said, taking a pull on his beer.

Stuffing a slice of Pizza in his mouth, Andrew asked,

“Do tell.”

“Well, these guys have me running supplies at the

moment, they are keep-off-the-radar kind of guys, and

before you ask, legit, they are not pot or pills.” Matt said,

“Now they are expanding their operations and want me to

do some work in Nevada.”

“Why Nevada?”



“Because it is not Missouri. They have me helping with

this small operation in Florida, now they want something

more permanent, and they want it in Nevada.”

“Are they paying you well?”

“Let’s just say I want for nothing.”

“So I have not seen Ursula for a few weeks? Where is

she? And why aren’t you moping?”

“Ursula is the Florida assignment,” Matt smiled.

“Now, this is getting weird. Hey, where are her

sidekicks, Tahlia and Maria?”

“Tahlia is with her, and Maria is still in Rolla.”

“Matt, this “these guys” is beginning to sound off. Are

you sure you are okay?”

“Andrew, I am talking to you now and talking about

this because it is more than okay; it is so good that I might

need your help to move some goods, and by that, I mean

Mr. Jing. Are Ajit and Enzo still working for him?”

“The four of us are the backbone, those two plus his

son Lin. But I am still not convinced; this sounds dodgy.”

“I’m in this, but only recently; the three girls have

been in longer. Then Stuart, Louie and Carol, and Louie's



boss Larry. And not to forget Diego and Alexander. There is

one other guy that it all centers around, Jason. You have

met and had beers with him, so you know what he is like.

And, of course, don't tell anyone; luckily, I know you can

keep secrets.”

“Yes, I can, like when you put firecrackers in the

sheriff’s tailpipe or let off stink bombs at the mass protest

for compliance. Wouldn’t those pinkies like to know who

stunk them up?” Andrew smiled.

“If I remember correctly, that was the two of us

together.” Matt counted. “So if things work out in Nevada,

we will need stuff moved onto the site, and we want to use

people we trust that we know. So can you get me an

appointment to see your boss?”

“I can do that, but you still have to say what this is all

about?”

Matt started to outline the essential areas they had

running.

Mr. Jing

The next day Matt met up with Mr.Jing.



“Thank you, sir, for seeing me.”

“Well, Matthew, come in and sit down; you are an

enjoyable diversion from a busy day.” While Luo Jing was

very Chinese-looking, he was 100% American, over five

generations worth. “Andrew said you wanted to see me. Is

this about a job?”

“Yes, sir, it is, but maybe not in the direction you are

thinking. Mr. Sánchez and Mr. McKenzie have got me

working on a new project for them.”

At the mention of these two men’s names, whom Mr.

Jing had come to appreciate for all the right reasons, it

piqued his interest.

“They have sent me on a bit of a project, and if it

becomes successful, I will need some drivers to help move

supplies to this location, kind of on the down-low.”

“This is not to do with some bad dealing from the Feds,

is it,” Mr. Jing was referring to the issues in the past when

the Feds had tried to bust Larry for repairing equipment he

did not have a license for repairing. “You know we are all

well-placed to back what Larry gets up to; he has only done

well for those who sweat to make a living.”



“I would say that you are quite close on that front; I

am setting up things just in case Rolla gets a bit too hot,

and we need a bit of diversification on the table.”

“Okay, so what will you be needing?”

“At short notice, we will want to transport containers,

pick them up, and drop them off.”

“Where exactly?”

“I don’t quite know; I am heading to Nevada tomorrow.

We want to do this with a low profile, but I also appreciate

that you have to track all the driver’s time, so I leave that

up to you. Of course, please use this as needed.” Matt

handed over a briefcase.

Mr. Jing opened it and gave a cool whistle.

This part was becoming fun for Matt, “There is around

$110,000 in there; I have strict instructions to say we want

you to make a profit. Mr. Sánchez and Mr. McKenzie are

not the only parts of this, and we currently have deep

pockets, so don’t feel you have to cover anything.”

Mr. Jing closed the briefcase and moved it to one side;

he looked straight at Matt and did not say anything; his son

Lin had warned him a few years ago about Mr. Jing’s stare.



He knew not to say anything and not to look away, blinking

was okay, but now Matt had to wait. Mr. Jing held Matt's

eyes for 30 seconds; that felt more like 5 minutes. “Matt, if

you had come to me without Larry’s name behind you, I

would have kicked you out the door faster than a cat

lapping chain lightning. What happens if I talk to Larry?”

“I hope I have not come across dumb enough to think I

could bluff you with a name. Please do call Mr. Sánchez or

Mr. McKenzie.” Matt then sat patiently.

“Okay, son, I’ll take you at your word.” Reaching out

his hand to shake Matts, he said, “We have a deal.”

As Matt was leaving, Mr. Jing said offhand, “Who

knows, I might even join you.”

 



Chapter 42 Diego, Alex,

and Serenity.

As the new month of May started, Diego and Alexander

had been working on the layout with Ursula and Tahlia.

“We need someone with a flair for UX/UI,” Tahlia said,

“my mind keeps going to schedules and planners.”

Tahlia got a Signal from Jason saying the keys were

available for them to pick up for the Bahamas retreat; this

meant that Tahlia had to make a long regular trip there.

Met with Severin Schröder, met with Captain John, and got

given the tour of The Retreat.

Billy had been good at his word, the whole place

immaculate, from the gardens to the house. There was still

a small issue with power, but Tahlia knew that would be

fixed with one of Maria's generators. Tahlia asked if they

could continue to use him as needed to get work done

around the home, and he jumped at this. That evening

Tahlia flew back to Florida.



Next, a day later, Alexander and Diego flew in and got

ferried by Captain John. The idea was that people had to

arrive and leave by the same mode of transportation. So

when Ursula and Tahlia came that night by Serenity, the

boys had the workshop open and ready to receive them.

That night the four of them sat around The Retreat

living room.

“Tahlia, so we are clear of Florida?” Diego asked.

“Yep, it’s cleaned and sanitized. My friends have been

paid for more than the period we were there. If anything,

my extra money will make them feel a bit guilty, like they

have ripped me off. But there should not be any blowback

from that.”

“I like our new digs,” Alexander said.

“Maybe for only a week,” Ursula let them know, “Matt 

is tearing up a storm, and it sounds as if he is well on his 

way to getting a place in Nevada. We are short on numbers, 

so  you guys might be next to set things up.”

“He speaks, and we go.”

“But first, I would like to see Serenity finished. You

have rejigged the bridge, and that looks good. But now I



want a second captain's chair for training. Then I want

seating set up in the back for ten; now, I will be a pain. I

want the seating to be configurable into a row of three and

a row of two seats, where these two seats can be swiveled

around to face the three. Then I want it possible to have a

table set up between them. And to do this twice for ten

passengers in the back.”

“Ursula, you don’t ask for much.” Diego sighed.

“You know what I want to build?” Alexander said, “A

craft that can go into space, stop piddling around at 3,000

meters and 1,000 kph.”

“Been thinking the same; what do you have in mind?”

Ursula asked.

“Well, it needs an airlock, sleeping quarters for crew

and passengers, showers, and toilets. I’m even thinking

about connecting to a rig with two or four shipping

containers.”

“And you say I don’t ask for much.”

“When you talk about an airlock, what do you mean?” 

Tahlia asked. “And what dimensions do you have in  mind?”



“I'm thinking of a craft 7 meters tall, 10 meters wide,

and 30 meters long. The 7 meters makes it two stories

inside. The rear hatch would be along the top half so the

craft would float easily in water. When the rear hatch opens

like a big garage door, you have a 5-meter long trunk, 6

meters deep, 9 meters wide, we have a walkway to the

second airlock, smaller than the hatch, say 2 meters by 2

meters.”

“So you want to do what?” Tahlia continued to ask, “Do

a vertical climb to 100,000 meters and travel at 10,000

kph, so here to Nevada in 40 minutes instead of 7 hours.”

“Once we are out of the atmosphere, we could 

accelerate to whatever speed we want, then decelerate on 

approach to the destination and plot a parabola down. In 

some ways, any point on the planet would only be 40  

minutes away.”

“If you will be in Nevada, what’s stopping you from

building this?” Tahlia said.

Serenity was fitted to Ursula's changes, and at the end

of the week, Diego and Alexander had a boat ride back to

Nassau with Captain John.



Captain John looked puzzled to see the two girls at the

retreat, having not ferried them in. They could see he

wanted to say something, so Tahlia said, “You know,

Captain, it is possible to get here by air or by you.”

 



Chapter 43 Getting

Nevada.

With the summer coming soon, Matt found himself in

the southern regions of Nevada looking for a place for

Dominique’s team to set up, not that Dominique was free

yet or who his team would be.

Part of the thinking was near Area 51; Skunk Works

and several other disinformation units could work to their

advantage. If something weird hit the radar, got noticed or

was photographed, the mass denial machine was already in

operation to confuse the public. Those agencies competed

with each other and did not share information was helpful

as well. Therefore, setting up in Nevada might be a place

where they could make prototypes, do flights and act with a

degree of immunity, and stay hidden at the same time.

Matt's job was to find a secluded location they could

set up as a base.



Area 51 was about 100 km northwest of Las Vegas.

Going further north, Matt drove through Duckwater Hot

Springs; then, things existed without names. The next

name was Eureka. Between Leader Mountain and Mt

Hamilton were several abandoned mines. One, in

particular, stood out. It was isolated and somewhat hard to

get to, with several buildings and a lot of sand.

Getting the parcel ID from the White Pine County

database, Matt had the name and address of the current

owners of the public-use land.

Matt drove out to the site and had a look around.

There had been some significant mining going on here at

one time. Had it dried up, or was there still something

viable here? What if they brought the Melons in and did

some scanning? Wouldn’t that be something if they found

gold? That was doubtful as the site was an open-pit, heap-

leach operation; it was all about microscopic amounts of

gold, not nuggets.

The bigger town of Ely, Nevada, was where Matt went

next.



“Thank you for taking the time to see me,” Matt said

as the rather rotund Office Manager walked him into his

office.

“Have a seat, young man,” said Mr. Micheals as he

returned to his desk. “Your email intrigued me, and then 20

minutes later, you are here. Are you in a big hurry to lose

money?”

“Well, sir, as my email mentioned, my partners have

instructed me to find a played-out mine for a specific

purpose, to see what our new leaching technology can do

on what current technology says is a dead mine,” Matt said.

Matt did not think he had spoken so much BS since he

began working for Jason.

“Well, that mine is played out, even after being

resurrected twice. I do not think you will get anything from

it,” Mr. Micheals said.

“I truly appreciate that, sir, and that is why it has

attracted our attention. However, before I go any further, I

need to enter into an NDA with you. Would that be

possible?”

“Son, it will be your money, so let’s see the papers.”



Matt handed over a generic set of NDAs; Micheals

looked at them, weary, having done this too many times.

“This looks all very standard.” Micheals signed his name.

“So now what?”

“Well, how much will it cost to have exclusive access to

the land for six months with three renewal rights? Access

all roads, buildings, and material on site, to extract gold if

we find it and use sands and land as needed.”

“A six-month lease will be a straight $100,000, with a

25% royalty of any gold extracted.” Micheals then brought

out his papers with a wiry grin on his face. “You are not the

only one with papers on hand.”

“$75,000 and 10%,” counted Matt.

“$90,000 and 17.5%,” said Micheals.

“Done,” Matt said as he extended his hand.

They shook hands, then Micheals took his papers out,

crossed out the $100,000 & 25%, replaced them with

$90,000 and 17.5%, countersigned his changes, and got

Matt to sign and noted the changes.

“So now for payment?” Micheals asked.



“Certainly, sir,” Matt opened his briefcase and

extracted five rolls of coins; he handed them to Micheal.

“Each roll has ten one-troy-ounce coins, so there should be

more than $125,000 at today’s prices. Will that suffice?”

Micheal's smile could not be stopped, “Well, son, I did

not know what today would offer. When do you want to

move in?”

“We will begin settling in over the next few weeks. We

will most likely repair the fences and gates you have, and I

thank you for how easy you have made this for us.”

“Well, I’m easy to satisfy when things run this

smoothly, and I will not be visiting you, but please come

back and see me again if you need anything.”

Matt and Micheals shook hands again, and Matt went

back into the desert heat and to his car.

Driving back on Interstate State 50, Lincoln Highway,

the side road heading south to the mine area was about ¾

of the way between Ely and Eureka. The road leading up to

the site was of good enough quality for a Semi, so time to

get the ball rolling. Before leaving Ely, Matt used the

Privacy Phone to send a go to Jason, Andrew, Ajit, Lin, and



Enzo. The backstory was that Rolla Welding had landed a

job to set up a site for a research business looking at a new

form of mining.

The driver's jobs were to bring in containers with 

equipment, pop-up buildings, and containers: things a 

driver would typically haul.  It would take three days for 

them to start arriving; this gave Matt time for a side trip to 

Las Vegas; he had two bars of gold to deliver to the 

Rubenstein's.



Chapter 44 The Trial.

The trial was not televised, so the team had to employ

a new member, Patrick, a friend of Matt’s.

Patrick drove up to Albany and attended the court

sessions. When questioned about being there by some

court officials, his answer was, “Is this not an open court?”

The official left him alone. When someone else asked who

he was, he answered, “I work for a lawyer vlogger

interested in this case.” They persisted, “Who might that

be.” Patrick smiled, “Sorry, I'm not free to tell you,” as he

seated himself at the back of the courtroom.

Using their new phones and private Signal, Patrick

secretly took snippets of video and photos and sent them

back to Rolla. He also took notes and would receive

questions from Rolla and answer as best he could.

Jade was coming most days; she was looking worn and

stressed.

During the time leading up to the trial, Matt had also

been to Albany, was able to find out who the three’s



Lawyers were, and funneled some much-needed money to

Jade with a note that said, ‘Everyone can master a grief but

he that has it.’ They also helped offset some of the Lawyer's

costs in this case.

Today, unknown to Patrick, Ursula was nearby with

Jason and Serenity. The Rocinante had flown up

simultaneously with its team prepped. Maria and Tahlia

were on the flight deck. Stuart, Matt, Louie, Diego, and

Larry were in place to do the heavy lifting. After the first

two days, they would grab the bus on whatever day suited

them.

The court sessions would start at about 10 am and

finish any time between 3 and 5. The court had scheduled

the trial to last two weeks. Snow had recently fallen but

turned to mush, and it was likely to be overcast if not

raining or even snowing during the week. With the

overcast, they could fly Serenity or the Rocinante over the

courthouse up in the cloud layer and drop down a new

frisbee they had. It was tiny but big enough for a high-

resolution camera. They saw only one prison bus, and on



the third evening, the trial went till five; the three returned

to jail at about six, well past sunset.

Thursday rolled by, and it was the defense's turn to try

and bring their case. The lawyers were having a hard time

with it, and the jury was sent to chambers multiple times as

the lawyers duked it out in front of the Judge. The judge

had had enough of it by four o'clock and called it a day. At

4:15, the court was cleared.

“The judge has finished for the day,” Patrick texted

Jason.

“We want you to leave town, make sure you have no

tail, head home, and see you in three days,” Jason texted

back.

Serenity and the Rocinante were up in the clouds; if it

had been a clear day, they would have had to call things off.

The Rocinante went off to an adjacent stone quarry when

they viewed the bus getting loaded.

Before the gates opened to let the bus out, Jason

pounced. The software from Ursula had some preset

waypoints. Jason's job was to ensure each was met and only

make minor adjustments if needed. All four-wheel frisbees



descended out of the clouds, the sun had already set, and

twilight was almost over.

A second frisbee was playing the sounds of a

helicopter to confuse things.

The wheel clamps landed, locked themselves in

position, and lifted the bus vertically, all in fifteen seconds.

Stuart's special present also activated, and three pods

broke into the bus's interior, releasing gas to knock

everyone out. No longer worrying about the law or the

consequences of getting caught meant they had to

establish new operational rules. A guiding principle was

that with this technology came power, and with power

came the responsibility to hurt no one and never take a life.

A lot was happening at once. The frisbee playing the

soundtrack also dropped smoke grenades and flashbangs.

Guards rushed out of the courthouse, guns drawn, but with

nothing to see; there was nothing to do. The bus was gone.

 



Chapter 45 How to Snatch

a Bus.

“The wheel clamps are looking good,” Ursula had the

Sound Frisbee flying next to the bus to watch things.

Jason was flying the Wheel Frisbees, and they quickly

ascended to 500 meters. At that height, they are pretty

much impossible to see.

It was a short hop to the Dunn Mine & Landfill from

the Albany Criminal Court. A kilometer as the crow flies,

and on the other side of the Hudson River, but a good 18

minutes by car. Their trip took just two minutes.

The Rocinante was already at the landfill.

Jason had the bus back down on the ground and 

quickly unclamped the two rear-wheel frisbees. Then, he 

simply ripped the back of the bus off using a new jaws-of-

life Louie had devised, and Maria had built, using the front 

wheel clamps to hold everything steady. “Now is the 



moment of truth,” Jason said to no one in particular.  “Are 

the guards still active?”

Five figures ran from the Rocinante in riot gear and

with bulletproof shields.

The first job was to move in and zip-tie the guards,

remove all firearms and throw them out the back. Moving

into the bus, everyone was out cold. The guards got zip-

tied; however, they could not get to the driver, but he was

out cold. The guards were manhandled to the front of the

bus; the shields were made into a wall if the driver woke up

and tried to interfere.

Next, the three prisoners needed to be cut free. They

were bolted to the floor by their ankles and to the seat in

front by their hands. Large bolt cutters took care of that.

Dominique was carried out first by Louie and Diego, Matt

and Stuart got Ike Vargas, and Larry kept an eye on things.

With cold fresh air filling the bus, sounds soon came from

the front.

Larry yelled back, “Let’s hustle.”

Matt and Diego came sprinting back, grabbed Harlan

Bird, and the three got back to the Rocinante double-quick.



Once in, Maria did not wait for people to get strapped in.

Louie had the rear catch closed, which was good enough.

Maria had a flight path to take them up and head east out

to the Atlantic. Again working on the principle that the

Rocinante was relatively small and left no visible trail,

either vapor or infrared, they would not be seen or traced.

Jason had already started to fly back their gear as the

team entered the bus. When Matt and Diego came out with

Harlan Bird, Jason disengaged the front wheel clamps and

flew them back into Serenity. Once the Rocinante lifted off,

Ursula's flight plan for Serenity mimicked the Rocinante,

but they started to fly south, not east. It was now their job

to go pick up Jade and her family.

Patrick had been able to pass a Signal phone to Jade,

and Jason now called it. With Serenity being a Faraday

cage, they had set up an external phone antenna.

“Jade, this is Jason. We have your husband. Are you

ready to go?”

“I am home with the girls; how will you get us? There

are now two cars out the front of my house; they are no

longer trying even to be subtle.”



“You have everything that you want or need?”

“I have told the girls that they are going on a trip and

packing their favorite things; we only have three bags.”

“I have looked at your house plan; I noticed an upstairs

bedroom with a small balcony facing north. Put yourselves

there, and barricade the door; we are ten minutes out.”

Jade could not fathom how this would help them, but

after a couple of conversations with Jason and a quick

assurance from Dom, she was ready to go.

Again Ursula's software came into play. They were

quickly over at Jade’s home on Homestead Drive. The back

of Serenity had had her doors changed to two that opened

inward. Ursula backed Serenity into the balcony with the

doors opened, and a surprised Jade opened the balcony

door.

"Jade, nice to see you again,” said Jason. “Want to get

your stuff, and we will get out of here?"

As Jade passed the bags to Jason, she picked up the

older of the two girls and handed her to Jason. The younger

one had eyes like saucers and clung to Jade, so Jade had to

get the two of them into Serenity awkwardly.



"We have visitors," Ursula shouted from the front. Blue

and red strobe lights became visible; the police had

arrived.

Shutting the doors, Jason yelled, “good to go,” and

Serenity slowly lifted into the air.

Jason and Jade strapped the girls in and then took

seats facing each other. The table between them had a

monitor installed. “This is us,” Jason said, pointing to a

map. “Then this dot is Dom. We may get to the farm before

them, but Dominique won't be far behind. The Rocinante

has gone 200 km east out to sea; it will move southwest,

then back towards land.

“I’m sure you keep getting asked this question, but

what have you and Dom been cooking? What is this? What

now?”

It was not until they returned to the farm that they

could check the internet and see what was on the news

feeds.

Landing at the farm, Jason got Serenity covered,

fifteen minutes later, the Rocinante landed, and a very

joyous reunion occurred between Dominique and his family.



“You had the expected FUD from the News services 

and too much wild speculation,” Ursula said as they all 

convened at a computer.  “A couple of conspiracy sites even 

used this as proof of UFOs, so that old troupe was still 

alive. And, of course, it was a UFO, you know, in the true 

use of that acronym.”

“Please feel free to make this house yours,” Jason let

them all know. “Harlan, Ike, so good to see you too, and I

am sure there is a pile of questions.”

Dominique and Jade each had a child on their lap. Jade

started with, “Do you have a plan, or are you flying by the

seat of your pants?”

“I would say a little of both. There is quite a story to be

told, but would you like to get your children settled for the

night?”

The girls settled in one of the bedrooms, and so did the

parents. No one returned downstairs that night, so Jason

set himself up on a couch, and others found a place to

sleep, including Ike and Harlan.

The smell of coffee and pancakes got people up in the

morning. Carol was in full swing, with eggs, tamales, and a



whole banquet of food.

People started appearing to eat and watch reports on

last night's adventures.

Jade and Dominique came down with the girls and saw

many people eating breakfast. Everyone had turned up to

celebrate. The only person missing was Matt.

“This is quite a crew you have here, Jason. What have

you been up to over the last nine months?” Dominique

asked.

“I think a short answer is that the times have arisen

when good people can no longer stand idly by as evil is

perpetrated on the world,” Jason answered. “These good

people are my new family. When I arrived in Rolla, I

thought I had found a sleepy place to rest awhile; instead, I

have found a hotbed of people who live life after their

standards. People keep coming out of the woodwork, and

we are building something powerful together. The

technology you and I were playing with in New York is a

key to making this happen, and I think we are very

fortunate that it has fallen into the right hands, not me

specifically, but all of us here.”



“Dominique, Ike, Harlan, we are setting up more

permanent digs for you and us. So ask away, and we will all

see what we can answer.”

 



Chapter 46 Las Vegas.

Matt drove into the outskirts of Las Vegas, the 

Rubenstein compound, situated in the city's southeast 

section, on the corner of Kiel and Geneva. It was two 

sections, and one had been some business, and now it 

appeared to be closed.  He was pleasantly surprised to see 

Daniel opening the garage door to the business building, 

waving him into the large workshop area.

“So, how do you like the Honda?” asked Daniel as he

shook Matt’s hand.

“Nice, yes, it’s been good, I’ve been pulled over twice,

and both times the cops came back after calling that

number, I assume, and wished me a good day.”

“Matt, come on in the office.” Daniel opened the door

from the garage to the kitchen.

“Let me get your package first.”

Inside, Rebecca came up to Matt, kissed him on the

cheek, and offered him coffee again.



“So you guys are no longer in Florida?” Asked Matt as

they went and sat at the kitchen table.

“The family moves around a bit. We have the main

base of operation in Chicago, the Florida house is still

going, and my little brother is being mentored there.” Said

Rebecca. “Not everyone in the family ends up in the family

business. We all know you must prove yourself to be

allowed to work in this business. And then some of us

choose not to join, and sometimes it can skip a generation.”

Matt was a little surprised by this revealing of the

inner workings. “I am surprised at your candidness,” Matt

said.

“Since we last met, our relationship with Jason has

been strengthening, and we are acting as consultants to

ensure he has longevity. He is good for business, and we

like him. We also want to ensure you get the best

mentoring; you seem to be taking a pivotal role at the

cutting edge of expanding this new family.”

“Ahm, thank you, I guess,” Matt said.

“We want you to survive. You may not have seen your

life going the way it is. What did you think might happen to



you? Maybe a 9 to 5, 1.11 kids, 2.2 cars, a $700,000

mortgage, and a $50,000 credit card debt?”

“You’re not wrong on that account, but things had not

been going well for me, as you already know,” Matt said.

“You have been doing these trips for a while now; you

have a lot of time to think. Did you download those

podcasts we recommended?”

“Yes, thanks; I had a listen, quite an eclectic range of

people you put me on to. I keep asking myself if I have

slipped down a conspiracy rabbit hole. When I am back in

Rolla and meet with some of my old friends, they say the

weirdest things. Then when I contradict them, they are

swift to cancel me or simply yell at me. Then I realized I

was the same way just a few months ago; I remember using

the same lame arguments. So what is on your mind next?”

asked Matt.

“Very much more of the same as we have been doing,”

said Daniel.

“So, how are you and Ursula doing?” asked Rebbeca.

“Wow, right to the point,” said Matt. “We are good, I

think.”



“So, what are you wanting out of that relationship?”

asked Rebbeca.

“What do you mean?” Matt parried.

“Matt, I am not trying to play games with you; my

questions will be direct, and you can even ask questions in

return. What do you want? Fun, adventures, sex, family,

marriage?” Rebbeca asked.

Daniel just smiled, and Matt fidgeted.

“Have you been talking to Ursula?” Matt asked.

“No, we had only met Ursula when she was with you.

But we have seen some of her work, and we are impressed.

And we know some of your back-stories.”

“We take it that you are still an item, right?” Daniel

asked.

“Well, I don’t get to see her much; between Rolla and

the Keys and other places Jason has been sending me, we

have spent less time together than ever.”

“So, does absence make the heart grow fonder? Or is it

out of sight, out of mind?” Continued Daniel.

“That’s a bit harsh,” said Matt.



“Not really; it still comes back to the same thing: what

do you want, and do you know what Ursula wants?” Asked

Rebbeca.

“I like Ursula, and up until Jason arrived, our

relationship would have bopped along nicely. I once

accused him of trying to get her; I was wrong about that.

Things started to change; it would have been around when

she started programming for Jason. And then the gold thing

started happening, and then you two happened. So I have

been working a lot and not getting paid.”

“But not lacking anything, right,” asked Daniel.

“Maybe, but it is all cash, and Jason and you and

Ursula keep telling me not to bank anything, that a rainy

day is better met with a ship than an umbrella; what the

heck does that mean?”

“Well, an umbrella is like a bank; it looks secure and

can keep the rain off, but one gust of wind and it is gone,

and it does not protect you from flood waters. The US

banking system is a house of cards about to fall over. A

ship, however, can survive just about any storm; as the

water rises, the ship rises with the water,” explained



Rebbeca. “But back to Ursula, what do you think makes for

an enduring relationship? And do you want an enduring

relationship?”

“Yes, I guess,” said Matt.

“And therein is the problem, you don’t know where you

are going, don’t know what you want, and might I say that

one of your guiding principles has been your hormones?”

Rebbeca put in.

“Don’t get Rebecca wrong; she is not trying to

embarrass you; she is trying to educate you. You and I both

know how much our little brains can cause us to do dumb

things and say dumb things. Once the blood hits that organ,

our big brains disengage.” Daniel added.

“Let me put this another way; statically, married men

have more sex than unmarried men. They live better, live

longer, eat better, and have more interesting sex. Not kinky

sex, I mean engaging sex. I am on your case because,

ultimately, sex is just about every other thought at your

age. Right?” Asked Rebbeca.

Matt felt even more uncomfortable; this conversation

was not heading anywhere he thought mentoring might go.



“Why is it that we have fully grown men who are

forever getting into trouble,” Rebbeca asked, “be they

politicians, business owners, judges, police, whatever? And

not just men; this is an equal opportunity destroyer; women

are getting caught up in the stupid. Three things bring

people down, remember? We have talked about going after

the glory. People become narcissistic and self-involved and

start believing their own press releases. The next was

money; remember what we said: it is better to own nothing

but have control over everything. People that get seduced

by money will never have enough. With no prompting from

us, Jason has you and Tahlia, Ursula, Maria, and even Diego

and Alexander working for him for nothing; he is a smart

boy. Then there is sex; why politicians can not keep their

legs crossed is beyond me; it is so simple and obvious. Just

this last week, we again had that senator and congressman

embroiled with the same woman. She played them, got

what she wanted from them, and is long gone. Chinese,

Russian; she may even be dead by now.”

“Gold, Glory, and Girls (or Guy, depending). I call them

the three Gs, and they bring down people. Or other people



target you with the three Gs, trying to see what kink exists

in your armor or even if you have any armor.”

“So Matt, back to you. What are your intentions?”

Asked Rebbeca. “Seriously, give me an answer.”

“Yeah, I like Ursula, um, I would like to see where our

relationship could go; I mean sex, obviously, but that has

not been on the table, especially now that we are spending

so much time apart,” said Matt.

“Have you ever considered that in sex, men are

involved, but women are committed?” Asked Rebbeca. “And

I am not just talking about pregnancy, but that is very real.

You, as a guy, are always playing with live ammo; you are

fertile every day of every month; a woman is fertile, maybe

five days a month. Did they teach you that in sex-ed?”

“Armm, not that I remember,” said Matt.

“Socially, sex has greater ramifications on a woman

than a man; think about it colloquially, a guy who has sex

with many women is a stud; personally, I think he is a jerk.

A woman with lots of sexual partners is a slut; I think she is

a fool. Why would you waste your gift of attraction on sex

with brief encounters for an orgasm you most likely did not



enjoy? Even if you have great sex with random people, it

just hollows out your life until nothing is left but

performance. Where is the love, the intimacy, the family,

the sense of legacy, and the next generation?”

“So Rebecca, you obviously advocate that sex is for 

having children,”  Matt countered.

“Let me deconstruct that question for you: ‘sex is for

having children.’ Nowhere in what I just said did I mention

anything along those lines. Sure, I mentioned the

obviousness that sex and pregnancy, and family are tied

together, but I was not exclusive about it. Then you used

the words, ‘you obviously advocate.’ That was a projection

on your part. You were trying to deflect my statements by

making it appear that I said something I did not. Let me

answer your question like this. No. Sex is about creating a

bond; it is about creating trust; it is about creating a union;

that children are an obvious outcome is a nice tie-in;

however, might I say it like this? Children are a part of the

family, not a part of the marriage. Children can be a

product of the marriage and enhance the marriage but do

not define the marriage. You and Ursula have that job, not



any children you might have, and one day the children will

fly away from the nest. Too many people spend all their

energy into their families, and when the kids leave, the

marriage falls apart.”

“So Matt, I have been getting personal with you; why

not ask us some hard questions?” Rebbeca offered.

Daniel and Rebbeca looked relaxed, as if they had had

this conversation before.

“So, how long did you two date before you had sex?”

Matt asked.

Daniel said, “We never dated.”

“The first time I ever had sex was the day after I got

married,” Rebbeca added.

“What, how…” Matt asked.

“I knew I was marrying into a family.” Daniel began. “I

had seen Rebbeca a few times at other family-related

activities. I was so bold to ask her out on a date, and she

said, ‘Go ask my Dad.’ Now that was intimidating.”

“I was testing Daniel from the very beginning. Several

guys had asked me out on dates, and up until then, they

had all wimped out. I think Ursula is a bit like that; she is



testing you. So is Jason, but not that he wants to marry

you.”

Daniel continued, “So I went to her father and asked if

I could take his daughter on a date, and he asked me if I

wanted to marry his daughter. That threw me. I said I don’t

know, and he said to come back when I did. Rebbeca saw

me as I left that family event and gave me a wave and a

smile. That was more seductive than any kiss I had ever

had.”

“Until then, no guy had ever asked my father on a date

with me, so when Daniel went and asked him, and I saw

how deflated he looked on leaving, I wanted to throw him a

bone.”

“What does your father do? Keep his daughters locked

up in houses with chastity belts?” Matt was beginning to

get annoyed; way too puritanical.

