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Part One: Menace from Above

CHAPTER 1

Race Bannon glanced sideways as he passed the five-mile marker, heading east along Florida Highway 1 out of Key West.  In the open Quest Institute jeep, he felt the air temperature drop a few degrees as he pulled past Stock Island out over the open water of the Boca Chica Channel.  He noted a slight chop had picked up out on the Atlantic side since he'd driven into Key West three hours earlier.  Still, it was a glorious late afternoon with the sun still high over his shoulder and just a few wisps of cirrus cloud in the sky.

Moments later, the Overseas Highway again passed over land in its tortuous route up through the Florida Keys to Homestead on the mainland just south of Miami, a little over a hundred miles to the Northeast.  From over his right shoulder, two F-35B's swept into view, making their final approach into NAS Key West, whose three criss-crossing runways dominated the better portion of Boca Chica Key south of Highway 1.  A trained naval aviator himself from what now seemed several lifetimes ago, Race smiled in admiration at the precision formation as the two advanced fighters touched down one right after the other.

Where the eastern end of Boca Chica turned into Big Coppitt Key, a futuristic polished steel sign denoted a turnoff to the left. With easy familiarity, Race followed it several hundred feet to the waterfront.  There a small guardhouse and a heavy electronic gate guarded the entrance to an elevated private causeway that continued out over the shallow reefs.

"How was your excursion?" the uniformed guard smiled.

"Productive," Race answered affably.

"We still on for wreck diving next weekend?"

"Unless something pops up with the Quests, we should be good, Steve.  I'll confirm in the next day or two."

Like all of the small but efficient Quest Institute security contingent, Steve Axler had been personally recruited by Race.  The two of them had been old Navy buddies many years ago, and Race was determined to make the effort to re-establish the camaraderie they'd shared.

As they chatted, Race reflexively held up his opened hands towards a glass-encased lens array mounted on the underside of the overhanging guardhouse roof.  Despite the casual nature of his interaction with Steve, Race knew that he was being meticulously scanned by sensors that were analysing his facial recognition parameters, retinal patterns, fingerprints, and numerous more subtle biometric markers.  With adversaries like Dr. Zin, identity theft could mean a lot more than having your credit cards hacked.  The access measures in place were designed to ensure that persons entering the Quest compound were indeed who they appeared to be and not any sort of bioengineered doppelganger.

Momentarily, the motorised gate rolled to the side and the Quest jeep continued along the short causeway, which leapfrogged across a small atoll before continuing a few thousand feet overwater to Quest Key itself.  The half-mile long privately owned key was home to the latest and by far the largest iteration of the Quest Headquarters.  While the peripheral beaches and palm jungles maintained their pristine ecological state, millions of tons of fill had been dredged up to build up the inhabited central portion of the island upon which the headquarters complex had been constructed.

Race pulled up to the massive concrete, steel, and glass stepped pyramid that formed the core of the complex.  He parked the jeep in one of a number of stalls under a large covered entry portico.  From the back, he retrieved a bulky insulated carrying bag.  He then proceeded on foot to the main entry into the futuristic, vaguely Mayan-styled structure.  More scanners reconfirmed his identity and the massive doors slid open for him.  He crossed a spacious split-level tiered lobby, elegantly appointed in rich earth tones with plush futuristic seating arrangements, veined stone slab walls, and various garden and water features.

A cluster of visiting quantum physicists glanced up from an animated technical discussion, acknowledging Race's presence as he crossed the room to a private elevator.

Besides the lobby, the lower tier of the main Quest Headquarters tower contained the complex's advanced computer center, staff offices, an extensive scientific reference library, and an emergency medical bay.  The mid levels consisted of comfortable meeting lounges and VIP guest quarters and amenities.  The building's mechanical services were housed in below-ground sub levels.  The architectural finishes and minimalist décor throughout were world-class.  Less apparent to the unwary visitor, the tiered structure was also designed with concentric levels of increasing security in mind.

The elevator carried Race directly to the upper tier of the pyramid, which was the exclusive realm of the Quests along with himself.  He emerged into a spacious stone slab-finished open concept living area. A large computerized wall screen dominated one wall, flanked by rows of smaller monitors and workstations.  Suiting the Quests' fast-paced lifestyle, the space was designed equally to serve as a comfortable family living space as well as a high-tech situation room.

Dr. Quest looked up from a large sectional sofa, where he sat comfortably with a sleek touch-screen tablet resting on his lap.

"Hello, Benton," Race greeted him.

"Hello, Race," Benton smiled back.  "How was your trip?"

"Nice day for a drive.  I got the final draft for the new annex proposal notarized and dropped off with the zoning commission.  No surprises there, so final approval should be just a formality at this point."

"You said to hold off on dinner," Benton switched tack, eyeing the large carry-all Race kept gingerly balanced under one arm.

Race grinned, stepping over to a small dining nook to one side of the room and placing the bag on the table.  "Take-out from Cap'n Jack's."

"Trip down memory lane," Benton switched off his tablet and walked over to where Race was now removing an assortment of paper trays and cartons.  "Jonny'll be thrilled.  He said he had news and was leaving Grassy Key around three-thirty.  He should be rolling in any minute now."

As if on cue, the private elevator signal chimed and a few seconds later Jonny stepped from the door wearing faded work jeans and a black tee.  His blonde hair was tousled from the open-air drive.  Perhaps it was Benton's memory lane comment, but Race was momentarily reminded of the lanky 11-year old he had been assigned to bodyguard now well over a decade ago.  The tanned, muscular young man who now faced him still carried more than a trace of the boyish ebullience of these bygone times.

"Cap'n Jack's!"  Jonny exclaimed, eyeing the steaming trays of broiled grouper, crispy breaded hush puppies, and coarsely chopped coleslaw that Race had arranged at the table.

Benton looked happily at his son.  "Back when we were living on Palm Key, you were always thrilled when we'd all take the hydrofoil for an excursion into Key West.  Most kids your age would've asked for fast food burgers, but you always wanted to go for seafood on the terrace at Cap'n Jack's.  Even then you had a sophisticated palate."

"Comes from having a globe-trotting upbringing," Jonny acknowledged as Race passed frosty amber pony bottles of local ginger beer around.  Race removed one last tray from the carry-all and placed it in the mini fridge to one side of the nook before sitting down.

"So how's Grassy Key?" Race asked, referring to the Dolphin Research Center where Jonny was consulting on several of the staff's projects along with conducting his own graduate research.

"All good.  Looks like the NIS extension for Dr. McNamara's biotoxicity assay is coming through.  That'll buy him another six months to wrap things up.  And poor Gracie's tail flipper's closed up with no further sign of infection.  We should be able to release her in another day or two."

"You said you had news," Benton asked between bites of grouper.

Jonny put his fork down and paused for effect, looking from his father to Race.  "I do have news.  I got the call from Tallahassee this afternoon.  The committee's approved my dissertation.  As soon as records gets all my transcripts certified and the paperwork done, I'll be a PhD oceanographer."

Benton rose and stepped around the table, clasping Jonny in a warm embrace.  "Well done, son.  Well done."

His eyes watering, he continued,  "Rachel would've been so proud of you.  I've never known a researcher as dedicated to maritime science as your mother was.  I can't tell you what it means that you've wanted to follow in her footsteps these last several years.  It's like a part of her is still with us."

"I'd say Jonny's followed in both your footsteps," Race piped in.  "He's already doing a hell of a job co-managing the Quest Institute, Benton.  By the time you're ready to retire completely, he'll be more than prepared to take the reins."

"I know that, Race," Benton acknowledged.  "I couldn't be prouder."

"I'm proud of you too, kiddo," Race added.  "Most students your age would be just starting into grad school and you're wrapping up your PhD."

"My first PhD," Jonny announced, eliciting a chuckle all around.

"Well, you've got a bright future ahead," Race smiled.  "I hope that fortune continues to smile on you."

"On all of us," Benton expanded.

"So I'm going to have two Dr. Quests to answer to.  Put 'er there, Doc," Race held out his hand.  Jonny took his grip in a firm handshake.

An hour later, having reminisced about Jonny's childhood on Palm Key and Rachel Quest's groundbreaking work in cetacean communications, the three finished off their leisurely meal with slices of Cap'n Jack's famous key lime pie and rose to adjourn.

Benton glanced at his watch.  "It's almost seven.  I almost forgot, Hadji's supposed to be calling in.  We've got to get a handle on some issues with the new Laser Guide Star adaptive optics algorithms for the ESO.  We're all scheduled to make delivery in Paranal in ten weeks, so we need to get any lingering software glitches cleaned up within the next few days.  Jonny, you should pass on your news."

Race and Jonny spent the next fifteen minutes engaged in small talk while Benton picked up his tablet, the three of them killing time waiting for the expected call.

At seven PM on the dot, a signal chimed from the communications wall.  Benton clicked a remote and Hadji Singh's face appeared larger-than-life on the enormous main viewscreen.  He was dressed in an expensive Western business suit but still wore the same style bejeweled turban Jonny had always seen him in as a youth.

"Jonny," Hadji's face lit up, seeing his adoptive brother and lifelong friend.  Though the two communicated on a regular basis, several years had passed since Hadji, having discovered his aristocratic roots, had returned to Bangalore to take up the responsibilities of his family.  There he had established himself as an IT tycoon in his own right, while simultaneously working to uplift the fortunes of the downtrodden lower castes within India's still conflicted culture.

"Jonny has some news," Race spoke up, good-naturedly prodding Jonny with his fingertip.

To Hadji's delight, Jonny re-related his tale before passing the conversation over to Benton.  Knowing that he would be involved in the upcoming trip to the Paranal Observatory in Chile, Jonny stayed to listen; though this was far more his father's and Hadji's turf.  Twenty minutes later, several highly technical issues having been resolved, the conversation wound down with Hadji passing on a last round of congratulations to Jonny.

"Benton," Race asked once the screen went blank, "can I ask you to take a listen to something up in the Crow's Nest before we call it a day?  I've got your new RF filter installed on the broadband receiver.  It's definitely boosted our global reception, but I'm running into some sort of new anomaly."

"Oh?" Benton raised an eyebrow, his curiosity piqued.

 "It almost sounds like some sort of new numbers station, but more variable.  And it's popping up at random points on the dial.  I'm not sure if I'm really pulling in something or if it's just an artifact of the filter."

"I was going to head downstairs and share a cup of coffee with our guest researchers.  They're only going to be with us for three more days."

"Dad, do you want me to run down and put in an appearance?" Jonny offered.

"Thanks, Jonny.  Then I could help Race out," Benton returned.

CHAPTER 2

Race and Benton headed up the main stairs to the upper floor of the residence.  This level housed each of their expansive multi-room suites, including Benton's master suite and an additional suite reserved for Hadji, all facing out in different directions from the Quest HQ pyramid.  Above this the stair led to a luxurious, partially enclosed rooftop deck, which occupied a portion of the truncated pyramid's roof.  However the two proceeded through the quarters level to a secondary stairwell leading up to the unfinished portion of the rooftop, which housed an extensive assortment of mast antennae, satellite dishes, microwave receivers, and scanner arrays.

Opening off a landing on this stairwell was a small corner room filled with electronic consoles and featuring elongated windows that provided a panoramic view of the Quest compound and beyond.  The multipurpose room, dubbed the Crow's Nest, resembled a miniature airport control tower.  This was in fact one of its functions, servicing the private airstrip that was base to the family's own global-range heavy-lift Questar transport.  In addition, the Crow's Nest could also serve as a secured communications room and a backup Quest HQ command center in the event of a full lockdown.

It was full dusk by the time Race and Benton settled into side-by-side office chairs.  Two and a half miles to the Southwest, the blue runway lights of NAS Key West were clearly visible from this elevation atop the Quest pyramid.  Race could make out the running lights of naval transports and fighters taxiing from the tarmac and queuing up along the main runway.  The so-called Gibraltar of the Gulf stood sentinel over the southernmost U.S. twenty-four/seven.  Race recalled how his former employers at Intelligence 1 had been instrumental in lobbying for this location when the Quests had outgrown the isolated station on Palm Key.  With the press of a panic button, massive help could be here by helicopter or by ground in less than five minutes.  Race was fully confident in the effectiveness of the Quest's own high-tech security measures to secure the compound against anything short of a full-scale paramilitary assault.  What he had scrupulously avoided ever bringing up to the family was the fact that, in spite of his seemingly good health, Benton had reached an age where living isolated on a remote island now constituted an unwarranted medical risk.

"So let's give this a try," Benton urged.

Race flipped a series of switches on the console and began adjusting the dial.  The crackle of static interspersed with snippets of radio broadcasts in an assortment of languages issued from the speaker.  At one time, before the widespread expansion of wireless coverage throughout the third world, the Quests had made extensive use of their powerful broadband transmitter to communicate with other researchers in the field.  Now in many cases it was possible to Skype or Facechat with colleagues around the globe.  Still, there were isolated regions where communications remained challenging.  It was hoped that Benton's proprietary new filtering device would expedite radio communications with these regions.

Race methodically crept his way up and down the dial several times, but nothing beyond ordinary radio chatter was to be heard.

"A watched pot never boils," Benton chuckled.

Race shrugged, "Maybe we should try tomorrow."

Just as he was about to switch the system back to stand-by, a sudden shrill warbling issued from the speaker.  The sound was jarring in its high frequency pulsation; the pattern and timber of which modulated every several seconds.

"Whoa!" Benton gasped.

"That's it," Race confirmed.

Benton retrieved a small handheld controller from a shelf and plugged it into the newly installed filter, which occupied a slot in the communications console.  He worked several tiny knobs, studying the resulting waveforms on a small screen.  The sound from the speaker was seemingly unaffected by his adjustments.

"It's not an artifact," the doctor shook his head.  "You've heard this how many times?"

"Three times since we installed the filter, each time on a different frequency.  It'll run for a minute or two and then cut out."

"It's some kind of data stream.  It does sound sort of like a numbers station, but I think each modulation is an entirely different encryption algorithm.  The tech behind this would have to be incredibly sophisticated.  I think we're really on to something here.  Race, can you start streaming this to the ELINT Center at Intelligence 1 before we lose it?"

Race shifted to face a computer keyboard and hurriedly typed in a series of highly classified priority access codes.  Within seconds, he'd accessed a restricted I1 computer app and the mysterious radio signal was being forwarded to Intelligence 1 headquarters in Maryland via a highly encrypted government Internet connection.

"Whatever it is, we've got it," Race breathed a sigh of relief.  "Let me put a call in to Commander Harris and let them know what it is they're receiving."

At that moment, a sudden sharp report rocked the building.

"What the hey?" Benton gasped as the room shook around them.

From somewhere above came a shrill metallic grinding, followed a moment later by an immense clatter reverberating through the concrete roof slab above their heads.

Chimes sounded and red alarm lights began flashing on the internal security console.  A moment later, steel louvers outside the panoramic windows pivoted closed, blocking the view outside.

"That came from the roof," Benton exclaimed.

Race studied the security monitors.  "We're in automatic lockdown, but I'm not showing any perimeter breach or intruder detected.  Not reading any hostiles on thermals or motion detectors.  No air traffic overhead.  All our broadcast communications are down though.  All we've got is landlines out of the complex.  I think we just lost our main antenna on the roof."

The intercom buzzed and the phone rang simultaneously.  Jonny's excited voice called out from the intercom, "Dad, Race, are you okay?  It sounded like an explosion on the roof."

"We're okay, Jonny," Race answered, "but we don't know what's going on yet.  Stay with the physicists on the VIP level.  Try to keep them calm, but don't let them wander off."

Benton, who had picked up the phone, covered the receiver as he told Race, "It's the control tower at NAS Key West.  They want to know if we're okay.  They say they saw a beam of light come straight down out of the sky in our direction."

"Benton," Race came to a decision, "I'm going to go topside and take a look.  Whatever hit us, I don't think this is any kind of sustained attack."

Race keyed in the combination to the gun safe next to the doorway and passed a .45 automatic over to Benton.  "Just in case I'm wrong."

He withdrew a compact bullpup assault rifle for himself, switched off the safety, and headed up the stairwell.  Reaching the top, he cracked the door a hair and surveyed the rooftop for threats.  Seeing nothing, he emerged in a low crouch.  The most immediate peril would be an intruder actually on the roof, though the possibility of getting up there without triggering the building security systems seemed remote.  Likewise, anyone on the Quest HQ grounds should be picked up, and it would be next to impossible to find a clear line of fire from the ground up to rooftop level.  Still, the possibility of a long-range shooter drawing a bead with an RPG from a neighboring key, or even out to sea, could not be totally dismissed.  As for a death ray blasting down from out of the night sky, well who knew?

The main antenna mast was indeed down, the twisted trusswork lying across the concrete roof slab.  Something pretty extreme had done that.

Staying low, gun at the ready, Race reconnoitred the rooftop, checking around the various items of equipment that might have offered concealment.  He peered over the divider that sectioned off the accessible sun deck.  Satisfied that there was no one else atop the pyramid, he walked the rooftop perimeter, looking out over the ancillary structures that comprised the Quest Headquarters.  Facing the beach, beyond the covered entry portico, the oceanography lab with its dolphin pools extended down to sea level.  To one side, the huge laboratory annex extended outward from the central pyramid.  Beyond that emerged the tunnel opening to the underground OTEC power plant.  To the opposite side, a series of small bungalows housed the Institute's complement of staff scientists and technicians, housekeeping staff, and security personnel.  To the rear were the aircraft hanger and airstrip.  With security measures in effect, the entire complex was awash with high-intensity area lights.  Race noted a handful of Quest security personnel scurrying from the bungalows to take up their designated emergency posts.  But again there were no signs of a hostile incursion to be seen.