“It’s true both our families have high moral

expectations, but we also talk about sex. Unlike many

families where unfettered sex is rampant, sex as a

conversation is taboo. My married sisters informed me of

the necessity of foreplay; when I asked what that was, one



of them laughed and said, most young husbands don’t know

what that is either. We then talked about how our bodies

function, why sex in marriage is far more than procreation,

and how sex before marriage can cause many issues. There

are issues around expectation and performance, as when

you have sex, you are playing to some hidden audience and

have to hit all the spots just right.” Rebbeca said. “I was in

the room with one of my sisters when she gave birth. Now

that is a sure way to show a young girl the consequences of

copulation. Especially when my sister was screaming at her

husband, saying, ‘You bastard, you did this to me.’ To his

credit, he said, ‘Yes, dear, I love you.’ Something must have

gone right as they have had four more children, and this

sister explained the joys of cunnilingus to me.”

“You know what that is, Matt? Right?” Daniel teased.

“You think Rebbeca is being graphic? Well, sometimes we

need to be graphic.”

“Ahm, it seems kind of hot here,” Matt said.

Daniel grabbed the HVAC control, and the heat pump

kicked in.



“You are not going to get away that easily,” Daniel 

said, smiling,  “my brother took me aside when I was 

fourteen and gave me a very involved lecture on why my 

porn habit was setting me up for a disaster. How many 

young men today can now only get erections with Viagra? I 

didn’t believe him at first; I liked porn. Of course, getting 

caught by my mother in the basement with my phone was 

not good. What did ring true was the way this had changed 

over time. My porn habit got darker and darker; what I first 

masturbated to no longer did it. And I was only fourteen. 

My brother and I talked quite a bit over the next couple of 

years; he explained how his marriage had almost fallen 

apart and wished someone had talked to him like we were 

talking. He talked about the weird joy of delayed 

gratification, not just for sex but anything. Those three 

things Rebbeca mentioned, Gold, Glory, and Girls? When I 

started applying myself to seeking tangible things over 

those fleeting ones, things like lasting relationships, and 

business opportunities, even if they started as mowing the 

neighbors’ lawns, it started to focus my life. Other things 

also helped, like helping others, not for rewards. Then 



spending time with the generation beginning to pass away 

and asking questions more than wanting to tell my story. 

Filling my life with constructive relationships caused porn 

to drop off. Porn is like a form of psychological castration, 

you might think it would give you something enjoyable, but 

it causes impotence. A wise priest once said. ‘If you fill your 

life doing things that bring light, there is no room for 

darkness.’”

Driving away, Matt was replaying the conversation way

too much information. However, nothing in what Rebecca

and Daniel had talked about was presenters as law,

prescriptive sure; it had been opinionated sure. You knew

where they stood, but he did not feel compelled. Instead,

they had given him options to make sure he made good

choices.

After delivering the gold, he also had $300,000 in used

notes in the car. The Rubenstein's would be transferring

money directly for the more significant purchases; the cash

was for general expenses, which seemed to be mounting

up.



 



Chapter 47 Drivers on

Mass.

With Nevada leased, it was time to get some materials

in place. Buildings first. Prefabs were easy to get and erect;

next would be equipment and supplies. Several companies

have already provided various forms of pop-up buildings

that fitted on containers. So with a word to Mr. Jing,

Andrew and Lin were on their way to pick up the buildings.

Matt was on site three days later as Andrew arrived, and in

the afternoon, Lin arrived.

They dropped off the first two buildings.

Next, Ajit and Enzo arrived with building supplies and

equipment containers. They offloaded their shipment. Ajit

looked around, “So, Mr. Jing has us working for Stuart and

Larry; what is all this about?”

All five of them sat down for something to eat. Andrew

and Lin, Enzo and Ajit and Matt.



“You’ve all had beers together a few times over the last

few months,” Matt said, “This is partly due to what

happened to Larry a few years ago and Jason, who you have

all met. Do you know how all the best breakthroughs come

from garages, not laboratories? I would appreciate it if you

could keep this under your hat, but there is more at work

here.”

Enzo joined them, “I’ve been talking to Diego when I

can find him, and he seems peppy, as does Alexander, so we

have all talked a little, and whatever you guys are up to, we

want a slice of it.”

“This seems to be how things are going; Ursula, Tahlia,

and Maria are all in.” Matt was saying.

“So is Uncle Louie.”

“My dad does not seem adverse,” Lin added, “so that

alone makes me want to know more.”

Andrew broke up the conversation, “We have enough

time on our clocks to get back to Twin Falls tonight, then

they will load us with two more of these buildings and be

back here tomorrow. And rinse and repeat for the eight you

have ordered.”



“And you have us with more supplies,” Ajit said.

Matt set to the buildings; they were pretty amazing. It

was possible to leverage the internal pistons with an air

compressor, and one person could construct a house.

The next afternoon Andrew and Lin returned and

offloaded two more pop-ups with more time to chat.

“Matt, what have you done? My dad was full of praise

for you; I don’t think my dad has ever had good words for

my friends.” Lin was sitting back, enjoying a soda.

“I’ve let Andrew know a few things, and some more to

the story is that we are setting up a base of operations here

if Rolla becomes a problem for us.”

“Huuu a spy story,” Lin jokes. “And I thought becoming

a truck driver and working for my Dad was the end of my

life.”

“Why don’t you guys help me with these two homes

and get them erected.”

First, they retrieved the pistons from the house Matt

had erected. After the walls and floors were in place, they

helped insert pins to hold everything together. Next, the

pistons were rearranged to lift and pin the roof.



Lin then moved the pistons to the last house and

hooked the compressor lines into the place. A frown

crossed Lins’s face. “Where is your generator? I don’t hear

anything.”

He followed the hoses back to the compressor; from

the compressor, he followed the power cable to a box about

1m cubed. He could only feel a slight hum or buzz under

his hand.

“Ever since Dad sent me on this trip, and the little I

could get out of Andrew, I have thought things were spooky.

So what is this,” Lin asked, pointing at the generator.

“Would you believe Sci-Fi incarnate?”

“Are we talking about a Lodestone? As in the book

Friday by Heinlein?”

“Kind of, I guess; that’s a pretty good reference point,”

Matt said.

“Hot damn, life is good; where is the NDA?” Lin jokes.

“Can I tell Dad?”

“I would not be surprised if he knows more than you

by the time you get home,” Matt said.



Once again, the guys got in their trucks and were

gone; they returned with the 3rd set of homes the following

afternoon.

“Now what?” Andrew asked.

“You might notice we are not buying anything in

Nevada, so your next trip is Utah, and one of you is going

to Idaho; we have a depot in both places with a container

for you to pick up. Do you want to sleep here tonight or get

started now?”

“What’s for dinner?”

Matt showed them into one of the homes that he had

set up. “It’s microwave and Indian curry.”

“Sounds good, but we are sleeping in our trucks; you

can have your floor.”

“That’s why I want the next shipment, furniture.”

As the two guys left the following morning, Matt told

them he would be gone to Florida when they got back and

to keep bringing loads for as long as the list kept getting

texted.

Enzo and Ajit returned with a rig each; they were

doing longer hauls, doing a job for Mr. Jing, and then



getting a load for Matt.



Chapter 48 Diego &

Alexander in Nevada.

Diego & Alexander flew into Las Vegas from the

Bahamas. They got Matt's car, and Matt flew back to Rolla

and then to the Bahamas.

Driving up to the Nevada site, they arrived at dusk, got

into the trailer Matt had been using and settled in for the

night.

The following morning, they were having a look around

the site when Andrew and Lin showed up.

“Why am I not surprised to see you here, Diego,” Lin

said, “you to Alex. So what is this? Some deep and dark

Rolla conspiracy?”

“Yeah, I guess you could call it something like that; it

sure beats a regular job. Let’s get these containers off your

truck, and you can help us get this gear into these

buildings.”



“So can you put the two containers there, side by side?

We're going to be welding them together,” Diego said.

“Can I ask why?” was Andrews’s question.

“We want a large common room, and the easiest way

to do that is to start joining containers; the next two you

bring in will join these two to give us a large structure.”

Thanks to a couple of attached frisbees, Diego unloaded

them and moved them around.

“How many people are you expecting to live here?”

“You sure have many questions, Andrew,” Alexander

teased. “I got told anywhere from ten to thirty within the

next month.”

It was a full day for the four of them, unloading and

finishing setting up the eight homes.

“Do you guys want to stay the night?” Diego asked.

Microwave curries seemed to be the food of drivers

and welders alike. Over the meal in one of the houses,

things got the better of Lin. “Something weird is going on

here. You have to tell us more. It’s like everyone I know in

Rolla is in on this.”



“The numbers are pretty small and tight,” Diego said,

“but yes, we all seem to know each other. My Uncle and

Aunt Carol are like the support team, as is Mr. McKenzie,

my boss. Then you have Ursula, Tahlia and Maria, and

Stuart. Oh, and Matt, then also Patrick. That is about

everyone; the only out-of-towner is Jason. So yeah, it is kind

of a Rolla thing.”

“Lin, you can keep secrets, right?” Alexander asked.

“This is kind of important.”

“Oh, I can keep a secret; let’s just say my Dad has

done things that would upset a few powerful people. So I

know the need to keep one’s head down. But I would like to

know more.”

“Almost everything we are doing is about trust. We can

answer any questions you ask, and you may do the same

thing someday. What do you want to know, Lin?” Asked

Diego.

“That generator, that new tech, right?”

“Yes, it is, and in many ways, it’s the latest bit of new

technology, and Maria invented it.”

Lin gave a low whistle. “What can it power?”



“Wrong question,” Andrew interjected, “It can power

whatever needs power; my question is, what came before

it?”

“Remember those issues a few times over the last

couple of months, in Rolla, and then in Carrollton, there

was a bit of a commotion in the airspace?”

“You mean with the Military and the Police reporting

some idiot with a jetpack doing illegal things,” Lin said.

“It’s fair to say ‘illegal things were done,’ but it was no

jet pack. We have a spaceship,” Diego said with a broad

grin.

“It is not quite a spaceship yet; we are having issues

making it space-proof. Currently, we don’t fly above 3,000

meters.” Alexander said. “Pretty soon, we will have one of

the crafts stationed here, and I hear we have some of the

geeks that help Jason perfect this technology joining us.”

The two drivers headed off the following day, “It looks

like we are going further afield this time, so don’t expect us

back today. It is bizarre to be driving any distance empty.”

The guys had also dropped off the trailers as well; no point

pulling those empty.



Together the two welders got to welding the first two

containers together. A small set of tools had been in

yesterday’s delivery, but they would need much more, plus

a considerable amount of steel for future projects.

During that night, the Rocinante landed. She looked 

interesting next to the container, kind of rustic and messy. 

Jason and Maria got out, along with Louie and Carol. Diego 

and Alexander joined them.  

“Hi, guys, great work at The Retreat; Ursula and

Tahlia enjoy what you have done.” Jason said.

“Thanks, Jason; you sure seem to have us all over the

place now. So what is the plan here?” Diego asked, “Hey

sir, hi Aunty.”

“I'm here to ensure you boys are fed, and Louie is here

to ensure you work.” With a hug to both of the young men,

Carol said, pinching Alexander, “we need to get some meat

on you; your young girl will want to marry a man with a bit

more weight than you currently have.”

Carol went off to set up their cabin.

“Give me a hand to cover up the Rocinante.”



The four got several camouflage nets out and

thoroughly covered the Rocinante from prying eyes. “Sorry

for getting you guys up; let's meet again over breakfast.”

Everyone retired for the rest of the night.

The following morning everyone was busy setting

various parts of the site up, water and sewage were going

to be an issue, and Diego wondered how they would service

that problem.

“There is that old surrey pond downrange; we could

use that as a settling pond for the brown and black water

waste,” Louie said.

“Hm, we could use a scoop to dig out a trench and

then lay pipes,” Jason added.

“More jobs for Diego and Alex?” Diego asked.

“Something like that, but I have talked to Mr. Jing with

Louie,” Jason said, “and he said he will talk to Lin about

being based here. Larry is hiring some people to replace

you two and maybe a couple of your workmates that have

been snooping around can join us here.”

Andrew and Lin returned with yet another load. Two

more trailers to unload, and everyone sat down for lunch.



“Boys, don’t be shy, there is plenty of food, and I see you

got my list so that I can cook for us for at least a couple of

months.” Carol smiled.

“Andrew, Lin, nice to see you guys again. In many

ways, you can blame me for the disruptions to your life.”

Jason said.

“Jason, to tell you the truth, I was getting bored of

being a truck driver,” Lin said, “so last night Dad and I had

a long talk; he said that I can trust you like the man with

the immigrants, that's code for something we went through

last year.”

“This is news to me, Lin,” Andrew said.

“This could work well, Lin, our list of stuff is growing.

Andrew, you will be involved in long hauls if we can still use

you.”

“So, is Rolla the new Roswell?”Andrew asked.

“It seems like that.” The conversation continued along 

with well-talked topics like wages and what the  Rocinante 

can fly. Do you have gold?



Chapter 49 Dominique

Explains.

With their two daughters, Dominique and Jade spend a

joy-filled few days getting acquainted with each other. The

stress of the last few months was not easy to wash away in

just a few days.

Nevada was still in its infancy.

Jason, Dominique, and Jade were having lunch with

Harlan and Ike at the farm.

“After everything, you have been through, do you want

to do some payback?” Jason was asking them.

Outside Louie had gone and purchased a trampoline

and a swing set; if the children were happy and playing and

laughing, the parents could begin to relax and detox; that

was his theory, and it seemed to be working.

Jade had something to say: "I have had a lot of time to

think about what has gone down, and poking them in the

eye with this Great Escape is fun to gloat about. But I know



how short-lived that will be if Dominique gets found. If we

get found, I’m sure to get arrested, then what about our

girls? I guess Jason, you are top of that list as well.”

“I think I would be, so I want to build something they

can not tear down.”

“You think the best revenge is to prosper, live well and

have a happy life?”

“Yes, I do, but I will only be able to do that if we make

our own country. When we have our own state, our own

governing, totally disconnected from the corrupted USA,

we will be able to move on.”

“What about the fidelity we have all sworn to the US,

we all have security clearances, and we have all made

promises to the US? Are you going to throw that away so

fast?” Dominique asked.

“My way of looking at all this is that it is not me who

has lost their way; the foundation is still true; just so much

of what we live under is removed from that foundation. I

want to get back to the true representation of the people by

the people for the people. I want to become a dreamer.”

Jason let them know.



“Jade, I can not do this; I can't even do a percentage of

this; I need you.” Jason let her know. “Nevada is where we

are setting things up; I want to use Rolla as a false front. I

want most things to run out of here and this Farm so that if

forces come against us, they will think they have eliminated

us. However, all the time, we want to be building Nevada

up. So to that end, I need people there to take ownership of

the operation to build it out and make it strong.”

After more preparation, Jade, Dominique, and their

family flew out to Nevada, along with Harlan and Ike. Again

Louie ensured a playground for the two girls, hoping there

would soon be more children.

Nevada

Walking around the place, Dominique queried,  “I don’t 

see any power lines coming in, and I don’t hear any 

generators. Are you powering the site like you do, 

Serenity?”

“Yes, we do, Maria has been working on the inverter

and the actual unit, and we are setting them up in each of

the buildings; this way, we don’t need to bury cables



between buildings. Come summer; you will be able to have

air conditioning.”

During lunch, Jade cornered Jason with Dominique in

tow.

“Jason, I want you to know that Tahlia and I will work

on ideas to help us thrive. An issue I have is that engineers

and programmers, male or female, see a completed project

as a marker of success and thriving, even when the families

around them are imploding. Over the last nine months, my

life has been an utter hell; I can’t begin to tell you how

worrying it has been.” Jade was almost crying. Recovering,

she continued. “Be aware that you will not get away with

that here. You may want to work one hundred hours a

week. I appreciate that at this time, as we seek to secure

ourselves, all of us will have to pitch in. Just know that that

is not an ethos I want to embrace. I have already talked to

Dominique about this, and he does not want to return to his

workload with Blue Sky. What we build here will be

different.”

“I am glad to see you taking control. Get with Lin or

Andrew for whatever you need. They have Signal phones,



and while we do not operate on instant messaging, they

turn it on twice a day to get messages. I agree with you; it

was only thirty years ago when people worked on tasks, not

emergencies. Instant messaging has made some things

more efficient and agile, and others parts of our lives more

reactionary and chaotic.”

“Good,” Jade said, “becoming fugitives does not mean

we will live in caves, nor sacrifice necessary things like

eating well, exercise, education, or health care, right?”

“I agree, so please make a list of the priorities we need

to work towards, and I consider them as important as the

plans I have for Nevada. Getting you guys settled has been

important now; we have others still hanging in the wind,

and I am concerned about them and want to see if they

want to come into our gathering and tap their skill sets for

growing Nevada,” Jason said. “But first, there is a big

question that I need to deal with in front of me. How did

this all happen?”

“How did ’all what’ happen, exactly?” Dominique

asked.



“Okay, we were developing some exotic technology, 

right? We were working well,  you, me and Julian, and both 

of our teams, then the SHTF. Why? How? I was blindsided, 

and that prototype you sent me was way out of what we 

were doing. While it was based on my original work, you 

had broken into new frontiers. Then I have the whole thing 

of getting shot at, chased, you getting arrested, Ike and 

Harlan getting arrested. Can you join some dots for me?”

“Elliot would joke a little with me when he came up to

Albany that you were so heads-down in the weeds that you

did not see the company politics. I thought he was

exaggerating, but now I guess it was real. Did you know

that Yale had ties to the Chinese?” Dominique asked.

“Oh, no, I thought he was solely Blue Sky Finance?”

Jason offered.

“He is, but a lot of his seed capital was coming out of

the Chinese Communist Party; sure, it was coming from

various business interests, but all the roads lead back to

the CCP in China. Yale and several other higher-ups

believed the US was on the wane and China would reach its

goal of being the only superpower by 2035. Julian comes



from the same old money; unlike many in his family, he also

has a brain. When you and he struck up a friendship and

started your field of inquiry, he got it. He and others saw

control of this technology as a way to ensure their longevity

when China's sun rose on the world.” Dominique said.

“As any student of history will tell you, once the

revolution has control, the first ones put up against the wall

and shot are the mid-level soldiers. And I mean literally,

shot.” Jade said.

“Yale and company planned to be in the shadows,

pulling the strings of the ones with their fingers on the

trigger. It sounds convoluted, but that is how power

works.” Dominique added. “These things were what we saw

in motion; Elliot saw it and even talked to you, but that

went nowhere. Gérard and I had long talks about it. It was

obvious that you were out of the loop. We saw amazing

potential in your design and great danger. We started to

dirty the research between Gérard and me and drew in Ike

and Harlan. The prototypes we sent you were of your

original design but with flaws that would only appear after

a few months of operations. Then the singular prototype I



sent you, with the message on the circuit board, was my

addition to your discovery. I already knew that the hammer

was about to fall, so I was hoping for the future,” and

sweeping his hands around the Nevada site, “I think what

has transpired is far better than what I could have hoped

for.”

“As you know from reading the circuit board and

visiting Jade, I had made eight true prototypes and stashed

them away. Yale and Castle were trying to sweat me out,

and I did not know how much longer I would be able to

hold out. But then my lawyer started to pick up his game.

Jade came and visited and let me know Tahlia had

approached her, then there was the money you sent her, so

I took some resolve to that. And then the hijacking of the

prison transport takes us to this month.”

“Wherever we head to, from today, Yale and Blue Sky

Finance are going to be a small set of problems compared

to the likes of the CCP, and other nation-states, not to

forget Corporates that would have no issues with a hostile

takeover.” Jade said.



“Thanks for catching me up, Dominique,” Jason said, “I

feel like the village idiot who did not realize a big bad wolf

was at his dining table. But now I want to think about the

ones out in the wild. Do you think they would want to come

into our madness?”

“Yes, I do, Jason,” Dominique said, “but before we go

any further, we need to get Ike and Harlan in on this.”

With the arrival of Ike and Harlan and also Ursula and

Maria, the trailer was getting full.

Ike was talking, “Jason, I just want you to know I have

no bad feelings towards you. The jail was not a pretty

experience, and there were times there that I thought you

were neck-deep in this like Julian and Yale, but when you

came and plucked us out of the sky, and we woke up in

Serenity, I am now looking at the future with hope.”

“The same from me,” Harlan added.

“Even so, I apologize for my inability to see what you

all saw. My ego and sense of self-importance made me blind

to others’ agendas. I hope that does not happen again, and

talking with Jade, she has given me some ideas about not

repeating my mistake.” Jason offered.



“Apology accepted,” they both said.

“So we have Elliot, Joanna, Monica from my team plus

some others lower down the line, Gérard, Salim, Roha, and

Sona from Dominique and their support people. Does

anyone have any ideas on how to find them?” Jason asked.

“Okay, so I think Gérard should have been arrested as

well, that he did not mean somehow he had a warning on

the morning of my arrest and took to the wind. Salim,

Roha, and Sona should have been low enough down the

food chain such that they would not be arrested but more

likely kept to see if they could take the project forward.”

Dominique let them know.

“I think Elliot is also in the wind; when I called him, he

said he was disappearing and that I should do the same.

Monica told me she was not to talk to me and hung up, and

Joanna’s phone did not answer. So where to, from here?”

Dominique said. “I feel that Gérard and Elliot may have

ended up at the same place. This all went down last

September; we are now in May; it might have been hard for

them, but I think they have laid low in Canada. There is a

seaside village that Gérard let me know about, La Maison



Des Pionniers, next to a river called Riverin. We need to

check that out.”

“As for Salim, Roha, and Sona, we can approach them

individually and see what happens; I had talked to them

about having a go-bag, so maybe, now that they have seen

how things have fallen, they might just want to light out.

However, Roha and Sona are married.”

“That just leaves my two, Joanna and Monica.” Jason

said, “Monica might be like Roha and Sona, but with no

contact with Joanna, I don’t know; we will just have to

approach them and see. What say we get Ursula, Matt, and

Ike to do some recruiting? I’m heading back to Rolla; Jade,

you can prep with Lin and Andrew on fitting out Nevada.

Ike, what say you fly to Riverin with Ursula of a night and

be back before daybreak.”

Maria said, “We need more crafts and pilots, and I

want to work on a design for a small one-person two-

passenger craft. We can start the beginnings in Rolla, then

move the base of operations here.”

Jade added, “You are finished in Florida, right,

Ursula?”



“Yes, we cleaned out from there. Tahlia is basing

herself here, but I'm basing myself in the Bahamas.”

 



Chapter 50 On the Wind

for Gérard.

That evening Ursula, Ike, Maria & Jason prepped

Serenity and set off for Rolla, 2,400 km, two and a half

hours.

Back in Rolla, Jason set to work with Maria on a new

ship; the Rocinante was to stay in Nevada, just in case.

Matt was back in Rolla and joined them there.

Ships now had a simulation mode where you could run

the Rocinante for real, but it would only be a few cm off the

ground. It would punish you with a jolt to the ground if you

did anything wrong, and Ursula and Matt were building the

software out more and more, so both Jade and Dominique

would get a chance to learn to fly.

Each time they built a ship, they upgraded the mold,

and the configuration, still staying with a single deck; this

one was going to be called Recovery. They had a regular

gang of people fitting it out, from Jason and Maria to Louie



and Larry and now Eurico, Max, and Ed, the other long-

term welders from Larry's shop.

As work started on Recovery, Ursula, Matt, and Ike

departed from Rolla for La Maison Des Pionniers, about

three hours, and arrived just after midnight. They landed

about 200 meters down the road from the house, and Ike

walked up to the house. There were a couple of lights on,

but otherwise, it was quiet. When they first arrived, they

had done a pass looking for any spotters or other heat

signatures that would be out of place but found none.

Ike went round the back and knocked on the door. A

porch light came on; Ike stood where they could see him.

The door opened. “Ike, holy cow, come inside,” it was

Elliot. “What are you doing here, man? Damn, if it was not

hot enough, now we have a fugitive on the doorstep.”

“Nice to see you too, Elliot. I take it you have been

watching the news, ah?” Ike said as Gérard emerged from

concealment with a shotgun. “Ha, I thought Canadians did

not believe in guns.”

“Nope, this Canadian is contaminated by you

southerners and has a deep dislike of authorities now,”



Gérard answered, shouldering the shotgun. Once inside,

the three sat down and looked at each other.

“Where is Dominique?” Gérard asked.

“He is safe and well, along with Jade, their two kids,

and Harlan. So what did the news have to say about our

disappearance?” Ike asked.

“Well, the news did not make sense. First, there was

talk of a UFO, of all things, then talk of a chopper, then that

3-second video of the bus flying, and finally, the bus and

guards being found some 10 km away unhurt and just

waking up. And, of course, the three of you were gone.”

Elliot let Ike know.

“For me,” Gérard said, “your trial was what I had been

waiting for; depending on the outcome, we had a few

options we might follow. So your escape made us freeze in

place. Are you here to ask for help?”

“Gérard, I hope I might be able to offer you help. And a

place for you both to take better refuge than here.”

“And where might that be?” Elliot asked.

“Well, you can imagine that I will not tell you unless

you want to join us. But there is more than just the five of



us?”

“I get the four, you, Jade, Dom, and Harlan, but the

assumed fifth?” Elliot asked.

“Jason,” was all Ike said, waiting for a reaction.

“So the little twerp still has a heartbeat,” Elliot said.

“You never did hold him in much regard,” Ike said.

“Well, while I can not say that what happened was his

fault, his inability to see what was happening was

staggering. He even called me when it all went south, and I

could tell he did not have a clue, and I told him to run. I

must say I am glad he got away. But there is more to this,

isn’t there.”

Ikes phone went off, “Just a sec, yes, Ursula, what’s

up.”

Back in Serenity, Ursula had let one of the Frisbees

out; it was up in the air surveying the small town.

Over the phone, the trio could hear, “There is activity

in town; three police cars just arrived with sirens on; they

are off now. I see three black sedans that look very

government. Are you sure you have not been

compromised?”



“Gérard, what do you think?” Ike asked.

“There have been a few more strangers around than

normal for this time of the year, we had a car parked down

the road a couple of times, but nothing came of it, and

especially nothing came of it in the days after you escaped,

so I was not too concerned,” Gérard answered.

“Ursula, can you buy us some time?” Ike asked.

“Yep, I think we can; they are still on the south side of

the bridge; Matt can get the scoop into action.”

Back to Gérard and Elliot,  “So what will it be? Want to 

chance it with Jason and us, or try your luck with Yale and 

the Feds of two countries, now?”

“I’m in,” said Gérard. “Let me get my stuff.” Gérard

left the room and went upstairs.

“I hate having to trust others,” was all Elliot could say.

“Okay, what about this? We get you out of here; we

don’t let you know where we are based; in a day or so, we

drop you off somewhere, and you make your way again.”

“Fair enough, Ike; I’ll get my things.” Elliot, too, left

the room to pack quickly.

Back on the phone, “How is it going, Ursula?”



“The scoop is on its way back with its second load. A

small bridge crosses the Riverin River, then on the Rivirer

Pentecote there are some large sandbanks. Matt is using

the scoop to get several cubic meters of sand and has

dumped it on the small bridge.”

Two loads later, the bridge was unpassable, at least for

today.

“Ike, I am seeing activity; the six cars are on their way,

but no sirens this time.”

“Elliot, Gérard, we need to go. You don’t need much

more than a change of clothes.”

“Maybe not,” Gérard said, struggling downstairs with

two laptops and a large desktop tower. Elliot was not far

behind, equally burdened.

“Sure, but you don’t need monitors or cables, just put

them here and get your bags.” They both dashed upstairs.

“Ike, I am coming in to land by your back door. There

is just enough room for me.”

The three were ready to load up. Opening the back

door, Ike had some gear, and Elliot and Gérard had the rest.

Ike simply went to Serenity, with her back hatch open, and



started putting things through the hatch; Matt was on the

other side and put them into the lockers; the protocol was

no loose objects allowed on the flight deck. Turning around,

Ike saw Elliot and Gérard with open mouths.

Ursula yelled from inside, “Some of the feds are

running across the sand I dumped; a car on this side is

picking them up. Get a move on.”

Elliot and Gérard dropped off their gear and ran back

inside; Ike loaded it into the lockers; seconds later, Elliot

and Gérard were clambering on board. The last of the gear

was loaded into the lockers.

“Strap in, guys,” Ike told them as he closed the rear

hatch.

“Let me know when,” Ursula said upfront.

Ike checked Elliot and Gérard’s straps, got himself into

his seat, and told Ursula, “Hit it.”

‘Oh yes,” this brought a definite smile to Ursula as she

got to engage go.

All five got hit with 2.37 gs of acceleration, an

unrelated number to 1 g, 0.98 m/s/s, and so now

undetectable. Ten seconds later, the acceleration eased off.



Ike turned his seat to face Elliot and Gérard with a big

grin, “So what do you think?”

“An hour ago, I was asleep on the couch; now I’m in

what exactly?” Elliot asked.

Ursula had set all the needed coordinates in and was

free to turn and join the conversation and said, “This is

Serenity, the second prototype craft we have built. And this

is my boyfriend Matt”

“And who are you two exactly?” Elliot said.

“Oh, I’m a college dropout with no job, no money, and

no prospects,” Ursula said, “And this is Matt, who has a

part-time job pumping gas. We are both some of the few

people who can fly these crafts, so there is that.” she

smiled.

“I have to know more, Ike,” Elliot said.

“There is not much I can tell you; I have only been with

Jason for a couple of weeks.”

“But I have been with Jason from the start, about a

month after he escaped New York, Elliot,” Ursula said. “It

was about two months after I met him that we started to



get roped into this vast conspiracy. Maybe Gérard, you can

let on a little.”

Gérard looked at Elliot, “You know I mentioned the

problems brewing over the month before the SHTF, and

Dom got arrested? Dom had let me in on the work he had

been doing, and you have had a look at what was on those

computers. Ike, that was why I wanted them; they hold the

clean version of all of our work, both crews.” Looking at

Ursula, “so this is all an extension of the new capacity of

the Melons, right?”

“Yes, it is; hang on a sec,” Ursula went back to her

displays and toggled a few things up on the main screen

that they all could see. She replayed some videos from the

frisbee. “This video is from a device we call a frisbee, that

one in the corner locked down next to the scoop.” The

video showed the scoop coming in and dumping sand on

the bridge. Next, the video showed several cars coming up

to the bridge and unable to go any further. The frisbee was

now down at tree level, “Listen to this.” Ursula said.

“Where the hell did this sand come from?”



“Wasn’t here this afternoon when I came into town to

meet you.”

“How far away is the house?”

“About 800 meters. I just radioed the car to come to

us; we can be there in under five minutes.”

Turning to the police, the man said, “They can get

there faster on foot. You,” pointing at three policemen,

“hike it and detain everyone you find.”

“That’s Castle,” Gérard said.

Next, they saw several police officers run across the

sand and down the road.

A car arrived, Castle and two others got in, and the

vehicle sped off.

“Now have a look at this,” Ursula said; she switched

video feeds to one from the underbelly of Serenity. It shows

them taking off. “Let me freeze a frame; there, you could

see five infrared figures running around the side of the

house.”

“Do you think they saw us?” Ike asked.

“They most likely heard a rushing wind, but with no

propulsion sound, I doubt that could connect things.” On



the main screen, Ursula showed their plot on a map of

Canada, with speed and direction.

“So, where are we going,” Elliot asked.

“That would depend. Do you want to join us,” Ike

asked.

“I’m in,” Gérard said.

“I would still like to know more.” Elliot let them know.

“Okay, so ask some questions, and I will see what I can

answer.” Ursula offered.

“How many of you are there?”

“Last count, it’s between twelve and twenty, but the

numbers have been growing in the last two weeks.”

“And Jason is in charge?”

“I would not say Jason is in charge,” Matt told them,

“We seem to have a loose leadership structure, more a

comradery of trust. So far, we have been working on the

obviousness of what we need to do next, like tonight,

coming and rescuing you two. Next on the list are the

people from your past still in the wild, five on the last

count, I think it was.”

“Where are you based?”