The roof door squeaked behind Race and he turned to see Benton peering out with Jonny looking over his shoulder.

"There's no one out there," Benton called out.

"I think you're right," Race responded, ever aware that he was ultimately responsible for the Quests' safety.  "Just stay alert."

Cautiously the two stepped out into the night.  Benton headed directly towards the remaining base of the toppled mast, still jutting upright from its concrete pad.

"It's been burned clean through," he noted, examining the severed ends.  "And look at the angle, almost straight up and down.  This was some kind of energy weapon firing straight down on us."

"A plane?" Jonny asked.

Benton shook his head.  "It would be next to impossible for a hostile or unidentified aircraft to get within two miles of Boca Chica undetected.  And anything coming in lower like a drone we would've picked up ourselves.  The only other possibility that fits the circumstances has to be a space-based weapon."

"Whoa," Race let out a breath, looking up at the star-filled night sky.  In an instant, the multiple layers of security cocooning their twenty-first century castle seemed like no protection at all.

CHAPTER 3

Two days later, the three of them sat side-by-side around a conference table deep within the secured, high-tech office complex that served as the Maryland headquarters of Intelligence 1.

The ongoing collaboration between the Quests and I1 was a longstanding one.  During the waning days of the Cold War, Benton had been a top-level consultant to the armed forces, maintaining a secured laboratory within the confines of a remote desert military base.  Recruited from the Navy, Race had been an agent of I1, the then U.S. intelligence agency, when he'd first been assigned to provide security for the Quests.  Much though had changed in the years since.  Today the Quests operated at arms' length from the military-industrial complex and Race, though still maintaining his security clearances and intelligence contacts, drew his salary from the Quest Institute.  Intelligence 1 was now a joint multinational command, a fact reflected in the diversity of military uniforms around the table.

"Sorry to bring you in on such short notice," Commander Harris offered from his seat at the head of the table.  "With your commitments, I'm sure you've had to make a few awkward cancellations."

"No apologies necessary," Benton returned.  "Under the circumstances, meeting face to face was the only prudent option.  We've obviously experienced a catastrophic security breach in our encrypted communications.  Until we know more about where and how we were compromised, we can't afford to take chances."

"Speaking of where and how," Race interjected, "do we know anything more about where the beam that hit Quest Headquarters came from?"

"We've checked with NORAD.  It appears that the beam was fired from what had been catalogued as a non-operational communications satellite.  According to records, it was owned by a now-defunct Hong Kong telecommunications firm and had failed some six years ago, shortly after being put into orbit.  Obviously this was not a typical comsat.  We're digging, but the trail's pretty cold after this many years."

"Is there any possibility of retrieving it?" Race queried.  "If we could identify the tech used, it would go a long way towards figuring out who launched it."

A military man in a USAF colonel's uniform spoke up.  "We lost our track on it thirty minutes after it exposed itself by firing on your complex.  We're now detecting a large number of very small debris tracks along the same orbit.  We can only assume that it self-destructed."

"Too bad," Race shook his head.  "Any better news with the signal itself?"

Cmdr. Harris turned to face the graphics on the large viewscreen behind him.  Several windows showed the aerospace over the southern United States with various satellite tracks mapped out, as well as what Race took to be a breakdown of the mysterious signal that had started all this.  "We believe the signal you picked up was being relayed through the same satellite that fired at you.  As to its ultimate point of origin, we haven't a clue.  In the last forty-eight hours, we've incorporated the same Quest filter you were using into several monitoring stations, but we haven't picked up any more transmissions.  Presumably they, whoever they are, know that they're compromised as well, and will be devising their own workarounds.

Harris continued, "Based on Dr. Quest's preliminary assessment, we've proceeded on the assumption that they're using multiple quantum-based encryption algorithms.  That leaves us with three problems; one, that we only have about eight seconds of recorded signal to work with, two, that with our most secure communications channels suspect, it's very difficult to get it to the necessary parties in a timely manner, and three, that the required computing power to try and crack even a single quantum algorithm is absolutely staggering.  That said, we've had a fortuitous development.  Eighteen hours ago I called in a lot of markers and had a copy hand delivered by courier to the NSA Utah Data Center.  Basically they've attacked your eight seconds of signal with the same server capacity that would normally be used to monitor the entire Internet twenty-four/seven.  At that, they're saying that they have a fifty percent confidence rating that they've decrypted a single quantum packet, enough to pull out what appears to be a set of GPS coordinates.  They also say that's as much as we're going to get.  I'm not sure if we should be elated or utterly terrified, but this is what we've got to work with."

Harris tapped the touch-screen keypad in front of him on the desktop.  A new window filled the huge screen over his shoulder as a set of crosshairs panned across a 3D computerized map.  Coordinates ticked off as the cursor moved.  Momentarily, the display zoomed in on a portion of the Texas Panhandle.  When it came to rest, an unfamiliar location appeared highlighted.

"Angel Hill," the display read.

"Angel Hill," Race repeated.  "Never heard of it."

"Well, it's the only lead we've got," Harris returned.  "Considering the lengths to which they've gone to keep their communications secret, we have to assume that something significant is or will be going on there.  With our own security up in the air, I have no idea how many of our covert assets may already be compromised.  If we hope to scout Angel Hill under cover, I'm going to have to call on the very best outside assets available.  That's why I'm asking Team Quest to take point on this."

Part Two: Angel Hill

CHAPTER 4

Race looked ahead from behind the wheel of a non-descript rented sedan at the narrow concrete ribbon of Historic Route 66, a third lane paralleling the wider twin lanes of Interstate 40, which had superseded the storied Mother Road.  It had been just over forty-eight hours since accepting their mission at Intelligence 1.  In that time they'd been hurriedly issued cover identities and supporting credentials and rushed onto a commercial airliner bound for Oklahoma City.  From there they'd picked up the car and slipped into their new identities as cross-country motor tourists and nostalgia buffs exploring the attractions of Historic Route 66.  Now, having passed from Oklahoma into the Texas Panhandle, they drove through a flat expanse of sparse cattle country punctuated at intervals by rusting oil derricks.

"We're coming up on Angel Hill in about another ten miles," Benton announced, studying the GPS display from the passenger seat beside him.  "We should stop off for lunch before we get too close. We don't know what we'll be walking into once we get there.  This'll be our last chance to converse freely without constantly looking over our shoulders."

Jonny spoke up from the back seat, a tour guide in his hand.  "According to this, we're coming up on Kat's Korner, 'your chance to relive the Route 66 experience, only better.'"

Race chuckled, "We'll see.  I did live the Route 66 experience, at least for a week, back in the day."

"Really?" asked Benton.  "I don't think you ever mentioned that."

"It was back in my early Navy days," Race elaborated.  "After finishing Advanced Flight Training, I had a month's furlough before reporting to Air Combat Maneuvering school at NAS Miramar that summer.  I spent most of it visiting my folks in Wilmette.  It turned out though that one of my classmates, another Chicago native, was reporting at the same time.  Remember Judd Harmon?"

"You mean Skyborg Judd Harmon?" Jonny asked incredulously, remembering the cyborg pilot who had attempted to steal the Quests' CAP flight control system for a foreign power.

"Yup," Race acknowledged, "one and the same.  Only that was before he washed out and was turned.  Back then we both thought we were going to be Top Guns.

"Anyway, considering we were headed Chicago to LA, we decided to take a road trip along Route 66, although even back then much of the original Mother Highway had been supplanted by Interstate.  We pooled our rather limited finances, bought an old beater, and hit the dusty trail.  We saw a lot of vintage roadside Americana, ate a month's worth of the best steaks, burgers, and Tex-Mex I'd ever tasted, and got into a few other adventures that I won't go into."

"That's it, Kat's Korner," Jonny pointed to a gaudily painted brick and adobe building coming up.

They pulled into an unpaved parking lot, locked the car and headed inside.

Inside was a lunch counter along the inner wall and a line of vinyl-upholstered booths facing the front windows.  A handful of denim-clad patrons were seated in the spaces nearest the door.  Making their way towards the farthest booth, the three were mesmerized by the overflow of memorabilia lining the shelves behind the counter.  While Route 66 was the nominal theme, much of it was miscellaneous early sixties kitsch with no clear connection to America's Main Street.  There were an assortment of chipped Route 66 logo mugs and plates, a "Kennedy for President" pin, a faded G.I. Joe toy that Race could recall young Jonny and Hadji playing with, several politically incorrect ceramic Indian figures, various vintage road maps and brochures, and much more.  On the end wall were framed photos of a sixties Corvette and an Indian Chief motorbike along with a framed TV Guide cover depicting the stars of the black-and-white route 66 television series.  The end caps of the counter were decorated with arrangements of scratched 45 records.

"Wow," Jonny exclaimed, looking about in admiration, "there's a lot of popular history here."

"There was a time when the draw of the open road ran deep in the American dream," Race waxed as the trio seated themselves.  "Route 66 was a cultural icon of boundless opportunity along the path ahead and the freedom to pursue it.  A lot of folks still feel a tremendous nostalgia for what it symbolized."

An attractive middle-aged waitress who could have stepped out of a period movie approached and handed out menus.

Fifteen minutes later, the three carried on over their orders, a green chili burger for Jonny, a healthier black bean and rice salad for Benton, and a cheesy jalapeno-topped concoction called a Frito Pie for Race.

Over their meal, they reviewed the sinister chain of events leading up to their current mission and their rules of engagement going forward.

"So we're clear," Race spelled out, "we're going in on our own.  We're facing a complete unknown with Angel Hill as our only lead. With internal security in question, Intelligence 1 doesn't dare risk tipping their hand by inserting additional assets on the ground.  If things really go south, we can break cover and use our CommuComs to call for backup.  But the closest help will be half an hour away by chopper from Amarillo."

CHAPTER 5

Back on the road after finishing their meal, their mood grew more subdued as they approached their destination.  Route 66 had temporarily diverged from I-40 along a solitary stretch.

"This is it," Benton announced as they approached a low tree-covered prominence in the otherwise flat landscape.  A non-descript road sign announced "Angel Hill, 1 Mile" with an arrow pointing towards the low rise.

At Benton's direction, Race turned left past the shell of an abandoned gas station along an unpaved side road.  A hundred yards in, Race drew their attention to the right.  He slowed the car as they passed a large cyclone-fenced compound.  Within were a series of long, low cinderblock buildings lined with loading docks.

"Looks like an abandoned truck depot," Jonny offered.

"Not quite," Benton amended pointing.

Three of the four structures appeared long deserted, but several sleek modern semi's were backed into the loading docks of the farthest terminal.  In addition, an oversized state-of-the art satellite dish was incongruously mounted to the rear of the period building, positioned such that it was unnoticeable from the highway.

"Are you thinking what I'm thinking?" Benton asked Race.

"Uh huh, this place probably wouldn't draw a second glance from the average Joe cruising by, but there's no reason for a terminal to be operating here any more, this far off I-40.  In its heyday, Angel Hill wasn't much more than a trading post along Texas 66 for the surrounding ranches.  Today it's all but a ghost town.  The only product here is nostalgia."

"Well, there's something more than nostalgia going in and out of that compound," Jonny came back

"We can't just drive up to the front door," Race observed.  "We'll figure out how to scout it once we get the lay of the land."

Picking up speed, they continued several hundred feet up the winding, tree-lined roadway until they emerged upon a cluster of clapboard and stucco homes and businesses surmounting the flattened hillock. At one time, the out-of-the-way little stopover must have offered a taste of Old West character for families with kids motoring the Panhandle stretch of Route 66. There actually was a trading post with a mixture of Native American and Route 66 souvenirs lining the window shelves, a general store, a small grocer, and a garage.  Several other Western-styled storefronts now appeared vacant.  Although Race had seen seedier backwater towns, the character of Angel Hill was obviously wearing thin.  While far from bustling, a few cars and pickups were parked along the way and a handful of denim-clad passers-by came and went.

Dominating the town's short "Main Street" was their destination, a two-storey Old West style hotel with a wide wooden-railed continuous balcony wrapping around the upper floor.  A rustic-styled wooden sign suspended over the front entrance read "Highpoint Hotel".

Race pulled up in front of the hotel and the three climbed out, surveying their surroundings.  While Angel Hill was unquestionably an anachronism, nothing jumped out as blatantly out of place.  They proceeded through the hotel's mullioned glass front door and found themselves in an entry foyer too small to be called a proper lobby.  To their left the entry opened onto a dark wood-panelled dining room with a few patrons scattered about.  To the right was a cozy looking bar which, judging from the lighted coolers just inside the doorway, also served as the town liquor store.  The establishment, designed in the style of a high-class Western hotel from the late 1800's, surprisingly maintained much of its rustic charm.

Noting the three of them standing in the foyer, an attractive if slightly stocky middle-aged redhead in jeans, a low-cut black tee, and an assortment of turquoise jewellery called out from behind the bar, "May I help you gentlemen?"

"We're looking for rooms for the night," Benton took the lead.

"Don't get many overnight guests these days," the redhead commented, motioning them over to the bar.

"We're on vacation, taking a road trip along Route 66.  We spotted the turnoff on our GPS and thought this place might have a bit of local color."

A moment's skepticism crossed the bartender's eyes, but she recovered quickly.  "Well, it doesn't get more local than this.  Angel Hill's not what you'd call a commercialized tourist draw, just a sleepy little town that's getting a bit past its prime.   But the folks here are friendly and it's a nice quiet stopover to spend an evening.  We do have three adjacent rooms available along the front corner.  I can book you in if you like, Mr?"

"Brant," Benton responded, pulling out a credit card, "Hartson Brant.

"This is my son Rick," Benton turned towards Jonny, "and our associate Mr. Scott."

Jonny and Race handed over their credit cards in turn and the woman behind the bar passed them three keys.

"Welcome to the Highpoint.  I'm Cora Masterson.  Besides tending bar, I'm the hotel manager here.  You're welcome to relax in your rooms or step out and see the sights, such as they are.  The kitchen's open 'till eight and the bar shuts down at ten on weekdays.  There's a small reading lounge upstairs.  You'll find several books of interest to Route 66 enthusiasts.  And there's a good selection of TV channels available on satellite.  If you have any sort of after-hours emergency, I'm in the house directly behind the hotel and the number's in the bureau drawer.  Your rooms are up the stairs and down the hall to the right.  Check out time is eleven.  Enjoy your stay."

"Thank you, Ms. Masterson," Benton offered.  "I'm sure we will."

The three briefly stepped out to collect their luggage from the car and then headed upstairs to find their rooms.  The upper level hallway was decorated along its length with vintage sepia-tone photos of landmarks and personalities, reflecting the history of the Texas High Plains.  Each of their rooms turned out to be slightly different in wallpaper and rug schemes, but carried on the Western theme.  They all featured well-worn antique beds and bureaus, parchment-shaded bronze lamps, decorative slatted window shutters, and free-standing bathtubs in the bathrooms.  The small modern flatscreen TV's were the only feature that dispelled the period flare.  The full-height mullioned windows looked out onto the balcony with an expansive view of the hilltop community beyond.

"Not bad," Race smiled when they had gathered in the middle of their three rooms.  "I wouldn't mind spending a real holiday with a stack of Louis L'amour novels in a place like this."

"Or a laptop with a season of Wild Wild West 's to binge watch," Jonny added.

"Aside from the truck terminal down below," Benton suggested, "it does look pretty normal here."

"Agreed," Race seconded.  "Did you get a look at the hotel patrons downstairs?  My take was artsy-crafty types, overage dropouts, lone wolves; the types you'd expect to find living in an out-of-the-way berg like this."

"You were expecting a cadre of paramilitary goons in purple jumpsuits?" Jonny quipped.

"It wouldn't be the first time," Benton returned, remembering Zin's uniformed henchmen from their early encounters with their old arch-nemesis.

"Still, this is about as good a place to hide in plain sight as you could ask for," Race commented.  "These are the co-ordinates from the signal we intercepted.  If there is something nefarious going on in that terminal down below, this might be where the parties behind it live undercover in their off hours."

"We're pretty conspicuous in a town this size," Benton offered up.  "We can step outside and do our tourist thing, peeking in the shops before it gets dark, but I think that's about all we can hope for by daylight."

"Agreed," Race returned.  "I saw an outside fire stair leading up to this balcony on the far side as we were driving up.  We shouldn't have any trouble slipping back out undetected once the town's gone to bed.  We can make our way back downhill through the trees and scout the terminal compound for a way in."

CHAPTER 6

Carrying out their plan, Race and the Quests finished off the afternoon walking down and back the short length of the hilltop community, pretending to be interested in its antiquarian nuances while furtively surveilling for telltale signs of any underlying agenda at work.  Seeing nothing untoward, they returned to the hotel for a light supper in the dining room before retiring to their rooms to nap and await the small hours of the morning.

Around eleven however, they were awakened by the sound of a vehicle outside.  Peering furtively out through the slatted window shutters, Race saw a well-worn gray Humvee pull over down the block.  Several men and a woman, all in work jeans, climbed out and furtively scattered in different directions, entering various houses and business fronts.  At the same time, others appeared from doorways along the street and converged on the waiting Humvee.

Loaded again, the vehicle slowly drove off and began coasting down the track leading out of the town proper.

"Changing of the guard?" Jonny whispered, entering from the connecting door between their rooms.

"That's sure what it looks like," Race agreed.  "A little too covert for a pizza run.  My guess is they're not going any further than the terminal down below.  You might as well get some shut-eye if you can.  We should give it a couple more hours before we make our move."

At one-thirty, Race dragged himself up from cat-napping on top of the bed.  He tapped lightly on the connecting doors leading to Jonny's and Benton's rooms.  After a few moments, the others joined him.

Race hefted his suitcase onto the bed, opened it, and piled the contents onto the bedspread.  Next he depressed the hidden catch to open a secret compartment in the bottom.  From it he carefully removed three of their favored handguns; a Baretta Pico for Jonny, a lightweight Walther PPS for Benton, and a Springfield XDM for himself.  Next he passed out the matching shoulder holsters and spare clips for each of their sidearms along with miniaturized CommuCom wrist communicators.

From a separate compartment in another suitcase, Benton removed a military-looking electronic device about the size of a cigarette carton.

"Our ticket inside," Race smiled, eyeing the device appreciatively.  The ParaPower limpet was a highly advanced version of Benton's early ParaPower ray, a non-lethal directed electromagnetic pulse weapon developed for DARPA during the Cold War.

"You saw the transformer down by the turnoff off 66," Benton reviewed.  "According to I1, knocking it out will black out the whole town, including the truck depot.  To a limited extent, the ParaPower effect will propagate up the transmission lines as well.  Assuming they don't have too robust a backup power system, hopefully it'll take down any electronic surveillance and alarm systems."

"So," Race picked up, "we know the drill.  We plant the limpet on the transformer, set the timer, and make our way to the terminal compound.  Once the lights go out, we take advantage of the confusion to get inside.  If the crew in the Humvee we saw was their full compliment, then we're looking at half a dozen men inside to evade or take out."

"With at least half a dozen more up here in the town if they manage to call for backup," Benton cautioned.

"Right," Race nodded.  "Once inside, I'll take point.  If things get too hot, Jonny, you get your dad out, hole up somewhere, and call for extraction.  I'll cover your retreat."

"Remember, this is a recon mission.  Everybody just stay low and make sure it doesn't come to that," Benton returned.

"Ok, let's move out," Race directed.

Quietly they slid open the window, stepped through, and crept along the upper balcony.  In the wee hours, the hotel was the brightest spot in town, lit by a string of decorative white Christmas-style lights strung along the underside of the roof overhang.  A few street lamps illuminated the short Main Street at intervals and a scattering of night lights and neon signs lit some of the storefronts.  Otherwise the street was dead still, with not a sign of motion in sight.

They made their way around to the backside and tiptoed down the exterior fire stair.  Sticking to the shadows, they silently crept their way down the street to the end of the block.  There were too many obstacles to detour around the backs of the buildings.  At one point they passed a small house with the sound of a TV going, but no one seemed to note their passage.

Once they reached the edge of the hilltop community, they diverted into the sparse woods to the side of the inclined access road.  The tree cover was sufficient to keep them well hidden in shadow, but there was minimal undergrowth to obstruct their progress.  As they approached the base of the rise, they crept across the road and continued along the far side, giving wide berth to the mysterious truck depot.  From leaving their rooms, it took them almost forty minutes to reach the turnoff off of Texas 66.  They made their way to the fenced in power transformer to the other side of the deserted gas station they had seen when arriving.  Jonny scaled the fence and placed the ParaPower limpet onto the face of an insulated steel electronics cabinet through which several mammoth power lines were routed before connecting to the transformer itself.  He keyed a thirty-minute delay into the device's digital timer, and climbed back out of the fenced enclosure, careful not to come in contact with any of the live high-voltage equipment surrounding him.

The moon had risen, casting the sparse plain in a cool blue light.  To maintain cover, they had to backtrack to the start of the heavier foliage at the base of the rise up to Angel Hill.  There they re-crossed the service road and approached the fenced-in terminal compound from its more wooded far side.

Observing from behind the cover of the encroaching shrub brush, Race noted a spot where the ground had eroded, leaving a narrow gap under the fence.  The apparently long-abandoned foreground buildings were dark and silent.  The farthest building though was clearly far from deserted.  Glaring fluorescent lights illuminated the loading docks where a driver on a forklift was unloading crates from a parked semi with glowing running lights.  A background hum of unknown machinery issued from the building.  Race checked his watch.  Five minutes to go. 

Glancing sideways at Benton and Jonny, Race felt a moment's qualm.  He had no doubt Jonny could handle himself in a fight, but the elder Dr. Quest was another matter.  For a scientist and academician, Benton had battled through far, far more than his share of perilous encounters over the years.  No doubt, his keen intellect was still crucial to Team Quest's success, but Race had his concerns about deliberately placing him in harm's way at his age.  If the situation had not been so dire, he might have vetoed I1's assignment this time around.  Still, Benton was in top shape for his age and he'd never let them down yet.

Abruptly, the fluorescent glare on the docks flickered out and the mechanical hum in the air dipped to a low bass before going silent.

Race silently tapped Jonny on the shoulder and the three crouched commando-style as they quickly made their way to the opening under the fence.  Race noted the presence of sensors strung along the top and prayed they had indeed been deactivated.  Inside, they made their way to the far side of the back row of buildings and began working their way deeper into the terminal.  As they did so, half a dozen men ran from the active structure and spread out, moving quickly towards the front gate to the compound.  They were dressed in unremarkable work denims, but Race noted they all carried handheld weapons of some sort.

Team Quest stealthily approached around the darkened back side of the suspect building before slipping through an open loading bay door a distance from the running semi and its unloading crew.

With one stark exception, the inside of the depot was unremarkable, a cavernous brick-walled, truss-roofed space with neatly stacked cartons arranged across the well-worn concrete floor.  The old-style suspended overhead lights were blacked out, providing a welcome cover of darkness.

However fifty feet ahead an incongruous twenty foot square opening gaped in the cement floor, glowing with the reflected light of very much operational fluorescent fixtures coming from below.

Guns now drawn, the three approached the opening, using the stacked crates for cover.  The loading crew seemed to have left the area.  They arrived to find themselves at the top of a broad concrete ramp leading downward.

"What do you think?" Benton whispered.

Race replied, "They all seem to have headed off looking for an external threat or the source of the blackout.  With their perimeter security out, they must know they're vulnerable to attack, but I don't think they've figured out we're already inside the compound."

"This is what we came for," Jonny seconded.  "If we don't go now, this may all be gone by the time the cavalry arrives."

"All right then," Race motioned them forward.

They descended the ramp to be confronted by a warren of oversized concrete corridors extending into the distance.  Unlike the dusty, decades-old terminal above, this subterranean level was pristine and ultramodern in construction.  Cool, almost chill air circulated through the sublevel.  Fluorescent strips embedded in the walls radiated a cold white glow.  There was sufficient light to navigate, but only a portion of the fixtures seemed to be operating, casting long eerie shadows along the passages.

"Emergency power," Race commented.  "So they do have a backup source."

"But essential services only," Jonny added.

"Let's just hope that doesn't include internal security sensors," Race returned looking about.

They proceeded some fifty feet down what appeared to be the main corridor until they came upon a large rectangular archway.  Through it was a vast concrete chamber filled with row upon row of sleek black metallic towers, each the size of an old-style phone booth.  Flickering blue lights could be seen through perforated grilles in the mechanically detailed towers.

"It's a server farm," Jonny whispered.  "Looks like pictures of an Internet Data Center."

"I think you're right," Benton agreed, pulling a miniature spy camera from his jacket and snapping pictures.  "I don't recognize any of the hardware though.  Look, there aren't any logos or identifying text.  But there's a lot of computing power here."

"We should keep moving," Race nudged.

"They exited out the far side of the server room to find themselves in what appeared to be some sort of communications center.  Banks of wall-mounted monitors displayed layered computer graphics of complex waveforms being broken down into rows of simpler component waves displayed below.  Finally the bottom layer displayed regular patterns of discrete rectangular data bits.

"Look familiar?" Race asked, recognizing the look of the graphics.

"It's the same pattern we picked up on Quest Key just before we got our antenna blown away," Benton confirmed snapping more pictures.

"Look over here," Jonny beckoned.

On a long ultramodern console were half a dozen more monitors.  Only these did not display signal breakdowns or technical graphics.  Scrolling across them were lines of text in an assortment of languages.  Race recognized Chinese Hanzi, Arabic script, Hindi, Cyrillic text, and Hebrew among others.  Near the middle was a display in English.

Benton moved down the line, taking snapshots of the monitors two at a time.  He moved to start back at the beginning but Race tapped his arm.  "We don't have the time."

"If we can get a decent sample of their comms, we can crack their encryption," Benton urged.

"If we're here when they come storming back in force, we won't be around to crack anything," Race stood firm.

Hastily they retreated back the way they'd come, heading for the ramp back to the surface.  Jonny however couldn't resist peeking into a doorway they'd bypassed earlier.

"Oh my god," he gasped, staring incredulously.

Race and Benton stopped dead and turned at Jonny's outburst.  They backed up a few steps and peered through the doorway around Jonny.  Thoughts of a quick escape were instantly forgotten as their eyes widened in astonishment.

They found themselves facing a glass-fronted gallery overlooking another oversized concrete chamber.  But it was what they saw on the floor below that stopped them in their tracks.

Like the server room, this space was filled with neat rows of identical mechanical units.  But these were not computers.  Lined up one after another were glass walled rectangular tanks mounted atop gleaming stainless steel apparatus of some sort.  The enclosed tanks, each the size of a spacious shower stall turned on its side, appeared to be filled with a clear, bubbling liquid.  Inside them, articulated mechanical arms moved with robotic precision, precisely extruding thin ribbons of pale ochre material from tiny nozzles at their tips.  But it was the forms apparently being built up out of successive layers of this material that had so astonished the trio.

Within each of the tanks, in varied states of completeness, was the full-sized form of a human body.

Speechless, they made their way to a stairway at one end of the elevated gallery.  Race paused to do a quick count before descending to the floor below.  Five rows ten units deep, fifty tanks with fifty whatever inside.  Reaching the bottom, each of them stepped gingerly along separate rows, observing the contents of the tanks with a mixture of horror and fascination.  Benton was still snapping photos as he went.

"They're bioprinters," Benton exclaimed, watching the robotic extruders at work.  "They're bioprinting synthetic bodies, synthetic people."

"All those servers upstairs must be running this," Jonny speculated.

Up close, Race noted that the partially formed bodies were constructed with distinct layers of skeleton, musculature, and ligaments.  Although it appeared to follow a functional logic of its own, Race knew enough from multiple courses in field triage to recognize that the stylized anatomy he was looking at was not a precise reproduction of human physiology.  What appeared to be multiple umbilicals spun from the same ochre material connected the figures to outlets in the machinery of the tanks.  A ring-shaped electronic-looking device hung suspended just over the heads of each of them.

As he continued along the row, the bodies inside the tanks looked more and more human, transitioning in appearance from parchment yellow rubber-like forms to fully formed people with natural skin tones and body hair.  There were men and women of a diverse range of apparent ages and ethnicities.  Although they did not appear to be conscious, several of the more advanced subjects occasionally shifted on their own within their tanks.

"Over here," Benton suddenly called out, an edge of fear in his voice.  Race and Jonny arrived to find him staring into one of the tanks.  "Look," he pointed.

Inside was what appeared to be a white male perhaps in his late fifties.  Beyond the horror of this entire collection of unnatural specimens, Race was not sure what he was supposed to be seeing.

"I know this man," Benton muttered. "It's Erhard Heidemann, director of the Paranal Observatory where we're supposed to be going next month.  I video conferenced with him in Chile less than a week ago."

"I doubt that this man, or whatever he is, was in Chile a week ago," Race commented wryly.

"Hey guys," Jonny called from beside another tank.  Race and Benton turned to look.  This time there was no question what was on Jonny's mind.  Within the tank floated the well-toned body of a middle-aged African American male.  The serenely unconscious face on that body was all too familiar to all of them.  The form in the tank was Intelligence 1 Commander Harris.

"I think we've got some idea of what's going on here," Benton stated ominously.

"Let's get out of here while we still can," Race urged.

As if on cue, as they reached the upper gallery the subdued emergency lights flickered several times before turning back on with full, dazzling intensity.

"Power's back up.  They must've found the ParaPower limpet," Race warned.  "If they had any doubts, they know they've got intruders now."

A moment later, an electronic chime began to reverberate throughout the complex.  Race looked up to see the red activation light on a security camera pointed right at them.

"Busted," Jonny quipped.

None of them were prepared for the next development that occurred.  In the bay down below, controls pulsed on the mechanical bases of the arrayed tanks, servos activated, and their glass lids began to ponderously pivot open.  Within, the previously quiescent forms began to stir more vigorously.

"I think we're in it now," Benton exclaimed as the first of the humanoids reached to grasp the lip of the tank and began pulling himself up.

"Run!" Race commanded, and they bolted out down the concrete corridor, their footsteps reverberating loudly.

They made the entrance ramp without incident and dashed upward out of the subterranean complex.  As they bolted for the rear warehouse entrance through which they'd entered, Race saw two silhouetted figures running in their direction from the brightly lit loading bay on the opposite side.

They made the door and sprinted for the gap under the fence.  More figures were now running back from the front gate towards the building they'd just escaped.

Race shoved Benton and Jonny ahead of him through the opening.  A few of the figures had broken off and were now headed straight for them.

"They've spotted us," Race warned.

As he pulled himself through the gap after the others, one of the pursuers raised his weapon.  Race ducked low, bracing for the report of gunfire.

Instead he heard a brief low-pitched hum and a pencil-thin violet beam swept over the cyclone fence where he'd been standing a moment before.  The beam sliced through the heavy steel mesh as if it were tissue paper.  Race sniffed the acrid stench of melted metal as a portion of the fence peeled away.

"My god!" he exclaimed.

"Can we make the highway and flag someone down?" Benton called out.

Instantaneously Race evaluated their prospects.  The approaching figures appeared to be returning from the direction of the sabotaged transformer by the side of Route 66.  "They've already got us cut off in that direction.  We'd never make it across the open ground, and at this hour there might not be any traffic to flag.  All we can do is call for backup and go to ground in the woods up the hillside."

Another beam sizzled through the air as they reached the relative cover of the sparse woods.  A dried tree trunk exploded into kindling where it hit.

Race flipped open the cover of his CommuCom as he ran.  "This is Team Quest to I1 Operations.  Have encountered massed hostile forces in Angel Hill.  Urgent.  Need immediate backup and exfil."

Before he could continue, he felt a sudden stinging warmth coming from his wrist.  He looked down at the CommuCom, which was humming erratically.  Panic-stricken, he struggled with the clasp.  Benton and Jonny yelped at the same time, their wrist communicators obviously malfunctioning as well.

"Get rid of them," he shouted.

By the time he got the CommuCom off his wrist, the device was searing hot.  As it hit the soft ground, the tiny viewscreen exploded with a pop and a spray of sparks.  Benton and Jonny ditched their wristbands with equal haste.

Benton stared at the three smouldering devices.  "They overloaded them somehow.  Do you think we got through?"

"Maybe, maybe not," Race shook his head.  "Either way, we've got to keep moving."

CHAPTER 7

Slowly they worked their way upwards while moving westward along the prominence with no clear destination ahead.  They had no way of knowing how many of the residents of Angel Hill might be hostiles lying in wait, and beyond the town, away from I-40 and Texas 66, were miles of desolate backcountry.

A few minutes later, Jonny tapped Race's shoulder, his eyes wide with fear.  Race looked down the incline in the direction Jonny was pointing.

Working their way methodically through the brush were a line of hostiles moving in small groups.  Race counted over a dozen, all armed with the unknown beam weapons.  Some were the denim-clad workmen picked up from Angel Hill.  But even more were the nude fleshless figures from the underground tanks, with their exposed pallid musculature and ligaments.  Fully animated now, they moved with sinister purpose, searching for their quarry with clear, colorless eyes.

Flanked and outnumbered, with their pursuers closing from below, the only direction left to them was directly up the wooded incline, back towards Angel Hill.

Ten minutes later, they reached the end of the treeline and looked out over the hilltop cluster of buildings.  The moon was by now low in the sky and the short section of street appeared little brighter than the woods at their backs.  No one could be seen moving on the street, but the gray Humvee was back, pulled up in front of the Highpoint Hotel, its doors open and engine running.

The snap of a twig drew their attention back down the hillside behind them.

"They're still coming," Benton whispered.

"What do we do?" Jonny asked.

"We're out of woods to hide in," Race responded.  "That line's two or three minutes behind us, tops.  And it looks like they're moving out to cover the town as well."

"Could we get to our car and make a dash through them?" Benton asked.

Race shook his head.  "Too obvious.  They've gotta have that covered by now.  If we get there and the car's knocked out, we're dead.  But you're right that we're going to have to make a break for it.  Looks like the crew from their Hummer have already spread out, probably checking further down the street.  If we can make it to the Hummer without getting nailed, we can overpower the driver and bust out of here.  It's a longshot, but I think it's the only one we've got left."

"Then let's move before we're spotted," Benton clapped Race's shoulder.

Guns at the ready, the three broke from the woods and half crept, half dashed the few hundred feet distance towards the running Humvee occupying the middle of the street directly in front of the Highpoint Hotel.  To their surprise, there was no one in the driver's seat, but their elation turned to sudden horror as they heard several sets of heavy footfalls coming from around the corner of the hotel's continuous second floor balcony.

Race made an instantaneous decision, knowing that the humanoids' massed beams could dice the Humvee like a block of cheese.  He nudged Jonny under the overhang of the deck and the three began edging along the front wall of the hotel.

At that moment, Cora Masterson appeared from around the corner.

Friend or foe, the thought coursed through Race's brain as the paranoia of their situation sank in.