“That is for you to know when you join us, not for me

to tell you,” Ursula said.

“How are you paying for all this?”

“Ha, now that is a fun story; again, if you join us, you

will find out, but let’s just say we are spending money

rather rapidly, but we are not lacking.”

“Cool, so what is the pay?” Elliot asked with a bit of

sarcasm.

“Freedom” was all Ursula offered.

They flew for about 30 minutes in silence.

“Okay, I’m in,” Elliot said. “But you guys are not a cult.

Right?”

“We have some weird views, but I would not say we

are a cult, just a little odd, and that is my take after only

two weeks,” Ike said.

“In two hours, we will get to the farm. Like all airlines, 

we prefer people to remain seated and strapped in their 

seats. If you need to, there is a loo, it’s  over there on your 

left, and drinks and light food are in the galley on your 

right.”



They arrived at the farmhouse around 4 am, landed, 

and covered Serenity.  Jason was there to meet them, and 

they all went inside the house.

“So Castle was there,” Jason said, “he seems to get

around. That is a good sign; you two were the priority

targets. Elliot, where do you think Joanna might be, or

Monica?”

“Unsure on that. However, neither seem to be able to

stay off social media.”

“Do you think they will want to join us?”

“Not sure why you would want them?”

“One is to keep them safe, and two, they are trained

scientists and technicians; the more we have, the better.

Monica would not talk to me on the day, and she seemed

pretty scared, and I never got a hold of Joanna.”

“I think I should approach them; I have a more

trusting face,” Elliot said.



Chapter 51 Flounding

Fathers.

When it was just the Dollar shop crew when it needed

a few thousand dollars when it was trying to find one

welder, one driver, one grocery cart of food, life had been

easy, maybe not simple, perhaps even difficult, but it is an

adventure.

Now in Nevada, things were growing fast.

Matt, Jason, Tahlia, and Jade were sitting in a trailer.

"We will have many more families arriving soon," Jade

said, "as you would expect. Like you, Matt, we are not

getting paid conventionally; we do not lack the basics of

life; however, Matt, the supply chain has been, how can I

say this politely, somewhat intermittent. So I have called

this meeting between us to see what we can do to sort this

problem out."

"Jason and I had a bit of a conversation this morning,"

Matt started, "I'm sorry, Jade, the balls I have dropped have



been due to having too many balls in the air and thinking it

was my job to keep them in the air."

"Pressures are coming to bear, which means we are 

either going to fall back into the old structure of worker 

boss, fiat currency, employment contracts, or we are going 

to develop something new. Like the founding fathers and 

their ideas of 'we the people,' 'life, liberty, and the pursuit 

of happiness.'  how are we going to grow?” Jason asked 

rhetorically. “We have all talked about this a bit; how do we 

empower people to put their heart into things, not pay 

them, but somehow reward them for their effort and 

success?"

"I am a bit of a newcomer to your little band of 

anarchists," Jade said, "and have a unique perspective 

because of what happened to Dom. I think the old system 

has become so thoroughly corrupted, had wrongly 

imprisoned Dom, and started to eat our family alive that we 

were happy to abandon everything. Our new freedoms 

mean something. However, in this new place, with us free, 

we now have to remain hidden.  I want to work with you to 

understand your goals and processes and bring some order 



to the growing chaos without dismantling the good you are 

building. Though I have no idea how you are paying for all 

this."

"We still have some reserves,” Jason told them, “and

your question is common. Here is one way we have been

thinking about things. Imagine if you did not need to earn

money, fiat cash, in the standard way. We could build a

power plant for next to nothing and produce Gigawatts of

electricity to sell a state. The money would be rolling in. Or

we could go out and find an asteroid with gold and bring it

back to earth, so needing money is not an issue.”

“How does that then relate to all of us?” Jade asked.

“At our current size, anything you ask for will be

provided. Food, shelter, clothing, and any material needs.

We are acting well towards one another as we are currently

in a lifeboat, having escaped a sinking vessel. Anything and

everything we get causes us to be appreciative.”

“You have all seen Serenity. What if I told you I want to 

build a floating island, 4 km wide, 16 km long?  Not one of 

them, but 20 or 100, to have our new country. What if I told 

you I want to build a space station in Lagrange 4 or 5 that 



is 200 km in diameter, big enough to house a million 

people? And to house them well. Do you think hopes of new 

land will envision people to a new future?”

“I can just see Elliot raining on that parade,” Jade said.

“I think Elliot's rainy disposition is rather useful to

keep me grounded,” Jason said, “but it will not stop me

from dreaming.”

"None of this solves the problem of why anyone would

want to do what we are doing for no pay," Jade said.

"I think to that end, we need to make the currency of

purpose, the currency of autonomy, and even the currency

of mastery more obvious, more attainable, more

meaningful, and attractive. Do you think if new people can

see what we are building, both tangible and socially, that

might help them come on board?" Jason asked.

"Maybe for those of us that the system has abused,"

Jade said, "who want to build a new system. I can

appreciate that and am motivated toward it, and so is Dom.

But what about people a few steps back, like Andrew or

Lin? Matt, if you end up with a dozen buyers buying what

we need, not working for a salary. While not lacking food or



shelter or the ability to do their job, why would anyone do

this? What will motivate them to continue?” Jade asked.

Tahlia had been quiet till now, "I am overseeing the

growth and needs of this site, working with Matt to ensure

you all have what you need and want. We are doing what

we are doing in the hope we will be able to build something

that will embody some old ideas that have been abandoned

and some new ones that could never have been

implemented before. I am reading about the founding

fathers, and as flawed as they were, they were men of their

time. They were also ahead of their time while

simultaneously being prisoners of their history. From slave

owners to fornicators to liberators, the seed of the

destruction of their way of life was in the writing of the

very documents they were founding this country on. It

would seem that they had many good safeguards against

tyranny, but we have still ended up with a corrupted

system; hence many of you are on the run.”

“Was their inequality,” Tahlia continued, “was their

bigotry, sure. Yet there was also this weird set of ideas

from, 'We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men



are created equal' talk about the seeds of the destruction of

slavery in this opening sentence, but not just slavery. Those

words lead to my right as a woman to vote. That ‘all men’

already meant women, even as they wrote the words. Then

you have, 'endowed by their Creator with certain

unalienable Rights,' and like Jason said, 'that among these

are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.' What I like,

which I think we are up to, is '--That whenever any Form of

Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the

Right of the People to alter or abolish it and institute new

Government.’ That has been impossible; the federal

government has become too powerful. Corporate interests

and lobbying groups have become too strong, and the

ordinary people have been cowed, given a nipple to suck

on, told to be quiet, or that nipple will be taken away. There

has been no alternative power to confront the rot that has

set in, but maybe, here in Nevada is the seed to that

change; we kind of need our founding documents—maybe

taking what we already have, upgrading them for today

without losing the imperative that was in them that brought

about good changes.”



"Wow, that is quite a set of thoughts you have there,

Tahlia," Jade said, " I guess there have been some

conversations that I would have liked to have been a part

of. Do you have any legs on this?"

"Kind of, yes, no." Tahlia said.

"Here is what I have been thinking about," Matt

offered, "We have some working ideas. There is no way I

can meet the buying needs that you will have, Jade. Your

lists are getting longer and longer and are well-planned.

Then I can see what we are trying to build, so my ten and

even sixteen hours of work a day are not a chore. Jason,

you have given me the freedom to get good at what I do,

given me people to learn from, resources to do them,

encouragement when I succeed, and guidance when I fail. I

want to do the same for my team, Lin and Andrew, and Mr.

Jing may not be happy. I want his other two drivers."

"Till now, we have recruited from people we already

know; for how long can we keep doing this," Tahlia asked.

"We can hardly go on zip recruiter and say, 'Wanted,

anarchists to overthrow the current world order, horrible



working hours, bad pay, maybe some benefits in the future

if you live long enough.'" Jason said.

"But that is exactly the pitch I will be using to get

some buyers on board," Matt said. "So Jade, I will be

spending time on recruitment; I have people lined up and

supplies getting gear ready. Patrick is also someone you

want to tap into; he might even be able to get his team

together, especially as we ramp up to build the Carrier."

"Jade, can you take on the logistical needs here? There

are twenty here now, soon, there could be a hundred, and

once the Carrier is flying, that number could quickly

become a thousand. I want to create equality of

opportunity, no matter who the parents are; I want children

to get access to education and grow their creativity and

health care. Equality of outcome is totally up to the

individual; we can not save people from their idiot selves.”

“Does this mean I can think about recruiting nurses,

teachers, doctors, and dentists?” Jade asked. “We won't

need accountants or lawyers, but we need plumbers and

electricians and laborers.”



“Yes, if you can find people who want what we are

offering, you can do it secretively,” Jason said. “With what

you have been through, I can trust you.”

 “We need people with capacity, who can look at the 

long game,  who become attracted by a new standard, not 

for pay, but for the chance to build something bigger and 

better than themselves. And at the same time, keeping out 

victim culture, offense over words, and people that merely 

want to protest, not protect or produce. Finding good 

people will not be easy, as many of these systems and 

professionals have been captured and removed from their 

primary purpose. However, living in Rolla and working with 

you has shown me that there are millions of people out 

there who think as we do, and we can give them the 

opportunity for change.” Jason said.

“Matt, what you are doing is what I want us all to do,

just like I recruited you from the pool of people around me;

you can recruit from your pool, so let us all do this."

This conversation led to a small stream of people who

knew people who had been marginalized and did indeed

want to find something new.



Chapter 52 Comic-Con.

At first, the idea seemed ludicrous, but Alexander

pointed out that it was no more ludicrous than finding gold

in the Bahamas.

Alexander and Diego, along with Eurico, Max, and Ed,

had all moved and were busy building out Nevada. Max and

Ed were married, and again it showed how people wanted

change; their wives quickly agreed on the changes to their

lives, especially after spending a week in the Bahamas,

being flown there on Serenity by Ursula and Matt.

Max’s wife, Muri, was a nurse who had not worked for

over two years, having been pushed out due to

noncompliance; they arrived with four children aged five to

fourteen. Ed's wife, Emily, had been a teacher, but it had

been many years since she had been in a classroom, and

now new children wanted to learn.

The new additions had flown back with Jason to

Nevada, and they were all actively brainstorming on the

flight and had seen an issue they felt needed attention.



“When we came out of the closet, it wouldn't hurt to

have many people on our side. So how do we do that, you

ask? It’s a matter of who would want to join us, right? Who

would support us in general? We want our generation, and

the best place to find them is at Comic-Con. You know we

play ‘StarQuest,’ right Jason.”

“Yes, I'm familiar with ‘StarQuest,’ I played it a bit

here and there, but the time needed to get into the games

was something I did not have.”

“One of the ships in ‘StarQuest’ is a globe; I think that

could become our ideal ship for the Carrier.”

“Now, being connected to the game ‘StarQuest’ would

help,” Alexander said. “We will look like fanboys. We build

out a mock globe spaceship and set it up with the training

simulation software from Ursula. It has the controls and

setup that we already used for our ships. People get to play

the game using their account, and we begin to create

awareness for what is possible.”

Diego and Alexander then showed a mock-up of a

globe.



“Are you suggesting we make a real Globe and take it

to the Comic-Con?”

“Maybe not this year; for now, we are only talking

about a control system like would be inside this Globe.”

“If we think Globes could be the craft for the carrier,

let's make a couple of small mockups and see what

happens.” As welders, this was just more fun for Diego and

Alexander.

“Okay, but what then?”  Jason asked.

“Matt and Ursula used to be in ‘StarQuest,’ Deja & Nia

are actually in our clan. Along with my cousin, Hector, and

some six others.”

“Jason, sometimes when we are talking in-game,”

Alexander said, “it sounds like a Sunday afternoon in your

garage. I think this will be a place to find like-minded

people.”

Jason got the four of them together, Diego and

Alexander, Larry and Louie. The new welders joined for the

two younger men to fulminate ideas and the older men to

poke holes in the ideas and help solidify things.



“It’s about time Diego took on another project of his

own, and these Globes look like a good place to work for

them both.” Larry was saying. “How many do you want,

Jason?”

“Well, if we grow anything like I think we could in the

next two and ten years, we will want to go from dozens to

hundreds to thousands.”

“I can’t ever accuse you of being shy,” Louie said,

“want to fill us in?”

“So we are building out Nevada; we have the

Bahamas. How are we going to protect these locations?

After rescuing Dom and company and helping the others

extract themselves from their sticky situations, authorities

and Castle will want to recapture what they have lost. How

do we stop them when they turn up on our doorsteps?”

Jason said. “In thinking about this, you have heard the idea

of a Carrier being pushed around. I have in mind to build

an aircraft carrier. With the Melons, we can build with

almost no limitations. What is going to cost us fits the

Carrier out? Talking with Dom and Ursula, we are mocking

up a craft 200 meters in diameter and 50 to 60 meters tall.



To have multiple decks, some for storage, some for living,

and one as a flight deck that can easily hold one to two

hundred Globes. Again, we don’t need to build anything

conventional; we don't need wings, we don’t need fuel

tanks, and as for armament, I have some thoughts. So,

think about a sphere 4 meters in diameter; it will be

intimidating.”

“We have this aircraft carrier flying over the Nevada

base or some other location; then you have fifty Globes out,

flying a formation? That will give any authority pause.”

“To begin with, we will have our pilots inside the

globes, but later, for safety, I want to fly the Globes

remotely, just in case one gets hit by a missile. The missile

won’t damage the Globe, but it might hurt an occupant.

The aircraft carrier will be set up with a simulator per

Globe; then, a Pilot can fly their Globe in person or

remotely, and we have Pods for people to learn how to

become pilots. Currently, we have a range of 250 km on the

Melon Transmitters. So, yes, that is a lot of transmitters,

and we still only have nine. So, say the Feds turn up in

Nevada or the military, we plonk two of three of these



Globes on the road leading to the compound. There is no

getting past them. Then imagine a flying scoop big enough

to pick up a truck. Anyone that tries to cross the line gets

scooped up and deposited in another state.”

“As we look at all these things, I want us to hold an

idea in mind, no casualties. We might have to use force to

protect ourselves, but we are the first people in history to

have such an overwhelming advantage that we do not need

to draw blood. Until now, governments have had the power

of coercion because they could draw blood with impunity.

In many cases, the rule of law is no longer valid because

federal agencies and individuals see themselves as above

the law, and citizens can do nothing about it. We could not

even vote the bastards out, as they were often unelected.

But I digress.”

“So we need to start prototyping the globes now. And 

Alexander has this intriguing idea.”  Diego said.

“You're not the only one who thinks beyond

boundaries,” Alexander said with a smile, “when I first saw

what you guys were up to, and knowing a little bit about

the history of the right to repair and big tech big industry.



Big tech likes squashing the small guy and taking the

spoils. We will need public support on our side, but if we

have to be hidden, how can we ever grow public support?

So Comic-Con. There are communities of people from

LARPing to CosPlay to Furries, especially gamers, who

have huge loyalties within themselves and between

themselves that we can tap into.”

“Sir,” Alexander said to Larry, “you would get on my 

case about gaming. I think gaming has just the people we 

need, and when they get to fly Globes for real, we could 

have hundreds, if not thousands, of people who want to join 

us. Not just from the US,  ‘StarQuest,’ has people playing 

from all over the world. Some clans have members in 

almost every time zone, so someone is always in-game.”

“This game is so popular because it's great for team

play; it is also popular, especially in Asia and Africa,

because users can make money. You can mine materials,

and other users can buy them; the game charges a 2%

transaction fee on all sales; there is no fee to play.”

“I am part of an international team across many time 

zones.” Alexander continued, “We have done this on 



purpose because we can take advantage of players' and 

countries' buying and selling power.  I have a friend in 

Cameroon that I have never met; he does a lot of mining 

and supports his family. You buy and sell with their altcoin 

and redeem it as needed. Now he is getting his pilot skills 

up. As he entered the game and quickly got mining, our 

clan friend started making a small amount of coin. You can 

mine in a safe sector, but the pickings are pretty poor, go to 

an unsafe sector, and you get to mine some of the more 

exotic materials, but you could also get pirated. Build a 

strong mining ship, and you can make money; five hours of 

playtime could get you as much as $20. Now for someone 

in the west, that seems like a waste of time, but for 

Mohammad, it’s golden.”

“He is even coming with us on some raids and getting 

loot. Jason, you need to play this game; it’s a blast and 

educational! You get to code; this is a bigger part of the 

game than many people realize. You write macros that you 

can engage in a fight, and if you have the skill point and 

fuel, your programming can  get you out of tight spots, 

even against a higher-ranked player.”



“This sounded suspiciously like Ursula's idea to let a

flight plan do all the flying, not a person,” Jason said. “I am

torn, I like the idea, but we are currently weak. I am unsure

if we can afford the exposure; we are just getting Nevada

up and running, yet to have Globes there ahead of time is

very intreging.”

“You need to consider, Jason, that to already have

Globes out there in the zeitgeist would do us a lot of good,”

Larry offers up. “I played games in my day as well, maybe

Doom and Quake, but stories are always a powerful tool,

and often my generation has forgotten how much of what

we think and believe was shaped by the entertainment of

our day. So if these guys are making Globes anyway, why

not at least look at what something for a Comic-Con might

look like? At the very least, it would be a good training

simulator for us.”

“Okay, do this for me; start with building three or four

4-meter globes; at the very least, they will be full-size

replicas and training simulators. Then build a simulator as

you would take to a Con. How does that sound?”

“I can work with that,” Alexander said.



Chapter 53 Making Globes.

Diego and Alexander made Globes and played 

‘StarQuest’ in Nevada. They even pulled in some of the 

others, and their infectious ideas spread.  They even got 

Ursula and Matt back into the game; being in the Bahamas 

was not a hindrance. 

Now that Serenity was Ursula's ship and could come

and go as needed, they would land at the Farm, picking up

supplies and ferrying people. A young girl, Deja

Washington, and her older sister Nia had joined them in the

Bahamas; Deja had started working at the shop not long

before Ursula had moved to Florida, and her sister joined

the shop roster sometime later.

Some trouble had started to brew for the sisters, and

Nia had had to drop out of MTS. A woman of color studying

STEM was a race traitor, and this harassment almost broke

her. One evening, she had vented pretty heavily when

Jason, Matt, and Ursula all went out for a meal with the two

sisters. Another programmer could be handy in the



Bahamas. To bring her in slowly, Nia had gone to the

Bahamas the long way, got set up helping with

programming, and soon suggested that Deja join them. By

this time, Deja had suspected things were not what they

seemed, and she had been introduced to the work in the

garage. It did not hurt that they were already in Diego's

clan on ‘StarQuest.’

The mold for the Globe was pretty straightforward, a

sphere inside a sphere, with raceways for cameras and

sensors on the outside leading to two small holes on the

west and east side. The interior had one pilot seat and a

jump seat that could hold three at a pinch. The ceiling

came down an extra ½ meter as the top of the globe had a

storage area only accessible outside; this was planned for

later use. There was a cavity under the pilot's seat for

future storage, maybe for an accompanying frisbee.

Building out the first Globe saw Ursula appear again

with Matt, Nia, and Deja; they all had a vested interest in

seeing their software integrated, both from a training point

of view and a flight point of view.



“Do you think you could integrate the ‘StarQuest’ app

with your software so we could play the game in the

cockpit?” Alexander asked.

“Already ahead of you there,” Ursula said, “the

developers have released their code base with an open

license. They are working on the principle that if someone

used their code and made a better game, they deserve to

be supplanted. It has produced a couple of really bad

clones and some simulators that don’t come close to what

you have here.”

“As you are playing the game, you get yaw and pitch

but never go anywhere, and we have added some shake

and rolls when bad things happen.”

“Wherever you guys are going, count us in,” Deja said.

“Also, Diego, I like your cockpit layout; I have a few ideas

as well.”

“Spoken like a true designer, you have ideas, and I

have to make them work.”

Next, Diego and Alexander started on the 2-meter

mockup. The mockup was quicker and easier to make as it



would never be able to fly, but the interior would mimic the

bigger version.

Jason came by one day, “I have a reservation about

this; you guys have done such a good job, I am afraid you

will go viral. If that happens, all roads lead back to Rolla.

Do you have any thoughts on how we can mitigate this

problem?”

“I’ve told you about my cousin, Hector,” Diego let them

know, “on my mom's side. He lives in Salt Lake City, and as

we were gaming, Alex and I talked to him about what we

were doing. He is into sales and likes the idea of

simulators. We thought we would start with a reasonably

sized Con and see what happens. He could front the booth

and work with a couple of others from our team that we

bring in. They would not know the truth, so if asked, would

not lie and would truly be able to play dumb.”

“Won't they wonder why you are not fronting the

booth?”

“Yes, but what if I say our benefactor, you, is 

developing this simulator, and it is still in beta?  and he 

doesn't want the exposure to lead back to him just yet and 



wants to use real live players, that we are his grunts, our 

guys will love being the center of attention.”

Jason had talked this through with different team

members. There were mixed views; some were very much

against any exposure. In contrast, others said the exposure

was already happening, we needed things that would show

us in a positive light, and we needed to be ahead of that

exposure, not reacting to it.

So Salt Lake Comic-Con was a go.

“Here is what we are going to do,” Ursula was showing

them, “the feedback from the APIs will run back into these

wheels and spin the Globe according to what the player is

doing; they can play their account for 10 minutes or play a

‘StarQuest’ maze. At the end of 10 minutes, the pilot chair

spins them back around; all you need to do is build the

platform so they can get in and out easily. Also, we want

them strapped in for safety and realism.”

 



Chapter 54 Getting Joanna.

Elliot, Ike, Ursula, Matt, and Serenity were doing

another nighttime flight, this time to Grand Rapids, Ohio,

where Joanna's Mom and Dad lived. Flying over her home,

Ursula again did a scan for warm bodies. The house was on

a dead-end road down by Beaver Creek; they did see a car

parked on West River Road.

Landing near the house in a plowed paddock, Elliot

approached the back door and knocked. A rather angry

farmer greeted him with a shotgun.

“What the hell do you want sneaking up on us like

this?” The farmer said.

“Ahr, I am a friend of Joanna’s, and I wanted to come

and see her without raising too much notice.”

“My girl has had enough grief from your kind; I want

you off my porch and gone unless you like rock salt in your

arse.”

“Dad, stop that,” Joanna appeared at the door. “Elliot,

fancy seeing you. Dad let him in, he’s okay, and he is one



reason my grief, as you call it, is not as bad as it could have

been.”

Joanna’s Dad muttered as she got Elliot in through the

door.

“I’m going to have to be quick and to the point; it

appears there is a car at the end of your road staking

things out.”

“Yes, we know about that; the local Police have told me

I am not allowed to leave the farm, and if I try, they will

arrest me. By the way, thanks for the heads up you gave me

in New York; I just grabbed a bag, left my phone, and

headed home.”

“They have no right to do this; we still live in a free

country; my girl has done nothing wrong.”

“Well, dad, the lawyers tend to disagree. It was about a

month later that these goons appeared. I don’t think it is

legal, and I don’t think the people in the car have the

power to arrest me, but at the same time, you saw how the

Chief of Police reacted when they all visited us a couple of

months ago.”



“What if you were just to disappear?” Elliot asked.

“Would your folks get in trouble?” By this time, Joanna's

Mom had joined them as well.

“If you can take our daughter away, protect her, and

keep her out of harm’s way, that is the best option. Hush

now, Harold, you might think you can protect her, but we

are a stationary target.”

“I am a little new to this, I was in Canada until a few

days ago, and a noose was slipping closer when Jason and

friends arrived and got us out of Dodge. Yep, Jason is still

around, and he seems to have learned a thing or two since

you and I last talked. Also, we are getting the band

together again to make some music.”

“Hmmm, so we might be taking up where we got

evicted from?” Joanna asked.

“It looks that way and much, much more.” Elliot

offered.

This extraction was pretty simple; Joanna packed some

things, hugged her parents on their porch, and followed

after Elliot.



Elliot lied and said they had a boat at Beaver Creek

that would take them back to the Maumee River and

upstream to their car.

Instead, Ursula had already moved Serenity to the

creek, and when they got there, Elliot and Joanna got in

and strapped down. Ursula was a little more gentle with

this take-off as no one was after them, and they rose gently

to 3,000 meters and sped off to the farm.

“This does not look like a boat to me,” Joanna said.

“Oh, hi, Ike.”

“Hi, Joanna, no, it does not, but the less your parents

know, the fewer lies they have to tell,” Ike said.

“My parents are not dumb, Elliot; they did not believe

your boat story.”

“That’s okay.” Elliot shrugged.

They introduced Joanna to Ursula and Matt, as they

traveled and settled down for the hour-long trip to the

farmhouse.

A domino effect was in place, Joanna contacted

Monica, and she came on board. Monica then contacted

three of the technicians she worked with who had been let



go. Two of them joined up, one with a wife, Vincent and

Venessa Brown, and two children, the other with a

husband, Ellen and Basil Flemming, also with two children.

Gérard contacted Salim Haider; he gave Salim three of 

the Signal phones to give to Roha and Sona. They talked 

back and forth for a week and hatched a plan. They all 

wanted to join up again with Dominique because 

Dominique had a way of creating loyalty. Salim and Roha 

were still working for Blue Sky Engineering, trying to undo 

the muddying of the waters Dominique had left behind; 

Sona had been fired and was still unemployed. They all 

wanted to join back up.  From these primary people, there 

were also four technicians that had seen what was going on 

and wanted out. Altogether there were five married 

couples. Roha had a stay-at-home wife with three children, 

and Sona’s husband was a pediatric doctor. From the 

technicians, there were three spouses and eight children. 

Dominique talked to them by phone and soon they all 

wanted in.

All of them lived in or near Albany. A Saturday was

arranged for them to pack some small bags and make their



way individually to Snyder Lake and Camp Scully. The

camp had been booked for the long weekend. They arrived

and set themselves up for the weekend.

Two in the morning, Gérard came up to the cabins.

Everyone was ready to go, and he walked them down to the

jetty and Serenity.

Their cars were left behind to be picked up by friends

or family the next day. They lifted off without incident and

made their way back to the farm.

Jason greeted them, and while he had met the three

from Blue Sky Engineering, he did not know them well.

“This farm is just a holding place; we will move you out to

Nevada in a couple of days. I am sorry that things are

pretty cramped; you are adding to our number in a big way.

We are currently moving in more housing for you. It’s going

to be a little rough, to begin with, but you saw Serenity, you

saw what she can do, and you all come with skills we need

and want.” They were all sitting in the rather crowded

living room of the farmhouse.

“Roha and Sonia, it is great to have you with us, Sonia; 

we will need your help to make Nevada family-friendly; 



with you all, we will have around 63 people, and almost 20 

of them are under 18.  I only expect that to grow.”

“Sona, it’s good to have you and you to Navin, I hope

this is not out of place, but I was surprised to see you

accept the idea to come along with this ragtag bunch of

conspiracists. Do any of you have any questions?”

“You have been on the run for the last nine months,

Jason?” Salim asked.

“No, not on the run, I settled down near here about six

weeks after everything went sideways, and I have been

here ever since. I am sure the full story will come out as

time passes.”

“The Serenity, what powers it,” Dr. Radhakrishnan

asked.

“Sona can fill you in, and all of you, those NDAs you

signed, forget them, talk freely with each other. In a

nutshell, what all of us had been working on is a whole new

technology field. Nina, Vita, ahem, Webster and Bert, we

are really glad to have you all, the work we are about to

embark on needs all of you. As you must know, I was all

deemed surplus to requirements, and the technology was in



the process of being stripped from me and locked deep

inside a corporate dictatorship. Things did not go according

to their plans, and now we exist. I hope we can all build

something much better than they had planned.”

“Do you have ice cream?” Asked one of Roha’s

children.

“Yes, we do, and that is a good idea.” Jason then

finished the time, “Do approach me if you have any

questions.”

By mid-May, the farmhouse was once again empty. The

Rocinante was doing ferry work in Nevada, as was Serenity

was being used for the Bahamas, and Matt and Ursula had

decided to make that their base of operations, they jokingly

called their place the Vacation Rental, and different people

at different times did indeed use this for some R&R.

Nevada also had Recovery and that left Progress for

Rolla.

Larry came to visit Jason one morning.

“Jason, you’ve met my wife, Mary, before.”

“Good morning Mrs. Belrose; nice to see you again.”



“Some friends have come to me and asked if the Feds

were reopening their case against Larry.” Mary let Jason

know. “They let me know a few strange people had been

spotted in Rolla and asked weird questions about Stuart

and who works for him and Larry.”

“That's in line with some people wanting to be too

friendly with us,” Jason said. “We have also had a couple of

our friends let us know they have been approached and

told the people to take a hike,” Jason added. “It’s worked to

our advantage, as we now have three new programmers.

Shane, Tyler, and Ella are all from the same classes as Matt

and Ursula. They are heading to the Bahamas but won’t

know about Nevada.”

“I have not talked to you before, Jason, saw no need. 

However, I have been doing a lot of talking with Larry and 

Stuart, and especially Carol. You seem to be stealing the 

best staff from the workshop, and we have hired new 

people to fill positions for the legit work we need to do. If I 

need to flee,” Larry said,  “your little craft in the workshop 

is appreciated, and so is the one in our loft. I hope we never 

have to use them.”



“As Carol and I have talked, we see that you need more

than just geeks; you need families in many supporting

roles. Carol has been prepping her children, and I talked to

mine. We would be interested in helping you create this

country I have heard you talk about.” Mary said.

“That means a lot to me, and that you would trust us.”

Once again the people of Rolla had surprised Jason.

 



Chapter 55 The Teams to

Nevada.

The Farm had become a regular railway station—

people in and people out. Ursula made sure to only leave

after dusk and only leave if there was cloud cover.

“I look forward to the day I can do these flights with

impunity,” Ursula said to Matt.

Since setting up Nevada and effectively hanging it over

to Diego and Alexander first, and now that Jade and Tahlia,

Matt was trying to spend more time with Ursula. The

Bahamas was their home.

“I would like the day when we have full crews on these

flights,” Matt offered.

Matt was on his fourth ferry flight to Nevada. When

they had ferried Joanna and Monica, they had insisted on

taking crew seats to see how things worked. Both women

had ideas on improving things, from tapping into aircraft



control data feeds to thoughts of using a Melon as a form of

mass radar.

“Before doing that, we will have to get Sona and Roha

to make dozens of them.”

“If Jason has anything to say about it, we will need

tens of thousands of them.” Matt told them, “Think about

having 200 Globes with 200 remote stations, that’s at least

400 Melons for transmission, and say if you can create a

detector and put it in every fifth Globe, that is another 40.

You guys are going to be busy.”

Nearing Nevada, Monica said, “Ursula, you have done

an amazing job on this; how can I make suggestions? I’ve

been in enough teams where new players act as hot stuff

and run all over the people who have done the hard work.”

“You mean you see problems and issues with the

system, right?” Ursula asked. “Don’t worry, I am not

offended; the more we do, the more we explore this

technology, the more I am aware of how much we are on

the bleeding edge. Security is our problem, Matt is working

on creating a truly protected intranet, and as we get more

crafts and locations up and going, we want to get to a place



where we do not merely live hidden on the Internet. Rather

we develop our hardware and have our own traceroute

totally. So please get with Matt so you can access our svn;

we have Subversion up and running.”

Tonight Ursula and Matt had a full load; Salim Haider

had taken one of the crew seats to see how things worked,

and Roha had his hands full helping his wife, Sonia, with

the three children. Sona and her husband Navin had each

taken a crew seat. Nina, Vita, Webster, and Bert, with

family, would be coming in on the next flight.

Matt commented, “You are all like kids in a candy

store, can’t wait to play with anything that lights up and

beeps.”

“Ignore him,” Ursula said, “he is the biggest kid of

them all; the amount of time he spends ‘learning how to

fly’, ha, playing ‘StarQuest’ is more like it.”