"This way, hurry!" she beckoned to Jonny, who was closest to her.

Jonny took another step towards the buxom redhead before thinking twice and glancing back at Race.  Registering the hesitation in Race's eyes, the younger Quest stopped short.

Picking up on the silent exchange, the shift in the bartender's affect was instantaneous and explosive.  With one hand, she grabbed Jonny by the jacket and effortlessly tossed him like a rag-doll some fifteen feet through the air.  He impacted the Humvee with a metallic clang that reverberated down the still street.  Next she lunged forward with blinding speed, cocking a fist that was aimed squarely at Benton's head.  Somehow he managed to duck and the blow struck one of the 4x4 posts that supported the wood-framed balcony deck.  Incredibly, the petite fist drove clean through the wooden column, shattering it.  Unfazed, Cora recoiled for another piledriver blow to Benton.

Race didn't hesitate.  He levelled his XDM and methodically squeezed off three shots.  Each time Cora lurched backwards as the 9mm rounds hit her square in the sternum, but she didn't drop.  A clearish liquid that wasn't blood oozed from where the bullets struck.

Turning towards Race, she gritted her teeth ferally.  Race managed to get off two more rounds as she rapidly closed the distance between them.  Cora faltered but did not stop.

Struggling to his feet, his Baretta gone, Jonny looked frantically about for something to use as a weapon.  Incredibly, miraculously, his gaze fixed upon one of the humanoids' unknown beam weapons resting across the passenger seat of the Humvee.  Still stunned, he clumsily grabbed for it and took aim at the menacing female figure now grasping for Race's throat.  Pulling the trigger, he realized that if there was any trick to priming the weapon, it was going to be too late.  But the violet beam lanced out to far deadlier effect than their bullets.  It seared through Cora's midriff, instantaneously vaporizing whatever artificial organs it passed through.

Carried by her momentum, Cora collapsed on top of Race, sending him sprawling to the ground.  He lunged out defensively and rolled to get out from under her before she could deliver another attack, but her slumped form lay motionless on the ground.

A beam stabbed downward from the balcony above, vaporizing a hole in the metal roof of the Humvee inches from Jonny's head.  Jonny returned fire with a crooked sweep that cut through a section of rail posts along with two more of the humanoids.

"Go go go!" Race shouted, roughly shoving Benton through the open passenger door of the Humvee.

"We can't leave her!" Benton called out.

Realizing this was the evidence they'd put their lives on the line for, Race and Jonny took the precious extra moments to heave Cora's lifeless body into the Humvee before climbing in themselves.

As Race gunned the engine and whipped the Humvee around in a tight 180, he could see shadowy figures sprinting towards them from all directions.  He aimed the vehicle toward the road out of town and floored the accelerator.  They bounced over potholes, kicking up a cloud of dust.  Beams seared overhead as they reached the treeline and dropped below the line of fire, careening down the incline with Race struggling to maintain control.

As they levelled out and cleared the wooded prominence, Race veered hard right, leaping off the road and bouncing over the open plain, giving the widest possible berth to the sinister truck terminal with its inhuman defenders.  But no further signs of pursuit followed them as they bounced up onto Route 66 and accelerated eastward toward the Oklahoma border.

They had travelled perhaps three-quarters of a mile from the Angel Hill pullout when the scrubland suddenly lit up around them.  Benton and Jonny looked back and Race checked the mirror to see a glowing white fireball like a miniature sun rise up from the location of the terminal compound with its hidden subterranean extension.

CHAPTER 8

Midmorning sunlight highlighted the ribbon of Texas 66 stretching across an all too familiar panorama of High Plains landscape.  An exhausted Race, Benton, and Jonny took in the expansive view from their seats in an anonymous gray Eurocopter circling overhead.  On the ground below, a fleet of Marine Corps Humvees and charcoal gray SUV's could be seen surrounding a smouldering crater where a few hours previously the mysterious truck depot had stood.  The tiny specks of crews in hazmat suits were visible probing the crater, while squads of Marines patrolled the single street of Angel Hill.

Five minutes after seeing the terminal erupt behind them as they fled Angel Hill in the dead of night, they had reconnected with Interstate 40 and the world at large.  From a twenty-four hour service station, they had telephoned in their location and a brief report of their escape.  They quickly learned that their CommuCom distress signal had indeed been received before being cut off and that a flight of Marine Blackhawks was inbound, only minutes out from Angel Hill.  One of the copters had been diverted to recover them, ending their ordeal.

"There won't be anything left," Benton shook his head regretfully.  "I've never seen a fireball so intense.  It must've fused everything."

"I'm afraid you're right," Phil Corvin concurred.  "So far, no one but genuine townsfolk left in Angel Hill either.  Looks like once they realized you'd gotten a message out, they all pulled back to their underground base and self-destructed it and themselves.  Takes a lot of resolve to carry out a directive like that."

"You didn't see them," Race responded dryly.  "They could assume a persona to blend in, but on their own they barely seemed human.  I'm not sure if they were capable of human regret."

"Terrifying," Corvin nodded.

After the paranoia of the last few hours, Race was comforted to see a familiar face.  Corvin had been his handler back when he'd first been assigned to the Quests.  Today he was Southwestern Regional Director for Intelligence 1.  Race knew they were in capable hands.

Twenty-four hours later, the two fellow agents looked down from a glass-fronted gallery on a sub-level of Intelligence 1 headquarters.  The real Commander Harris was there as well.  In a forensics lab below them, Benton and Jonny along with a team of I1 pathologists examined the bloodless dissected cadaver of Cora Masterson.  Two I1 MP's stood silently at the rear of the gallery, watching over the proceedings.  Race knew that more MP's were stationed outside the lab, safeguarding the single extraordinary item of evidence to be recovered from Angel Hill.

"I truly don't know what to call this," a bewildered Benton looked up at the Commander.  "I've never seen or heard of anything remotely like this.  It's not a robot.  There are no circuits or mechanical parts here.  It's not a clone or any sort of true human being.  If I had to characterize what we're looking at, I'd call it a synthetic man, or woman in this case.  We know that it was artificially assembled from an assortment of composite organic materials using 3D bioprinters like the ones we saw in Angel Hill."

"To what end?" Harris asked pointedly.

"That's the question," Benton acknowledged.  "They appear to have only rudimentary digestive organs, no bone marrow.  At this point, I'd guess they must require an array of pre-digested nutrients for nourishment and that their ability to heal autonomously is limited.  On the other hand, this skeleton is virtually indestructible.  We've seen first-hand that they possess seemingly superhuman strength and can continue to fight even with extensive injuries.  I'd also venture that they could function in an extended range of temperatures, pressure conditions, and possibly prolonged zero-gee that normal humans wouldn't be able to withstand.  Based on these abilities, they'd make ideal soldiers or frogmen or even astronauts.  With their superficially human appearance, high intelligence, and ability to extensively mimic social skills, they're also capable of blending into everyday society or infiltrating secured institutions.  You put these capabilities together with the extreme secrecy and ruthlessness we've seen in their operations, and a pretty terrifying picture emerges."

"An invasion force," Commander Harris stated flatly.

"Or an infiltration force," Corvin amended.  "A very elite one, capable of working their way throughout our essential infrastructure, laying low for months or even years, and then striking with overwhelming capacity when their time is right."

"The evidence isn't all in yet," Benton qualified, "but essentially that's the direction things seem to be lining up."

"And is there anything to suggest who or what's behind this?" Harris asked.

"We've biopsied all the major organs and systems," Jonny interjected. "Detailed labs should be back in two to three hours.  Once we know the specific biochemistry of these tissues, if you can call them that, then we may have a better idea of where they could've been developed."

Darkness had fallen by the time the same group reconvened in an aboveground VIP conference room looking out over the Maryland countryside.

Dr. Quest flipped through a stack of laboratory printouts as he addressed the group.  "The labs are in.  I'm afraid they don't provide any clear lead as to who's behind these Synthetics as we're now calling them, but they do give some suggestion as to how far their reach extends.  The tissues are composed of a variety of extruded bioorganic composites as we'd suspected.  They're biologically active, unquestionably living material, but incorporating various organic chemistries not found in naturally occurring organisms.  Without going into too great a detail, it's the unique nature of these biochemical systems that give the Synthetics their superhuman abilities."

"So what do you mean by how far their reach extends?" Commander Harris asked.

Benton paused, looking around the table.  "As a whole, this biotechnology is revolutionary, beyond anything previously developed or at least disclosed.  However there are elements of the Synthetics' physiology that can be definitively traced back to specific parties, some of whom we've dealt with before.  The composite myofibers that give them their strength are extremely close analogs to those developed by Dr. Phorbus in creating his Reptilian hybrids.  And several of their synthetic neurotransmitters are a match to those found in Dr. Zin's bioengineered Replicants."

"Could they be working together?" Corvin asked.

"Unlikely," Benton replied, "especially considering another disturbing match we uncovered.  The fluorocarbon-based oxygen transport system they utilize in lieu of hemoglobin is pure Quest tech.  Far more likely these technologies were stolen from some of the most dangerous syndicates on the planet.  This only underscores the capacity of these Synthetics, or the forces behind them, to breeze through what we'd assumed were impenetrable cybersecurity walls."

"So this is a synthesis of existing biotechnologies out there," Commander Harris suggested.

"Not entirely," Benton corrected.  "When it comes to the brain and central nervous system of these creatures, we're drawing an utter blank.  No one, no organization that I'm aware of has even an inkling of how to go about creating a synthetic brain capable of human-level intelligence and self-awareness or beyond.  The underlying theoretical framework simply doesn't yet exist within the scientific community at large.  The ethical considerations alone are mind-boggling.  If I had to guess, I'd say that the design has to be a product of quantum computing.  That would fit with the quantum encryption capability demonstrated in their communications."

"Speaking of their communications," Race asked, "were we able to learn anything more from Benton's photos of the installation?"

A pained look crossed Corvin's face.  "Unfortunately, the memory card in Dr. Quest's spycam was corrupted, possibly by the self-destruct explosion or even by the ParaPower limpet you planted.  However we were able to extract a single partial image.  No clue as to what precisely it's referring to, but the implications are ominous to say the least."

Corvin punched up a file on his keyboard and a close-up of one of the viewscreens from the hidden complex under Angel Hill appeared on an oversized wall monitor.  Pixelated patches of the image were dropped out, so only portions of the screen contents were visible.

------FROM CRÈCHE LABORATORY------LONG-TERM QUANTUM NEUROENGRAM STABILIZATION IN EXTRA-MAGNETOSPHERIC------APPROACHING VIABILITY------DISSEMINATION IN 68 DAYS------EXOPOPULATION OF PINNACLE FACILITY------FULL-SCALE LAGRANGE OPERATIONS------ESTABLISH NEAR-SPACE DOMINANCE AND DECISIVELY ENHANCE CAPACITY TO NEUTRALIZE------ 

"There you have it," Benton pointed at the screen.  "We already know that they're utilizing space-based communications and that they've managed to place at least one directed energy weapon into orbit.  The implications are obvious.  They are creating astronauts and they're laying the foundation for a much bigger space-based offensive operation of some sort.  And we have just over two months to find out what that operation is and put a stop to it."

Part Three: Peril at Paranal

CHAPTER 9

Precisely sixty-four days later, Race and the Quests, along with Hadji Singh, sat at a rooftop table overlooking the northern Chilean city of Antofagasta.  Below them stretched the Avenida Grecia, a heavily trafficked boulevard paralleling the boulder-strewn Pacific waterfront.  Several ore freighters could be seen anchored offshore, their matte reddish bulks looming from the glistening ocean chop.  While far from a glamorous tourist Mecca, the seaport and service hub to the Chilean copper mining region emanated a stark character of its own.  Modern high-rises occupied the middle distance, with a parched ridgeline rising behind them.

Bound for their long-planned excursion to the ESO Observatory at Cerro Paranal, the three had touched down at Gálvez International Airport to the north of the city that morning.  There they had met up with Hadji, arriving by commercial flight from his home in Bangalore via Santiago.  While it would have been entirely possible to fly the Questar 1 directly to Paranal, having a heavy-lift VTOL transport kicking up the fine dust of the Atacama Desert Plateau would have wreaked havoc on the observatory's battery of world-class optical instruments.  Instead they had secured the massive aircraft, the successor to their original Dragonfly, at the nearest airport and proceeded by ground in an enclosed Quest Institute Land Rover with an equipment trailer in tow.

"How is Pasha doing?" Jonny asked Hadji, once the subjects of new PhD's and IT fortunes were covered.

"He's slowing down, but his wit is sharp as ever.  I get more corporate strategy insight talking to him than to all the high-paid MBA planners on my staff."

"And he's well looked after?" Benton inquired.

"Of course," Hadji responded.  "Before you found me, Pasha was the one who protected and cared for me as a child, after our extended family turned on my mother and me.  Now it's my time to see that he's cared for.  Karma is Karma" 

A waiter arrived to serve up their orders of northern Chilean cuisine; for the Quests a mixed seafood and vegetable stew called Cazuela Marina, a quinoa and pepper risotto for Hadji, and Chairo, a regional llama stew that Race decided to try.

Pleasantries exchanged, their conversation inevitably turned to the still largely unknown menace hanging over them.

"So Intelligence 1 still doesn't know anything more about who these Synthetics are or what they're planning?" Hadji asked.

"Afraid not," Race answered.  "Now that their existence has been outed, it seems like both sides are hunkering down and retrenching.  We've mounted a new laser array on the roof of Quest Headquarters to blind any satellite engaging in another attack.  Intelligence 1 has strengthened their encryption protocols by an order of magnitude.  On the other hand, we haven't been able to intercept any more of the Synthetics' satellite transmissions.  Most ominously, in the days immediately following Angel Hill, over two dozen highly placed personnel dropped out of sight from sensitive military-industrial organizations throughout the Western world.  I1's picked up rumors of similar disappearances from non-aligned powers as well.  Makes you wonder just how many of them are still out there and how high up their reach already extends."

"With no new leads to go on," Benton picked up, "we've been left to carry on with our normal routines.  It seems like too much of a coincidence that one of the doppelgangers we saw in Angel Hill was a duplicate of Erhard Heidemann from Paranal, but we have no evidence of any specific threat to the ESO or any connection to our work with them.  Intelligence 1 wants to keep a tight lid on the Synthetics' presence.  With all the rabid polarization of the political and social fabric today, all we need is to throw in the suggestion that duplicates have infiltrated the establishment's ranks to really blow things sky high.

"I've known Erhard for almost ten years now.  I honestly don't know how I'm going to look him in the face, knowing what we know.  But I1 was pretty clear.  Unless we absolutely have to break cover, any knowledge of the Synthetics' existence remains classified."

For Hadji's benefit, Race added, "In the unlikely event we do encounter Synthetics infiltrating Paranal, I1 Chile expedited our way through Customs.  We have a full load-out of weapons and tactical equipment stowed in the Land Rover."

"Meanwhile," Benton's tone lightened, "we have a job to do.  This upgrade to Paranal's adaptive optics suite will be an enormous boost to their future observing capability, but we've got to get it installed with minimal disruption to their current scheduled operations."

"My people have been giving this project their all," Hadji stated with pride.  I'm totally confident in the software we're delivering.  Everything's going to fall into place."

"Glad to hear it," Benton smiled.

Finishing off their meal with tiny mugs of potent coffee, they departed the waterfront restaurant and continued their way out of Antofagasta.  There they joined up with the Pan-American Highway and set off southward across the starkly barren Atacama Desert.

Two hours later, the Quest Land Rover pulled up to the Security Building just inside the main gate of the European Southern Observatory's Cerro Paranal facility.  Fifteen flags, representing the organization's European member states, were hoisted on poles visible from the checkpoint.  ESO's own blue flag with its Southern Cross logo occupied an additional pole.

"Welcome to Paranal, Dr. Quest," an English-speaking security guard greeted them cheerfully.  Race was reminded of their own intake procedure for visiting scientists at Quest Key.  No doubt there would be other parallels to be drawn between the two scientific centers.

They were ushered inside, where they were issued photo ID's that were printed and laminated on the spot.  Then they were directed to proceed to their next stop at Paranal's acclaimed Residencia.

"You're getting the VIP treatment," the guard smiled.  "Observatory Director Heidemann will be meeting you personally at the Residencia."

Following directions, Race drove them a brief distance along the main service road until they reached a spacious parking area.  The short drive offered a panoramic overview of the sprawling mountaintop facility.  

As a routine part of his security duties, Race had extensively studied the facility map in the days prior to their arrival.  He had once accompanied Benton on a previous trip to Paranal, but that had been years ago.  To their right, an extensive cluster of white service buildings and modular office containers comprised the Base Camp.  To the left, the roof of the futuristic Residencia protruded from the sand.  The earth-sheltered structure with its 108 guestrooms provided accommodation for most of Paranal's resident staff along with visiting astronomers.  Beyond, the service road continued winding up another 179 meters to where the levelled peak of Cerro Paranal provided the platform for the observatory's premier instruments, the four Unit Telescopes comprising the Very Large Telescope.  Additional branches along the rise led to the VISTA and NGTS instruments.  Apart from the man-made structures and roads, the mountainous terrain was virtually barren of vegetation or other signs of life.

Race parked the Land Rover and they proceeded along a short footpath to the excavated ramp that provided entry into the Residencia.  As they approached, a distinguished-looking middle-aged man emerged, smiling broadly.  Race had to stifle a moment's horror as he recognized a face identical to the one he'd seen inside a fluid-filled tank under Angel Hill two months ago.

"Benton," Heidemann extended his hand in greeting.

"Erhard," Benton returned with a firm handshake, "it's good to see you again."

"It's good to see all of you.  The doors of the ESO are always open to Team Quest.  Let's get you squared away with the Logistics Office and you can relax in your rooms for a bit.  We haven't got you scheduled to start up in the UT4 until day after tomorrow.  I know you're all experienced mountaineers so you probably won't have any issues with altitude sickness.  Still, you're coming direct from sea level so we'd just assume give you a day to acclimate before putting you to work.  We see a lot of astronomers well along in their careers coming through here and we've learned it's wise to be cautious."

"Diplomatically put," Benton smiled.

Stepping through the door, the change in air quality was astounding.  Even in Antofagasta, the coastal air where ocean met desert had a different, more abrasive quality than the balmy atmosphere of the Florida Keys.  Once they set out across the Atacama, the lack of moisture was stifling, making breathing uncomfortable and causing them to continually dip into their water bottles.  The effect was compounded as they rose to the 2,456 meter elevation of the Paranal Base Camp.  However entering the Residencia was like stepping into a tropical rainforest.  The air was rich and moist.

Heidemann led them along an upper level balcony that circled an enormous central amphitheatre.  Below a lengthy pool took up the center of the ground floor.  Backing up the pool was an extensive tiered arboretum lush with plants and small trees.  Above, the sky was visible through an enormous ribbed glass dome.  The amphitheater was constructed from sandstone-colored concrete.

Hadji paused to take in the impressive display of architecture.

"This is Hadji's first visit," Benton explained.

"Of course," Heidemann smiled.  "This is our Residencia.  As you're discovering, the same conditions that make Paranal ideal for astronomical observing make it a challenging environment for astronomers to live in.  Besides thin air and the lack of humidity, UV exposure is also a concern at this altitude.  Polarized glasses, sunscreen, and extra hydration are all pretty much de rigueur for spending any time outside.  But the Residencia provides an oasis in which staff and guests can spend some of their off-hours.  The plants and the pool help to maintain the humidity and the earth-sheltered construction moderates the temperature inside while reducing power consumption."

Race had the impression that Heidemann had presented this tour many times over, but his delivery did serve to reinforce that he was in fact the genuine article.

They reached a counter that could have been the reception area for any contemporary hotel.  A smiling Latina staff member greeted them.

"This is the front desk to our Logistics office.  Carla will get you your room keys and a cart for your luggage.

"Benton, I was hoping you'd all join me over dinner tonight.  I think you'll find the Residencia's dining hall cuisine quite impressive.  We'll do introductions all around.  You can meet the instrumentation team and we'll bring you up to speed on the scheduled observation programs you'll be working around.  You're aware that you're going to be sharing the UT4 with one of your old colleagues, Bjørn Eriksson."

"I am," Benton confirmed.  "I've followed Bjørn's research into gravitation theory from the start and we've kept in touch over the years.  It'll be nice to get the chance to reconnect in person."

"You and Team Quest have quite a following here yourselves.  I know that quite a few of the staff are looking forward to hearing from you if you're still willing to present a few remarks tomorrow evening."

"It'd be my pleasure," Benton nodded.

"Excellent," Heidemann returned.  "Then I'll leave you to get settled in."

CHAPTER 10

Over the next day, the Quests spent most of their time in a small lounge in the Residencia coordinating some last-minute details with Hadji's software company in Bangalore.  They did make a brief tour of the VLT Control Building in the afternoon, but otherwise kept their exertion level to a minimum.  Despite Director Heidemann's concerns, none of them experienced any ill effect from their ascent to the observatory.

Immediately following dinner, before dusk and the start of the work shift for those involved in the night's observations, the Quests gathered in a large rectangular lounge area along with several dozen ESO staff and guests.  Folding chairs had been set out to accommodate the gathering.

Director Heidemann addressed them from a portable podium set up at one end of the room.  "Ladies and gentlemen, we have three very distinguished guests and their teams joining us over the next week or so.  I'm sure many of you are looking forward to discussing mutual areas of interest with them and I know we'll all show them the utmost hospitality.  All of our guests are going to be working with the UT4, so it's going to be a very busy place up there.

"First, as part of our cooperation agreement with CERN, Prof. Bjørn Eriksson and his assistant, Prof. Gunnar Håkon, will be performing infrared observations of micro-perturbations in the Cosmic Microwave Background in support of CERN's research into Prof. Eriksson's revolutionary theory of negative gravity wave propagation.

"Professor," Heidemann waved for Eriksson and Gunnar to stand.  Race remembered Eriksson from their first meeting in Norway over a decade ago.  The scientist still sported the same trimmed moustache and horn-rimmed glasses, though his tawny hair had gone white.  Several members of the crowd applauded and Race noted the cheerful smiles all around.

"Next," Heidemann moved on, "I'd like to introduce Prof. Silvio Milani from the University of Rome.  Prof. Milani is joining us to implement a Target of Opportunity request for observations of Near Earth Object NEO-4240 as it passes Jupiter.  This is an unusual observation for the VLT, however this request has been prioritized by the Director General's Office in Garching."

At Heidemann's signal, a solid-looking man in his mid forties with brush-cut black hair arose.  Race thought Milani had more the bearing of a military man than an academic.  The audience's acknowledgement was polite but more muted than for Eriksson.  At their dinner with Heidemann the previous night, Team Quest had picked up that Prof. Milani was a relative unknown in the astronomical community and that doing an end run around the Observing Program's peer review process was not the accepted norm.

"Prof. Eriksson will be giving a presentation here three nights from now," Heidemann continued, "and I'm sure Prof. Milani will be happy to discuss NEO-4240 with any of you who'd like to learn more.  However tonight I'm very happy to present a longstanding friend and colleague to the Paranal Observatory, Dr. Benton Quest, renowned scientist, inventor, and founder of the Quest Institute.  Dr. Quest is here to oversee a major upgrade to the adaptive optics suite in the UT4, utilizing new software developed by the Quests and Hadji Singh with their respective organizations.  Benton…"

Benton stepped up to the podium.  "Thank you, Erhard, for that flattering introduction.  As much as I try to stay on top of developments coming out of the ESO back home, it's always an exhilarating experience to get the chance to visit Paranal in person.  As Erhard alluded to, over the last few months, the Quest Institute along with Hadji's IT team in Bangalore have been working on the next generation of adaptive optics algorithms for the Laser Guide Star Facility for the VLT.  Once the associated firmware is installed, we believe you should see about a sixty percent increase in output resolution down to a precision of about four micro-arcseconds."

A chorus of oooh's went about the room at Benton's remark.

"Over the next several days, we'll be providing a series of detailed technical briefs geared specifically towards instrument controllers, staff astronomers, and technical crews.  But for tonight, we're going to keep it a little less technical.  Director Heidemann has asked me if I'd care to offer a few remarks about the current state of space development and how it relates to the mission statement of ESO."

Glancing sideways at Heidemann, Benton smiled, "Not sure you really want to encourage me to get up on my soapbox, but anyway here goes.

"Looking around the room, I see several generations of astronomers represented.  I'm sure many of you who are contemporaries of mine," Benton looked at Eriksson, "would agree that we were inspired to pursue our scientific careers by an era of idealism about the unifying influence of space and technological development on world affairs.  We as scientists shared a Star Trek vision that advances in space would progress hand-in-hand with an increasingly inclusive globalist perspective, that the benefits of expanding beyond Earth would accrue to Mankind as a whole under the Aegis of an altruistic public sector space program.

"Realistically, even in the early days of manned space flight, this vision competed with a Cold War view of a space race between the Free World and the Communist Bloc.  Out of curiosity, how many of our younger astronomers here are aware of the secret Almuz or MOL programs taking place in the shadows of Gemini and Apollo?"

Race, intimately familiar with the details of the US and Russia's then-top secret plans to build military space platforms, looked about.  Only four hands raised among the scientifically literate crowd.

Benton pushed on, "I'm sure that most of us here in this room still embrace some of that sixties-era utopianism towards space and science in general.  ESO is after all a party to the United Nations Committee for the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space.

"Today however we live in a much more nuanced world.  We have to acknowledge that this is not the only paradigm for pursuing the High Frontier.  More and more nations are now entering the development stage for manned space programs, some with explicitly nationalist objectives.  An even more significant development is the privatization of space delivery systems.  Far from any sci-fi United Federation, near-Earth space is likely to be the future arena for an array of competing economic and political interests.

"So what does this mean for us as space scientists?" Benton looked about at the rapt listening faces.  He was not free to divulge the secret of the Synthetics to the scientists of ESO, but their shadowy threat was on his mind in the remarks he had prepared.  "In my view, it means everything.  I believe a compelling argument can be made that whoever controls near-Earth space will control the direction of global political development for decades to come.

"Look around –or look up, I should say.  Most of the product logistics of the developed world, both civilian and military, are guided through a network of some 1,100 active satellites orbiting over our heads.  No matter how superior the military force, if the supply chain behind it were to be compromised, it would be effectively neutralized within days.  From global telecommunications to GPS to ELINT acquisition to the Internet, virtually every aspect of our daily lives –and our global security- is dependent on satellites.  If a malevolent power were to gain dominance over Earth-orbital space, they'd be in a position to threaten those satellites and essentially subject the world order to blackmail.

"Looking farther into the future, we know that our dependence on fossil fuels is self-limiting.  Conventional nuclear is economically unviable in the long-term when one factors in the cost of decommissioning and entombing nuclear plants at the end of their life cycle.  Fusion may hold a future possibility, but we've yet to achieve the technology to reach break-even power levels."

Benton knew he was assuming a lot of technical background on the part of his audience, but these were space scientists with a keen interest in technological futurism.

"That leaves solar or technologies such as wind or OTEC ultimately driven by solar energy.  These are our likely energy future.  But even here we're bound by the scale limitations of earthbound engineering and construction and by the environmental consequences of diverting energies in the gigawatt range through the global ecosystem.  In space however, there are no such limitations.  It would be entirely feasible to build solar collectors a mile wide out of little more than tinfoil stretched over an ultralight spaceframe.  Whether to beam clean energy down here to Earth or to process mineral resources from the asteroids or to power a space habitat, we could achieve power collection levels that would eventually enable a next-level civilization.

"And if one day fusion does become a reality, then we're going to need to harvest the one million plus tons of Helium-3 that are deposited across the surface layer of our moon.

"I certainly won't see all of these developments in my lifetime.  My son Jonny may not either, but his sons and daughters will."

The eyes of the audience turned towards Jonny, who appeared a little overwhelmed by his father's suggestion.

Benton summed up, "My point is, whether we're talking ten years down the road or a hundred, the stakes couldn't be higher.  Whoever dominates the field of space development will control the course of the next century of global progress.  Let's hope it's somebody whose values are in line with the UN Committee's aspirations towards the peaceful use of space.  Here at ESO, the frontiers of cosmology you're expanding every day will underpin the future space technologies I've tossed around tonight.  That's a remarkable achievement, but it also carries with it an awesome responsibility.  As you go about your scientific inquiries, I'd ask you to take a step back from time to time and think about your role in who will control the knowledge you accumulate –and to what ends."

Benton stepped back from the podium to signal that the lecture was over.

"Thank you, Benton," Heidemann stepped up, clearly pleased with the presentation.  "That's a lot of food for thought."  To the audience, "I know some of you have night shifts to get to, but those who are able are welcome to stick around and say hello to our guests."

As some of the attendees filed out, two kitchen staffers rolled in a cart with a large coffee urn and a stack of mugs.

For the next forty minutes, Benton and Team Quest mingled with Paranal staff members and visiting astronomers, exchanging pleasantries and cursory discussions of their various areas of research or expertise.  As dusk approached, the gathering thinned out until only the Quest party, Heidemann, and Bjørn Eriksson remained, sipping coffee around a seating area in the lounge.  Heidemann listened intently as Eriksson recounted his first meeting with the Quests and the affair of the Seven Gargoyles at Raklev Castle.  Jonny elaborated his portion of the story; his spotting of the mini-sub periscope in the fjord and everyone's subsequent disbelief until hostile foreign agents showed their hand.  Eriksson's epilogue was that the lost Erikon Bar was never recovered or replicated, but that it set him on a lifetime path that would eventually lead to several breakthroughs in gravitation theory and particle physics.

As darkness fell, Benton retrieved a satchel from behind the podium.  "We have something to show you, a little spin-off from the new algorithms we've developed for the LGSF."

Opening the bag, he passed around a set of small unmarked cardboard boxes.  "Open them up," he smiled.

From the packages, each of them removed a wraparound visor consisting of a continuous silver plastic band with several tiny lenses imbedded in it and a small switch at the temple.

"Can we take these outside?" Benton requested.

"If you like," Heidemann responded.

They made their way to a door leading out from the grid-like exposed face of the Residencia.  The thin parched air outside caused the newcomers a moment's adjustment after the lush, florid atmosphere inside.  Heidemann took the adjustment in stride.

It was a moonless night and the darkness outside was extreme.  Exterior night lighting was kept to a minimum throughout Paranal, so the dust and gravel expanse appeared a dull gray in the dim light of a multitude of tiny stars.

They walked some forty feet away from the doorway before Benton instructed, "Put your visors on and press the stud on the right side."

Race and the Quests had an idea what to expect, but Heidemann and Eriksson let out startled oooh's as they switched on the devices.

Instantly the dim environment was transformed into a stunning high-contrast spectrum of vivid multicolored highlights against an inky backdrop.  The Milky Way could be seen as a tufted glowing band stretching across a sky filled with stars that shone like diamonds.  From the top of Cerro Paranal, the four laser beams of the LGSF appeared as seemingly solid shafts of light vectoring straight up into the night.

The effect on Heidemann and Eriksson was calculated.  The Quests knew that enhanced astronomical views like these, created through high-resolution time-lapse photography, were a popular tool for promoting observatories like Paranal.  It was one thing though to see a video on HDTV.  It was another to be standing in the night-time desert and actually see the universe stretching overhead, radiating with brightness and detail invisible to unaided vision.

"At my patent attorneys' insistence, we're calling it QuestVision," Benton explained.  "It's a new type of computer enhanced night-vision using a variation on the same algorithm Hadji and I developed for ESO.  It's meant to provide a sort of visual reference as to the type of enhancement we're hoping to see with the LGSF."

"This is absolutely amazing," Heidemann gushed.  "I'd give an arm to have a set of these on hand the next time an appropriations delegation comes calling."

"I'm sure that can be arranged," Benton smiled.

"Seriously though," Heidemann removed the visor and examined it, "this is incredible.  The applications for search and rescue, maritime navigation, and aviation must be near unlimited."

 "I'm glad you appreciate the visors.  Thank you for the warm welcome tonight," Benton acknowledged. "It's been a thoroughly enjoyable evening.  Tomorrow we'll be ready to get down to work."

CHAPTER 11

Three working days later, Race pulled the Quest Land Rover up to the cylindrical metal and concrete enclosure housing the UT4.  It was one of four near-identical Unit Telescopes arrayed along the far side of the levelled peak of Cerro Paranal.  Together the four enormous 8.2 meter telescopes, designated UT1 through UT4, along with a small building housing the VLTI lab, comprised Paranal's Very Large Telescope.  Looking like space pods out of 2001: A Space Odyssey, four smaller, mobile 1.8 meter auxiliary telescopes also occupied the expansive concrete and gravel platform.  Finally, a separate additional scope, the VLT Survey Telescope stood off to one end.

A dusty wind had kicked up, so all of the Unit Telescope buildings, with their gigantic viewing aperture doors and smaller louvered ventilation slots, were buttoned up tight.  The view from the mountain's truncated summit brought home how starkly barren the observatory's high-altitude surroundings really were.  Beyond the clusters of tiny white structures comprising the Base Camp and other observatory facilities stretched an unbroken ridge of desolate sand-colored mountains.

The brightly colored Quest rover stood out among several white ESO fleet vehicles parked about the platform.  Support crews went about their daily routines, servicing the various instruments during the daylight hours.

Race retrieved a coded plastic transport case from the back of the Land Rover.  Then he headed for the bright blue door to the UT4, making his way around a safety-yellow steel framework snugged up against the UT4 enclosure.  He recognized this assemblage as the lift platform and transport carriage used to remove the telescope's priceless primary mirror for periodic maintenance.  Reaching the entrance, he swiped his ID in a reader and the lock clicked open.  Inside, he climbed a stairway to the observation floor, emerging into the vast bay housing the telescope.  Blue-painted steel framing, massive cooling ducts, and overhead catwalks lined the sheet metal walls.  Occupying the rotating central dais, loomed the open framed structure of the telescope itself.  The 8.2 meter primary mirror was supported within a hemispherical steel-framed cell at the bottom.  The smaller secondary mirror was mounted high up on the frame.  Massive optical instruments occupied the Nasmyth platforms to either side of the telescope.  Having done his homework for the trip, Race understood that having four Unit Telescopes, each with its own different suite of instruments was what gave the VLT its diverse data acquisition capability.

Race looked about.  He spotted Hadji in a glassed-in control booth to one side of the bay along with Jürgen Mueller, the Unit Telescope Manager for the UT4.  Occupying a catwalk just below the enormous viewing doors were Jonny and a member of Mueller's instrumentation team, poring over a large blueprint.  Jonny waved down to Race.

Within the chilled bay, all three Team Quest members wore identical ribbed silver Quest Institute cold-weather field jackets of Benton's design.

Race made his way to the control booth where he handed the container he was carrying over to Hadji.  Hadji opened it and removed an electronic component, which he held up to a webcam and monitor.  Onscreen, Benton could be seen, coming from the VLT Control Building just below the level of the telescope platform.