Sonia, from her seat, joined the conversation, “Did I

hear ‘StarQuest’? What has that to do with this?” Matt

explained the connections between what they had done and

the game. “A few of my family in India are playing this

game and making money. Not American style money but



enough to make a difference.” Speaking up was out of

character for Sonia, “You will please forgive me if I am

being rude, but I need to talk more after the last few

months and the last few days. Roha has been asking me to

take on more of your American ideas, and I am thinking

now is a good time to do what is it you say, reinvent

myself.”

“Your children all seem to be tucked up in their seats,

so why don't you take that chair next to Ursula, and she

can show you something about Serenity,” Matt suggested.

Sonia unbuckled her seat and moved over to Ursula.

“Do sit down and buckle up, please,” Ursula said.

Next to Ursula, Sonia got a good look at the workspace

layout. “I have these three screens, and they can toggle

through the various cameras,” Ursula touched an icon on

the screen, and they had a view from underneath Serenity,

another icon, and they were looking at the stars above. “On

this screen, I like to have the plot for this flight; you can

see all the waypoints. We try to stay away from flight paths

and airports. Flying at 3,000 meters means we are not in

the flight path of any commercial flight, as they would be



between 9 & 10,000 meters. It is only around approaches

to the airport that those planes come down to our height.

Then here, you can see our speed, altitude, and heading.”

“Are we going at 1,000 kph?” Sonia asked.

“Yes, we are.”

“It is so quiet.”

“You can thank Diego and Alexander for that; they

have done quite a job fitting out Serenity. They spent a lot

of time locking down the design on the rear hatch, as that

is the only way noise can come in. They have even come up

with new refinements that you will see on Recovery and

Progress.”

“Thank you for showing me this,” Sonia said.

“Any time you want to learn more and I am around, I

would love to take you through the simulation course; we

will need all the Pilots we can get.”

Over by the seats, a sleepy voice from a bundle of

blankets asked, “Can I become a pilot too?”

“Hush, Diti, you are meant to be asleep.”

Arriving in Nevada again early in the morning, the

families and others got shown to their new homes.



When everyone had left Serenity, Matt went and sat in

one of the passenger seats, and Ursula sat opposite him.

“Things are progressing well,” Matt said.

“They are, but we are getting to a crunch. People are

talking about the number of people we are sucking out of

Rolla. And I need a couple more people to flesh out The

Retreat, not just hands but also brains.” Ursula let Matt

know.

“Hmm, I have been thinking about that and about

where I might be most useful.”

“And where you might most like to be, I hope.”

“There is that.” Matt smiled.

“So.”

Trying to deflect the conversation a bit, “You know, the

first time I rode a roller coaster, I was terrified and excited

at the same time. I wanted to do it, but did not want to do it

simultaneously.”

“And this applies to now, how.” Ursula teased.

“I don’t have an engagement ring,” taking Ursula's

hand, “Will you marry me?”



Ursula laughed, “Finally. Yes, I will; what are you doing

this weekend?”

Ursula slowly lifted Matt's dropped jaw back into

place. “I have already talked about this to my parents; I do

not want a big wedding, for me I want a small door to a big

house, so why not this weekend? All the people I care about

can be in Rolla, Tahlia will easily make the trip, and we can

get married and honeymoon at The Retreat.”

 



Chapter 56 Setting up

Nevada.

Across multiple fronts, there was a tremendous

amount of activity. Elliot had been a designer on Jason’s

team, fitting all the parts together; now, he worked on a

large-scale design.

“We are looking at fabricating several different kinds

of crafts here; Jason has his Aircraft Carrier high on the

list. What was it you said, ‘Shock and Awe.’ Well, to make

this craft, we first have to make a fabrication warehouse

that no one can detect, so the first things we are going to

develop are these ‘L’ shaped walls that we will drive into

the ground, interlocking them at the leg of the L to form a

square. Then we will fabricate a roof and place it on top.

Next, we dig the sand out. Cover the roof with sand, and

we have the fabrication warehouse hidden underground.”

“How on earth will you sink the walls into the ground?

What, with a pile driver?” Asked Ike. Ike was a software



engineer; he solved problems in the ethereal world; the

real world was not where he played.

“Ike, you are not thinking ‘ceramic foam.’” Elliot said,

“each of the four walls will have controlling rods. Of a

night, we lift them in the air where we have done a scan, so

there is only sand, and we simply drive them in the ground

with their power and momentum.”

The Ls were quite simple to make, a couple of meters

thick, 80 meters wide, and 260 meters long, the ends

interlocked with the next L till you had four sides of a

square. The length was manageable; it was the end that

involved some thinking.

The Rolla team found that the ceramic foam did not

stick to ceramic foam, so they built up a series of molds

until they could clamp together the desired shape, partially

fill with sand, and expand. Rinse and repeat four times for

the sides and four times for the roof..

Working at night to minimize detection, and two weeks

after arriving, they had the parts and the roof segments

ready.



“Okay, Joanna, how did you get on with Ursula’s

programming,” Elliot asked.

“It’s all looking good; pity she could not make it,”

Joanna said.

“Well, I guess getting married to Matt trumps

watching us bury plates,” Elliot said.

“Okay, I am ready.” The team had gotten together and

decided that rather than putting the plates in one at a time,

they would fly them into position, join them together above

ground, and drive them in one go.

In one of the trailers, Joanne had set up a control

center where Ike, Salim, Roha, and Sona had a joystick for

each of their plates.

“So guys, you all saw the little experiment from the

other night and got a chance to feel putting a plate into the

ground,” Joanna reminded them. They all nodded in

agreement.

The team flew the plates over to where the scanners

had shown over 100m of sandy soil before any appearance

of bedrock.



“South, Ike, you're first; Salim, you’re west; Roha,

you’re north; Sona, you’re east.” They all knew their part,

but talking through a procedure was how mistakes were

caught.

The site was bathed in several infrared spotlights,

good enough to show up on the hovering cameras but not

good enough to alert any prying eyes. Using these cameras,

the team flew their plates into position; Ike and Salim had

it easy, and Roha got his north plate slid into place. Sona

had the most challenging job, and the others had to wiggle

themselves to help her fit, then it was ready.

Hovering a few feet over the desert was a square

structure, 260 meters on each side, 80 meters high. On

Joanna's countdown, they engaged in a pushdown. The four

plates were physically and software linked, entered the

ground and kept going, 5, 10, 20 meters into the ground,

30, 60, then slowing down till 80, with the tops barely

visible at ground level. With only eight melons, Vincent and

Ellen, along with Nina, Vita, Webster and Bert went to work

taking the melons off the four wall sections and attached

them to the four roof sections.



The roof sections were 300 meters long, with 5-meter

tabs on each end. These were interlocked on top of the

buried plates.

The south plate in the ground was different. In the

middle was a ten by ten-meter divot; this would be the

entryway into the warehouse and where the sand would be

excavated. Smaller plates got driven into the ground

around this, and a prefab building made up of four shipping

container were placed on top.

Elliot had devised a design for this and fabricated a

lifting Rigg. The shipping containers had been welded

together lengthways, and the rig was permanently attached

to the 16 lifting points of the four containers. Now it was

just a simple matter of attaching a lifting frisbee to the rig

and lifting the containers into and out of position.

Now comes the work of digging out the fabrication

warehouse. This work was again done at night, lifting the

containers out of the way and using a series of scoops.

Each scoop was about 8 meters wide, 8 meters deep,

and 8 meters long; the first two-scoop fulls alone cleaned

out the accessway to the divot in the wall.



“I said I got first to go with the scoop,” Ike protested.

“There are four of them, so there is no rush,” Gérard

said.

They had drawn lots and turned the whole process into

a game; even Dominique had joined them with Jade. Jason

was on hand, keeping a low profile and wanting Dominique

to own and manage this day. Again with only eight melons,

they were limited to four things that could be flown

remotely.

Ike got his scoop in; again, the power of the ceramic

foam was on display in its strength and ability to be self-

propelled. Sliding it in, he sunk it into the hilt; pulling it

out, he lost about half his load. “Ike, this is why I should

have gone; first, I know what I am doing,” said Joanna.

“No way, Joanna, I told you the first few scoops would

collapse on themselves; once we have cleared a bit of an

entryway, we should be able to fill the scoop,” defended

Ike.

Ike flew his scoop away to the offloading zone they had

staked out. They would be digging out something in the

order of 300,000 cubic meters of material, and if they could



get 300 cubic meters per scoop, that was still 1000 trips. It

was going to take a couple of weeks to dig this out.

The time was also spent making molds for the Aircraft

Carrier.

 



Chapter 57 Salt Lake

Comic-Con.

A 2-meter Globe is still a pretty good size, plus the

scaffolding for displaying and running it. It was inside a

horse float, so it was covered and unseen.

They were in the products section of the Comic-Con,

and their booth cost $10,000. Their cover story was that

they were a small start-up just beginning to make

simulators for ‘StarQuest.’

There was a team of nine of them, Hector as the lead,

the seven from Rolla, Alexander, Diego, Patrick, Nia and

Deja, Matt, and Ursula, and then eight from two different

clans, the stand-ins.

Things started slowly, there was so much for people to 

see and do, but in 30 minutes, a line started to form.  Soon 

it was almost exclusively ‘StarQuest’ players. It was a bit of 

an embarrassment, but they had three people saying they 



wanted to order a simulator; the possibility of a $30,000 

price tag dropped the number to two.

Matt and Ursula put their heads together with Diego

and Alexander; they even brought in Hector, as being in

sales anyway, he was perfect to front the inquiries.

“Thank you for your inquiry; this is very much a

prototype,” Hector was saying, “in many ways, we have

very little knowledge of what a final price would be; we

want to get feedback about what people like and don’t like,

what is going to be needed to make the simulator

immersive."

Hector was a natural salesman. He talked a good talk,

making a lot of it up on the fly. "We have developed the

software using the open-source repositories that

‘StarQuest’ has made available. We have added to that

routines and repositories from a few different gits. We also

have some very talented in-house programmers that have

integrated the software focusing on stability and

scalability".

The evening came, and Matt took them all out for

dinner.



"Hector, you talk a mean pitch," Ursula said over their

Chinese buffet.

"And you do some mean programming," Hector

replied. "How much of my pitch did I get right?"

"You know the terminology, git, repository, open-

source; what do you currently sell?"

"I am into education procurement at the moment,

suites of Netbooks, Chromebooks, the new Surge

headsets."

"And obviously, you are into ‘StarQuest’ as well," Matt

asked.

"Yep, it's a lot of fun, the programming element is

pretty cool, and I have family back in Mexico that likes it

and can earn a bit of money from gringos. So it's win-win."

"What do you think of the simulator?" Ursula thought

this was a dangerous question but wanted to ask it.

Hector looked at Diego, "Diego, I know you, so unless

the body snatchers have got to you, things are cool. You

four, I don't know. This simulator is great, especially if you

only get 10 minutes in it, but watching it all day, I feel like

some big shoe will get dropped on me."



"Other than us getting you to spin a prototype sales

pitch to those that asked, what sparked your attention,"

Matt asked.

“The interior seems too real, almost as if someone has

designed this on something that works. I have seen plane

simulators before, even flown a couple; this is radically

different. Sure, a lot of thought has gone into it, it plays the

game, but that is only the beginning. right?”

“To tell you the truth, we are prototyping and

recruiting. Nia and Deja are new to the team, Nia is

helping with programming, and Deja is coming to speed

with layout and functionality. Diego said we would find you

interesting.”

“Hey, thanks, Diego.”

“My pleasure, I have been priming you a little, giving

you tidbits to entice you. Since I have met up with Ursula

and Matt, life has become interesting.”

“This gig has certainly been a lot of fun, and we still

have the next two days,” Hector said.

During the next two days, they were flat out. Their

booth was only one of several that showcased ‘StarQuest,’



and there was also the official ‘StarQuest’ booth. Some of

their people came over to play the simulator; they said they

would like to help get several of the Globes to the next

Comic-con. They would get five people through an hour

with only ten minutes per person.

 



Chapter 58 A Rolla

Wedding.

Matt and Ursula called a family meeting. The four

parents were seated in Matt's parents' place.

Ursula and Matt were on one couch, with Ursula's

parents on an opposite couch and Matt's parents in chairs.

Looking at Ursula’s dad, Bradley, Matt asked, “Sir, I

would like permission to marry your daughter.”

“I didn’t think that anarchists sort permission?” Brad

said.

“Be nice, dear,” Lara warned her husband. “We knew

this would come.”

“Yes, you have my permission, Matthew,” Brad said.

“Congratulations Ursula, so good to finally have him

out of the house, not that we have seen much of him lately.”

Matt's dad, Morton said.

“So do you have a date?” a delighted Matt's mother

asked.



“Yes, we do,” Ursula said. “This weekend.”

“Ha, told you so,” Matt's Dad Morton said. “Oh, sorry,

that was not appropriate.”

“Now you know why I am the minister; Morton only

opens his mouth to change feet.” Matt's Mom, Belle, said.

Ursula looked at the parents present; she quite liked

having the attention and control of the room. “We are not

getting married because we have to; we are getting

married because we want to and have some obligations

that would mean getting married now works well for

everyone, especially Matt and I.”

“Mrs. Walles, would you be so good as to marry us this

weekend?”

“Where are you going to live?”

“We will be living in the Bahamas, we will be running a

place down there that our new employers want us to

manage; between the place, the software projects, and the

new people coming on board, we want to use the Bahamas

as a bit of a tech incubator and a retreat.” Matt let

everyone know.

“So, who is this company exactly?” Matt's dad asked.



“Oh, we are a shadow branch of the Illuminati; we pull

the strings of the people pulling the strings of the people

pulling the strings of the people in power,” Matt said.

“No, really, I have had to sign NDA, and so has Ursula;

what I can say is that they have had me busy, and I would

just get busier if I did not have a reason to settle down, so

marrying Ursula is so I can remain in one place for more

than two meals.”

“But you all will be able to come and visit. After the

honeymoon!” Ursula finished.

The trip back to Rolla had all the Sánchez, with Jason,

Ursula, and Matt. Alexander was returning to tidy things up

before moving to Nevada; Tahlia was now making a

permanent location for herself in Nevada but was on this

trip back for the wedding. Nia and Deja were in the

Bahamas and said they wanted to prepare a bungalow for

the newlyweds.

Jason was in his small apartment the first evening

back, and Larry, Stuart, Louie, and even Luo all came over

to do more than chat.



“So we have a wedding this weekend,” Stuart was

saying. “When are you going to pop the question, Jason.”

He teased; Louie just laughed and smiled.

Jason, as always, blushed, trying to deflect the issues

he said, “We have a lot afoot; how will you all deal with

things when this pimple pops? Stuart, you are at the center

of the storm; at the current count, we have five employees

who have disappeared in the conspiracy and at least five

connected people who have also disappeared.”

The five men looked at each other, “At least we are not

all white,” Luo said, “So this only looks a little like a

redneck conspiracy.”

“Ha, you are a white redneck by association,” Larry

said.

“Not if I put on my Chinese accent,” Luo said in broken

English.

“Anyway, Jason, a lot is happening, and we wanted to 

talk to you about how Rolla might roll.  Have you 

considered how all the shenanigans might have led back 

here?” Stuart was asking.



“I'm sure I’ve missed something.” Jason started. “They

should not be able to trace the money back here as we use

cash; Larry, are you ordering more steel than normal?”

“A little bit maybe, but year on year, not really.”

“We have the Airforce getting annoyed a few months

back; then they would also have gotten annoyed when we

did testing in Carrollton. So what if we did a bit more

‘testing’ somewhere north of Carrollton? To try and blow

them further off the trail?”

“Not worth the effort; we have so much to do now, why

do more work for ourselves,” Larry said.

“Okay, so where does all this take us?” Jason asked.

“We have three businesses involved; if the Feds

descend, what is the worst thing that could happen,” Stuart

said.

“And what would be a good outcome?” Larry finished.

“The hub of all of this is my Shop.” Stuart offered.

“The Feds arrive, I get closed down, I get arrested, not

good. The Feds arrive; I get closed down but disappear. The

wife said she would like a bit of a holiday.”



“Easy fix, we transfer you and the wife to the

Bahamas. I’m sure I can put you both to good work down

there.” Jason said.

“I am not averse to that,” Stuart said, “I could take up

treasure hunting full time. Larry, by association, you would

be next on the list, especially with the ’disappearance’ of

Louie, Diego, and Alex.”

“Don’t forget Eurico, Max and Ed,’ Larry said, “and I

think I have a few more employees chomping at the bit to

join the Nevada team,” Larry said. “There have been secret

talks in the break room between Diego and Alex and

others; they know what is going on, and because of the

ruckus from a few years ago, there is a general

dissatisfaction. Our community will grow, especially with

married couples and families, children and grandparents,

boyfriends and girlfriends. All of them have their own

needs and problems.”

“Sounds like we are going to depopulate Rolla,” Jason

laughed, “who knew me being tired and seeing a place to

stay a few days would lead to this.”



“I want to keep my shop open as long as possible; I

have a lot of work on the books and customers I want to

support. Louie, you seem to want to spend more and more

time in Nevada; how is Carol taking to that with her kids

here.”

“Well, truth be told, Carol has slowly been putting

bugs in the kids' ears, saying it is time for something new,

and she is even telling them that her new son-in-law to be,

sorry Jason, can’t stop her, has some new jobs on offer in

his new business for all the family. And that got a positive

response. So yes, we want to move to Nevada. With all we

have been seeing, the idea of needing financial or real

estate security pales into insignificance when we talk about

security and freedom of our own making. So Jason, no

pressure, but you better get some practice on one knee.”

“Sir, no pressure; I am surprised Maria has not

proposed to me, and it is more than on my to-do list. I want

to know we are safe before I start making commitments I

might not be able to fulfill. You all are making this so much

more than me, and I feel deeply obligated to you all. So

what is stopping us from setting up a shop in Nevada for



you, Larry? We do the work, using Recovery to ship the

finished product back to your customers, heck even

dropping it off in the middle of the night, with a Merry

Christmas and a ho ho ho.” Jason said. “We will want to

have people on our side; how much better if you can keep

your current customers happy and provide them with a

better product at a lower price? I mean no power costs if

you weld in Nevada.”

“That just leaves Luo? Are you over-exposed?” Larry

asked.

“I don’t think so, not yet, I will most likely get roped in

for questions, but I have a good lawyer, so I should be out

of there pretty quick; if not, Jason, I expect you to break me

out, okay.”

“Sure, Mr. Jing, deal.”

The five of them talked a bit longer into the night.

“How would Nevada be structured if you had so many

people with diverse skills and backgrounds? What about

governance and management? So often, a startup succeeds

because it is lean and not burdened with HR or Suits or

Middle Management covering their arses. Many more



functions will be needed in this growing community, from

education to healthcare, maintenance to sanitation. There

will be jobs that no one wants to do that desperately need

doing. During the last Comic-Cons, we made friends with

people complaining about their job as Waste Sanitation

Engineer, they like their job but hate the management

above them. Then you will have people that want an office

to ‘manage’ things, and we all agreed that government

begets government; it breeds like rats in a sewer.”

All things for another day.

As Saturday rolled around, Matt was walking on a

cloud, not needing to get much organized and not having a

bridezilla. Ursula was seeing a man who had changed in

front of her eyes. Here was a man with a lot of capacity for

the future. For Ursula, marriage was not merely about

becoming a wife but becoming a partner where the sum of

the total was greater than the sum of the parts.

The wedding happened Saturday morning, and Ursula

and Matt flew out the long way to the Bahamas Saturday

afternoon.



Captain John was on hand to greet them and take them

to The Retreat. Deja and Nia had decked out the best

Bungalow for them, candles everywhere, silk sheets,

champagne, and privacy.

After some planning and prompting from Jason,  

Ursula and Matt worked on a side trip for their honeymoon. 

The Lost Treasure of Lima had come up several times in 

conversations. The Melons did an excellent job of finding 

the gold in the Bahamas; what about elsewhere.

After sunset one evening, Matt and Ursula eased

Serenity out under the dock and into the air.

The story went that after 300 years of Spanish rule,

the Spaniards had amassed a fortune in gold in Lima. 1823

saw the forces of Bolivar drawing nearer and nearer to this

city. The Spanish loaded a British brig, the Mary Dear,

trying to safeguard their gold. Captain Thompson and his

crew murdered all the Spaniards and tossed their bodies

overboard in true English greed. The story of betrayal

escalated from Captain Thompson to Captain Boag, then to

a man called Keating. Each of them died in their lost way,



leaving less and less information about the gold. Many have

searched for the gold, and none have found it.

“We flew out to the island in question, Cocos, about

300 km off the coast of Costa Rica.” Ursula was retelling

their story to Nia and Deja. “It was about midnight when

we got there, so we got the scanner out and set it to work.

Not being able to fly it, we had to attach it to the side of

Serenity. The first thing we found was some markings off

the southwest coast. We sent a scoop down on a cable and

found a small buried deposit of gold and jewels. We had

read tales that various undesirable captains had buried

treasure here.”

Matt had to pitch in, “Next, we went inland a bit and

found a reading under some trees; we guessed trees had

grown over something buried there.”

“We were able to position Serenity into a small

clearing and cover her. Then, we went to the location, and

got a good bead on where to dig.” Ursula was playing tag

team with Matt.

“So, with Ursula's help, I got the scoop near the

reading and bowled the main tree over, making sure not to



hit us. I'm sure anyone coming to this spot will see that

something went on, but we tried to make it as natural as

possible.”

“Yes, this was a bigger find; we came away with ten

large bars of gold and an assortment of other treasures.”

Outside Serenity, they had several boxes; the first one had

the first small treasure; this one had the gold bars, a larger

assortment of smaller bars, and a large sack of coins. Then

there were three bags of precious stones.

“We felt we could come home feeling like a job

well done, but the Lima gold might still be there. So we

called it quits for the day, got ourselves back to Serenity,

and moved her to another clearing. We had a pleasant day

doing nothing.”

“Many people come to the island, but it tends to slow

down this time of year. We felt pretty safe.”

“After sunset, we flew out again with the scanner

attached. We set up a search pattern, watched some

movies, and kept an eye on the plot. We have at least eight

places of interest, then this area in the island's northern

end lit up.”



“We found a series of rockfalls and trees overgrown

the area. We used the scoop to move a couple of rather big

rocks; not wanting to leave an obvious intrusion, we flew

them out to sea and dumped them.”

“That was when we found this and why it took so long

to return.”

Dramatically, the door to Serenity opened to a massive

pile of gold and treasures.

“People have estimated the treasure of Lima to be

between 60 and 300 million, that Madonna alone is

something.” Tired down, carefully to Serenity’s deck, was a

life-size statue of gold of the Virgin Mary and Child.

Nia went and ran her hands over the statue, “not being

religious, this is still pretty amazing. We can’t melt it

down.”

“I don’t think so either. Matt and I have been talking,

and we want to return this statue and some of the other

gold items that are more artifacts to Peru; I want to see if

this could be useful to the country in general and maybe

give us some standing with them if we ever need it.”



“Something we have been talking about, with

everything happening and all we want to do, we will need

some more short-term money, in the millions of dollars. But

the long-term money will be in the billions, and gold

hunting will not cut it; we need to find better forms of

revenue.”

Back in the main room of the retreat, Nia opened some

champagne.

Deja had the first idea, “Diego wants to build a

spaceship, go into outer space, and explore. What if we

quietly offered our services to agencies that needed to get

satellites repaired? Or imagine a whole new industry where

the size of the satellite does not matter. We get contracted

to take a house-sized satellite into geosynchronous orbit

and then ferry people to them as needed for the owners to

manage and repair and upgrade? We could even ‘rent’

propulsion units to them to keep them in place or power

units to power them!”

“Imagine if we went gold mining in the asteroid belt.”

Nia said, “We could bring so much gold back.”



“Then the price of gold collapses, and we destroy

economies here on earth,” Matt said.

 



Chapter 59 Salaries.

The Comic-Con was a great success.

“Hector will be the first real outside person we get into

this,” Matt said.

Jason and Matt and Patrick were battling this issue

back and forth.

“Matt, what turned you on to committing with us, you

too, Patrick; we are weird, no salary, but great benefits.”

“Living in the Bahamas means we don’t need much; we

get to buy food as needed, as is power thanks to Maria,

StarLink keeps us connected, we are providing our own

phones now, but then the work hours are long, yet of our

own making. We all know that we are racing against a clock

that we can not see.”

“What about you, Patrick?” As a driver for Mr. Jing and

Alexander's brother, Patrick had been rolled into things

quickly. It was also helpful that he was part of Diego and

Alex’s clan.



“The court trial was interesting, I had no idea what

you were going to do, and it felt like an assignment, so the

per diem covered everything. However, the evening you

told me just to leave was odd, till I saw the news. Then I

was a little panicked; what had I gotten myself into? What

had my good friend Matt got me into? Then the ticket to

the Bahamas, meeting up with Matt, gaining more insight,

then a nighttime flight. The revolutionary technology and

its possibilities make a salary seem inconsequential.”

"There is, however, a bit of an issue.’ Patrick

continued, “we still need discretionary funds. I don’t mind

not having a wage, and up till now, there has always been

cash around, but what if I want to buy someone outside of

the conspiracy something, take someone for a meal. We will

have to address these things sometime in the future.”

“Patrick, that's a good comment. We are growing, and

some people choose to be here,” Jason said, “and some

have no choice but to be with us. As time passes, we might

have some people who want to leave, and when we become

known, we may have people knocking on the doors to join,

both good people and spies. We need to set something up



that can initiate finances to be available to individuals, not

as a wage but as a stipend. Patrick, can you want to look

into this? Maybe something in the bitcoin arena, some way

of getting that turned into cash, untraceable. We will

become our own independent country in due course, so I

am not worried about taxes.”

“I also like what you said about all this being so mind-

blowing that they want to join, wage be damned. We have

not yet had someone join who is in it for what they can get

more than they can give.” Jason said.

“Okay, that is a point, but let's just track that for the

time being. Let’s keep recruiting the way I was,” Patrick

offered. “Friends of friends, Matt hooked me, Ursula

hooked Matt, and so down the chain, it goes.”

The team went to a second Comic-Con. This time with

five Globes, attendance at their booth was packed out. With

Hector taking the lead and Nia and Deja as reps for the

programming, more clans members came in and spent time

assisting. Orders were accepted, but no deposits and no

promises were made. Whatever the team developed needed

to be able to be used in multiple games, not just



‘StarQuest.’ This annoyed the ‘StarQuest’ people a little,

but there was no formal affiliation.

After the third Comic-Con, and everyone had had a

couple of days to catch their breath, Hector was invited to

come to the Bahamas. He arrived the long way, via plane,

then boat. Settling into The Retreat, as the place was

beginning to be known, Matt, Ursula, Nia, and Deja sat

down with Hector.

“So, is this the great initiation then?” Hector asked.

“We would have had you down here sooner, but the

two Comic-Con were so close together that now is the first

bit of free time.” Ursula offered.

“So, are you aliens? Time travelers? From another

dimension? Do you need human brains as computers?”

“You sure have a vivid imagination, Hector,” Nia said.

“Well, we are all into sci-fi. What is it going to be? I am

beginning to get nervous. I have a vivid imagination and

have been stewing on this for some time now.”

“Fair enough, Hector, it’s best if we show you; come

and have a look at this.”



Hector followed Matt and Ursula into the next room,

“You know this is how the colored guys always die in the

movies: as they enter another room.”

“I’m not white, and I’m still alive,” Deja said.

They trooped through the programming room, “This is

where some of us do our magic,” Nia said.

“And this is where I get to do mine,” Deja said as she

opened the door to a large workshop. Inside was a full-

sized Globe and Serenity.

Hector went over to the Globe. It sat on a small base,

and the hatch was closed. Walking up to the hatch, Nia

pressed a small recess, and the panel popped open, and on

a keypad, she entered a passcode, and the hatch swung

open.

Hector looked inside, “Wow, the walls are thick.'' The

Globe was 4 meters in diameter, and the walls were 500mm

thick, making an interior space 3 meters in diameter.

Nia pressed another button, and a small ladder

extended itself, “Go ahead, Hector, have a look.”

Climbing in, there was a lot similar to the simulators.

Hector saw a familiar handle. Pulling the handle, the Pilot



chair turned around so the Pilot could get in, which Hector

did. The chair turned itself back into position, and the

screens came alive.

“Sorry, Hector, it is not available to fly just yet; you

must pass the simulator course first.” Ursula let him know.

From the cockpit, Hector said, “This thing is for real?

It flies?”

“Really, really,” Ursula said, “but there is more; come

and look at this.”

Hector pulled the seat release and got himself out of

the cockpit and then out of the Globe. "Why so big? If you

only need a Pilot, you could have made it the size of the

simulators."

"It's an intimidation factor; by making it this big, we

hope it will cool potential aggressors down a little; imagine

if you will, someone coming against us being confronted

with 50 of these."

“You guys don't think small, but there is more?”

“Yes, come and have a look at Serenity.”

Walking over to Serenity, Matt already had the hatch

open. Having an entire crew, Ursula took the Pilots chair,



Dega took the captain's chair, Nia was in comms, and Matt

took navigation. Hector got offered a second comms chair.

“Want to go for a ride?” Ursula asked.

“This thing flys?”

“You have already asked that question; strap in, and

we will show you.”

Matt buttoned down the rear hatch; screens livened

up. Matt went over to Hector, checked his straps, and said,

“The screens are all touch; this station is inactive in terms

of commands but active in terms of what you can see and

observe; as we get ready for the flight, do have a play with

the controls to get familiar.”

“These screens do look familiar,” Hector said.

The Workshop was situated on the property's

waterfront, with a covered mooring dock at the far end. It

has a large door that Matt did not bother to open. Instead,

Ursula lifted Serenity off the ground, moved her over to the

water, fully submerged her, and ducked her under the

closed door. Hector cycled through several cameras on his

screens and saw them slowly progressing through the

waves.



Ursula lifted out of the water and asked, “Ready,

Hector?”

“Sure,” and Ursula treated him to a 25-second elevator

ride to 3,000 meters at 2.333333 g. "Ahh," was all Hector

could say.

Hector had a view on his screen looking down; off to

the south, he could see the lights of Nassau; then, directly

below, he thought he could see The Retreat. Things started

to move on his screen, and he had altitude, bearing, and

speed in the top right corner. Very quickly, they were going

1,000 kph.

“That fast,” listening, he could barely hear anything.

"This is very quiet."

“Our first ship was a little leaky, so it was noisier than

this.”

“Yep, but now Diego has retrofitted the Rocinante and

is almost as quiet as Serenity.

A three hundred km loop around the Bahamas only

took 20 minutes, and they were back over Sandy Point,

descending to The Retreat, and back to the Workshop.

Walking back to the living room, “So, not aliens?”



“Nope.”

“Not from another dimension?”

“Nope.”

“Friendly?”

“Definitely.” Ursula was answering the questions.

“In many ways, this conspiracy got Ursula and me

together and now married!”

“Okay, what’s next?” Hector asked.

“Maybe this will help you, Hector,” Nia was saying. “I

have only been in this a little before the first Comic-Con. I

feel like I have been truly free for the first time. I’m a black

girl that got kicked out of college for taking white boy

classes. Not only have I found that I am allowed to do

whatever I want, but I am also encouraged to do so. I don’t

expect to do programming all my life; I expect to try many

things.”

“I got a job in a shop,” added Deja, “a recruitment

front to seduce young people into becoming anarchists and

conspirators. Now look at me,” she giggled. “I get to design

the interior of space ships!”



“As for what is next,” Matt said, “that is up to you. You

are at a place where you could just walk; who would ever

believe you? You are at a place where you could choose

your path with us; you have a great range of skills, and any

of them would be useful to us.”

“So, what is the pay?”

All four of them laughed, to Hector’s surprise.

“None of us get paid; we have all we need, supplied for

us; look where the four of us live. We are also a retreat for

other folks to come and regroup. We are currently located

in four places, and I have a job to fit out three other places.