"Okay," Benton instructed, "we're running ahead of schedule.  That's the last Fourier splitter.  Once it's installed in the LGSF, we'll be ready to run an offline test diagnostic."

"You are ahead of schedule," Mueller interjected.  "You're not scheduled to start diagnostics until tomorrow."

"Is that a problem?" Benton asked.

"Not really," Mueller answered.  "During daylight hours while you're working, the LGSF controller is totally isolated from the guide star lasers.  There are multiple safeties in place so nothing you do will alter any of the programmed settings for scheduled observations.  Right now, everything's set up for Prof. Milani's NEO observation tonight.  Once you call it a night, I lock you out and switch back over to the default controllers.  Everything carries on as usual until you've got the new system finalized and ready to take over."

Turning to Hadji, Mueller held out his hand for the splitter.  "You know the drill.  My guys have to do the installation on the LGSF."

Hadji handed over the device and Mueller headed off.

Race and Hadji were left to wait until Mueller and his technicians could carry out their task.  When it came to field expeditions, where logistics and security were paramount, Race was always front and center.  But there were times like this trip when he had to step back and let the scientists in the group do their jobs.  Noting that Hadji was just waiting, Race asked, "Between the new Quest Key annex and coordinating with I1 over the Synthetics, I haven't had much chance to get up to speed on this project.  What exactly are we doing here?"

Hadji smiled.  Although Race's highest formal degree was the Bachelor's required of a Naval Aviator, between the Navy and Intelligence 1, he had well on the way to a PhD's worth of non-degree specialized education.  After years spent with the Quests, he was quite scientifically literate.

Hadji explained, "See those four black cabinets on the telescope housing?  Those are the sodium lasers that produce guide stars for the VLT."

"Guide stars?" Race asked.

 "It's a little more prosaic than it sounds," Hadji continued.  "As a pilot, you know that atmospheric density variations caused by wind and temperature gradients can distort optics.  Advanced telescopes like the VLT use what's called adaptive optics to make minute real-time adjustments to the main mirror to compensate.  The software that calculates those adjustments requires reference stars to act as base points.  If there aren't suitable reference stars within a particular field of vision, the Guide Star Facility fires the sodium lasers into the sky to induce resonance fluorescence in sodium atoms in the mesosphere a hundred miles up.  Not real stars of course, but the glowing atoms provide the necessary reference points in lieu of actual stars.  We're fine tuning both the lasers and the algorithms used in the software to up the telescope's effective resolution by about sixty percent."

"Impressive," Race replied.  "Sounds like your crew in Bangalore have really come through."

"Credit for the basic paradigm goes to Dr. Quest," Hadji acknowledged.  "But I've got a world-class team.  A few years ago they would've been scattered in high-tech sweatshops around Bangalore.  Now they're making a significant contribution to science while bettering themselves at the same time."

"I know that's what you set out to do when you decided to stay in India," Race stated earnestly.  "I've seen both you and Jonny grow up to become fine men who're going to make a real difference in this world.  Dr. Quest and I couldn't be prouder of you both."

Interrupting the conversation, Mueller returned to announce, "The splitter's in place.  You can proceed with your test."

"Did you hear that, Dr. Quest?" Hadji asked looking into the webcam.

"All right," Benton returned, "let's give it a try.  Keep an eye on your diagnostics boards as I send a test command to the LGSF.  You should see a dummy trigger output register on your monitors.  Okay, here goes."

Race, Hadji, and Mueller all studied the diagnostic board intently, waiting for an electronic chirp to register the firing signal.

Instead, without warning, a deafening explosive report rocked the entire bay, which was suddenly suffused with a brilliant yellow light.  They looked up in stunned horror to see four blinding shafts of coherent energy traversing the short distance between the black laser housings and the closed aperture doors.

Sparks flew violently from the corrugated door panels and globules of molten metal sprayed across the catwalk below.

Mueller was the first to react.  Racing, he flipped open a clear plastic cover and punched an oversized red button.  The bay went suddenly black, as all electrical systems, thankfully including the four lasers, were rendered powerless by the emergency shutdown.

It took several moments for Race's eyes to adjust to the subdued illumination of the battery-powered emergency lights that automatically switched on.  To his horror, he looked up to see Jonny frantically slapping at his chest, fallen back against the rail of the catwalk below the buckled bay doors.

Dashing from the control booth, Race took the stairs up to the catwalk two at a time.  He arrived to find Jonny struggling to rip the smouldering Quest jacket off himself.  The young man's eyes were wide with terror, but Race could see no obvious injuries.  It took him a few moments more to realize that the versatile Quest garment with its Nomex layer had undoubtedly saved the boy from horrific injury.  The technician who had been standing with him also seemed to be unharmed, simply by virtue of not being struck.

"You all right?" Race asked, looking Jonny up and down.

"I think so," Jonny panted, his breath labored.

He looked down at the jacket, the front outer layer of which was pocked with burn marks.

Alarms had begun to sound and the air was filled with the acrid stench of vaporized metal.

Moments later, the lights came back up to reveal a silver haze wafting from four basketball-sized holes in the warped bay doors.  Everyone seemingly stunned but unhurt, the three made their way down from the catwalk.

Within minutes, paramedics and firefighters came rushing in, summoned from the Base Camp by the alarm.  Benton and Director Heidemann weren't far behind them.

The paramedics swarmed over Jonny, who by then had begun to recover.  In spite of his insistence that he was okay, they were equally insistent that he and the technician accompany them down to the Emergency Medical Office at the Base Camp.

Three quarters of an hour later, the situation was contained and the first tentative steps of a post-mortem had already begun.  The ventilation louvers surrounding the enclosure had been opened to clear the air.  Once the firefighters were satisfied that there were no smoldering hot spots or live electrical hazards, instrument techs and inspectors poured in, minutely examining every aspect of the telescope.  Several of them now eyed the Team Quest members suspiciously.

"Any idea how this happened?" the Observatory Director asked tersely.

"I don't know how this was possible," Telescope Manager Mueller replied nervously.  "We did everything by the book.  The lasers were locked out with multiple safeties in place. There was no live connection between the LGSF controller and the emitters."

"Well something triggered them to do that," Heidemann pointed to the four ragged holes overhead.

Race watched the exchange uncomfortably.  He had no doubt that the observatory had a superb safety record and that a debacle of this magnitude must be unprecedented.

Within the hour, the techs had zeroed in on the various components of the Laser Guide Star Facility, searching for whatever overlooked pathway had enabled the seemingly impossible control connection to occur.  Jonny had not yet returned from the infirmary.  Benton and Race held back, but Hadji insisted on shadowing the techs.

It was in fact Hadji who, looking into an opened junction box on the backside of the LGSF housing, suddenly called out,  "What's this?"

Mueller, Benton, and Race all came over to see what Hadji had spotted.  He pointed to a rectangular black component about the size of a shoebox with various sized cables running in and out of it.  The sleek design of the piece seemed out of place next to the more mundane look of the components surrounding it.

"I've been working with the electronic schematics of this unit for weeks," Hadji explained.  "I'm sure this module isn't on them."

"He's right," one of the techs confirmed, consulting a handheld tablet, "whatever that is, it shouldn't be here."

Mueller glanced over to Heidemann, unsure how to proceed.

"Pull it," Heidemann commanded.

One by one, Mueller began unplugging the electronic connections.  Then he unscrewed the mounting bracket securing the module in place.  Gingerly, as if carrying an unexploded bomb, he moved the suspicious unit to a nearby bench.

"It looks like it opens up," Mueller pointed out.

"Go ahead," Heidemann directed.

Mueller opened the cover and everyone leaned in to get a look.  The module was filled with fiber optic relays and sleek, futuristic-looking microcircuit boards.  The boards were devoid of any of the codings or logos typically found on similar components.

With a sinking feeling, Race furtively glanced over at Benton, who shared his troubled expression.  Without any real sense of what it was, Race was left with the unsettling impression that the aesthetic of this unit was somehow akin to the mysterious technology they'd witnessed under Angel Hill two months ago.

"Get it down to Electronics," Heidemann instructed.  "I want to know what this is."

Race grimaced.  By rights, the unit should be turned over to Intelligence 1.  He knew, however, that there would be no way to get it out of the hands of the Paranal scientists without tipping their hand that they knew more than they were saying.

CHAPTER 12

It was almost 7 PM when they reconvened in a meeting room in the VLT Control Building.  By then Jonny had rejoined them with a clean bill of health from the Emergency Medical Office.  Professors Eriksson and Milani, whose work was most effected, were also present.

The mood around the table was grim as Mueller delivered his report.  "Given the buckling and the damage to the aperture door actuators, we're looking at eighteen hours working around the clock before we're up and running again.  I realize that there are time sensitive Targets of Opportunity scheduled, but the UT4, and by extension the VLTI, are down for the night.  Prof. Milani won't be able to conduct his NEO observation as scheduled."

Without hesitation, Milani spoke up, "There's a forty-eight hour window of opportunity within which the observation can still be carried out.  It could be rescheduled for tomorrow night."

Next to him, Prof. Eriksson looked alarmed.

"I'm afraid that won't be possible," Director Heidemann interjected.  "Prof. Eriksson's observation for CERN also has a critical time window.  This was an extremely unfortunate mishap.  Obviously both your projects have great merit or they wouldn't be on the docket.  Regrettably, it's now impossible to carry out both within the necessary timeframe.  On balance, I have to take into account the potential significance of Prof. Eriksson's work to the advancement of fundamental scientific knowledge.  I'm truly sorry, but I'm not sure the NEO-4240 project can make the same claim."

"I'm afraid that's not acceptable," Milani stated, his tone bordering on insubordination.

"Excuse me?" Heidemann replied with forced calm.

"This project was sanctioned by the Director General's office," Milani pressed.  "I intend to appeal to Garching."

"That's your prerogative," Heidemann stated flatly.  "Until then, my decision stands."

"If you'll excuse me," Milani curtly replied, rising to depart without waiting for a response.

There was a moment's embarrassed silence around the room before Heidemann picked up. "Are we sure enough of what happened to safely resume operations tomorrow?"

"It's pretty straightforward," Mueller asserted.  "The cause of the lasers firing was the unauthorized tampering to the LGSF output junction.  The connections through our mystery component bypassed all of the safety lockouts and sent what was supposed to be just a test signal direct to the lasers.  It makes sense that whoever put it there couldn't have known we'd be running the diagnostic a day early, but what it was doing there in the first place is the real question."

"So Dr. Quest's work was definitely not the cause?" Heidemann pressed.

"Absolutely not," Mueller confirmed.

Heidemann turned to smile reassuringly at Benton.

"I'm just glad no one was injured," Benton responded glancing over at Jonny.  "This could've been a lot worse."

"And where are we at with the mystery unit now?" Heidemann returned to Mueller.

"Bill Fletcher's going over it in the electronics lab right now.  He says he's never seen anything like it.  It certainly didn't come out of our inventory.  From where it was placed, it was presumably intended to divert some sort of alternative control signal into the lasers.  For what purpose, I couldn't begin to guess.  To my knowledge, nothing like this has ever happened at Paranal.  This is a huge security concern."

"Agreed," Heidemann grimly nodded.  "Security's been alerted to stay vigilant and I'll be talking to Garching tonight myself."

"If there's anything I can do," Race offered.

"Given the circumstances, your expertise would be very much appreciated," Heidemann agreed.  "This is way outside the sort of minor security concerns we're used to dealing with."

Once their meeting broke up, Race drove the Quests back to the Residencia for the evening.  He then proceeded on to the Security Building back by the main gate.  There he reviewed the situation with the Paranal guard staff and laid out some pointers on what to be on the lookout for.  Finally he rejoined the rest of Team Quest in their quarters in the Residencia, where they placed a call relaying their concerns and suspicions to Intelligence 1 back in the US.  After that, they went to dinner and were prepared to call it a night.

As they headed back along the long multi-level, tiered corridor to the guestrooms, several staff went racing by them.  Concerned as to the cause of the disturbance, the Quest party followed.  They arrived back in the meeting area where Benton had given his lecture a few nights before.  There they found the same group of paramedics who had checked out Jonny bent over a stricken figure.  As they approached, they saw it was Gunnar Håkon, Prof. Eriksson's assistant.  Gunnar appeared flushed and clammy, his eyes rolled back spasmodically.  Race could see him panting rapidly before an oxygen mask was placed over his face.

Spotting the Quests, Eriksson waved them over to where he stood with Director Heidemann.

"What happened?" Jonny asked.

"The paramedics think it's HAPE."

"I'm sorry," Jonny replied confused.

"High Altitude Pulmonary Edema," Heidemann explained.  "It's why we're so vigilant about altitude sickness.  Most healthy people acclimatize after a day or two, but the rare case will develop into something like this."

"How serious is he?" Benton asked.

Heidemann hesitated a moment, gauging his words.  "I won't lie to you.  Untreated, HAPE is potentially life-threatening.  The most important thing is to get him to lower altitude as quickly as possible.  We have an on-site ambulance that's on its way.  As soon as the paramedics get him stabilized, they'll take him straight to the hospital in Antofagasta."

"Prof. Eriksson," one of the paramedics broke off to ask, "was there any warning that Prof. Håkon was in trouble?  Any headache, shortness of breath, lethargy?"

"He seemed fine an hour ago," Eriksson replied.  "He was sitting in the chair running some calculations out here when I left him."

The paramedic frowned, but said nothing more.

Moments later, a gurney arrived and the paramedics quickly ran an IV.  Then they raced him out to the waiting ambulance.

Despite their exhaustion, Team Quest stayed with Eriksson for another hour.

Eventually the professor offered, "There's no point in your waiting up.  Unless things really take a turn for the worse, we probably won't know anything more until tomorrow morning.  I'll be all right."

"All right," Benton agreed, "but if you need us, just knock.  We're right down the hall."

Alone at last in his quarters, Race realized just how exhausted the day's disturbing turn of events had left him.  After a brief shower, he pulled on a pair of warm-up pants and a tee and flopped into bed.  But sleep did not come immediately.

Designed to keep both the high-altitude elements and light pollution at bay, the Residencia's quarters featured an inverted L-shaped window strip that afforded only a narrow view of the darkness outside.  As he drifted off, Race half-registered a single vivid red pinpoint of light piercing the inky blackness from somewhere in the far distance along the horizon.  Before he was roused enough to analyze the source of the glowing dot, it had disappeared.

It was past 2 AM when Race was awakened by a knock on his door.  He opened it to find two of the uniformed Paranal security guards he'd briefed a few hours earlier.

"There's been another incident, a fatality," an English-speaking guard announced.  "You asked us to notify you if anything happened."

"Give me a moment," Race replied, closing the door to pull on a pair of cargo pants and grab a jacket.

Out in the hall, he considered waking Benton, then thought better of it.  Jonny was being groomed to take charge of the Quest Institute one day soon.  This would be a lesson that sometimes taking charge meant being roused by a middle-of-the-night situation.

With Jonny collected, the four headed up the exit ramp to the main service road, where a white ESO Security vehicle was parked.  The high altitude desert air outside was far colder by night than by day.

Instead of following the main route up to the telescopes, they headed for the Base Camp opposite the Residencia.  It took less than a minute to reach a white prefab building assembled from two modular trailers placed on cinderblock pads.  More security guards and paramedics stood conversing outside.

Jürgen Mueller appeared at the door.  Like Race and Jonny, he looked like he'd hastily dressed.  "It's Bill Fletcher," he announced, "the electronics tech who was working on our mystery box from the UT4."

"What happened?" Race asked.

Mueller turned to one of the paramedics, who answered for him.  "He was found not breathing.  He's still warm, so this happened very recently.  Notice the sputum.  That's telling.  We'll have to see how ESO HQ and any next-of-kin want this handled, but the Chilean authorities will have to be notified.  He'll probably be autopsied in Santiago.  Until then, I'd only be speculating, but on the face of it, his condition looks very similar to what happened to your friend, Prof. Håkon."

"That doesn't make sense," Mueller shook his head.

"No it doesn't," the med tech agreed.  "The professor was a new arrival, but Bill's been with us for a couple of years.  Besides, two spontaneous cases of HAPE within a few hours, what are the odds?"

"Where's the module he was working on?" Race asked.

Mueller shrugged.  "I've looked.  It isn't here."

"We've got a real situation here," Race summed up.

After a few more minutes going over the trailer, one of the guards offered to drive Race back to the Residencia.  As they stepped outside, Race surveyed the inky ridge line beyond the mutely-lit Base Camp.  A sudden, distant flash of red caught his eye.  He was instantly reminded of the similar flash he'd thought he'd seen just before drifting off in his quarters.

"Did you see that?" he asked the guard.

"See what?" the other man returned.

"A flash of red light on the horizon."

"Not likely," the guard shook his head.  "There's nothing out there for miles and miles."

"Do you have binoculars?" Race asked.

"Sure," the guard returned, retrieving a pair from the security vehicle.

Race focused on the area where he thought the red glimmer had come from, but there was nothing to be seen but a sloping stretch of desert highland silhouetted against the star-filled horizon.

CHAPTER 13

Team Quest was up early the next morning, poring over the latest events and phoning in another update to Intelligence 1.  With the mysterious module gone, there was nothing to definitively prove the involvement of the Synthetics, but their suspicions were now thoroughly aroused.  Did Paranal have something to do with the mysterious timetable they'd captured on the viewscreen in Angel Hill?

After a quick breakfast, they drove up to the VLT Control Building for another conference with Heidemann and Mueller.  Work on the LGSF upgrade was momentarily sidelined as checks and repairs to the UT4's essential systems were carried out.  They arrived to find their two Paranal liaisons along with Prof. Eriksson.  Silvio Milani was conspicuously absent.

"I have some good news," Eriksson started right in.  "Gunnar's going to pull through.  It was touch and go last night, but they've got him stabilized and are saying he'll make a full recovery."

"Thank God," Benton let out a sigh of relief.

"There's more though," Heidemann stated somberly.  "They had to transfuse him overnight.  The doctors are now saying that even though the symptoms mimicked HAPE, Prof. Håkon's condition was actually more like carbon monoxide poisoning than extreme altitude sickness.  When they started running blood work, they discovered an unknown molecule bound to the hemoglobin in his red blood cells.  That's what caused the hypoxia and led to the edema in his lungs."

"Why do I have the sinking feeling they'll find the same molecule in Bill Fletcher's bloodstream?" Race asked.

"Erhard," Benton faced the Director, "I've given this a lot of thought.  I can't tell you everything, but I am authorized to tell you that Team Quest has been working with Intelligence 1 on a matter of potential global security.  A few months ago we uncovered a credible threat coming from a previously unknown interest group and apparently involving some sort of agenda in near-Earth space.  We now believe that the incidents here at Paranal over the last twenty-four hours may be connected with that agenda.  There's a very great deal we still don't know, and I'm afraid what we do know is classified.  I will tell you that Team Quest will do everything in our power to track down whatever threat forces may be at work here."

"Well I thank you for that," Heidemann acknowledged.  "On a bit more mundane level, I'm afraid I have some unsettling news too.  I received an e-mail this morning from an executive in the Director General's office.  It seems that Dr. Milani's NEO-4240 observation has been given Target of Opportunity priority after all."

"What?" Eriksson gasped.  "They can't!"

Heidemann paused before continuing.  "What I'm about to say stays in this room for the time being.  I didn't ask Prof. Milani to this meeting for a reason.  There's something that just doesn't ring true about this whole NEO program being ramrodded through.  This observation just doesn't have the scientific value to justify the kind of executive overreach it's gotten.  The Director General is in transit from a conference right now, but I've requested a priority call-back and I'm going to pull Milani's proposal to review myself.  As Observatory Director, I can't be seen as undermining the Director General of ESO, so again this stays quiet until I have more to go on.  But be prepared to proceed with your observation program if things turn around before tonight."

"If you need help with running calculations in Gunnar's absence," Hadji offered, "perhaps my IT team and I can be of assistance."

"That would be greatly appreciated," Eriksson smiled relieved.

"I'll keep you appraised as things develop," Heidemann promised before adjourning the meeting.

As noon approached, Race accompanied a group of three Paranal security guards painstakingly inspecting the cluster of actual buildings, temporary modules, and trailers that comprised the Base Camp.  They didn't know if they were looking for an outside intruder or an infiltrator lurking in their midst.  Given the limited possible hiding places within the small facility, the latter seemed more likely.

He had broken out a black tactical outfit and a gunbelt from among the locked supplies in the Quest Land Rover.  At his direction, the guards had armed themselves with HK G36 carbines collected from the Security Building.  The heavily armed party received incredulous stares from the Paranal staff everywhere they went.  Clearly this level of security situation was far outside the norm for the civilian scientific installation.

Working outside in the intense UV at their altitude, all three wore dark glasses along with sunscreen, adding to their foreboding appearance.

They had made their way through the Gymnasium, the Mirror Maintenance Building, and the main warehouse building.  Working their way towards the far end of the Base Camp, they checked a line of pristine white shipping containers, ensuring that each one was either locked tight or empty.

A loud jet engine whine became more and more pronounced as they drew further from the main buildings.

"That's our power plant," one of the guards pointed at a fenced-in collection of white modules set off from the rest of the Base Camp.  "It's an LPG fuelled gas turbine.  We're too remote to access the power grid out here, so we generate all our own electricity."

Before they reached the power plant, they passed a last shipping container, more worn than its fellows, with peeling paint and corroded fixtures.

"Look, no lock," one of the guards pointed out.

Wary of the suspicious looking container, Race unholstered a Kimber Warrior in .45 ACP.  The pewter-finished handgun had been customized with a wicked-looking tactical block mounted to the barrel.  Having witnessed the Synthetics' resistance to firepower in Angel Hill, he had swapped out his concealed-carry XDM for the bulkier .45, with its greater stopping power.

He took aim as one of the guards swung the heavy door open.  Inside he was met by an irregular stack of dusty cardboard cartons.  The container would have seemed long-abandoned were it not for the track of multiple footprints leading around the boxes to the back.  Not wanting to be taken by surprise within the cramped trailer, he waved the guards to hold their ground.  Then he raced inside, delivering a kick to the stacked cartons.  As he recovered, the stack tumbled backward into the rear of the trailer.  Despite his precaution, there was no one to be found among the now-heaped boxes.

The four began clearing boxes away to find out what had been concealed behind the stack.  A worn canvas tarp had been laid out on the floor, its edges bunched to form what almost looked like an oversized nest.  A new looking Paranal technician's coverall lay neatly folded in one corner with a hard hat resting on top.  An electronics tech's toolbox sat nearby.  There were several plastic water bottles of the same brand stocked in the Residencia.  The strangest item was several ribbons of clear plastic pouches filled with various colored pastes.

One of the guards noticed an opened pouch left to one side.  Picking it up, he cautiously sniffed at the remaining contents.  "Smells like baby food," he commented puzzled.

Race took a tentative sniff as well.  "No idea," he shrugged his shoulders, trying to look noncommittal.  In actuality, he was remembering Dr. Quest's speculation that the Synthetics likely consumed simple nutrients to accommodate their primitive digestive systems.

"Looks like someone was holed up here," he suggested.  "With that roar blasting from the power plant to keep people away, it's a logical hiding place.  He must've used the coverall and hard hat to get about unnoticed."

"How would an outsider get in here?" a guard asked.  "Everyone's checked in and out of the facility, and we're miles from anywhere, in the middle of extreme desert conditions."

"Someone could've been hidden in a delivery truck," Race speculated, "or they could've dirt biked in from the highway, peeling off the access road and overlanding it as they got close to the facility.  Once they reached the last ridge, just walk in under cover of darkness."

Unspoken by Race was the fact that what would be an extreme environment to normal humans would pose little challenge to the Synthetics with their enhanced endurance.

"They won't be coming back here once they realize their hideout's been discovered," another guard offered.

Race looked about as they stepped back outside.  First he looked back towards the electronics trailers where they had found Bill Fletcher the previous night.  Then he followed the line-of-sight along which he'd thought he'd seen the strange red glow in the darkness.  He realized that it must have come from the ridgeline directly behind the trailer hideout.

"I'd like to take a trip up that rise," Race pointed.  "Do you have any kind of off-road vehicles that could make the climb?"

"We have a couple of ATV's back at the Security Building," a guard answered.  "We do have a few outdoor types here.  We use the ATV's to patrol the hiking trail up the mountain to make sure nobody gets stranded."

"Excellent," Race smiled.

Twenty minutes later, they were back at the corroded trailer, having exchanged their Security SUV for two four-wheel ATV's.  They sat two to a vehicle, with Race driving the lead ATV.

"Just remember to keep your speed down," a guard reminded him.  "We can't afford to be kicking up big dust plumes this close to the telescopes."

"I'll play nice," Race quipped back.

Setting off from the far end of the Base Camp, they made their way up a gradual incline of bare sand and gravel, with the occasional boulder mixed in.  With the Base Camp perhaps a kilometer behind them, they neared the top of the rise.  Race examined their surroundings more closely without really knowing what they were looking for.  The top of the ridge was an irregular line broken by protruding rock faces and sunken sand gullies.  The VLT atop Cerro Paranal was a straight shot to the east while far down, kilometers to the west, a layer of cloud cover concealed the Pacific Ocean across the Atacama Plateau.

A glint of sunlight caught Race's eye.  He brought his ATV to a stop and stepped down.  Something shone from the underside of a pile of small stones atop the ridge.  As he approached, Race realized that it was a glass lens reflecting the daylight.  He stooped down to peer under the rock pile.  Half buried was a black device the size and shape of a large coffee can.  An array of lenses on one end was aimed towards the VLT while an identical array on the opposite end looked towards the Pacific.  The futuristic-looking technology of the device was by now all too familiar.  Carefully, Race began unearthing it from its place of concealment.

He was about to pull it free when suddenly a voice from the other ATV cried, "Look out!"

Race looked up to see a furtive figure peeking out through a gap in the ridge top.  He had a brief impression of a tall man wrapped in a coarse hooded poncho.  Before he could react, the man whipped a weapon out from within the folds of his wrap.  Seeing the weapon swinging in his direction, Race dove headlong for the cover of a small outcropping of rock.  The top of the outcropping exploded into dust as a violet beam struck inches over his head.

"Down!" he shouted to the three guards, who were already diving behind the two ATV's.  A second beam struck Race's four-wheeler, sending metallic sparks flying but failing to reach the guard crouched behind it.

Race pulled out his .45 and stuck his head up long enough to get a shot off.  The hooded figure ducked back down into the rocky gap from which he had appeared.  As he popped back up to take another shot in Race's direction, automatic fire rang out from the two guards behind the second ATV.  Dust and gravel flew as bullets stitched the rock.

A few more ineffective salvos were exchanged before Race called out, "Conserve your ammo."

He surveyed the situation.  They were pinned down, with minimal cover besides the two ATV's and Race's rocky shelter.  The purple ray confirmed that their attacker was one of the same Synthetics Team Quest had battled in Angel Hill.  This time, they appeared to be four against one, but he had no idea how much of a reserve the Synthetic's weapon carried.  He did have a pretty good idea that the bioprinted humanoid was better suited to endure a sustained standoff in these elements than they were.  The bare incline extending back to the Paranal Base Camp afforded little avenue for reinforcements to reach them.  The Synthetic seemed equally boxed in, with only another wide-open drop-off behind his position.

For the next fifteen minutes, nobody moved.  One of the guards radioed in their situation, but there was no obvious way for help from the observatory to get to them.  Even the Chilean police stationed in Antofagasta would not be prepared to respond to a high desert stand-off of this bizarre nature.

Race came to a decision.  There was a shallow trough in the sand and gravel rise perhaps twenty feet downslope from his position.  It zigzagged roughly parallel to the ridge top for several hundred yards.  If he could reach it without getting zapped, perhaps he could work his way along the ridgeline to a position from which he could come around and flank the Synthetic.

He called out to the guards, "On my mark, open up with everything you've got!"

He chose his path and readied himself before shouting, "Now!"

Three G36's opened up at once, riddling the gap in the ridge with gunfire.  Race sprinted the twenty feet downhill, not knowing if a violet beam was going to sear through him in the brief seconds he broke cover.  But the covering fire kept the Synthetic ducked down for critical seconds, and when the sizzling purple ray came, it went well wide of its mark.

Crawling, with his body dragging the ground, Race began slowly working his way along the shallow depression.  More beams lanced across the trough inches above his head, but failed to reach him.

Then, against all reason, the Synthetic broke cover and charged headlong at the two ATV's, his beam weapon firing.  Sensing that something was happening, Race poked his head up.  Realizing he had a clear shot, he instantly switched tactics and rose to a crouched firing stance.  He squeezed off a salvo of carefully aimed rounds that struck the Synthetic square in the chest.  In a nightmarish replay of Angel Hill, the humanoid recoiled with each impact but kept up his charge on the ATV's.  The three Paranal Security men added their fire to Race's.  Three converging streams of automatic weapons fire and more rounds from Race's .45, finally seemed to take their toll on the near indestructible man-thing.  His cowled chest riddled with holes, the charging Synthetic tumbled forward and rolled another twenty feet down the incline.

Cautiously, Race and the guards rose from their places of concealment and began edging forward, guns pointed.  Before they got five steps, the crumpled Synthetic made one last move.  He reached inside his poncho and came out with a small ringed pin wrapped around one finger.

"Cover!" Race shouted, dropping backwards.

A muffled explosion threw the cloaked body into the air.

Recovering, the four cautiously approached the mangled remains.  Race knew there would be endless questions at the bloodless corpse, but there would be too little left for the insatiably curious scientists at Paranal to perform a thorough autopsy.  The Synthetic's astonishing weapon was also destroyed beyond any possibility of reverse engineering.

Within five minutes, the Quest Land Rover had made the climb to the ridgeline to recover the four of them.  Jonny and Hadji assisted the shaken guards into the back.  Carrying the cylindrical device he'd recovered, Race looked back at the Synthetic's tattered corpse, wondering what had prompted the humanoid to break cover and make his suicide run at them.  Turning his attention to Jonny and Hadji, he failed to notice a second device, identical to the one under his arm, fifty feet away, peeking from the rocks at the end of the shallow trough he'd been traversing.

CHAPTER 14

Half an hour later, Race and the assembled Team Quest faced Heidemann once again, this time crowded into the cramped Safety Office within the main warehouse building back at the Base Camp.  In an effort to keep the escalating situation under control, Race had insisted that they regroup somewhere away from the bustle of the main facilities.  The guards had directed them here.  Also present were Paranal's head of Security and, at Benton's insistence, Prof. Eriksson.  Two opened laptops faced them with a hastily attached webcam and speakerphone.  Onscreen appeared the live faces of Commander Harris and the head of Intelligence 1 Chile.

The device Race had unearthed sat on the desk before them, while the Synthetic's recovered remains occupied a body bag in an adjacent room.

"Benton," Heidemann spoke sharply, "you and I have been friends and colleagues for a long time.  But you've got to start levelling with me right now.  I've got a dead staff member and a guest scientist in hospital.  Now my Security people have engaged in a firefight with what they're describing as some sort of superhuman, who's been hiding out in a storage container a few hundred meters from here.  I'm responsible for the safety of this facility and the people here.  I need to know what's going on here and what kind of risk we're facing."

"He's right," Benton faced Harris on the screen.  "This situation is escalating fast.  They have a right to know what they're up against."

Reluctantly, Harris and his Chilean counterpart both nodded yes.

Over the next twenty minutes, Team Quest related the full story of their unearthing of the Synthetics, starting with the mysterious signal and subsequent attack at Quest Key and the revelations they had experienced in the complex beneath Angel Hill.  They wound up with the fragmentary understanding of the Synthetics' extraordinary physiology and menacing agenda pieced together since.

"Unbelievable," Heidemann shook his head.  "The world's already at a tipping point with unbridled climate change and political instability, but this…  One has to be taken aback at humanity's capacity for coming up with new means of self destruction."

"The more immediate question," Eriksson inserted, "is what are these things doing here at Paranal?"

"I can only speculate," Benton returned.  "The device we're looking at is a laser communications relay.  From where it was placed, it looks like it was meant to be a line-of-sight link between an outside source perhaps miles away and the VLT.  And the device placed on the UT4 seemed to be designed to modulate the output of the Laser Guide Star Facility.  I think this is all some sort of elaborate set-up to relay a real-time optical transmission into space using the LGSF."

"Technically, that doesn't make a lot of sense," Heidemann shook his head.  "They could beam a radio broadcast from anywhere on the planet.  Or if for some reason they need the LGSF, they could just transmit to their agent here.  It's too convoluted, planting relay devices here and in the desert.  Why go to all the trouble?"

Cmdr. Harris answered, "Intelligence 1 facilities all over the globe are working diligently to triangulate and decipher the Synthetics' transmissions, and ultimately to track them back to their source in space.  They've been keeping one step ahead of us since the Quests discovered their broadcasts, but they know we're listening."

Eriksson added, "A narrow beam radio transmission directed at the observatory wouldn't be picked up by outside listening posts, but it would wreak havoc with the sensitive instruments here.  Actually, given the circumstances, laser optic communications are a pretty elegant solution to maintaining cover."

"So, apparently you've gotten the agent responsible for planting the devices," Heidemann pressed, "which begs the question, was he working alone?"

"We've examined the remains," the Security chief offered.  "We have no ID on him.  He wasn't one of ours."

"But he could still have been working with someone on the inside," Race qualified.

"That brings us to another matter," Heidemann stated.  "Prof. Eriksson, this will interest you.  I managed to get through to the Director General.  He hadn't even heard of the NEO-4240 project.  Apparently the Target of Opportunity proposal was routed through the office of an executive assistant in the Director General's office.  Shortly after I began making inquiries, that assistant left the building mid-shift and hasn't been seen since.  So I pulled Milani's proposal.  It's bogus, plain and simple.  The orbital data he submitted to support the necessary timing for his observation doesn't match the data on file for NEO-4240.  If his proposal had been passed through proper channels, it would've been red-flagged from the start.  I don't know what his observation template is supposed to be tracking, but it isn't NEO-4240."

"It's the track these Synthetics' laser transmission is supposed to be beamed along," Eriksson stated flatly.  "Prof. Milani's the inside man."

"If he is a Synthetic," the Security chief asked, "what will it take to stop him?  It took three full clips of automatic weapons fire to bring down the other one."

"Wait a minute," Benton cautioned.  "This is why the Synthetics' existence was kept classified.  I'll admit the situation with NEO-4240 is beyond suspicious, but we have nothing conclusively connecting Milani with the Synthetics at this point.  If he is a Synthetic, then he's extremely dangerous and needs to be neutralized by extreme means.  But if he's not, and we just pre-emptively take him out with machine guns blazing… That's the dilemma of fanning paranoia."

"Sorry, Doc," Race countered, "you know I'm not one to shoot first and ask questions later.  But Milani's bogus project and this whole laser set-up dovetail too neatly to be coincidence.  We've seen what the Synthetics are capable of.  If we're going to confront Milani, we need to be prepared for the worst."