But as for a wage, it got explained to me like this: we want

to build something that will give us something much better

than a wage.” Matt explained, “When I am out on the road,

thankfully, less and less than before, all I need is provided.

I am not saving any money; I do not need to. One of our

other guys, a friend of mine, Andrew, and Maria, who you

should meet soon, have developed a private Phone that will

have bitcoin rolled into it. There are thousands of bitcoin

ATMs around the US where we will be able to use the

phones to get cash as needed. We will also have a personal



account on the phone where a stipend gets paid. Anyway,

that is the future.”

“That sounds good; housing is provided, as is

transportation, but where is the money coming from?”

Hector asked.

“True, we still use the fiat currency of this country, but

we all know it’s fake, a house of cards on quicksand,

downstream from a leaking dam. We are small now and

want to grow, even build our own country, so maybe

calories will become our currency? Or maybe work itself

will, where everyone's hour of work is worth the same.

These are things to explore and try and find a better way

forward than our currently bloated, polluted, financial

system that is designed to enslave, does.” Deja finished.

Hector spent the next few days with them, watching

them in action, getting to fly in the simulator, and getting to

help Ursula to develop the training course. Being a

‘StarQuest’ player, there was a lot he already had down. By

the time he left, he had even been up in Serenity once

acting as the pilot.



“If I am at the helm, I’m less of a Pilot and more of a

Programmer,” Hector said to Ursula.

“True, but you will see that these skills are

transferable when you fly a frisbee. You will also need to

come up to speed with the codebase available to a Pilot and

maybe write some of your own.”

Hector had his bags ready to leave.

“I’m sorry, you will have to take a long way home, or

rather to the Farm; we can’t have you just disappearing off

the immigration radar, both here or back home. We

generally work on the principle that you get to leave the

same way you arrived. Next time you might be flying

yourself here.”



Chapter 60 Looking for

Land.

Under advice from Jason and beginning to see the

need for a bit of healthy paranoia, Hector drove himself

back to Utah, stopped in one of the smaller towns for the

night, and found a cheap motel.

After breakfast, Hector went to the public library and

purchased time on a computer. He started looking at

property options in the States south of Utah.

There were a lot of choices. Land was to be found off

the beaten path, up valleys, down dry washes: abandoned

farms, and abandoned mines. Since power was not an

issue, they could go anywhere. If the place already had

established housing, then the better. New Mexico, Arizona,

and even the north of Texas and Colorado. Roswell was just

tantalizing, but no sense in tempting fate. Then the idea of

being in a populated city held some reason, you would not



stand out as strangers, and you could pass as a legitimate

business.

Looking through some prospects, Hector came across

a possibility in Albuquerque. It was a nine-hour trip. The

day was pretty much shot, so he drove an hour south and

got another room in another cheap hotel.

Late the next afternoon Hector was in Albuquerque,

having a look at the abandoned university campus. The

campus had imploded a couple of years ago and closed due

to lawsuits and damage claims. There were several

buildings, dorms, lecture halls, a cafeteria and a large gym.

In for a pinch, in for a pound, Hector decided to see if he

could lease the whole place.

Hector sent a video back to Nevada via the privacy

phone.

“So you did not see anything out in the desert that

looked good?” Dominique was asking.

“No, the more I looked, the more I saw issues trying to

explain ourselves to people about what we were doing.

What with our coming and going, and the friends and

families of their adult children coming to a remote location



to do just what? Then when they go back home, how would

they explain things if we did recruit them. This way, we

have a degree of legitimacy, especially if we generate staff

who are in on the conspiracy and can give us a good cover.“

“Hector, I have learned that your family has a great

ability to get things done, so I am happy for you to go

ahead and sign things off. Get some details of the account

the money needs to go in, and I can get the Rubenstein's to

telegraph them the money. Any other thoughts from you,

Dominique?”

“What will you need from us to get this off the ground,

Hector?”

“Time, money, resources, Globes, four Diegos, and

three Alexanders.”

“You could just start recruiting them for the job, and

who knows who might spring out of the woodwork? That

seems to be the way we grow.”

“Cool, bye, guys.”

It looked like Albuquerque was going to become

Hector's new home.



Getting information on the current people in charge

from some ground staff, Hector drove back into town and

found his way to the agency in charge of the campus.

He explained what he wanted and why to the agent in

charge.

“Video games,” the agent said, “how is there money in

that?”

“As an industry, it has been bigger than movies for 

over a decade!” Hector said. “I would like a 6-month lease 

with two rights of renewal, and I will pay a bond and the 

first six months upfront. Don’t you think the making of 

money is my issue?” Hector smiled. “But I will have a full 

plan for you as to what we want to do, and  the buildings 

we want to use.”

“It’s your money, and the location has been a money

suck,” the agent said.

“Can you get me some papers drawn up today? How

about a deposit right now of $10,000 for the owners and a

$10,000 finders fee directly to you. No loss to you or the

owners if I don't sign.”



Money talks, and later that day, Hector returned to get

the papers. He went back to the campus and filmed some

more around the building that would be classrooms. The

dorms were still in pretty good shape, as was the kitchen

they would need to use to feed everyone. It would take

money, but that was something that he had.

 



Chapter 61 New Melons.

Now that all the original developers were in one place,

they had been busy.

The digging out of the warehouse had everyone 

involved, which went on during the nights and any days 

with overcast weather, with Jason and Dominique, Gérard, 

Salim, Roha, Sona, Ike, Elliot, Joanna, Monica, and Harlan. 

Then the technicians Vincent and Ellen, along with the 

techs from Albany, Gino, Tom and Fay.  Others from Rolla 

got involved so that they could get to the place to build 

Vigilant.

They convened a meeting in the first portion of the

Vigilant.

“Four weeks have gone fast,” said Elliot, taking a seat

at the table.

“This is a bit of a bigger meeting that can be

reasonably effective. But you have all been in this from the

start, and each one of you is important to get the next

phase of operations up and running.” Jason was starting



the meeting. “We need to build thousands of Melons over

the next few years; most of them will be for

communications to fly Globes with remote pilots. In the

early days, if we get shot at, I don’t want our people in

there to get turned into a bloody mess by shock waves.

Then I want Melons to make the manufacturing faster and

bigger. You know my idea of wanting to build islands.”

“What will it take?” Joanna asked.

“Let’s start with what we need,” Dominique said.

“The coils are exotic. However, the equipment that

enables us to calibrate the coils is also what we need to

get.” Gérard offered.

”The amplifiers for sending and receiving are pretty

standard, and there are a few places we can get them

from,” Salim told them.

“The suppliers for this equipment will be under

surveillance, but they were only suppliers because we were

told not to make the parts. We are more than capable of

taking the raw electronics and doing most of the work

ourselves,” Roha said.



“I was early on in the game,” Elliot said. “When you

were all hired,” Elliot was pointing at Joanna, Monica, and

Ike, “I did not understand why the rules were in place that

you could not adapt the gear coming from Dominique but

had to write reports and send the reports and the gear

back. You all have degrees in engineering and quantum

physics.”

Joanna joined in, “I thought the compartmentalization

was a bit extreme; I don’t see any particular issue in us not

building in our lab here; sure, getting the exotic equipment

might be hard. But once we have the material, the time,

and the space, I don’t see why we can’t do a better job than

where we previously worked.”

“Especially now that Dominique can fill us in on how

he poisoned the research,” Sona laughed, “you don’t know

how much time I wasted chasing my tail because I assumed

the numbers from the previous testing were the correct

number. I could not get a Melon to harmonize with a

second Melon for transmission and receiving.”

“So we need a list of materials, ICs, PCBs,

components, and specialized equipment to produce our



hardware,” Dominique said to finish the meeting.

The developers and the techs broke up into their

working units. Soon whiteboards were brought in, and lists

started.

A smaller team got back together a week later.

“We cannot afford to ship this gear in,” Dominique told

them. “I have a list of things that we want to buy in Hong

Kong, another list for Taiwan, and this list for Thailand

from a fabrication foundry. The Hong Kong location is one

that Blue Sky Engineering used, so I think we will set off

alarm bells when we try to buy from them.”

“What if we have a three-pronged attack?” Jason

asked, “We send out Recovery, Progress, and Serenity to

each location with cash or gold and just buy and flee.”

“I was on reasonable terms with the guys in Hong

Kong,” Gérard told them. “I am not blind to the reality that

they would sell me in a moment, but if we offer a sum that

gets their greed, they will double that number, and we then

double the number of units we want for three times the

original offer. The trick is to get the container delivered

where we can swoop down, grab and go.”



Serenity would head off to Hong Kong with Gérard,

Dominique, Ursula, and Matt.

Recover had Maria and Jason with Elliot and Joanna

for Taiwan.

Progress had Diego and Alexander with Salim and

Sona, and Navin could not be kept from the trip to

Thailand.

Getting to the locations was not an issue; however,

they had to contact each site and procure the goods

needed. That was not an issue for Taiwan and Thailand as

they were going after commodities, but Hong Kong would

be more challenging. Thanks to digital maps, they could

look at each location, see bus times, plan out, buy the

goods, and get out. A standard container would transport

the goods out of the country; the shipping container would

be slung under each ship and locked. Diego and Alex got to

fabricating this sling from ceramic foam; once it gripped a

container, it locked everything in place.

 



Chapter 62 Next Comic-

Con.

Hector had Enzo, Shane and Max, now that Diego and 

Alexander were in flight.  He also had Nia, and Deja with 

him again. They had six Globes as simulators and several 

original Clansmen and Clanswomen working the stall. They 

all got into the spiel as this was a great way to find people's 

motivations. They set up a locals.com group to capture 

names, handles, and clan names for in-game 

communications.

The booth was open in the evenings, so some front

people ran the evening on rotation. Hector took half the

crew out for dinner, Max, Nia, and four of the team.

“This is your second time at a Con with us, enjoying

yourselves?”

“Not too bad, thanks, Hector,” said Candelaria Giraldo;

she was part of Hector’s clan and Tonio Manos, both from

Arizona, both in their mid twenties.



“Then we have Teri Jackson and you, Ambrose

Hammond from Deja’s clan.”

The conversation went for a while, then got a little

weird. Hector felt this and got right to the point, “I feel that

you all have questions, that you have been talking with

each other but not us. Want to ask away?”

Teri spoke up first, “There is a buzz around ‘StarQuest’

ranging from the weird, ‘there are aliens among us,’ to the

plausible, ‘the government is recruiting for a secret space

program’.”

Tonio piped up, “I’m going for the government angle,

but Hector, you do not come across as government, so I

don’t know.”

Ambrose then put the cat amongst the pigeons, “So I

researched you all; Max would appear to be what he shows;

he is a welder from Rolla, the same with Shane. While Nia

and Deja are not from Rolla, their trial ends there currently.

Hector, however, has no relationship with Rolla until you

realize he is Diego's cousin. So is Rolla the location of the

Body Snatchers?”



“Have you been talking about this just amongst

yourselves? Within your clan? All over ‘StarQuest’?” Hector

asked.

“Oh, just amongst the twelve or so of us that have

worked at Cons.” Candelaria let him know.

“What if I told you that I am only me?” Max said.

“Yes, but what does that mean? I’ve played with you

for over a year now,” Candelaria said, “I have wanted to

talk with you in-game, but you have not been around as

much as you used to; what gives?”

“Well, building the Globes has taken my time.” Max

said.

“Come on Max, what is your role in this, really?”

“I get to fashion the internal superstructure; I work

with Maria, who is doing the electronics, and Deja, who is

doing the UI/UX.”

“How real are the Globes?” Tonio asked.

“Now that is the question,” Nia said.

“What if I told you that most of the great inventions of

the last hundred years came out of people's garages?”

Hector said.



“Like Apple and Frost?” Ambrose offered.

“Or even the beginnings of Google and Facebook,”

Tonio said.

“Kind of like them, though some of them went on to

forget their roots and just be behemoths,” Hector said. “I

am somewhat late to the party, but in essence, there is

some technology at play that makes the Globes real, and

‘StarQuest’ is an interesting place to find people of the

same mindset as us.”

“I’ve noticed that the Carnicero clan likes to hang

around and get time in the simulator. They have obvious

hints that they want to help, but you have not risen to the

requests, Hector,” said Tonio, “why not?”

“I have looked at how clans operate, not just their skill

or success. Clan Carnicero lives up to its name. I watched

one of their posted clan battles; they won, but instead of

just plundering the disabled vessels, they did not allow a

capsule retreat. They simply slaughtered everyone, now

that is understandable, to a point, more plunder. However,

as players escape from their disabled ships under

surrender, you commonly let the player go; their wealth is



in the ship. Carnicero did not; they then set to the escape

pods, disabling them, killing the players and plundering

their bodies. Sure the players don’t die; they just respawn

back at their start point with no augmentation, and

Carnicero gets to plunder their dead bodies. That degree of

butchery is not what we are looking for. The power the

Globes offer us, means we are looking for people with skill,

success, and humanity. There needs to be a streak of

kindness, even gentleness, where you have the power to

defeat and even kill those coming against you but defeat

them with care. Maybe you even choose to run when you

could fight and win. That is why clans like Carnicero will

never be approached.”

Hector finished the meal with, “Alexander has made a

video we want to show you. Get with Max or any of us to

have a look at it”

All of them were busy at the Comic-Con the next day;

individually, people got Max or Shane or one of the others

to see the video.

The next night Hector had reserved a private booth as

he had been getting hints that at tonight's dinner, people



wanted better answers. Shane and Deja went to dinner

with Wade Todd and Shannel Fox from Alexander's Clan

and Myra Rice and Philbert Mann from Deja’s clan.

The meal was getting served, The door to the booth

was closed, and Wade got in, “Hector, great food, great

company, and what star system are you from.” Some

nervous laughter broke out across the table along with

some hearty laughs.

“I take it there is some serious consideration that I

may have scales under my skin.” Hector offered.

“Nar,” Myra said, “I'm going for you being a remote-

controlled synthetic; the likelihood that earth could sustain

you is zero, so you are in some wired box somewhere

controlling this thing in front of us.”

“My money is on you being Hector Lopez, just not the

Hector Lopez from earth C-137,” Shannel voted.

“I’m glad you can all be so light-hearted about this,”

Hector offered. “Here's what I want to offer you. Let’s keep

playing ‘StarQuest’ at the very least; let's keep working at

Comic-Cons. We are using it as a recruiting tool. Come and

join the training program that we have masqueraded as a



‘StarQuest’ training program but is really about learning to

fly some real Globes. Shane, let them have a look at the

video.”

Shane and Deja pulled out their tablets. Then each

queued the video and showed it to their clan members. In

the video, there was a real-life Globe, Alexander was doing

the filming, and Diego was seen approaching the Globe.

Diego is just under 2m in height, so they could get an

accurate idea of the Globe's size as it towered next to

Diego. He pressed the ship's side, opened a panel, and

exposed a keypad. He entered something and the hatch

which he climbed.

“It took them three hours to do this video because it is

all in one take. They don't want you thinking they were

splicing mistakes out or the fake in,” Shane said.

Once up the Ladder, Diego pulled a lever they were all

familiar with, and the cockpit chair swung around. Diego

got in, strapped himself up, and turned the seat back in

position. The camera ascended the stairs and was now

panning over Diego's shoulder; on-screen, you heard,

“Good so far?”, “Yep, no mistakes this time.” “Don’t fall



down the stairs like the last three times, okay.” “You just

had to say that to get it on this take, thanks.”

The screens showed views around the Globe, out front,

to the sides, out the back, with the blue sky up, and the

green grass down. Next, the camera backs out very slowly

and walked away from the Globe.

At a distance of about ten meters, Alexander stopped.

The Globes hatch shut.

Then the Globe lifted off the ground by 1 meter, then 2

meters. Alexander walked under and around the Globe, and

the camera showed no wires. Back at this start point,

Alexander said, “Done.”

The Globe ascended slowly into the sky and got

smaller and smaller until they could no longer see it.

Twenty seconds later, it was descending back and taking up

its position. Next, the Globe blurred and disappeared. And

then it slowly returned. It settled on the ground, the hatch

opened, and Diego disembarked. The video finished.

‘That’s just not possible.” Wade said.

“Join our flight school and find out,” Hector said.

“How did it disappear?” asked Shannel.



“It didn't disappear,” Alexander let them know, “it

accelerated away at 4.6g from that location, one second it

was 22 meters away, and three, it was 200 meters, at 5

seconds, it was over 550 meters away; traveling at 800

kph.”

“Where is this flight school?” Myra asked.

“I am working on a location right now,” Hector told

them, “after this weekend, I am heading back to

Albuquerque with everyone here to start setting up the

school. If you are interested, you can come with us to help

with an internship to begin with and a stipend to cover

incidentals for the next month. Any questions?”

“So why did you choose us to come to the Comic-Con?”

Wade asked.

“You are all parts of our two clans, and we seem to be

recruiting person to person, but with the school, this will

change. Some people think online gamers have no social

life, but we do, with each other. Also, people don’t last long

in a clan if they are arseholes. Right?”

“Yeah, I guess. So what about our jobs? Who's paying

for this? Hey, I guess that is not too important. I take it you



want to set up week-long summer camps, get us in as staff,

let us see who might be recruitment material, and take it

from there.”

“So, Wade, does this mean you want to join us?”

“The more I think of it, hell yeah. I mean, I never

thought you were an alien.”

“You did too,” Shannel said incredulously, “you were

convinced Hector would not be able to eat tonight. Look at

him scoff that Sundae down.”

The next day they loaded up the Globes into a truck;

Lin was becoming a regular feature and had also taken to

playing ‘StarQuest.’ Shane rode with Lin and Tonio, and

Ambrose and Wade followed as they wanted to come and

have a look at the campus, the others, except Candelaria

and Philbert, said they would try and come by in the next

month if things got started.

 



Chapter 63 Trips.

The trips were on, and it was the first week of August;

Nevada is cold in winter, but not that Hong Kong was going

to be any warmer.

Sha Kok Mei Village was a tech hub in the  Hong Kong 

New Territories. Zhéshè Technologies made the high-

precision resonance machines that Jason used for coil 

calibration. The resonance machines had several uses. One 

of their uses was determining the maximum fiber optic 

personality capacity. These were the devices at each end of 

a fiber optic cable. At first, fiber cables would use a strand 

for each direction of the circuit, one to send and one to 

receive. Then connectors were developed to send and 

receive simultaneously, so overnight, just by changing 

these personalities, a cable doubled its capacity. Next, the 

industry created colored lasers to send two, four, and eight 

signals down a single fiber in both directions. Cables that 

might have had 144 physical fibers in them, 72 2 pair 

circuits, became cables with 1152 virtual circuits. Another 



funny quirk of fiber optics was that the glass became better 

with time at bouncing and refracting the signal. You needed 

to know that the personality you were making could do the 

job, so Zhéshè Technologies was the place to buy these 

machines.

It worked to the Hong Kong team’s advantage that Sha

Kok Mei Village was on the outskirts of Hong Kong New

Territories.

Arriving before sunrise, Gérard disembarked near the

High Island Reservoir West Dam. It was a short walk to the

northern end and a bus stop. Taking a bus to the Sha Kok

Mei Village, Gérard found a place to have breakfast. He

walked into Zhéshè Technologies and introduced himself to

the receptionist. He handed her a fake business card with

his name and face and asked to talk to Mr. Peng Wen by

name.

“Please take a seat, sir,” the receptionist asked, “one

moment.”

Fifteen minutes went by, and Gérard hoped the time

delay meant someone was interested.



After twenty minutes, Mr. Wen came out with a smile

and a hand extended, “Mr. Beaufort, so nice to see you

again.”

“Why, thank you, Mr. Wen; I was not sure if you would

remember me, and thank you for taking the time to see me

unannounced. I realize you are a very busy man.”

“Not at all; any time an associate of Mr.Yale arrives, I

want to help them; you are a valued customer.” Mr. Wen

guided Gérard back to his office.

The game was afoot; Mr. Wen would know he no longer

worked for Yale. “I must say straight away, sir, that Mr. Yale

and I did not leave each other on the best of terms. And I

realize that your relationship with them may mean you will

need to terminate this conversation. However, I hope you

might be interested in working with my new employer.” It

was always good to give the power of decision-making to

the other party; then, you could negotiate from a position of

putting your whole weight under your ‘lift’ or proposal. Mr.

Wen may think he is in the power position: now to bait the

hook.



Once seated, Mr. Wen asked, “How can I be of service

to you?”

“I’m sure you had a look at the website on my card;

that is very much a new front; we compete with Mr. Yale, so

we need to keep a low profile. I am sorry for being vague,

but these times are what they are. We would like to buy two

of your new generation calibration machines.”

“Oh, that would not be possible; we are still trying to

perfect them.” Mr. Wens' comment was code for they are

going to be expensive.

Gérard had heard from Sona that these new machines

were giving degrees of calibration that would set them

forward, but Yale had balked at the new devices until they

had solved the current round of issues due to Dominique's

poisoning. Their order was on hold, most likely much to the

hurt of Zhéshè Technologies.

“Sir, if I might be a little probing, I believe you have an

order on hold; I would like to pay a premium for two of

these calibrators.” Gérard paused, trying to read Wen.

Where was the angle going to be? Where was the possible

deception?



“You are well informed, Mr. Beaufort; maybe we have

one machine that could be available.”

“At what price?”

“$700,000.00”

Again, Gérard knew from Sona that the order was for

four units, $500,000 each.

“Mr. Wen, what does $1,200,000 sound like for two of

the current machines?”

“Oh no, that is too low; let us say $1,300,000 for two.”

Extending his hand, Gérard said, “That sounds

wonderful, sir, but let me help you and take all four for

2,500,000.” A cool $500,000 more than what they would

have got from Yale. Keeping a grip on Mr. Wen's hand,

Gérard looked him thoroughly in the eye. There was a

blink.

“Just how might you pay for this, Mr. Beaufort?”

Releasing Mr. Wen's hand, Gérard lifted his briefcase

onto the desk, opened it, and turned it around. “This is the

down payment, $1,000,000. The rest will be yours when

you bring the four calibrators in a shipping container to an

address I will stipulate later today.”



A million dollars in cash was a mighty motivating

force.

Gérard left and wondered where the catch was going

to be. It was not that things had gone too quickly but that

he was exposed. He was now known to have money, which

made him a target. What he needed to do now was

disappear. He got a cab and told the driver to take him

toward San Po Kong. By going to a couple of different

locations and dodging traffic and subways, Gérard figured

he had lost any tail. Finding an internet cafe, he started

texting back to Serenity. It was overcast, so Ursula had

Serenity above the cloud layer.

Matt had had a frisbee running interference; it was

over Sha Kok Mei Village to see how things would develop.

Gérard purchased a burner phone and rang Mr. Wen,

“Thank you again for seeing me today; I see you have

loaded a container as instructed. We will want another four

of these machines in the next two months; please let me

know when they might be available, and you can leave me a

message on the website. I will let you know when we have

a location for today's delivery to drop off the container.”



The afternoon went slowly. What was the possibility

that Yale already knew things were going down in Hong

Kong? Their advantage was their ability to move and forget

about immigration. That was unless Gérard got picked up.

At six, Gérard again called Mr. Wen.

“Thank you, sir, for being so understanding; I know

this is a rather unusual situation.” No, it wasn't, thought

Gérard; work in Asia was always unusual, all about angles

and advantages, people, power, and money. “I would like

you to drive the truck to the High Island Reservoir West

Dam, to the south side. I will have your truck met with our

transport, and I will have the remainder of the money for

you before it passes the north end of the dam.”

The enticement of repeat business was the carrot

Gérard was banking on to make this deal go smoothly.

Ursula was already over this area and observing the truck

leaving Sha Kok Mei Village with one of her two Frisbees.

As the truck made its way towards the dam, about 11

km, three cars went off ahead, and two cars followed the

truck. The forward cars went over the dam and stationed

themselves about 1km from the south end, down a side



road. The larger frisbee would run interference if they

became a problem.

Ursula had Gérard on his burner phone. “The forward

cars have hidden. I have the large frisbee stationary at the

exit of the side road; they won’t be getting past. The truck

will be at your position in five minutes.” Flying at night

made them invisible. As the truck drew up to the small

roundabout at the north end of the dam, Gérard made

himself seen.

“Mr. Wen, it is so good doing business with you.”

“Do you wish to check the equipment first?”

“Oh no, not at all. I believe you are keeping your end

of the bargain. Please check the contents of this payment.”

And Gérard handed a second briefcase to Mr. Wen. “I

believe you will have checked the validity of the money

from this morning, and I hope you are happy with this.”

“Please, could the extra men in the cab stay here with

us, and please get your driver to drive to the other end of

the dam.” Mr. Wen was not too happy with this, but

Gérard’s confidence made him aqueous. Several things

happened together, the truck stopped at the south end of



the Bridge, and Serenity descended out of the sky and

positioned herself over the truck. From where Gérard was

with Mr. Wen, there was nothing to see, and the amplified

sound of a helicopter was an added distraction. Matt and

Dominique were in position and swung themselves out of

the rear hatch. Matt released the four pins holding the

container to the truck, and Dominique engaged the sling

Diego had made.

“Mr. Wen, I thank you for your business; your men in

the forward cars will not be joining us tonight. Maybe you

think you have some force that you can bring to bear with

the men you have here; I would like to think that we have

operated in good faith and that you will as well. I do want

to do more business with you.” Before anyone could react,

the scoop descended from above. It was forcing its way

between Gérard and Mr. Wen, not too gently but such that

Gérard could step in and brace himself as the scoop

ascended and made its way to Serenity. By the time Gérard

got there, Matt and Dominique were back in Serenity, and

soon it was gone from view from the driver on the ground.



With care, Serenity rose to 1,000 meters and flew the

short distance to the beach at Long Ke Wan. There they

ensured that the cargo was securely attached. Raising back

into the air with the previous work of testing the sling, they

were confident to begin their 11-hour journey back to

Nevada.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Taiwan was less stressful, being components and parts

that were not as exotic. They could get there a couple of

days ahead of Hong Kong. Elliot and Joanna had paid in

cash by creating orders in person, enabling them to get all

they wanted. Several electronic firms got instructions to

send the goods to a remote village where the team had

rented a warehouse for a month. The pallets were dropped

off in the courtyard and loaded into a container; later that

night, Recovery picked up the container.

Some prying eyes with a night vision camera had been

in wait. Recovery was not much to see as she descended

out of the dark. No heat signature made Recovery next to

invisible. The heat signature of the three abseiling out to

attach the container and then disappearing back into the



ship made for interesting footage. And then Recovery was

gone.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Progress made a similar trip to Lumphun, Thailand;

however, there was an expectation that this trip would end

in several supply runs. The Privacy Phones were mature

now, so the team wanted to make them from scratch. Salim

was with this team specifically because he had previously

worked in Thailand and worked closely with the

development of the power modulation. A warehouse on the

Ping River, between Chiang Mai and Lamphun, would

enable them to fly in with some anonymity. Before even

leaving Nevada, Salim had done some research, found a

place on the river banks, and had even been able to put a

bid in on it. Like the others, they flew in early in the

morning, dropped down and let Salim off, and disappeared

back into the clouds to stay out of sight.

Salim’s first day was spent securing the warehouse. He

had some relatives working in Thailand that might be able

to be brought into the conspiracy and become a front for



the warehouse. That night Progress descended out of the

clouds and into the warehouse.

On day two, Salim, Sona, and Navin set off to their

contact in Lumphun, to an IC foundry producing much of

the electronics that went into the power portion of the

Melons, as well as the phones and Marias power plants.

Maria had given them a list of components that she wanted

to fit out the Globes and her Power Cubes. Three Asians

entering a high-tech place of business had easier entry and

acceptance than a couple of white guys, and the fact that

Salim and Sona knew some of the prominent people also

helped.

“Thanks, Mr. Toru, for being willing to see us on such

short notice,” Salim said, bowing before Sako Toru, the

Japanese head of sales, while Salim offered him a business

card with both hands.

Sako Toru did the same and replied, “It is a pleasure to

meet you again, Mr. Haider.”

“May I introduce my colleague, Sona Radhakrishnan,

and this is her husband, Dr. Navin Radhakrishnan.” They all

bowed and were then offered a seat with refreshments.



The Thai protocol was underway. Time was

unimportant; getting the job done was suspended; this was

now a dance to see if relationships could be born, not

necessarily trust, that might come later.

“Mr. Toru, I am now working with a different company

similar to Blue Sky Engineering, but development has

moved on, and we are into new frontiers. The website on

my card is, what can I say, a little shallow. However, the

pockets of this business are not. So we would like to start a

relationship with you to procure a small amount of your

product. And we are hoping that you might have a PCB

fabricator we could also purchase.”

“Would you like to have a tour of the plant first?” Sako

Toru asked.

“Certainly,” Salim said. A tour meant a desire for

conversation in a less formal setting.

So they were joined by two of the local manufacturing

team, Kittisak Chen, head of operations, and Arthit Saelim,

head of shipping. The Japanese held the sales position. As

they walked the plant, several conversations happened.



“Dr. Navin Radhakrishnan, what field are you in,” Sako

Toru asked.

“Oh, I deal with little humans; I am here to enjoy a

short break. My wife is the one that deals in electronics.

However, I am impressed with this technology; the ability

to control things on a smaller and smaller scale makes me

think you are slowly getting down to my scale of things.”

”Oh, how is that?”

“Often, when I treat a patient, they have big problems,

a broken bone, or a laceration. Or very small problems: a

hormone imbalance, an intracellular infection. Sometimes I

deal with issues at the atomic level, virus receptors, protein

pathways, and even things like leaky epithelial cells that

allow bacteria and other undesirables. Sir, one of the best

things you could do for your workforce to protect them

from the seasonal flu or other unseasonal problems is

getting them to take Vitamin D3 supplements. In my

previous practice, we started all our families on Vitamin D3

and saw a marked drop-off in inpatient appointments. It

was almost counterproductive from a business point of

view but good for our people.”



“Thank you for that; I will take this up with our

Medical Officer.” Moving on, Sako began talking to Sona.

“Mrs. Radhakrishnan, how are you enjoying your new

employer?”

“Ha, ha, Mr. Toru, very much; we are working on a

field of technology that we hope to be able to share more

widely.”

“Have you parted ways with Mr. Yale?” Sako continued

his probing.

“Yes, we have,” was all Sona offered with a smile. “I

must say you seem to have expanded your plant since the

last time I was here.”

Half an hour later, they were back in a boardroom;

Sako had not learned much but was not unsatisfied. “What

are you looking to acquire from us?”

Sona reached into her briefcase, extracted a rather

long list, and offered it to Sako. “As much of that list as you

can allow us to buy today would be greatly appreciated.”

“This is a little more than a small amount of our

product.”



“True, not small, but then on the scale of your

production, it is not exactly large.”

Sako passed this list over to Arthit Saelim, who pulled

out a tablet and began to look through the list.

“What sort of payment structure will you be looking at

pursuing?”

“Cash on acceptance of an order.” Salim said, “We

have a staging warehouse to which we would like the

orders delivered.”

“Please let us have some lunch,” Sako offered.

Over lunch and more questions, a list of currently

available components was drawn up. “This is what we can

deliver today.” Sako showed Salim.

“This is very good, and again thank you for seeing us

on such short notice; you can email me at my address when

you might have the ability to fill out the rest of the order.”

Salim got his briefcase and passed it to Sako. “This should

more than cover today’s order; please use the remainder to

apply it to the next order.” In true Asian fashion, where

trust was being built, Sako did not open the briefcase;



there would be enough time for that later in the day. They

all rose from the table and shook hands.

“This is the address we would like the goods delivered

to; if you were so good to have them in a standard shipping

container, that would be very much appreciated.”

Later the next afternoon, a truck arrived with the

order and offloaded the container into the warehouse.

“I’ve been thinking; this warehouse needs someone in

it all the time. I said my Uncle and Aunt are currently

working in Thailand. I think they would like a change of

location. I will remain here and specify this place as a new

forward location.” Salim said, “I feel that you all will be

back sooner than you think to get the next load, and I can

return with you then.”

“In the meantime, get a new set of doors in here,”

Diego said, “I have a design for a new ship where it can

have two shipping containers inside its rear hatch, with a

walkway down the middle to the flight Bridge.”

“I know a few people back in Nevada who would like

some real Asian food.” Sona added, “I will draw a food list

for the next trip.”



When dusk fell, a frisbee moved the container outside;

Progress moved out and attached her sling to the

container; it was in the air and gone.

The three parties arrived back in Nevada on different

days. And their gear was unloaded into the warehouse and

then into Vigilant. With the upper decks in place, just the

main top cap needed to be formed and implemented.

 



Chapter 64 Albuquerque.

Lin and Andrew had been busy ferrying needed

equipment from Nevada to Albuquerque. Tonio, Ambrose,

and Wade did indeed stay on; they set up the original six

Globes, and six more arrived.

To begin with, they just learned how to fly the Globes

better in ‘StarQuest’; Ursula turned up a few times in

Serenity to talk with them and look into the issues with her

software and its interface with ‘StarQuest.’ She also

introduced the team to the problems in ‘StarQuest’ that did

not map to the real world, you could do things in

‘StarQuest’ that delta-V and angular momentum did not

allow you to do in reality. While there were no students in

session yet, the ‘instructors’ came up to speed with what

the Pilots needed training in if they ‘graduated’ into

becoming actual Globe Pilots.

It was the beginning of August and the Globe School

was about to open with twenty students. Each course would

last eleven days, Monday to the following Wednesday. They



now had twenty five Globes for staff and students. After the

first session, they got swamped with applications.

Lin, Diego, Alexander, Matt, and Ursula dropped in to

instruct a course. The entire crew was growing; Nia and

Deja also made time to come by, see things, improve things,

and instruct. Instruction was more about getting a group of

them together to play ‘StarQuest,’ learn how to fly a Globe,

and then time to create their macros and implement them

in-game. A thing that they added to the game that had not

previously been there was the idea of a flying wedge.

Diego holds court with his students, “so imagine you

are in the middle of a battle, but you do not want to destroy

a ship because you want to be able to plunder it. You want

to force them into surrender, so instead of hitting it with

lasers or missiles, you have a flying wedge or three that

captures the vessel in such a way that you are holding them

in a wrestler lock. Then you force a surrender, maximum

plunder.”

The others from Comic-Con had also rotated through,

with differing degrees of commitment. Hector had talked

with them, expressing that whatever they did would be



appreciated, especially since there were no wages, just a

covering of all their costs to get to Albuquerque and home

again.

 



Chapter 65 Albuquerque to

Nevada

During a pause between courses, Jason and Maria had

turned up with the ship Recovery, and six of the new people

took a quick trip to Nevada.

Seated in Recovery, Jason took the Pilot's chair, and 

across the four stations and eight seats  they  dispersed 

themselves. It was a couple of hours after sunset, and they 

took off for Nevada. Instead of going directly, they made 

several side trips so everyone could get a turn at the 

functions, Pilot, Navigation, Comms, Security and Captain. 

While any of the seats could do any of the tasks, generally, 

the Captain sat in the middle at the back, with Pilot and 

Navigation on his left and Comms and Security on his right.

“Jason, what is the plan? It’s not about playing

‘StarQuest’ and making money; no way can that game pay

for it.” Tonio asked.



“You have had enough of a chance to see that we are a

new technology. Think about the last 150 years. From the

industrial revolution to the silicon revolution, and recently,

the information revolution. What would you call what we

have?” Jason asked.

“I don’t know, ceramic revolution, quantum revolution,

interdimensional revolution?” Tonio suggested.

“I was talking with Diego the last time he was down,”

Wade offered, “we were talking about industrial pressure.

What you have is so revolutionary it could collapse whole

industries and even countries. If I can see this, what more

have you all seen?”

“You have the power packs like the ones running

Recovery. Put them in a car or a semi or a ship. Then you

have a car that never needs charging. Make the car's

panels out of ceramic foam, and you have a car that will

never wear out; bye-bye, the auto industry.” Tonio said.

“Or Satellites, you don't have to have rockets to put 

them in low Earth Orbit. Instead, build a frisbee with 

whatever equipment you want, and put it 50 km over the 

desired location. You can have them in a geostationary 



orbit at any altitude you want.”  Myra said, joining the 

conversation.

“Yep, all these things are doable, even things like

erecting a space station, letting research facilities rent

space, and we become the transportation company. We

could build a bigger Elysium hotel. Or offer moon

exploration. We could mine asteroids. Or what about a

generational colony ship.”Jason laughed. “Any of you could

take on a particular field, get educated, set up the

infrastructure, and run it. All with no salary. I don’t think

capitalism is dead; I just think it is in for a huge shake-up.”

“But who will be in control?” Wade asked, “You?”

“Control is an interesting problem. How much of

control or governance is not about control or governance?

It is about creating your power base to protect yourself so

you can not be taken out of control. Politicians and

governments, be they elected people or dictators, spend

excessive amounts of time feathering their nest, protecting

their backs, and creating side bureaucracies that do not

benefit the people or the country, only themselves. They are

not paranoid; other people do want to take them down so



they can step into their shoes. So these positions and

people are not about producing anything, only protecting

what is already there. Their functions and positions are

parasitic. How do we act differently? How do we produce

an ‘of the people, for the people?”

“Take all the things we have.” Continues Jason, “A 

material that can not be broken, can move and produce 

energy. A family joins us; they have a home that will never 

need repairs, they have unlimited power, and going from 

any A to any B is not an issue, so what do they need? They 

need food, healthcare, and education; they need access to 

things that will capture their imaginations, basically fun. 

They need stuff for their homes, furniture, and appliances, 

but the thing they need the most is a meaningful 

community. We talk about paying you in the currency of 

freedom; sounds very noble and altruistic. How do we make 

it real? What if someone insults me, calls me names, and 

defames me? Can we make a society of ‘lex rex’, where the 

law is king and not some politician, some bureaucrat? Or 

are we just going to repeat what has always happened, no 

matter how nobel the beginning and have ‘rex lex’, where 



some king is above the law? Far too many people in our 

society have made themselves above the law.  For many 

people in so many countries, the problem is things like 

corrupt police, politicians, government officials, and 

corrupt business practices and people in any given position 

of power.”

“Before we can ever get anywhere near dealing with

these issues, we have the primary thing we are working

towards: being able to sustain ourselves and protect

ourselves from whatever force comes to bear when the

world knows we exist.”

“I spend a lot of my time wondering who already

knows what about us,” Diego said.

“So, what are you doing?” Tonio asked.

“Well, this is why I am getting you to come to Nevada,

you may not know exactly where we are, but it is what we

have there that I want you to see. I hope you will all want

to be a part of the solution when we come out of the dark

and will help us to grow and thrive.”

Arriving in Nevada at 2 in the morning was becoming

a habit for Jason. Everyone was given a bed for the night,



and they retired.

Over breakfast the following day, Jason kept the

conversation going. He wanted them to think about what a

future could look like, what problems could arise, and from

what quarter.

“So let’s say the national guard turns up on our

doorstep one day,” Shannel said. “The feds are in force.

What is to stop them from driving up here and putting

everyone into handcuffs.”

“You are right,” Jason said, “let me show you what we

are about.”

Since the warehouse had been excavated, there was a

container that had been turned into an access way for

people to get down onto the floor of the warehouse. Lights

had been strung, but the space was huge, 260 meters by

260 meters and 60 meters tall. The warehouse had been

extended at the south end, the same size as this portion but

only 20 meters high. In the main warehouse, they were

building their structure. So far, the circular structure was

200 meters in diameter and between 6 or 18 meters tall. As

the new arrivals watched, a further 10.5-meter tall section



was moved from the south end and flown over to the top of

the existing structure. It was lowered on top of this and

then twisted into place. The structure just had another floor

added.

“This is our first Aircraft Carrier, the Vigilant. When

it's finished, it will be about 70 meters tall; the section we

just flew into place is the living quarters. We expect that

this ship will be able to carry and manage between 100 and

200 Globes. The next section to be built is the recreation

sections. Then we have the section for the flight deck and

Bridge; the last section will have an open-air garden and

park in it. Carol's idea is to grow food and see the sky. Each

story has a half a meter thick floor, and the circumference

wall is 5 meters thick.

The group was gobsmacked; what they were looking at

defied belief. “The walls and the roof of the warehouse are

ceramic foam, right? How thick?” Tonio asked.

“Yes, the warehouse has walls that are 2 meters thick.

It is amazing stuff; there is no deflection in the roof or the

walls; the walls go into the ground another 20 meters.

Pretty damn strong.”



Moving around the side of the entrance, Jason took

them over to where Diego and Alexander were working. “I

want to show you to your Globes.”

“Wow, these are big,” Wade said, standing next to one

of them.

“So imagine six of these flying down to the main road

when the Feds arrive, positioning themselves so no one can

pass, and if someone tries to enter, then you fly a wedge in

and scoop the car or truck or tank up and plonk it back on

the main road. Also, Imagine them looking up and seeing

the Aircraft Carrier Vigilant, 300 meters over the site with

thirty or forty Globes flying in formation.”

“We are going to have to be vigilant, hence the name,

we are going to need 100 or 200 pilots, no, make that a

thousand, because we are going to build several of these

aircraft carriers, one for here, one for Albuquerque, and

one for each of our other locations. Then we need to give

tours. We need the public on our side; we hurt no one, we

broadcast 24/7 live video, and we let fans and detractors

near so they can video this place. We operate in the open.”



“Hector told me you were a good salesman. So you

want us to join you to build a brave new world,” Ambrose

said.

“Yes, I do, but not in a class-based or drug-dependent

way.”

Diego came to the group, “While you guys are here,

why not come and give us a hand. I have two others

working with Alex and me, and the more hands, the sooner

we get these puppies flying.

 



Chapter 66 Vigilant.

Vigilant was round and not streamlined like a vessel of

the sea. Its shape was not dependent on rocket engines,

and its mass would not be 90% fuel. Mass was not an issue,

nor power.

Vigilant could land and float on water or land on plain

dirt. It would crush whatever it landed on, so it was an

excellent solution to landing and floating on water. There

were no openings in the lower decks. While not the most

straightforward shape to make, a round shape offered some

physiological advantages. Its armament would be the

Globes; a defense team talked about having reusable

kinetic weapons.

Two hundred meters in diameter and 69 meters tall,

built-in sections.

The ground section was a bowl. All external walls were

5 meters thick, and four columns were evenly placed to

support the next floor. This first section was a total of 10

meters in height; on the ring wall, the last 2 meters were



split to marry with the bottom 2 meters of the next section,

almost like a thread; however, the voids that appeared

when the two sections were screwed together would have

small amounts of ceramic foam expanded into these

sections, sealing and making the sections one.

The next sections were 7 ½  meters tall, 2 meters to 

join with the previous section, then a ½ a meter for the 

floor, and 5 meters for however this floor would be used.

The bowl section was for wastewater and storage.

The following section was storage and portable water.

The third section was engineering, from melon

production to general development.

Sections four and five were housing, over 10 meters

tall. These areas could easily have three-story buildings

erected in them. If you wanted to give each person 100

square meters of space, including cafeteria, corridors, and

recreation space, each floor could accommodate over a

thousand people.

Section six was for recreation; if Vigilant had over two

thousand people on board, space for social and recreational

activities was paramount. Since the size was not an issue, a



whole section was given to this. Especially when she would

have families on board, this was a good-sized space, with

over 28,000 square meters or six football fields.

Section seven was the flight deck at 8.5 meters high 

for the Globes and the Bridge. The flight deck took up a 

ring on this section, approximately 25 meters wide. More 

than enough space to hold 200 Globes and 200 remote 

control rooms, one for each Globe. This way, a Globe could 

be flown with a Pilot or remotely. The inner ⅔  was the 

Bridge and main Bridge crew’s quarters. This area also 

provided access to the two sets of Elevators, the service 

elevator, then the stairways.

The team constructed each section with a bare amount

of internal structure. The five pillars on each floor were not

needed for strength, but as each floor had large openings

to the next section, they were very convenient to attach

things to. Only the last section had a ring around these

pillars to mark off the Bridge.

Finally, a top cap was screwed in place, 5 meters thick,

with a garden section open to the sky.



When everyone arrived back from the Asian trip, the

first of Engineering deck and flight deck were under

construction. New members had been recruited from

Larry's past. Several dissatisfied vets had got a raw deal on

their discharge when they refused yet another booster that

had left many of their friends in a bad way. Other welders

joined that had been dumped after a pipeline was canceled.

The first time they plugged their welders into a power cube

and having arrived via one of the crafts, they saw that oil

had had its day. The eight men and four women got down to

the job of building.

The trip to Asia meant that six of the melons had gone

in that direction for a few days. Diego has been using

Jason's one exclusively for creating Globes. As many people

as could be spared were working in Nevada. The most

challenging part of forming a section was getting the sand

in place and making sure the molds were correct. Foaming

was straightforward. All the sections had control rods set in

the mold, making each section flyable.

Upon mating a section with the previous section,

molds were placed on the joining areas, prepping with the



right amount of sand and doing a quick foam with a single

Melon, and the two sections were fused.

The service elevator did not exist yet, which was fine.

Steel could be clamped to a frisbee and maneuvered down

to the worksite. The three shipments of welding equipment

from Andrew were soon throughout the Vigilant, as were

multiple steel shipments. With over twenty welders, many

extractor fans had to be set up and vented out the fumes

from Vigilant and from the warehouse.

Each section took about five days to prep, one hour to

foam, a day to remove the mold, and a couple of hours to

swing into place. Two months of solid work saw the top cap

screwed in place. Already work was being done across the

various levels. Each section had Power Cubes; plumbing

went in for water and sewage; Vigilant was already a small

town.

The Engineering level was fitted out with clean rooms

and places for the various equipment and new supplies.

Housing was not yet a priority, so everyone was living in

tents inside Vigilant or the houses on site. People were

playing with designs for the living quarter.



A lot of thought had gone into the Flight Deck. This

section was the only area with holes in the hull. There were

a series of six openings placed around the hull at regular

intervals that were the right size of Globes, just over 4

meters in diameter.

There was one large opening big enough for any of

their crafts. At Diego’s insistence, it was big enough for

some of the larger crafts and to receive containers. One in

particular was his vessel at 20 meters long, 5 meters tall,

and 10 meters wide. They would be able to carry two

standard 40-foot containers. There would be a 2-meter

passageway between the containers and a normal flight

deck. With the help of a frisbee, the containers would be

pretty easy to load and unload. You could dock in the

Vigilant, swivel the ship, and unload the containers. You

could back into the Vigilant a short way, open the rear

hatch and simply unload the containers. Versatility was

Diego's design.

She even made a trip to Thailand and picked up more

supplies and a lot of food and Salim.



 



Chapter 67 The Final Days

of Rolla.

“We have been moving around a lot,” Jason was

saying. They had a full house: Stuart, Louie, and Carol were

present, as were Maria, Luo, and Lin. They were having

dinner at Louie and Carol’s place. “We won’t know if we

have been playing it safe enough, hidden enough until we

are not.”

“You are not hidden,” Luo said, “at the very least,

there is going to be buzz between agencies, there will be

some people that have joined the dots, but inaction will

have set in, more because of a reluctance to share, than

because we are not known.”

“I have to ask,” Jason said, “How do people feel? What

hesitancies do people have?”

“A few less savory contacts have been picking up the

chatter.” Luo told them, “Wrong colored cars with the

wrong kinds of number plates in the wrong places. A few



people have mentioned being taken in and given a general

shakedown. They tell me that your name, Stuart, has

popped up a couple of times, and your name too, Jason. It

seems there have been a couple of missing person reports,

and all the signs lead back to your store. An Aunt of Nia

and Deja filed a report. Alexander’s estranged Dad filed a

report that got Larry on the scope.”

“Cameras out at the Farm have shown people snooping

around there. We could still use the place, but we would

have to sanitize it, see if we turn up any bugs.” Jason said.

“Then we most likely need to sanitize several places.”

Stuart added, “my shop, the garage, maybe even our

homes.”

“I have asked this before; how do people feel if the

hammer falls?” Jason asked.

“For me,” Stuart told them, “The wife and I would like

to go and have an extended vacation at The Retreat; she is

almost impatient to leave. I have no real need to sell the

shop; we have reverse mortgaged the house, but only so we

can have some fun money now for other things.”



“There are many people out on the fringe, from our

kids, who have been bugging us about what we are up to,”

Louie said. “Then Ursula’s folks and Matt’s Folks were

quite concerned; I think they were expecting the

newlyweds to return to Rolla. After you gave them tickets,

Jason, to visit Ursula and Matt, and the four went down for

a week, I think they are beginning to understand things.”

Carol said. “I have also been talking to Lara and Belle, and

I asked them if they want something new, something very

new. They got my drift and asked where, so I said Nevada,

where Louie and I are getting established, or The Bahamas.

Again, I see more people who want to see something new.”

Louie continued, “Then this morning Fernando and

Robin came to see me, point-blank they asked me if we

needed a teacher, an engineer and grandchildren closer.

So, Jason, I think you need to visit them. It might be good

for you to visit with Bradley and Morton.”

“What about Tahlia’s Mom? We have never really had

much to do with her.”

“That would be a question for Tahlia. Isn’t she coming

to town later this week?”



“I think we need to limit our meetings to the

Progress.”

“We have the escape pods deployed here at the shop,

one to Larry’s welding shop, one to Louie and Carols, and

one to Luo’s truck stop. The idea is if we get busted, you go

to the scoop and just lock the door. Or, if needed, you press

the alarm, and the scoop will take you to hover over the

farm, at which point Progress will come and back over you

and take you on board. How does that sound?” Jason asked.

“Sounds like overkill,” Luo said, “So I like it.” The

dinner was over, and they started to go their separate

ways.

Louie, Carol, Jason, and Maria sat back down.

“We have come a long way; Vigilant is ready to fly, if

not more than that. Diego told me he had created forty

Globes and outfitted fifteen of them, but they will need

pilots inside the cockpit. My team has the gear from Asia

getting set up and expects the new Melons to be under

production within a week,“ Jason said.

“Carol and I want to get back to Nevada, and what do

you think of Fernando and Robin joining us?”



“It would be nice to have them around,” said Maria,

“Robin can help me plan for the wedding; Jason might find

that Fernando is useful in designing and fitting out of

Vigilant.”

“Hm, yes, the wedding.” That was all Carol had to say.

Jason smiled and simply nodded in agreement.

The next day, Jason was early at the shop, checking on

the escape pod upstairs; it was on the mezzanine floor that

looked over the shop floor. One down, three to go.

“Stuart, am I being paranoid, or are there a  couple of 

strangers in the shop doing an abysmal job of shopping.”

“I think that any agency scoping us out would be more

circumvent unless they consider us incompetent. Either

that or they are playing us to see how we react.”

During the day, Jason checked on the escape pods at

the other locations: Louies, Luos, and Larry’s, carefully

looking for tails.

Tuesday morning, Stuart was out the back doing some

tidying up in the garage; he had moved the workshop

inside Progress, “Just in case, Jason, this way, all the good

stuff is safe inside an impenetrable box.”



Louie and Carol had left the previous week with an

excited Fernando and Robin and children; Recovery and

Tahlia had thrilled them with a flight out to Nevada.

The shop had been open for a while, with a regular

flow of customers, then things became very quiet. Looking

at the window, Maria saw a group of men in tactical gear

running across the parking lot. Maria had been working the

till as two of the other girls had called in sick.

“Jason,” she yelled, “the shit is in motion.” Maria ran

across from the front of the shop. Of the three new

cashiers, Wanda had shown some interest in things. She

was Tahlias friend, and several times, when Tahlia had

been back in Rolla looking in on her mother, Wanda and she

had talked. Wanda had moved from part-time with Stuart to

full-time. In the weeks since, Maria and Wanda had struck

up a friendship, and conversations about living free, being

able to make your own decisions, choosing your risk profile

rather than being told what to do or think had sat well with

Wanda.

Maria ran to Wonda, “You know all the things we have

talked about?”



A very wide-eyed Wanda said, “Yes,” as she could see

the men rushing towards the door.

“Okay, follow me,” and Maria ran up the stairs and into

the mezzanine.

Jason was just coming forward from the back of the 

shop and was beginning to ascend the stairs when the swat 

team rammed open the door. The only things Jason could 

think of were overkill and Waco. He saw a grenade coming 

in his general direction, and he dropped onto the stairs, 

opened his mouth, closed his eyes, and covered his ears.  

His guess was correct; it was a flashbang. It went off, and 

waiting for a count of three, as Larry had instructed him, 

Jason was moving and running up the stairs. He could not 

hear anything but felt something like a whip slap across his 

back, and then on adrenaline, he was up in the back office; 

the scoop was there, its back door open. 

“It’s okay,” Maria was saying to Wanda.

“Let’s get in,” Jason could hardly hear his words.

It was a tight squeeze as the scoop was meant for two

people. A little over one and a half meters tall, wide, and

three meters long. With the rear hatch dogged, Maria



brought up several camera feeds, two from the security

cameras in the shop and one from the escape pod.

They could see three men cautiously going up the

stairs and eight more moving through the shop and out the

back.

“Jason,” Maria gasped, “your bleeding.”

Jason put his arm behind his back and came back

covered in blood. “Oh, crap.”

“Wanda, grab me that first aid kit.” First aid kits were

everywhere had been Larry’s insistence and quickly

supplied by Stuart.

Maria squeezed herself closer to Jason, breaking open 

the kit, “Roll on your front.”  Jason did as asked. Using 

scissors, she cut off his shop vest, shirt, and singlet, 

exposing a nasty wound across his back, “It’s bleeding but 

not pumping,” Maria told Jason, “That is good.” She poured 

sterile water into the wound and washed it away with some 

four-by-fours, which elicited a “Shit” from Jason.

“Wanda, keep an eye on the monitor and tell me what

you see.” The wound quickly filled with blood again but did

not look too bad.



“That stings like a cuss,” Jason said.

“There are three men about to enter this room.”

Wanda let them know.

“See that button on your right; it says Progress. Press

it down,” Maria instructed Wanda.

When she depressed the button, Stuart’s voice came

out over the speaker. “Progress to scoop, Progress to

scoop, come in, over.”

Maria raised her voice, “Maria here, the three of us

are in the scoop.”

“I have about eight heavily armed men around

Progress. The trip on the back gate warned me, as did the

cameras; I got into Progress just as they breached the

garage and let off several flashbangs. Are you guys okay?”

“We could be better; I have Wanda with me; Jason got

shot.”

“Oh shit, how bad?”

“It is a nasty graze across his upper back; I have just

filled the wound with a sachet of QuickClot, and all the

bleeding has stopped.”

“It hurts like a beast,” a very shaky Jason told Stuart.



“Well, at least you are talking.”

“Should I give him a shot?” Maria asked.

“Yes, just one, to ward off shock. Oh, I have a problem.

People are appearing with what looks like penetration

charges. Sorry guys, I am out of here; plan B. You need to

do the same; see you at the farm in 20.”

Plan B was the less dramatic escape plan; this one did

not necessitate the destruction of the garage by a

horizontal take-off. All it took was for Stuart to tell the

flight console to go. The garage door opening caused the

swat team to pause, and before they could recover,

Progress was moving forward, pushing anyone out of the

way. Once a quarter of the way out the door, Progress did a

quick jerk fully out and five meters into the air. As he was

strapping himself in, a quick check by Stuart: no one was

hanging on. Stuart clicked for the next waypoint. 2.66 g hit

him for ten seconds. A new thing Ursula had perfected was

transitions from vertical acceleration to horizontal; she had

even built a nice tilt to the ascension of a craft so that

passengers did not get so buffeted around.



Progress went in the opposite direction to the farm

until she was in the clouds. Then she swung around back to

the west.

There was only one plan for Maria and company: a 

direct exit out the window in front of them. Having secured 

Jason with a shot of morphine, he was visibly relaxed. 

Looking at Wanda, Maria said,  “I am so sorry to get you 

caught into this; when we get out of here, we can drop you 

off, and you can say we coerced you, and you can tell them 

everything you know, don’t worry about us. Okay”

Wanda nodded; she was not looking at Jason, only the

monitor in front of her.

Maria moved to sit cross-legged in front of the small

flight control, brought up the pre-programmed flight, and

clicked go. The scoop moved forward, slowly increasing its

speed, came off the ground to be level with the glass

window, and went straight through it and into the sky. The

escape pod, too, went off to the east till it was in the clouds

and out of sight.

The swat team in the garage and the shop were left

empty-handed.



Out in the car park, Castle was on his phone, “Secure

the Farm.”

Not that that would do him any good. Stuart was first

to arrive at the farm; the plan was to hover over the farm at

3,000 meters at a precise coordinate and wait for escape

pods.

Maria arrived ten minutes later next to Progress.

Stuart opened the rear hatch and clicked on position A.

Progress backed herself over the pod, taking it on board.

Stuart banged three times on the hull to let Maria know

they were in place, Maria turned the pod off, and it settled

to the floor of Progress.

She undogged the hatch, and together, they got a

drugged Jason out and into a chair.

“Mr. Stuart, what are you doing here,” Wanda asked.

“I’m sorry, Wanda, but I don’t think you have a job

anymore. Let’s get comfortable and see if any other escape

pods activate.” Going over to Jason, Stuart asked, “How do

you feel, son?”

Jason replied, “Fine, what beautiful eyes you have,

Stuart. Have I ever told you that?”



Stuart laughed, “You will not be a happy camper when

the morphine wears off.”

Maria, Stuart, and Wanda sat in the passenger seats at

one of the tables, facing each other.

“I doubt if the pod from Louie’s will activate, the same

for Larry seeings as they are all at Nevada; the only one

that might is Luo, but I think he will run hard and use

lawyers. But let's wait 20 minutes."

As they waited, they descended Progress to just below

the cloud layer, and using one of the down-facing cameras;

they saw swat teams in the forest to the north and south.

They watched as the north team surrounded the house as

the south team breached the house. In true overkill, several

flash-bangs went off, and soon smoke was coming from a

downstairs window. And then there was a flicker of flames.

The Farmhouse was old and tinder-dry; soon, flames were

licking out the window, and the swat team extracted itself

from the farmhouse, carrying one of their members with

them. They caught this on video and stored it in Progress’s

internal storage.



"That's going to get pinned on us," was all Stuart could

say.

After 20 minutes, no other pod had arrived, they then

flew to the truck stop, and things were going along as

usual. They sent a Signal to Luo and got one right back

with two okay signs, meaning all was well. They then sent a

final message of a gambling chip to signal they were going

to Nevada.

 



Chapter 68 Nevada on

Painkillers.

Three hours later, they descended to Nevada.

Jason was not happy, the morphine had worn off, and

he felt very sore.

“This only proves how much we need something more

than engineers and programmers,” Navin told them, “It’s a

good thing this was not a centimeter to the right.”

Navin was sewing Jason up, “Maria, you did a good job

with the QuickClot, a bit messy to clean, but it meant that

Jason will be weak but does not need a transfusion.”

“There you go, Jason, an impressive scar, thirty

stitches. You need to take this full course of antibiotics; you

can have painkillers but keep to the dose I recommend. I’ll

look at you tomorrow. Now go and rest if you can.”

Maria helped Jason to his room in one of the trailers.

Stuart, Maria, Louie, Carol, Dominique, Jade, and

Larry were in attendance.



“The sons of bitches shot at me; they burnt the Farm

down, you say? So what are we going to do here?” Jason

asked.

“We are going all out to building Vigilant,” Dominique

was telling them, “She can fly; we have fifteen functioning

Globes and ten people here as pilots; Albuquerque is

coming up on Recovery, so that gives us ten more pilots.”

“As we have discussed before, we will not launch

Vigilant unless provoked; we would like to get maximum

shock and awe from her and get her fitted out better. You,

meanwhile, need to rest; give us a couple of hours, and we

will be moving you to the accommodation area of Vigilant.”

Nevada had been in operation for two months. That

was a lot of time to get a lot of different supplies in; the

hardest one had been water; it does not rain much in this

part of Nevada. However, the site had two water wells that

could produce around 60 cubic meters daily. They slowly

filled the three water tanks on Vigilant to keep things in

balance. Each tank could hold 5,000 cubic meters of water.

They had pumped about 2,000,000 liters over the last five

weeks.



Diego and the welding team had worked hard on the

flight deck and the bridge. Along with Engineering and

Storage.

Jade and Dominique visited Jason the following

morning in his new room onboard Vigilant.

“So, are you breaking your own rules?” Jason asked as

he painfully scooted himself up on the hospital bed in his

room.

“Not fair, Jason, yes we are working more hours than I

want us to, and I have made a mandate to Dom that once

Vigilant is airborne, we back off the hours. Did you know

that Louie has set up a playground on this deck? He has

taken over a big chunk and set up a swing set, trampolines,

soft deck, and the works. I am somewhat placated.”

“We seem to be walking a tightrope; I am surprised

they did not raid us last night. Does this mean they do not

know about Nevada?”

“That is a question no one will know the answer to

until twenty seconds after they attack.” Jade said.

“So, where are we at with defenses?” Jason asked.



“Hector arrived last night with his crew, so that is ten

more pilots; that means we are accelerating building

Globes and the Flight Deck. Poor Diego is enjoying this way

too much. We have banned him from coffee, and someone

found him fast asleep on the Bridge. They left him there for

two hours, and he complained bitterly that he had a crick in

his neck, so Manuel came over and manipulated him. Oh

yes, Stuart went back to Rolla and picked up his wife and

Isabella and Manuel and their two children. Carol is so

happy.” Jade let Jason know.

“I am here to catch you up on the team,” Dominique

said, “ to let you know things are under control; Elliot is out

flying a frisbee, Ike is up in a Globe, as is Monica and

Joanna. I am told that we should be able to fly Globes

remotely within two weeks. Some pilots complain that

flying a Globe from a simulator doesn't feel right. Until

Larry said, ‘You will not think that when a missile explodes

up your arse, the Globe may be okay, but I doubt you will

still be breathing.’ People became a little more aware of the

need to fly remotely. Those who have passed Ursula’s

simulator are allowed two hours in the air daily, so



everyone is fighting for slots. We want two people in the air

at any time of the day and four at night.”

After Jade left, Maria, Carol, Isabella, and Robin came

in.

“Oh, this does not look good,” said Jason with a slight

laugh and a grimace.

“He speaks; he has a sense of humor,” said Isabella,

“you scared the Holy Saints out of Maria; you will listen

and not make comments.”

Maria smiled as she sat on the bed next to Jason, “Oh,

Isabella, you don’t need to be hard on Jason to get him to

do what we want.”

“We are relieved that you are looking so much better,”

Carol said.

“Thanks, Carol, it hurts if I laugh,'' Dr. R said. I was

fortunate. Just a flesh wound, he said. It sure does not feel

that way.”

“With the world changing for us all so fast, we figured

now was a good time to have a wedding,” Carol said.

“Do I get any say in this matter?”

“No.” the women said in chorus.



“Using your words, Jasons,” Maria said, “we do not

know when the hammer will fall; I would rather be married

before than after.”



Chapter 69 Another

Wedding.

The flight deck was getting prepped to have the Bridge

built out, so it was easy to take on a section and turn it into

a chapel. Two weeks was the time frame, according to

Maria.

Almost everyone was in attendance, from the newest

person Wanda, who had decided that she did not want to

return to Rolla to Ursula, Tahlia, and Stuart.

“We are working on the principle that if the hammer

falls in the next two hours, this is where we want to be

anyway,” Dominique said.

Matt’s Mom, Bella, got to officiate her second wedding

for the conspiracy.

Ursula had picked them up on the way up from the

Bahamas, along with Bradley & Lara. Mr. Jing had sent a

gift, a wedding cake. To Jason’s surprise, Daniel and

Rebecca were present, also the two Rubenstine brothers



and their wives. Close to 80 people filled out the flight

deck, not counting the four on patrol.

The Rubenstein’s had visited Jason and Maria the day

before. “So, what do you think?” Jason asked.

“We knew you were up to something, but you have

surprised us again,” Daniel said.

“I thought you were a bit mad when you would talk

about building your own country; remind me never to

underestimate you again,” Levi said.

The ‘I do's’ were said, rings exchanged, and kisses

given.

Next came the wedding breakfast; in true Hispanic

fashion, the tables groaned under the weight of food.

Louie, as the father of the bride, gave a speech.

“The night Maria said she wanted to invite a co-worker

home for dinner, I was rather worried, not that he was a

Gringo, but because if my little Maria, my electronic

wizard, had found a man she was interested in, then our

world was not safe. I said that as a joke to Carol as I left to

pick them up. If I had known just how true that was, I

would not have picked you up, Jason; I would have told



Maria that no way was she going to be dating some white

guy.”

“Papa still thinks he has control over his youngest

child,” Fernando interjected to laughter from everyone.

“It has only been ten months, not even a year. We are

on the brink of a new dawn. I hear talk that we expect a

hammer to fall, maybe today. However, I want all of you to

live differently. Not under the threat of a hammer but

something much better. What will the future hold? I have

one word: Family. Jason, I am delighted to welcome you

into our family. I am thrilled to have this family as well. I

expect grandchildren before the end of next year.”

“Father,” Maria blushed at her dad.

“For once, I am not the one blushing,” Jason said.

The breakfast went off without a hitch; no hammer.

“Jason, Maria,” Larry said, “those that could, have

worked on this singular wedding gift for you two.” Sheets

that obscured the makeshift chapel's view on the flight

deck were removed and revealed the Bridge, and enough

equipment in place to fly the Vigilant. Off to one side was a

door leading away from the Bridge. To clapping and cheers,



Jason and Maria were escorted to this door, which opened

to a reasonably sized ready room, the captain's office. Jason

and Maria were shown in, and a second door opened to the

captain's suite. Kitchen, living room, two bedrooms with

on-suites. “One for the children,” Louie said.

“Now, you have to carry Maria across the threshold.”

Maria smiled at Jason and offered a hand, “I think

almost three weeks is enough time for you to be healed,”

Gently, Jason picked Maria up in his arms and carried her

across the threshold. Putting her down as the door was

closing on them. There was food on the table. “I must say

I’m not that hungry for food.”

“Neither am I.” Maria said,

 



Chapter 70 The Shoe

Drops.

The more time they had, the more they could build.

With Vigilant in the way, there was no place to start to build

Troubadour. The building crew got the bowl section foamed

and then had to stop. In the meantime, Diego and his team

had put the Melons to use, making Globes; the flight deck

currently held 100 Globes in various degrees of completion.

Jason was talking to several of the welders that were

ex-military. “You guys have done a good job; I see a fusion

between an aircraft carrier's Bridge and a little science

fiction.”

“We’re glad you took our advice and made fire control/

flight control a separate room from the Bridge crew. The

captain needs easy communications with both, but your

crew flying Vigilant don’t need the distractions of the flight

deck when they can do nothing about what is going on

there.”



The Bridge was now fully enclosed and had multiple

redundant stations for the various jobs. There are currently

six active people on the Bridge. The captain's chair held the

Officer of the Watch, Tahlia today, the person in charge of

the ship, in the absence of the Captain. This role also

coordinated across everyone on the Flight Deck and Fire

Control. The Vigilant was currently flying at 0 kph at an

altitude of 15 cm. There were three comms officers, one of

whose job was to keep track of all visuals; they had a plot

that would reach 100 km for all known flying objects. A

second comms officer could tap into any broadcast

channels they could find, from police to national guard, air

traffic control, even ham radio. This officer was also the

main line of communications with the flight deck/fire

control. Not that the Vigilant had any defensive weapons

yet. The last comms person was internet-based; they had

access to many sites that tracked all sorts of things, but

often not in real-time.

There was room for two more comms officers when

they needed dedicated communications with the outside

world, talk with people in Globes, or talk with ‘hostiles.’



Next was the pilot, which would work directly with the

Watch Officer to fly Vigilant. Ursula's software was up and

running; all flying would be waypoint managed, with

intervention at a human level only when necessary. There

was a navigation next to them to help and supplement them

with any needed information.

Security was a dual position, one to deal with any

physical breaches and the other any cyber breaches. There

were three dedicated and unconnected networks on the

Vigilant. Bridge and Flight Control had no internet access;

this network had incoming information, GPS, hull based

sensors for speed, altitude, and radar, but not plots from

any external air traffic control. Any data coming in from the

outside world was on this second network; while firewalled,

it was not trusted, with zero-day exploits being found

weekly. People could access this network for what they

might need throughout the ship. The third network was for

non-critical internal use, from talking to someone in their

room to finding out what was for lunch. Information on this

network, while not secret, was something they never

wanted to leak out onto the ‘net.



The full complement of the Bridge could be as high as

twelve, with other stations elsewhere on the ship that could

supplement this number if needed. Everyone on the Bridge

was fully strapped in.

“Flight Deck and Fire Control are still under

development; we don’t know how big those will need to be

when you have 50 Globes or 100 Globes out flying.” Len

was letting Jason know. Len was one of the welders Larry

had brought in and had a good handle on control room

build-outs.

The development team had also been busy creating

Melons that could communicate. They would need

hundreds of them, two per Globe and two per scoop. At 8.5

meters tall, the flight deck was an impressive structure that

circled this section.

“It looks well on its way,” Jason said as he approached

Diego and Alex with Len.

“We were pumping out the Globes faster than we can

fit them out, but after five iterations of the design, we hit

upon something we like, so we have gone for it. We are



beginning to run some of them remotely.” Diago let them

know. “We have stopped production of the Globes at 100.”

“Have a look at this, Jason,” Alex said.

One of the Globes on patrol was coming through one of

the ports. It barely fits. It moved slowly over to a pedestal,

a steel frame with pins to mate with the Globe. Once

landed, other pins locked the Globe down.

“Don’t want one of those babies rolling around

untended,” Alex said. “Directly above each Globe lockdown

will be that Globes remote control booth.”

The back of the Globe opened up, and Sona got out.

“Hi Jason, these things are a joy to fly.”

“I can’t wait till we have enough remote controls; that

is the only way people will let me fly. Maria has given me

the hard word!”

Sona left the flight deck via a hatch into the Bridge

walkway.

“When we are running all the Globes remotely, there

will be no reason to have any people on the Flight deck;

everyone will be in the mezzanine, from the pilots to the



support staff to the people in Flight Control. Safety third,

as Larrys says.”

“Come and have a look,” Diego said.

Several stairs cases around the Flight Deck gave

access to the flight control pods. This mezzanine floor was

five meters above the deck and eight meters deep,

providing enough room for a Globe to be parked

underneath. The control pod was three meters by three

meters.

“We are playing with various designs to see what

works the best. There is enough room on this ring of the

Mezzanine to hold about 140 control pods; if we ever get to

200 Globes, we will figure out where we can put the other

60.”

“Talking with you and others, we want to build out 20

control pods to begin with.” Diego continued his tour.

They approached a finished remote pod; Max, a welder

from Larry’s shop, was working.

“Max, give Jason and Len a tour,” Diego said.

‘Hey Jason, Len. I’m just about done in my pod here.”

“Your pod?” Jason queried.



“I passed Ursula’s simulator and figured I was best

qualified to build a pod and experiment with remote

control.” Max smiled. “This pod is also a simulator.”

“I don’t have a problem with that, so show us around,”

Jason said.

“These breakers here power the whole pod, and if

needed, a tech working with a pilot can initiate a full

shutdown that would automatically return a Globe to

Vigilant.”

Max started the power-up of the pod; screens came on,

and the chair swiveled around for him to get in and strap

himself down. Max explained the layout with the chair

locked in position, “Len, I have heard some of your ideas

from the Bridge build-out and would like your feedback.

Everything is within arms reach. I can control the screens

from these arms control or directly on their touch screen.

We even have a keyboard that can swing into position if

needed. This monitor, on my right, is connected to the

firewall and not at all connected to the pod's systems. I can

go anywhere on the net. My left screen is tied back to the

bridge, again on a separate network, and the Bridge or



Flight Control can bring up whatever they want me to see.

All my sensor feeds from here and from my Globe can be

routed to the Bridge on yet another separate network; if

needed, anyone, anywhere on the Vigilant, can gain access

to what I can see.”

“We have even set up a bit of a gimbal on the Pods to

give a sense of realism as people fly them,” Alex said.

“Diego, I think I will take you up on your offer. In the

navy, I was never that keen on the jet jocks, but this has me

intrigued, and the more of us that can fly, the better,” Len

said.

“I believe the team down in engineering has fine-tuned

communications between Melons to 400km,” Jason said.

“Everyone wants to be a pilot,” Alex said, “I am getting

all sorts of bribery to build out Globes and Pods; it’s the

new currency. Who would have thought a welding

certificate is almost of better value than an engineering

degree.”

“We can’t have one without the other,” Jason said.

Comic-Con Launch



Hector was currently at the Comic-Con in San Diego.

The buzz on ‘StarQuest’ was very active.

Diego and Alexander had grown their clan back to

twelve, and Nia and Dega had grown their new clan to

fourteen. Between them, over ten people had turned up to

man the booth. After completing the Albuquerque training,

several people from both clans spent a week down in the

Bahamas with Ursula, Matt, Nia, and Dega.

From all the Comic-Cons, over 200 people had gone

through Albuquerque training and twenty down to the

Bahamas. As much as the team tried, it was impossible to

stop rumors from getting out. Matt had even set up some

bot accounts on various Social Media sites to spread

disinformation. There were even fakers trying to say they

were in the know with wild stories from Aliens to NSA to

China recruiting. The signal-to-noise ratio in the StarQuest

Universe was pretty bad, which made Hector happy; he

even helped fuel the disinformation.

During the last couple of months they had also come

welders, carpenters, plumbers and electricians that played

‘StarQuest’. Slowly they had been recruiting them, first for



Albuquerque, then the Bahamas and finally to come to

Nevada for an ‘internship’. At that point, most signed on for

further ‘internships.’

Communications with Nevada were currently being 

kept open via the Privacy Phone.  On day two of the Con, 

Hector got the signal that something was moving.

Nevada

The two remote patrolling Globes were soon joined by

two more, and they all started doing figure eight circuits of

the site. Four more joined them, all of them under remote

control. These Globes were streaming 360 videos back to

Vigilant, which went into the server farm on Vigilant for

later use.

A convoy of black cars, trucks, and four humvees came

in from the east on highway 50. They stopped at the

junction for the private road that led the 4 km to the site.

The land was flat as it led to the hills in the distance. A few

days previous, a 20-meter long wedge had been driven into

the ground; the access point was blocked but easy enough

to drive around. One remote Globe descended to hover just



above the ‘locked gate’ to let the potential trespassers

know they were being watched.

The streams went live on Youtube, Rumble, and other 

media stream sites. On the Bridge, the comms officer in 

control of monitoring the Internet started to bring these 

feeds up as they appeared live. A graph of live viewers and 

a video feed with comments were also shown. Different 

super chats started on various sites, and they were even 

getting some donations begging for information.  Two more 

people came on to the Bridge to deal with direct questions 

on the feeds. 

Comic-Con

Hector’s booth had a large screen that would show

what a person was doing in one of the Globes; this now

changed to the Rumble live cast, with the URL placed at

the bottom. The tablets used to sign up for the

Albuquerque course now had QR Codes that people could

scan to watch videos on Youtube or Rumble.

Soon there was a crowd around the booth and much

excitement.



“I told you these Globes were real.”

“Why are the military present?”

“It’s fake, computer-generated; those Humvees are all

wrong.”

“Where is this, in the Middle East?”

The team was inundated with people asking questions.

A few graduates from Albuquerque and the Bahamas came

up to the team.

“What can we do to help?”

“Not much at the moment; just help keep things

peaceful, keep an eye out for anyone trying to plant a false

flag and start videoing them,” Hector said. “Let us know if

you see Fed types.” Hector added, “I don’t expect

sunglasses and dark suits, but all the same, I want to be as

cooperative as possible with any authorities that show up,

yet I want to exercise my constitutional rights as well. Feds

works for me after all.” Even as Hector said this, he was

aware that friends could be more than they seemed; twice,

the team had got together in Albuquerque to discuss a

person and the possibility that they were a plant. Even now,

there might be plants in Nevada.



Nevada

Jason was on the Bridge of Vigilant in the role of

Captain; all seats around the Bridge were fill, this was a

great training opportunity. They had internal comms with

all the remote pilots, and a bank of 20 monitors on a side

wall had feeds from each Globe and the pilot's picture in

the pod.

“Bring two more of the remote Globes down to either

side of our fake gate,” Jason asked. “Comms 1, I want you

to manage the other Globes; we need them running a

circuit to see if this is a fake front; get them to fly the

entire perimeter and tell us what they see.”

Each station had at least three screens; then, there

were the screens at the front of the Bridge.

“Comms 2, give us a front view from those three

Globes on the main screen.” On Jason’s main display, he

could cycle through any of these Globes and swivel the

view in any direction.

With three Globes at the front gate, the trespassers

had abruptly stopped.



“Okay, let’s give them something to talk to us,” Jason

said.

A frisbee took off from the site down to the gate. Thirty

seconds later, it slowly lowered itself in front of the

entrance and opened a clamshell to reveal a small tablet,

speaker, and phone. It positioned itself to give an excellent

view of the Globe broadcasting to the Internet, and the

sound was live.

Comms 3 said, “Come on, pick up the phone.” Comms

3 was Robin, Maria's sister-in-law. In the short time on

Vigilant, Robin had found a new passion; she already had

over 100 hours of Bridge time in Comms.

Three of the agents walked across the road and over to

the Frisbee.

“Control says not to pick up the phone; they are trying

to ascertain the volatility of the situation.”

“Go for it, Comms 3,” Jason said; he did not want his

voice out there in the wild.

“Boys, I can hear you.” The speaker volume was up

loud, it got a jump out of one of the men, and everyone at



the gate could hear; this made for a great sound bite, as a

few of the soldiers were snickering.

“Is there any particular reason you have arrived at our

gate with such force?” Comms 3 asked.

“I have five humvees approaching from the east; they

have just come off Roadway One,” said Teri, one of Hector's

recruits.

There were about five ways into the site, the main one

where the feds were, and four small dirt roads. The road in

question, Roadway One, was marked on the map; it was a

good dirt road that fed multiple more minor dirt roads that

crisscrossed the whole area.

A Bridge screen showed the feed from Teri’s Globe on

Roadway One. Five Humvees were on it. As they came in

from the east, Flight Control had several places they could

block the road, and no one would be able to get around.

“Release a wedge to her,” Fire Control said. They had

five wedges but only two frisbees to work them. Teri called

in the Wedge and drove it into the ground.

Comic-Con



People had found all eight feeds, and there was much

excitement around Hector’s stand. Other vendors were

linking in and showing the feeds, and the main screen for

the auditorium also showed the front gate.

“Where is this happening?” Someone asked in general.

After today, the location would become known anyway,

so there was no reason to remain silent. “This is from the

middle of Nevada,” Hector said, “between Eureka and Mt

Hamilton.”

It was strange how Feds could not help but stick out;

two rather large gentlemen were off to Hector's right,

paying very close non-attention.

At the front gate to the Nevada site, a conversation

finally started.

“We request access to your location; you are violate

Mining Operations, FAA, Osha. Comply immediately.”

Comms 3, “If you merely wanted to talk to us, why all

the firepower?”

“Remove this wall from our way; this is not your land

you are blocking.”



“True, our gate is not on land we have leased. Do you

have a warrant? And why is the military with you?”

“Unless you comply, we will be forced to take action.”

“If you trespass on land you have no right to be on, we

might be forced to make a citizen's arrest.” Comms 3 said.

Jason gave Comms 3 the thumbs up back on Vigilant,

“Good job.” Robin nodded her head and smiled back.

The agents had had enough; they called the Humvees

forward and kicked soldiers out of them, and various

agents got in. One Humvees headed around the wedge on

the left, and the Globe moved to block the way.

Another Humvee sped off to go around the other way,

and that Globe quickly descended to block that way. This

Humvee, however, did not stop, and a rather dentable

object, going at speed, met an immovable and undentable

opposition. The humvee's front end crumpled; it reared up

and hit back down on the ground, not to move again. Steam

started coming out of the engine.

A cheer rose from the crowd watching in san Diego.

One for the underdogs, Hector thought.



The cameras showed the set of Humvees coming in

from the east on another feed. The road they were on was

narrow and offered the only one way forward; coming up

upon the crest of the hill, they found a wedge jammed into

the ground by Tori’s frisbee; there was no getting past for

this team.

Back at the gate, a third Humvee, with other agents in

it, went tearing off down the road, turned onto the desert,

and crossed over to the access road. Wade had not been

manning a Globe but rather a Scoop, a rather big one. The

scoop came flying out of the clouds, lined itself up behind

the racing Humvee, and came down to scoop it off the road.

Having had much practice, Wade caused the Humvee to

lose traction without losing momentum. The scoop was able

to pick it up and lock it in place so that once it got traction

again, it could not move. Taking the Humvee back to the

main road, it was dumped along with a pile of dirt on the

shoulder. The scoop then disappeared back into the Clouds.

Cheers and clapping could be heard all over the Con;

then the main screen went dark.



People started groaning as all the wifi connections in

the building went dead. Hector's displays remained live as

they were using their hotspot, even though the organizer

had offered them Wi-Fi. The crowd around their stand

swelled in number.

Nevada

Things came to a bit of a standstill. With one wrecked

Humvee, another the worse for wear, the trucks with

soldiers having nowhere to go, and the second team of

Humvees effectively blocked from access to the site, the

Feds from the Humvee retreated to their Black Sedans.

For some Comic relief, Jason got Myra to ease her

Globe over to the Sedan; it tilted itself ever so slightly to

lean into the window as if trying to hear; this was all

caught on camera by the other two Globes present.

An agent got out of the Sedan and went over to the

frisbee, “We demand that you bring the fugitive Dominique

Watts to us.”

Robin said in her most pleasant customer service

voice, “I can neither confirm nor deny that this person you



mentioned, Dominique Watts is present.”

“If you do not meet our demands, you will be in big

trouble.”

“Bigger trouble than you will be for crashing a

humvee?” Robin asked.

“Young lady, what is your name?”

“Little agent, what is your badge number?”

Comic-Con

The back and forth brought a peel of laughter to the

crowd.

Some rather serious men approached Dega, “We need

you to turn that feed off; you are endangering public

safety.”

Unfortunately for these agents, Dega had a boom mic

on her blouse, and turning it on, she asked, ”I’m sorry,

could you say that again, please?”

Oblivious to their broadcast, the agents again said, “If

you do not turn that feed off, we will have you arrested.”

Loud boos erupted from the surrounding crowd,

surging forward to see what was happening. With the crush



of people, the agents found themselves moved away from

Dega.

Nevada

The agents in Nevada were in a losing battle. They

retreated into their cars, leaving the trucks, soldiers, and

humvees to clean up their mess.

Robin was now playing for the crowd; she was also

playing for the soldiers.

“Hey, guys. I am so sorry the Feds have left you with

the Torus Droppings. It is like them to sling someone else's

arse into the wind and then high tail it back to their hotel

rooms. But I want you to know that I have this all on

camera, and if you ever get involved in disciplinary action, I

am more than happy to send you the footage of today, or

you can follow us on social media at

thefedsdontknowwhattheyaredoing.com.”

“Also, if any of you need a job in security, let us know.

We might want to hire you.”

The Humvee team to the east was backtracking to

Roadway One. They started along the south branch until a



Globe dropped itself to the road, making it impassable. This

team gave up and retreated.

Comic-Con

The Comic-Con participants got informed that the Con

was closing early due to power issues.

It was close to five anyway, so Hector and his team

were happy to be calling it a day.

Hector half-expected agents to descend on them as

they packed up for the day, but they did not.

 



Chapter 71 Vigilant.

Jason had a debriefing with the pilots, the Bridge team,

and anyone else who wanted to be present.

“We will talk about what has happened today; we have

the core team of myself, Maria, Tahlia, Dominique, Stuart,

Louie, and Larry, we have those active in the many roles

today, and we have everyone else. While this is an open

meeting, and I have a kind of designation, I want people to

know that they can participate; please have your good

questions ready and your egos outside. So people, how did

things go today?”

“We saw that they were poorly prepared. The agents

might have had the military, but they expected they could

just drive in and take us all away in handcuffs.” Teri said.

“The wedge worked well, they did not see that coming,

but will we be able to use that again?”

“They have no idea about the Vigilant, right? That will

blow their socks off.”



“What about aircraft cover since they withdrew? What

is up in the sky above us?”

“Joanna, can you tell us anything about that,” Jason

asked.

“We do not have much in the way of radar yet; we are 

working on this. When we send a frisbee up that high, or a 

Globe, it is hit and miss if we see anything, and when we 

do, we are still learning the skill to get in close and stay on 

its tail. I have a greater concern about a paratrooper 

deployment. They could drop in 50 troops, and we would 

not see them coming, nor could we do much against them. 

Vehicle versus Globe is easy, Soldier versus Globe could get 

messy, and we don’t want that.”  She said.

“We have not had to deploy Vigilant yet; I think if and

when troops arrive, we will have to raise Vigilant out of the

warehouse. I am banking on her presence, and their total

inability to do anything will stall them. Then, when we meet

their violence with non-violent disobedience, I want to

make their overreach work to get the public cemented on

our side,” Jason said.

“Are we still streaming to Rumble and Youtube?”



“We are streaming to Rumble and a couple of other

out-of-the-country websites. Youtube has shut down our

accounts, Twitter and Locals are still up, but Instagram and

Facebook are down. We have some techos and lawyers

looking into this.”

“Please come to us with ideas and requests; we want

to ensure we stay ahead of them. I know all of you are

sleeping in Vigilant; we do not want anyone outside.

Tomorrow is another day.”

{{expand? What would people like to see here?}}

 



Chapter 72 Day Two.

Nevada

When your business or facility or country has to

operate 24/7, you have times when people need to be

awake and active, just in case, but there is not a lot to do.

Vigilant had a server room. Using opencomputer.org, it was

easy to get plans and build out a comprehensive NOC.

Vigilant had several needs, from storage to surveillance

and Web Server to Firewalls.

Yesterday had created nearly a terabyte of video from

the various feeds. Tahlia had taken it upon herself to look

at managing their new social media profile.

She had created some compilation videos; she even did

an introduction to a Globe but did not show how they were

remotely controlled.

A short video of the Humvee that tried to race up the

road and got scooped up went viral with over 50 million

views on Rumble. Their Youtube channel was down, but



dozens of reaction videos took various content from Rumble

and reposted it on Youtube. Tahlia didn't care to challenge

their copyright. Instead, she commented that people were

free to reuse the video as they liked. Videos varied; several

videos were downright vicious and bitter towards them,

and there were many FUD videos. The group debated

pushing back on some content, especially when it was

apparent not some guy in his basement making the video

but some disinformation from an alphabet agency. But

really, it would be an impossible task to try and correct the

errors, so her growing team did not even try.

Early the following morning, the site was buzzed by a

commercial helicopter. Several Globes had been patrolling

during the night, and the Bridge Crew had been monitoring

what radio chatter they could get at. They had been

operating on four hour rotations. It was a great time for

training and anyone that wanted to learn was invited to any

of the spare seats to of the various stations. Various

satellite dishes were installed and gave access to news

channels of varying degrees of competence. The site also

had three Starlink connections. On the Bridge, most



stations had two sets of terminals, one for Vigilant control

and one for access to the ‘Net.

As the Watch Officer, Elliot asked Flight Control to

send a Globe up to follow the helicopter. Joanna was

running Flight Control and was coordinating with a pilot to

make this happen.

A month previous, Elliot, Diego, and Teri talked about

the problem of mid-air collisions.

“I think we need to have transponders on all the

Globes.” He had said.

“Isn't one of the advantages of the Globes is they are

all but invisible to Radar?” Teri asked.

“Yes, we are, but if we take seriously the idea that we

do not want to harm anyone, what about a jet or a

helicopter accidentally hitting a Globe because they can not

see it on Radar?” Elliot was raising a good point.

“Well, we can turn it on and off as needed,” Teri said.

“It’s not hard to put a transponder into the Globe; I

already have several ports in place for future

improvements. We can put this on the list for all new

Globes and retrofit them to the older ones.” Diego let them



know. “This is one thing that is so weird about this place;

here are the three of us talking about needs. There is no

memo writing, giving it to middle management, hoping

they push it up the food chain to upper management, and

maybe a needed change gets implemented, what two years

from now?”

“So we can do this now?” Elliot asked.

“I don’t see why not, Teri; want to give me a hand?”

Again, this was how people got cross-trained, by the

relationship between the people doing the work and not

management assignments.

When the Humvees first started turning up on the

previous day, the transponders had been turned on on all

the Globes. The eight Globes, plus the scoop and three

wedges, caused a lot of consternation for air traffic control

and the military. It was one reason why the Feds withdrew

when they did. During the night, they had between three

and six Globes patrolling at any given time.

When this chopper appeared, a Globe tailed it. Soon a

military jet buzzed the helicopter, relatively close. There

must have been some conversation as the helicopter



returned the way it had come. Thirty minutes later, three

choppers appeared, and the military also buzzed them, but

they did not withdraw this time. With a Globe close at

hand, getting filmed by one of the Choppers, Elliot could

see the news markings on the side.

“Comms, can you bring up the channel that this is?”

Elliot asked. The TV station was soon up on the main

screen with sound. Your standard talking heads were

saying stupid things.

“We are currently stationed over the old GPAN mining

site; you can see these very peculiar spheres that appeared

yesterday, and one of them is just tracking us,” the camera

panned to the Globe holding station just 10 meters from the

Helicopter. The Globe did a little wiggle in acknowledgment

of this comment.

“I guess whoever is flying is watching our news,” the

announcer said.

“Earlier this morning, police informed us that this is a

no-fly zone, but you, our viewers, deserve to know what is

happening in your backyard.” The reporter said, “Who are

these people, are they people? We will remain on-site as we



seek to make contact with them, the military and the

government may try to shut us down, but you, the people,

have a right to know what is going on.”

“Same old same old from the MSM, what is happening

on the ‘Net?” Elliot asked in general.

One of the Comms team led with, “There is a lot of

chatter; some platforms are shutting down accounts at the

mere mention of yesterday; Reddit has a whole new thread

for r/Globes. Comic-Con blew up, and there is much

excitement for Comic-Con to open today. There was a lot of

anger when the main screens stopped showing yesterday's

feed and the wifi went down. Hector just made contact; he

says his team has been a bit spooked; three left last night,

and one returned this morning saying she is with us.

Serenity is hiding in San Diego and can come to the Con in

minutes if needed.”

Comic-Con

Hector had hired a couple of Minivans to transport

everyone. Said Hammoud, had gone out at six and done a



breakfast run; the team had all met in Hector's room for

breakfast and a meeting.

“Thank you to all of you for being here. Yesterday was

a pretty intense day. First, I know this room is bugged. Hi

Feds. Consider anything you say as being recorded by

them. At the very least, the Feds know that we know that

they know. We are also recording this, so we can not get

time spliced. Second, any of you that feel like we have

misrepresented ourselves treated you falsely, lied even, I

want you to know that you are free to go, absolutely no

hard feelings.”

There were a few murmurs and shuffling in chairs. 

“You spooked me yesterday,” Lara said. “I was gone last 

night, heading home; I got an hour away and started to 

think about all the things that have happened over the last 

five weeks. I know you are used to rumors abounding; 

yesterday, I was fielding some bizarre questions before the 

SHTF, and after that, well…  Anyway, I did not want to 

return to serving coffee, so I turned around, and here I 

am.”

“Me too,” Jerome said, “But what is going on.”



“Good question; I think I can tell you a fair bit more

now, even if the Feds are listening,” Hector replied. “So the

Globes are real.”

“Dur, obviously,” a couple of people said.

“We are not a part of ‘StarQuest,’ but it has been a

helpful game to recruit you guys. Many of you know the

ethos we play the game with; yes, we raid and plunder, but

that is more the game than us. In real life, we are simply

too powerful; those Globes are indestructible and flown

remotely, just as if you were in the game, like the

Albuquerque simulators. You saw how we just scooped that

Humvee up yesterday, right. So when you play with us in

‘StarQuest,’ we always try to run a raid or a battle with

minimum casualties. Your ranking is according to your ratio

of successful encounters in the clans that do not result in

another player being fragged.”

“Yesterday, in Nevada, no one got injured, well, maybe

a few bruised egos. That is our intent. We are peaceful, can

protect ourselves, and are not aliens; we just have some

outstanding tech. Today, hopefully, saner minds will

prevail.”



“At the Con today, we will try to have the simulators

running. We will try to answer people's questions. We are

far more interested in talking to internet media than the

MSM, so we will see how things go. Reach out to people

you know who make content and engage them. I am

looking at driving to Albuquerque after this. If you like, any

of you are welcome to join me. Now it is time to go and

prepare for the day.”

Hector went to the office as everyone got their gear

from their rooms and into the two vans. “I am sorry, but we

have left a mess in our rooms; please tip yourself and the

cleaning ladies for me.” And he handed the $500 over to

the receptionist.

“How do I join you?” She asked.

“Why would you want to do that,” Hector asked.

“You guys are so cool; you can fly.”

“Well, depending on how things go today, sign up at

our website,” Hector handed her a card for Albuquerque.

“Thank you.”

How were they going to manage things as they began

to move fast? Too many young people with stars in their



eyes wanting to join them? Ha, we can only just walk and

people want us to fly.

Hector drove one van and Said the other, and two

black SUVs followed.

The Con did not open till 10; it was now 8:30. Arriving

at the trade entrance, they were allowed in. “One obstacle

passed,” Hector said to the twelve with him.

They got to their booth and started preparing it for the

day. Other vendors came over asking about what was on

the web.

“Are you guys for real?”

“How do they fly?”

“What do you call them?

“Where are you from?”

“What’s going to happen today?”

The Con organizers came by; her name was Unity 

Gibbs,  “Unity? Do we have any problems?” Hector asked.

“We are with you, but we are getting leaned on,” Unity

said.

“I see you killed the feed and the wifi yesterday; that

made many people unhappy.”



“Yes, but I want you to know that that will not happen

today unless I get fired. I am the site manager, but I am a

little down the ladder regarding public relations, especially

relationships with the State and the Feds. They have said

that things can go normal, but they retain the right to close

the whole Con down if people become endangered.”

“That means endangered with ideas of freedom and

peaceful resistance, right.”

“Something like that.” Unity concluded.

The doors opened, and crowds flocked to the Globe

Vendor booths; the line was soon too long to ever be able to

complete in a day. They had a live feed of one of the Globes

doing a patrol on their primary monitor.

When a person could talk to one of the crew, the

questions were pretty much the same. How does it work?

Where are you from? How do I join?

Nevada

By Mid-morning, a small convoy of cars drove to the

site's main entrance. Globes were broadcast for all to see.

The comms frisbee flew down to this group.



“We would like to come in and have a conversation

with you, please.” One of the officials said.

“Please hold up your identification to the camera.”

Shannel was running coms this morning, Jason was on the

Bridge, but Dominique was in the Captain's chair. Shannel

had a script with expected questions and replies in front of

her.

“Could you turn your recording of this off, please?”

“That was a question; the answer is no.”

“Look, we need to see you, and we need to do this in

private.”

“That will not happen; if you want this conversation to

continue, all of you must show your IDs.” Shannel then

went silent.

The group drew back, and then two of the original four

came forward with two more people. They showed their IDs

to the camera.

“Thank you for that. Could we please have glasses off

as well,” Shannel said as she took screenshots of each

agent, “Now we need the IDs from the two gentlemen that

did not come back this time? They have already shown



themselves to be part of your group; we also need their

IDs.”

General consternation broke out in the group. “No, you

don’t need their IDs; they will not be involved in this

conversation.”

“Sorry, it's too late for that. No IDs, no conversation.”

Finally, the two other men came forward and showed

IDs.

“What’s the likelihood that they are fake?” Jason asked

no one in particular.

“Pretty high, I would say,” Dominique answered. “But

we have their faces on camera and the IDs on file; I think

we are currently playing from a strong position. So, now

what?”

Larry, Louie, Carol, the development team, and a few

others had set up chairs and tables to follow the unfolding

drama.

“I think you want three or four of us to go down to

them in Progress, get them to de-arm themselves; we set

up a table outside and see what happens next.”



Comic-Con

This interaction with the agents was seen and heard

on screens at the Con. People had snapped pictures of the

IDs, and Hector watched as they tried to troll the ‘net for

information. “We have an army working for us,” he said to

the team around him.

On the screen, they could hear Shannel say, “We will

bring some people down to you; if the six of you would be

so good as to remove your weapons and move past the

barrier, we can get started,” Shannel said.

Again the broadcast showed unhappy agents, but the

did was asked; they upholstered their guns and moved

around the barrier.

Progress flew towards the group. So far, people had

seen the Globes, a scoop, a flying wall, and a frisbee.

Progress was the largest craft to date that they had seen. It

parked behind the barrier with its rear hatch facing the

barrier. Elliot, Salim, Joanna, and Gérard set up tables and

chairs and invited the agents to sit.

Facing them across the table, Elliot said, “I am glad to

see you have chosen a less violent approach to make



contact with us today.”

“You  have violate so many laws, young man, that I can 

have you put away till you are very gray,” said the agents 

that had been reluctant to have his ID scanned.

Elliot weighed what he might say in reply, “I doubt it. I

notice that one of the main men from yesterday isn't here

today; what happened to him? Did he get fired?”

“We demand to be taken to your leaders!”

“What you see before you right now is the best you will

get; either talk to us, or we go bye-bye.” Elliot was trying to

provoke them on purpose; the agents seemed to have

forgotten that everything was being streamed.

One of the agents lent into the one talking and

whispered something in his ear. They were not the only

ones with earpieces; all the four at the table had earpieces.

Monica in Vigilant had put the IDs up on their screen so

they could get at the names.

“You are talking to Harding Ball,” Monica told the

team.

“Mr. Ball, why are you here?” Elliot asked.



“You violate many laws, and someone will have to be

held accountable,” a startled Agent Ball said.

“You have already said that, but you and I both know

that that is not why you are here. Please, stop the games;

why are you here?”

“We believe you are harboring fugitives, and we have a

warrant to search your site,” this was the other agent that

did not want to be known.

“That is Nicholas Moss,” Monica said.

“Agent Moss, we are getting somewhere. However,

your reluctance to be known makes me very specious of

you and your ID. It says you are with the FBI; which office

are you with?”

“A search online has not found anyone called Nicholas

Moss with any agency, and his ID picture and screen grabs

do not bring up anything.” Monica let them know through

the earpieces.

He was good, Elliot thought; he did not fidget under

these simple questions.

“I am with the Nevada office,” Agent Moss said.

“Which one?”



“Enough,” agent Ball said. “We have a warrant, and

you will let us in.”

“May I see this warrant please?” Elliot asked.

Several pieces of paper were thrown across the table

at him. Joanna picked them up and slowly held them up and

said, ‘got it?’ for each page. The Vigilant now had a copy.

“I am sure you are used to being able to waltz in,

break down a door, subdue whoever is within with your

numbers, give them a warrant, and begin to ransack their

house. Those tactics will not work here. I will take this

warrant under advisement and get back to you. Good day.”

The crew got up and began to pack everything up.

In the sweetest voice, Gérard said, ”May I have my

chairs, please?”

They got back in Progress and flew back to the site.

Cheers once again erupted from those watching at the

Comic-Con.

The next couple of hours saw a swarm of new videos,

reaction and commentary videos, and pundit shows. It was

as if the online world knew what was happening, but legacy

media was still trying to catch up. Why haven't reporters of



any kind turned up at the Comic-Con? Hector had thought

too soon.

A well-known tuber approached Hector for a live

interview.

“What is your involvement Hector, with what is going

on in Nevada?” asked Daley Weaver, between Twitch,

Youtube, and Rumble; this gamer had already done a

couple of short videos from previous Cons on the Globes,

and had a following of over 5 million.

“Primarily, I am involved in ‘StarQuest’ for training

and haptic development.”

Daley scoffed at this, “Come on, Hector, that might

have been an okay answer two days ago, but we now see

Globes flying over Nevada, the same as the in-game Vessels

you fly. You have to give me more than that.”

“In reality, we just want to be left alone; we are not

hurting anyone. We have a technology we are trying to

develop. We are interested in working with agencies on a

new set of standards as the existing ones are now

redundant.”



“You admit that you are currently breaking the law,

FAA, FBI, etcetera.”

“Only in the sense that our horse and cart are better

than any other horse and cart, and current laws are stupid

laws.”

“What about the search warrant and the accusation of

harboring fugitives?”

“Those accusations will have to be taken up with our

Nevada site. My job is here.”

“What about a couple of reaction videos that accuse

you of kidnapping young people and that you are a cult?”

“Maybe Lara can answer that for you,” Hector brought

Lara into the conversation.

“So you are one of the members of this group?” Daley

asked.

“No, not really, or at least not yet.”

“So, what is your involvement?”

“I came to a Con a few months back; I have played

‘StarQuest’ for a couple of years. I rode the simulator

twice. I then went and did a school a month later in

Albuquerque. They asked me if I wanted to become an



instructor, and I did. The next couple of schools I was an

instructor, and now I am here.”

“So when did you think things did not add up?” Daily

asked.

“To be honest, things seemed too real during the

school, except for the lack of rockets. How could such a

thing move? Then one night, a couple of the other staff

were gone for a day, and they returned the next night. I

overheard them talking about The Retreat, which I guess is

Nevada, so I knew something more was afoot. On my last

night, I was awake and was taking a walk when I spied a

large craft land, very much like the one we just saw in the

video. Hector had been gone that day, he came out of it,

and the craft lifted into the air with absolutely no noise.”

Lara paused for a moment, “So yesterday, when we

saw everything happening. Well, I got in my car and started

to drive home. I stopped at a diner about an hour out from

town, had a burger and soda, and got thinking.”

“We used to have these long conversations in

Albuquerque around self-determination, the right to live

our lives. That we should live our own risk profiles and not



live under mandates. That cancel culture, gaslighting, and

media manipulation is far too rampant.”

“So they were successful at converting you? Yes?”

Daley quizzes.

“Daley, I am subscribed to your channels; I know what

you are doing; if anything, I would say that Hector works

hard to un-convert us if we show interest. I did not see

anything I disagreed with, just that I did not yet have the

full story, so I turned around and drove back here, so Mom,

Dad, I am really good, I am happy, and I am not being

coerced.”

A rather over-makeup-ed woman with a large mic and

even larger hair pushed in, “So you’re saying that you are

being coerced.”

The large camera and lights flustered Lara, “No, that

was not what I said.”

Hector stepped in, “I’m sorry you need to leave.” He

helped Lara back behind the rope.

“Folks, now you know why the Main Stream Media is

so untrusted; this is Daley signing off.”



Nevada

Progress flew back to the main site; now that people

knew it existed, there was no point trying to hide her.

“We must be careful, though; what if they move on us

and get into the site?” Joanna asked. “Oh, and by the way,

my parents were talking to me today; they want to come

and visit.”

“I think we will have a lot of people who want to come

by. Hope they don’t mind being intents till we

accommodations setup.” Jason and others were having a

roundtable discussion as they watched video feeds locally

and from down at the San Diego Comic-Con.

“Any thoughts on what is going to happen next.”

“I think of one of two things: either an overwhelming

assault by land or one by air.”

“Yep, we will get labeled domestic terrorist; then they

will make something happen to give them the pretext to

assault.” Elliot said.

“And what if they do, it does not matter if it is 50 or

500 soldiers, people, agents; what then?”



“I think, if we see this kind of an attack, then we lift

Vigilant up out of the warehouse. We are producing Melons

and Frisbees as fast as we can. We have all the wedges that

currently make up the warehouse, I think we can make a

pretty good defense for our building, not that anyone will

be in them.”

“I think our biggest problem is a missile strike; how

will Vigilant handle being hit? We do not yet have covers

over the hatches; we are vulnerable there.”

“Can we park a globe in each hatch; that would stop

anyone from getting in,” Jade said.

“What sort of false flag operation would they do to

create a pretense to attack?”

“Can they afford to have bodies on the ground of

women and children, like Waco or Savanda?”

“We need to get out in front of this and run a series of

our own stories of our people and families working to have

their 21st-century homestead, a high-tech homestead.

Homesteading is an American tradition, to build a place in

the woods away from laws, regulations, and zoning

departments.”



“Tahlia, can you and whoever you can get in do some

pieces on our people? You can not use any of the people on

the lam. Still, the Radhakrishnan's would be good, and

Isabella and Manuel, Diego, Alexander, Shane, Tyler, and

Ella are all good?

Tahlia got to work on that and later that day was

beginning to put simple pieces together for Rumble.

Youtube had banned them again when they tried to upload,

but that did not stop dozens of other channels from

uploading the video from Rumble. Twitter flame war raged,

nothing new there.

Comic-Con

Unity Gibbs came up to Hector. “We have a far bigger

set of people talking about you Pro than Con. The creators

of ‘StarQuest’ will have a panel discussion in 45 minutes

and have asked that you would join them. Interested?”

Forty-five minutes later, Hector had Lara, Ambrose,

and Philbert with him as they went to the panel discussion.

The hall was packed.



The six people on stage were from ‘StarQuest’, the

CEO, led programmers, led UX/UI, and two artists.

Everyone sat down and introduced themselves. Barrett

Glisson, the CEO, started things rolling. “I think

developments have gotten ahead of us. Hector, thank you

for joining us on such short notice. Please introduce your

team.”

“Thank you, Barrett; my name is Hector Garcia.

Ambrose and Philbert are trainers with me in Albuquerque

and are also real Globe Pilots. Lara has been with us about

three weeks and is only now, at the same time as you all,

finding out that we are a little bit more than we seem.”

“Hector, I think that is a massive understatement.

However, our office has been discussing you and the

skuttlebutt concerning the simulator and missing players.”

Hector merely nodded his head to this statement.

“So this is not trickery or CG?” Kate asked from the

Panel.

“No, it is not Kate, and we have used quite a bit of

your design work and have a UX/UI developer of our own,

and much of the different work is hers.”



“Oh, is she here today?” Kate continued to ask.

“No, but I am sure we can allow you to get together

and swap ideas.”

“How are the vessels propelled?” Skye from

programming asked.

“Maybe I will go into that sometime in the future, but

no rockets or gases are used.”

“So anti-gravity, field manipulation?” Skye continued

to probe.

“It is exotic and new. That is as much as I am willing to

say. So you said there was skuttlebutt around your office;

what first alerted you, and what was the skuttlebutt?”

Hector wanted to get the Quest team talking.

Barrett began, “Well, one of the first things was a few

clans that had been doing very well dropped off the map.

Like your clan, for one, Hector, we just thought they might

be working hard on the simulator. Then, a couple of new

clans rose to prominence way too fast. They were

experienced players, and there was nothing against a

player having more than one account. However, the

playstyle was off; they won battles, sure, but with the



firepower they had, they should have just obliterated some

of the other teams, but with a few exceptions, all the

battles ended in a truce, with you letting the players escape

in their pods.”

“One of the things that got me,“ Yvonne said, another

programmer, “was what you were doing in Albuquerque,

and we even had a couple of our newer programmers go

down and take your school. It was a front, you were not

making money, and your simulators would never hit the

market to make a return on investment. Plus, one of them

came back with a weird story of the moon disappearing one

night. Something about a shadow passing in front of it

noiselessly.”

“Yvonne, glad to know that my instincts were not off; I

think I remember your two programmers; they were very

good and took to the Globes quickly. You must give me the

names we might like them to join us.”

“I'm not sure I want to lose my programmers to you,

Hector,” Barrett laughed, “so where to from here? You have

a few people angry at you; what’s next?”



“Well, I think the only people angry at us are those

who feel their power threatened. Almost all the people that

have joined us over the last five months are like me,were

people going about their lives, feeling somewhat powerless,

wanting to do more, be more, but how? Many of our

institutions are locking us out, from big business

demanding compliance to weird terms of employment, to

universities pricing themselves out of reach and their

courses becoming worthless at the same time. We have a

shrinking middle class, with some people escaping out the

top and many of us sliding into the bottom. We are told it’s

unfair, that the rich need to pay more taxes, but that falls

flat as it is the rich politicians saying this, and their wealth

is locked away in tax-free instruments, or their wealth

comes from never working a day in their lives when they

make laws, that exempt them.

“That sounds very anti-capitalism,” Geoffrey Warner

said, one of the programmers.

“No, it’s anti-crony capitalism. Our politicians to the

left and the right have been brought by a system that hides

failure, removes accountability, provides golden



parachutes, and divorces the costs of the programs they

advocate for from the realities of paying for them. When

you run afoul of them or need rescuing because of their

latest debacle, the only answer governments gives, is to get

us tangled in a barbed wire safety net at that bottom, a

safety net that will never let us go.”

“You may think I am a raver with a manifesto, but we

live in a new way of cooperation in Nevada. Here is one of

the big things that are bound to come out. I do not receive

a salary; I have the basics of life; better than a salary, I

have autonomy, as in building a training center to the best

of my ability. I have the power and the capacity to

understand how to train young people, and some are not so

young. To help them overcome the trauma of education. I

can not get over how many young people come through our

school saying, ‘Oh, my teacher said I was stupid.’ Quickly,

with a different set of goals and outcomes, one where we

can reward cooperation, where even the solo player finds a

niche in a clan, they gain a new lease on life, even to the

point of cleaning up after themselves. Finally, I am creating

a society based on one's participation and performance,



nothing else. Please ask any of the others here what they

think.”

“Lara, your boss spins a good story; you are the

newest person to this little gang?” Yvonne said, “What do

you have to say?”

“Well, like Hector said, the game is a blast to play in a

Globe, but the skills advocated for in the game have flowen

into my life in general. I have a large student debt for a

degree that is not employable. Since I worked my way

through the various parts, coming to a Con, going on a

course, and becoming a trainer, I have looked at life very

differently. Not just Hector, but someone who is not here,

Teri, helped me get out of my victim mentality and view life

as a challenge, not a threat. So while I like coffee, making it

all day, every day, is rather disheartening. I can get fined if

my Brewing rate drops below one cup every 90 seconds.”

“So, as I said before, yesterday I freaked out. Last

night I was out of here, but because of today, I really want

to find out more, so currently, I am in.”

“You are in what?”

“Truly, I don’t know.”



The discussion went on a bit longer; many of the same

questions came to the fore. One young man got up and

asked, “What is to stop me from getting in my car today,

driving to Nevada, and coming to see this for myself?”

Hector had been hoping for a question like this. He did

not want to be the instigator of this ground movement, but

they had talked of this back in Nevada. One of the best

protections was to turn Nevada into a theme park; a place

people would visit. What could the authorities do if there

were always dozens of sightseers? If all the roads got shut

off, they could just start ferrying people in from

surrounding states.

“Not a bad idea, not that there is much to see or that 

we can offer any accommodation. I have no idea how the 

authorities would treat people showing up on highway 50, 

30 km south of Eureka,  in the middle of nowhere,” Hector 

answered.

“Ha,” Barrett said, “If that’s not a sales pitch, I don’t

know what is.”

Hector's phone buzzed; there was a message from

Nevada, one word: holiday. Nevada thought it best that



Hector and others might want to come home for whatever

reasons.

The panel came to an end with a long round of 

applause. Barrett  and Kate approached Hector, and they 

shook hands again, “I may just have to come and see you in 

Albuquerque.”

“I’m not sure how much longer we will be in operation

there. That is going to depend on various powers.”

“So you are suggesting a trip to Nevada?”

“That’s up to you.” Hector smiled. “But if you come, I

have a place for you to sleep.”

“Always the one to leave the conversation in the hands

of the other person needing to decide.”

Hector smiled, “Sold or be sold.”

It was mid-afternoon, and the Con was running hot. 

Their booth was overflowing with people. Luckily, Hector 

had a team coming in tomorrow to pack everything up and 

take it back to Albuquerque. He went around the crew; 

there were eight definite, nine now with Lara. Quietly he 

went to the three and asked if they would like a trip to 

Nevada; one declined, saying their family was going to 



keep them out of it and the other two hummed and harred 

until Hector said, “If you come your parents are invited to 

make sure they are happy with your new accommodations. 

We would even run a shuttle service for them.”  They said 

yes. Hector would have liked to get Jody, the prevaricator, 

to come, but this was up to her.

The loading bay to the Comic-Con had been scoped

out. The main lobby led to this loading bay. Two new videos

were running on the booth's main screen; one was Serenity

flying in over San Diego, and the other was from a

handheld in the room. “Who wants to come and see

something for real?” Hector invited over their PA.

There were Feds around, and the possibility of getting

detained was high, “Follow me.” Hector said, and the team

started walking towards the doors leading to the docks.

Ambrose had a phone out and was letting Hector know,

“Five minutes out.”

The crowd followed when Hector and the team went 

through the ‘no access’ doors. Back in the main room,  the 

screen showed the handheld view of the loading dock, and 

a surprised number of people in dark suits got caught 



looking less than innocent. The crowd surged all around 

them with some booing and jeering.

Philbert went over to the docking bay doors and

pressed the up button. Just as the doors opened, Serenity

came into land just above the loading bay so that her rear

hatch was level with the dock.

Things happened quickly; the crew loaded into

Serenity, and Hector waved goodbye. Only two extra people

managed to jump in that should not have. Serenity moved

slowly away from the dock, and the people streamed onto

the surrounding loading bay. Ursula moved Serenity away

from the docks and back to the car park. The men in black

were unable to do anything.

Hector looked at the two smiling individuals that had

jumped on board. “Ahm, I don’t think so, right?”

Sheepishly one of them said, “So no prize for getting

onboard?

“Give me your names and emails, and we will see. Do

you have any useful skills?”

“I am a carpenter,” said one.

“What do you need?” said the other.



“We need welders, programmers, designers, and

pilots.”

Ursula set Serenity down at the far end of the parking

lot. Few cars or people were present, but a crowd was

streaming out of the Convention Center. “Sorry guys, we

need to drop you off here.”

The two reluctant stowaways hopped out of Serenity,

and Hector closed off the hatch. Everyone else had buckled

themselves into a seat. It was almost a full house. Hector

got himself seated and gave Ursula a thumbs up.

Ursula hit it, and Serenity broke away from San Diego

at 3.3g. Several helicopters had come into view, and they

were most likely military. 8.5 seconds later, they were going

1,000 kph. They continued to accelerate and broke the

sound barrier. “Oh, how I have wanted to do that!” Ursula

let them know. Fourteen seconds later, they were over the

Pacific, heading west.

“We have cloud cover at 500 meters below us; let's go

into that and lose anyone following us,” Matt said.

Hector was sitting next to Lara, “Are you still good

with your decision?”



“Other than having never experienced g forces like

that, I am good,” she said with a wide grin.

Ursula slowed Serenity down below the sound barrier,

turned off the transponder, and headed into the clouds.

Nevada

Two hours later, after taking a long route to Nevada,

Serenity came to rest next to Progress. The flight back from

the Pacific was done with her transponder on.

Ursula got out to stretch her legs. She had a hat on

and was being a little bit careful. Others got out, and

Hector looked into the sky and gave a cheery wave and a

thumbs up to whoever was watching.

“Matt and I will cook a meal in Serenity and spend the

night there.”

“Our home away from home.” He said

Everyone else was ushered into the entrance to the

warehouse. None of the new people knew about Vigilant. A

walkway was in place from the entrance used for people.

You could go to an elevator down to the warehouse floor or



the walkway across the gap to the main shuttle bay

entrance to Vigilant.

“Lara, you're shaking,“ Hector said, “Are you okay? Is

this too much?”

“After being in Serenity, I expected something a little

bigger, but this is mind-blowing. Do they know about this?”

“I take it that by ‘they’, you mean the Feds. No, not

even their ground-penetrating radar will have helped them.

Vigilant is our ace in the hole. If they attack us in force, we

lift out into the sky and protect ourselves with our Globes;

we need Pilots.”

Jade came over to the new arrivals, “Hi, I’ll show you

where you can bunk. We don’t have individual rooms yet, so

singles are bunking in groups of six in tents. Let’s drop

your gear off, and I’ll get someone to take you on a tour of

Vigilant.”

For the tour, they were shown the flight deck. Up, on

the mezzanine, they got to see the simulator Globe. Eight of

them had people in them piloting the Globes out on patrol.

Lara even got to see Teri. Next, they got to see the Bridge;

it was a hive of activity; the screens showed the status of



all the Globes out on patrol, and there were screens with

talking heads from various news agencies as well as

Rumble and Youtube. Next, they descended into the other

sections. Things were getting built out, and one elevators

was in plac with a second under construction. Engineering,

on level 3, had cleanrooms for fabrication; there were

circuit board assembly machines, wave soldering machines,

and the calibrators from Hong Kong. Everything was in full

production. They ended back on level 5, the recreation area

with places to relax. The number of children had grown,

and the play area had been expanded. There were trees

and plants in pots and raised gardens everywhere. There

was a cafeteria and even a coffee shop.

Carol said, “Everyone seems to get multiple jobs; we

need help in the kitchen and dining room, but not every

day. We suggest that you pull two half days a week to work

here. I believe you are all Pilots in training, so welcome. My

name is Carol.”

The volume of people helped settle Lara’s nerves, but

not hers alone; others also talked about this.



“What is the most number of Globes you have seen up

in the air at any one time,” Jerome asked the group.

“I think I have seen ten,” Josh mentioned.

“So are they for real that while the Globes can have a

Pilot, currently, they are flying them all by remote?” Su

asked.

“Yes, that is correct,” Hector had rejoined them. “This

is AMA, so what is on your mind.”

“When you showed us the Globes in the Hanger, they

were huge. But why are the walls so thick?” Susana asked.

“All of you are excellent thinkers; you will have more

questions as you get more information, and that’s fine. The

Globes are made out of our new material. It is

indestructible. The only place of vulnerability is the rear

hatch and the hardware we have epoxied on the outside. It

could be possible to make the Globes blind by destroying

all the sensors, but we doubt it. If a Globe reaches a critical

point of damage to its sensors, it just returns home. Their

walls are thick because we can. Design is often limited by

materials and the dynamics of what you want the machine

to do. We want to look intimidating so we never have to use



our strength. Also, we don’t know how a Globe would react

to a missile strike, especially if it has a pilot, so in the

unlikely case that that happened, we want as thick a wall

as possible.”

“How many globes do you have active? It looked like

you had over a hundred globes on the flight deck.” Su

asked.

“Exactly, I am not sure; I think we have forty globes

that can fly but only twenty by remote,” Hector answered.

“But you are right; we have built the shells of over 100

globes.”

“So that Humvee that crumpled when it hit that Globe

yesterday didn't have a chance,” Martin asked.

“Nope, it did not.”

Martin continued, “What about a one-on-one between

a Globe and a tank?”

“Now you know why all your training has been to win

without causing harm to the opponent. It’s not fair, at all,

our overpowering advantage. Imagine bringing your Globe

right up to the tank's muzzle? It fires and blows its gun up?



I hope the powers understand this before they do

something stupid and kill some of their soldiers!”

“How are you paying for all of this? If it is not the

government or big tech, how do we know we are not part of

the bad guys?”

“Good question Philbert, and you can not take in on my

say-so only. So I know the founders, the people who have

been here from the start. I also know where their money

comes from; honestly, we are not beholden to anyone. Let

me say it like this. A lot of good clean wealth is sitting out

there that just needs the right technology to find it.”

The AMA went on for some time and was soon

uploaded to Rubble and Reddit, with the questions around

Vigilant redacted.

 



Chapter 73 The Third

Morning.

The quorum was sitting around on the Bridge; the

crew was in place in their seats, manning the Bridge.

“We have withdrawn the walkway, thinking tonight

might be a problem night. Serenity, Progress, and Recovery

are here; The Rocinante is currently in the Bahamas.”

“So what is it? One by land and two by air.”

“We have frisbees in each roof panel, and the panels

can be moved in sequence in about 5 to 10 minutes. Then

we just raise Vigilant.”

“I guess we are ready; we may as well get some sleep.”

At about three in the morning, ground traffic was seen

moving in from multiple directions, with about 50 vehicles.

As Jason got to the Bridge, he took over the Captain's chair,

not that he had far to travel. Two sets of people were now

at every station.



The whole ship was prepped. Anywhere people might

congregate, screens and speakers helped people see what

was happening. Four Globes were doing a circuit over the

site; ten more got Pilots and were waiting on standby.

“They are 10 km out and closing fast.”

“Don’t stream to the internet just yet,” Jason said.

“I want all the scoops out as well; if any of these

vehicles coming are more than humvees, I want them

picked up and deposited at least 50 km away,” Jason said,

“any tank, or weapon system like a Bradley, I don’t want

them near here. People on scoops, you are free to work at

will.”

The plan was in motion, “We will remove the roof when

the Humvees are 1 km out.” With five roof sections, five

different people would fly a section each.

The humvees were now 2 km out.

“We have contact on the ground, 500 meters out,

dozens of hot dots just appeared. We have troopers

parachuting in.”

Jason gave the signal to go, no more waiting.



The five sections lifted off, and sand rained into the

warehouse, their lights suspended from their mounting

point. Once clear, Vigilant’s Pilot raised her out of the

warehouse.

The paratroopers were running onto the site; Serenity,

Progress, and Recover had also lifted into the air. The

Humvees arrived and circled the area.

“Okay, start the streaming from ten minutes ago, let

people know,” Jason said.

For Vigilant, this was not a physical clash but a

propaganda war.

The soldiers on the ground had nothing to do; the 

housing was empty, the containers empty. They may have 

thought many different things could have been at the site. 

It was doubtful that one of those thoughts was a vessel with 

1,600,000 cubic meters of displacement. The roof sections 

were now flying around the troops, illuminating them for 

the Globes filming them, and one roof section was slowly 

flying around Vigilant, showing it off from all sides.  Ten 

more Globes left flight bay through the 4-meter holes in the 

side.



“Okay, place Globes in each port just in case they do

something stupid like send in a missile.”

Of the vehicles arriving, three of the slower ones were

Bradleys. They did not stand a chance. A scoop picked each

of them up whole, the scoops were being flown from

Progress, and she and the scoops then headed south for

Las Vegas. An hour later, the scoops deposited the Bradleys

on the main strip of downtown Las Vagus.



Chapter 74 Homesteaders.

“We are following the traditions of so many people who

came to America over the last twenty thousand years. Some

came to find a better life; some came to take land from

others. From people of the First Nation to us, we want to

make a better life for ourselves. In a word, we are

homesteaders; our technology is a little better, our ability

to protect ourselves is a little greater. We are going to

homestead space.”

Ursula and Matt were having an open table interview

with four internet personalities who had made their way to

Nevada. Serenity had come down to the main road, picked

them up just as the military tried to intervene, and took

them to fly around the site for a live interview. Maria and

Tahlia were sitting with them. Jason obviously could not be

present.

“How did three college drop out and someone that has

never been to college achieve this. No offense, Maria.”



“None taken. We are more than just us. We, however,

are all you get for today.” Maria said, “All of us here have

been in this from the beginning. As Hector said at the

Comic-Con, we have some new and exotic technology. The

government and military, being ham-fisted, has caused us

to do what we just did. Notice that no one got hurt. Would

that be true if we did not have Vigilant? We do not act

aggressively, but neither are we defenseless. We suggest

the government open a dialogue with the world's newest

country. Our first city is the Vigilant.”

 

Epilogue.

The Comic-Con was packed.

The greatest attraction was a smaller version of

Vigilant; she was called Troubadour. She consisted of only

four of Vigilant's decks. She was 200 meters in diameter;

like Vigilant, she had a full flight deck with 400 Globe



simulators. She had a Bridge that no one would ever see,

and the lower deck housed all the staff.

She hovered next to the main building of the Con, 5

meters off the ground. Eigh walkways led into her; each

walkway fed people to 50 simulators. People could book

their time on a simulator using the Troubadour App. Then

they would be designated a time and a walkway to enter.

The QR Code on the app will let them through the barrier.

No bags or electronics were allowed (or guns, a couple of

Feds got turned away). People did not know it, but Melons

scanned them for dense objects, which worked very well.

They then made their way along a walkway with their

number running along the wall. Once they got to their

simulator, the pilot seat was activated using their phone.

Now they could connect their phone to the simulator and

play their ‘StarQuest’ account or play several preloaded

scenarios. Each session was 30 minutes long. Four hundred

simulators meant they easily got 700 people through an

hour.

“Hector, what is your role in Nevada?” Daily asked.



“Oh, I'm still head of training, but now I get to take

Troubadour wherever I need to go. We would like to head

overseas, but every country we have talked to fears that we

might infect their populace with a sense of freedom.”

 



People

Jason Pollard      The inventor of the Melon.

Julian Bright      Jason's friend and traitor, working at

Sounding Labs

Castle      Bagman for Blue Sky Finance

Kennth Yale III      CEO of Blue Sky Finance

Sounding Labs      Harlan Bird (arrested), Ike Vargas

(arrested), Elliot Peay, Joanna Freeman

(parents Elizabeth and Harold), Monica

Nea, technicians:

Blue Sky Engineering      Dominique Watts (arrested),

Gérard Beaufort, Salim Haider, Roha

Azer (wife Sonia & three children Diti,

Sumit, Rahul), Sona Radhakrishnan

(husband Dr Navin)

Dollar Store, Rolla      Stuart (Owner), Maria Sánchez

(Carol & Louie), Ursula (Bradley & Lara),

Tahlia (brother Aaron) parents ???. Later



Wanda Booth, Deja & Nia and others to

the Dollar shop

Matt Walles      Ursula’s boyfriend, (Mom Belle, a pastor &

Dad Morton)

Jade Watts      Dominiques wife, children???

Sánchez Family      Louie and Carol, Isabella & Manuel

(Mum & Physical Therapist, 3 children),

Fernando & Robin (Engineer & Treacher,

2 children)

Rolla Welding      Larry & Mary Belrose, Welders, Diego,

Alexander, Eurico, Max & Ed.

Jing Transportation      Luo Jing, owner, Drivers: Lin (his 

son), Andrew Login,  Ajit, Enzo and 

Patrick, cousins Xia & Yi Liqiu

The Rubenstein's      Brothers Eli Rubenstein, Levi

Rubenstein, Daniel & Rebecca

(Rubenstein) Weinstein

Bahamas, the Retreat      Severin Schröder, Real Estate

agent, Captain John Jones, crew George

Roberts & William Ferguson

Nevada      Mr Micheals, manages the mining land.



Llew Bellin       A new buyer for Matt, from Daniel.

Hector Garcia      The first recruit from outside Rolla.

The Retreat programers      Shane, Tyler, and Ella, class

mates of Matt & Ursula,

Star Quest       CEO Barrett Glisson, Kate Cooke UX/Ui,

Skye Caldwell, Yvonne Bishop

Training Recruits       Candelaria Giraldo, Tonio Manos, Teri

Jackson, Ambrose Hammond, Wade Todd,

Shannel Fox, Myra Rice, Philbert Mann

Thailand       Sako Toru, Arthit Saelim, Kittisak Chen

Ex-Military       Len Kennedy welder (14, family 20)

Builders       Mario Vidrio (10, family 25)

Tradies       Jake Siegel (15, family 32)

Training Recruits      Said Hammoud, Lara Castro, Jerome

Walters, Shi Luli, Martin Stokes, Opal

Ramsey, Josh Medina, Josh Burns, Josh

Rice, Su Delun, Susana Ariza

Alphabet Soup      Agent Harding Ball, Agent Nicholas Moss
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