"Point taken" Benton conceded.  "Where is Milani now?"

"He's in the VLT Control Building setting up for tonight's observation," Heidemann answered.  "With all that's happened, I didn't want to tip our hand that we're on to him."

"Smart move," Race approved.  "Okay, we can't risk trying to apprehend him in a room full of bystanders.  If he is a Synthetic, you can expect that things will turn very deadly very fast.  We need to draw him out of the building without arousing his suspicions."

"His suspicions are already aroused," Jonny surmised.  " His fellow agent's dead.  He's got to know we're closing in on him."

"So we tell him today's maintenance log turned up a minor calibration glitch with the UT4," Heidemann suggested.  "I'll say that he needs to come down to the Base Camp to review the data in my office.  Once he steps outside the Control Building, Mr. Bannon and a Security team take him."

"Sounds plausible," Race smiled.  "Let's go with it."

CHAPTER 15

It was dusk as Team Quest pulled up to the main door to the VLT Control Building in their Land Rover.  Two Security vehicles pulled in behind them.  Once the capture team had taken up position to either side of the door, word was passed to Heidemann back at the Base Camp to make the call.  Race listened in over the Security head's smartphone.

Race knew things were going sideways as the UT4 telescope operator took the call.

"Professor Milani's not here," the operator told Heidemann.  "He insisted on going up to the UT4 himself to verify that everything was in working order before the handoff to the Control Room.  I told him that's not the way things are done, but he wouldn't back down."

"So he's in the UT4 now," Heidemann pressed.

"Yes, sir."

"And Jürgen Mueller's up there with him?" the Director asked.

"Yes, sir," the operator repeated.

"I don't like this," Race shook his head.  "We've got to move now.

"Benton," he turned to Dr. Quest, "I'd like to have someone who knows their way around the telescope systems backing us up in the Control Room in case we need to pull the plug.  Think you and Prof. Eriksson are up to it?"

"Of course," Benton agreed.

"I'm coming with you," Jonny announced in an authoritative tone that left little room for argument."

"Me too," Hadji seconded.

"All right, arm yourselves," Race instructed.  "And grab a couple of the QuestVision visors."

Everyone equipped, the Quest Land Rover continued up the final stretch of the main access road from the Control Building to the VLT itself.  One Security vehicle followed while the second veered off to secure the maze of cableway tunnels servicing the VLT.

Wearing their QuestVision goggles, they could see the VLT in all its night-time glory as they pulled up onto the platform.  A million enhanced stars formed a diamond canopy overhead.  The multicolored filaments of the Milky Way formed another backdrop layer behind the starfield.  On the platform itself, the spherical auxiliary telescopes glowed an eerie green in the illumination of their small night-time service lights.  Tiny blinking instrument indicator lights could be seen through the open louvers of the larger Unit Telescopes.

Suddenly, four yellow beams of coherent light pulsed skyward from the UT4.

"The LGSF's been activated!" Hadji exclaimed.

Race noted the beams were not continuous, as they should have been.  Rather they were pulsating with a rapid-fire rhythm almost at the limit of human perception.

"Not just activated, they're signalling," Jonny expanded.

"Look over there!" one of the guards pointed.

Race instantly recognized what the guard was seeing.  On the horizon, a tiny red dot was flickering in perfect synchronization with the more powerful LGSF lasers.

"But how?" the guard asked bewilderedly.  "We found the relay."

"Obviously we didn't find them all," Race replied with deliberate calm.  Inwardly, he cursed the oversight.  Once again, the Synthetics were a step ahead of them.

Disembarking their vehicles, Team Quest and their Security escorts moved in on the telescope enclosure door in military fashion.  The yellow steel tower of the mirror lift platform was still positioned up against the UT4.  Race recalled Mueller mentioning that the UT4 was next in rotation for the supremely delicate task of removing the 8.2 meter main mirror for resurfacing.  The self-propelled transport carriage poised atop the metal frame afforded a measure of cover as they approached the platform-level entry.

Race flicked the transmit stud on his CommuCom.  Team Quest had avoided using their powerful wrist communicators in proximity to Paranal's sensitive electronics, but the extremity of their current situation had now surpassed any justification for continued radio silence.

"Benton," he whispered, "we're about to breach the enclosure."

"Watch it, Race," Benton's voice returned.  "Something's definitely going on up there.  Our systems are locked out here in the Control Building.  Looks like the NEO-4240 observation track is being input from inside the UT4 itself.

"Race, boys," he continued, "I know Milani has to be stopped, but don't forget, the value of that telescope to global scientific progress is beyond measure.  If you have to use your guns, take your shots judiciously."

"We'll try not to break anything, Doc, " Race quipped back.

Reaching the door, Race swiped his ID through the card reader, but the lock failed to respond.

"We've been locked out," he muttered.

"Let me try," the Security head offered.

He punched in a security override code on the numeric keypad.  This time the lock clicked open.

Leading with his pointed Kimber, Race edged into the entryway.  The interior of the enclosure appeared darkened, as was normal for night-time operations, but with his QuestVision visor, he was able to see with perfect clarity.

Lying crumpled at the foot of the stairs was Jürgen Mueller, drenched in sweat and panting rapidly.  Race instantly recognized the same condition he had seen in Gunnar the previous night, a condition mimicking High Altitude Pulmonary Edema but brought on by an unknown hemolytic biotoxin.

"This man needs medical attention now," Race barked at the guards.  "You men get him down to the Medical Station."

As he was lifted, Mueller grabbed Race's arm.  "It was Milani," he croaked.  "Watch it, he sprayed something out of his wristwatch."

The Paranal Security contingent carried Mueller back to their vehicle, leaving Team Quest on their own.  At least they had the advantage of their nightvision visors, Race thought.  Stealthily, he climbed the stairwell to the observation floor level, Jonny and Hadji following closely.

Reaching the top, he peered through the tiny observation window in the stairwell door.  Inside, the blackened enclosure was indeed in observation mode with the lights switched off.  Still, with the visor, Race could plainly see Milani inside the glassed-in control booth, bent intently over the telescope controls.

Good, Race smiled, at least he wasn't waiting to pick them off as they came through the door.  The precious moments it would take him to exit the booth would give them the chance to clear the doorway.

Studying the enclosure in more detail, he realized that the Synthetic-tech module was back.  This time though, no attempt at concealment had been made.  It sat in the middle of the telescope dais.  LED's on its casing pulsed in time with the guide star lasers shooting skyward out the viewing aperature.  Crudely attached cables hung in mid-air, connecting the module to the LGSF housing and extending outside through one of the vent slots.  Undoubtedly the receiver for the laser relay on the neighboring ridge was now attached to the outer shell of the enclosure.  Despite their best efforts, the Synthetics' elaborate concealed optical network was operating in its entirety, beaming its unknown message to its equally unknown target in deep space.

Silently, Race counted down with hand signals before giving the clenched fist go sign.  He slammed open the door and dove through, Jonny and Hadji following him inside with clipped precision.

Milani's reaction was equally precise and instantaneous.  He leaped from the booth while simultaneously fingering the bulky watch on his left wrist.  A tiny globule of liquid spat from the watch and flew through the air with projectile force. It spattered on the floor inches from Race's boot.  Realizing what it was, he exhaled violently as he leaped away from the fast evaporating spot.

For a few moments, he thought he had dodged it.  Then a momentary panic struck him as he felt his throat constrict spasmodically. He fought to suck in his next breath.  Pulling it in, he still felt suddenly starved for air.  A moment later, a twinge shot up his left arm.

Fighting down the primal terror of asphyxiating, his aviator's training kicked in.  For a pilot, the most surely lethal outcome of anoxia was to succumb to uncontrolled panic breathing leading to hyperventilation and loss of consciousness.  He hadn't taken a full dose, he told himself.  No matter how terrifying the sensations of breathlessness and heart palpitation, they weren't going to kill him.

"Find cover!" he yelled to Jonny and Hadji.

Despite the warning, Jonny made a lunge for one of the dangling cables converging on the module.  He was quickly driven back by another flying wad of the Synthetic's potent hemotoxin.  Fortunately, the liquid dropped harmlessly through a grate-covered opening in the floor.

As Team Quest took shelter behind electronic cabinets, Milani dove for the cover of the large LGSF housing under one of the overhead Nasmyth platforms.

Race instantly realized the inferiority of their position.  Milani was free to lob globules in their direction if they broke cover, while they couldn't use their .45's without risk of destroying the priceless mirror directly over Milani's head.  Still struggling with his breathing, Race had no illusions as to the peril posed by Milani's deadly wristwatch.  While they might overcome the effects of another near miss, one direct hit anywhere on one of their bodies would be instantaneously incapacitating, if not lethal.

Race searched for an alternative weapon.  The enclosure was filled with potential hazards, with its assemblage of high-voltage instruments, enormous moving structures, and cryogenics.

Of course, he thought.  Looking overhead, he spotted a shining silver dewar mounted on the Nasmyth platform directly over Milani's position.  He recalled Mueller explaining that most of the VLT's infrared-range instruments were cooled by liquid nitrogen.  The tank was above the level of the precious mirror cell.  If he hit something, hopefully it wouldn't be catastrophic.

He took careful aim with his Kimber and squeezed off a single round.  A neat hole pierced the bottom of the dewar.  A stream of cryogenic nitrogen exploded downward, dousing Milani from the chest down.  Unlike in sci-fi movies, he didn't explode into frozen shards, but the searing cold had its effect nonetheless.  Milani buckled to the floor, the lower two thirds of his body rendered instantly lifeless.

Still the Synthetic was not finished.  From inside his jacket, he produced a second weapon.  A purple beam punched clean through the cabinet behind which Race crouched.  He dove to the floor, just missed by the deadly ray.

What did it take to stop one of these things?  Immobilized, with most of his body destroyed, Milani still had them checked, king of the hill lying in the middle of the dais, the huge telescope looming over him, the equally huge mirror door at his back.

The door, Race thought, with the mirror transport carriage poised behind it.  One last card to play.

"Benton," he rasped over his CommuCom.  "The mirror carriage, can you start it up?"

"Of course," Benton's voice came back.  "It's a separate system.  It'll override whatever program Milani's running."

Uneventful seconds passed and then several things happened at once.  Yellow flashers began strobing around the perimeter of the huge mirror removal door, which began retracting to the side exposing the night beyond.

An alarm reverberated through the enclosure as a recorded voice boomed, "Warning! All personnel stand clear!  M1 cell carriage insertion is initiated.  Observation programs are aborted.  Telescope transiting to neutral position.  Repeat, all personnel stand clear!"

The huge telescope assembly began to pivot straight upward.  The four yellow beams continued pulsing their signal into empty space as they veered off their target vector.  Simultaneously, the dais rotated until a pair of foot-wide polished metal tracks running through it lined up with identical tracks continuing out the now open outer door.  As a third parallel red guide strip pivoted into alignment and made contact, a bank of dazzling headlights flashed from atop the lift platform beyond.

With a snake-like hiss, the multi-ton self-guided automated palette known as the carriage rose off the lift platform frame and began gliding forward along the polished tracks, hovering on a thin layer of compressed air.  Computerized sensors in the carriage, kept it perfectly aligned with the red strip.

For the first time, Race saw a hint of fear cross the steel visage of one of the humanoids.  The advancing carriage levitated over Milani's flickering module on the dais floor, pulverizing it.  Instantly the LGSF lasers went dark.  Milani fired futilely at the metal behemoth bearing down on him, the purple beams dinging tiny chinks off its massive steel frame.

At the last, he threw up an arm protectively, but even his superhuman strength was no match for the heavy-lift platform.  Milani was pushed backward along the dais until he ended up wedged between the carriage and a massive instrument cabinet suspended from the bottom of the mirror cell.  Detecting an imminent collision, the carriage abruptly halted its advance.

Realizing the threat was ended, Race, Jonny, and Hadji emerged from cover and approached the pinned Milani with weapons pointed.  Race continued to struggle with his breath, but managed to maintain his footing.  In spite of his helplessness and mortal injuries, Milani continued to stare at them balefully.

Metallic footsteps clanged from the main stairwell, and Benton and Heidemann raced into the room, followed by a contingent of heavily armed Security personnel.

Milani turned his head in Benton's direction and smiled.

"Ah, the illustrious leader of Team Quest," he gloated, clear liquid dribbling from the corner of his mouth.  "You're too late once again.  Your discovery of our deep-space radio communications and the compromising of the Angel Hill facility were setbacks.  Using the Paranal LGSF was a fallback of last resort, but it's worked.  Despite all your efforts, our exopopulation matrix has been uploaded to the Pinnacle Facility.  Soon our plans for humanity will be fully operational."

"You mean your conquest of humanity," Benton grated hostilely.

The crumpled Synthetic looked up defiantly, suddenly talkative in the elder Dr. Quest's presence.  "Is that what you really think?  You've got it wrong, Doctor.  We're not your enemy.   You have no idea what we're trying to achieve, what we must achieve."

"Then tell me," Benton hissed.

"Look around you.  This world is teetering on the brink of Armageddon.  Despite mankind's feeble best efforts, climactic degradation is accelerating at an unprecidented rate.  Mean global temperature has increased over 3 degrees over the last century.  Sea level is rising at over an inch per decade right now, and that'll triple by 2050.  The dislocation of coastal populations will be catastrophic, further destabilizing a world socio-economic order that has time and again proven itself incapable of managing global migration in anything approaching a reasoned manner."

"That's a little uncharitable," Race grated.

"Is it?" Milani retorted.  "Even today, one out of every hundred people are either refugees or stateless, people whose prospects for even a basic standard of living are marginal and whose proliferation will only exacerbate levels of xenophobic paranoia.  At best, your institutions espouse the common welfare while pursuing policies concentrating global wealth into the hands of an increasingly rarefied elite.  Your enemies work unabated to subvert you by promoting a resurgence of ultra-nationalism, while your own leaders, for their own political gain, elevate a mass culture of anti-intellectualism and the denial of empirical scientific fact."

The members of Team Quest listened intently to what they were hearing, a breakthrough revelation into the mindset behind the Synthetics' unknown agenda.

"The evidence is ubiquitous," Milani rasped.  "Humanity's propensity to destructively impact both the global ecosystem and its own prospect for long-term survival has outpaced any possible capability to effect corrective measures.  Unchecked, your limitless capacity for self-delusion will be your downfall.  The current world order is unsustainable, and ultimately we intend to replace that order."

Again he focused his gaze on Benton.

"You have to see we're right, Doctor.  You're not one of those pathetic sheep whose worldview can be turned by some foreign-backed Internet troll.  You three battled the KGB and its sister agencies time and again; the Lizard Men, their agent Ivar in Norway, the so-called Pirates from Below on your own doorstep.  Doesn't it make you question your own allegiances to see one of their number return as the head of the Russian state, carrying on their Cold War agenda to fracture the West, with your own President speaking out as his unabashed apologist?

"Your institutions are in chaos, too consumed by self-interest to shepherd the planet, let alone to shoulder the responsibility of humankind advancing out into space.  But it doesn't have to be that way.  We are humankind's future.  Operating from key positions within your military-industrial complex, we can alter the outcome of crucial decisions so as to stave off your most self-destructive inclinations until we've consolidated sufficient power to assume more overt control over human affairs."

Jonny snorted derisively.  "The same old mad scientist delusions of grandeur and your own twisted vision of utopia –with the world under your absolute control.  If I had a dollar for every time we've had to listen to another version of this speech from some cartoon crackpot…"

Ignoring Jonny's taunt, the Synthetic returned his focus to Benton.  "Join us, Doctor.  You wouldn't be the first to do so.  For all our capabilities, there are still strongholds of the old order that we can't penetrate.  You wouldn't be betraying humanity.  You'd be helping to save it from itself."

Benton snapped back, "You say you want to save humanity, yet you've tried to kill everyone who's become aware of your presence."

"There's a great deal we can offer in return for your service.  You've seen our biotechnology.  With your knowledge, working hand in hand, we could apply that technology to the most recalcitrant medical challenges, cancer, auto-immune disease, dementia, and the ages-old challenge of extended human longevity.  Think of it, Doctor.  Think of the scientific advances you could be a part of if you could live to 120, or 150, in a healthy vigorous body.  We could make that happen."

Glancing sideways, Race caught a moment's hesitation in Benton's eyes. Who at his age wouldn't be tempted by the prospect of a second lifetime of renewed health and vitality?

But then Benton's eyes narrowed with resolve.  "The price is too high.  You may be right.  Maybe the evidence is stacked against humanity, but then it always was.  We will do better because we have to, and somehow, someway we'll do it ourselves, not with some self-appointed supermen pulling our strings from the shadows.  However benign you think your agenda is, what you're offering is still enslavement.  I've spent much of my life advancing the science to fight for freedom.  If I have to, I'll spend the rest of it fighting you, fighting to buy the time for a new generation of scientists like my son to actually save the world."

For all his fortitude, Race could see Milani slipping away from the catastrophic injuries to his superhuman body.  His eyes were unfocused and his head drooped.  But with one last act of defiance, he grated out a final threat.  "You haven't won.  More of us will come.  In the end, we will save you from yourselves."

CHAPTER 16

A week after the climactic events in the UT4, the reunited members of Team Quest sat comfortably along one side of a conference table in the ESO office complex in the upscale Vitacura district of Santiago.  With them were fellow scientists Bjørn Eriksson and Gunnar Håkon.  Sitting opposite them representing the ESO, sat Erhard Heidemann, Jürgen Mueller, and a representative of the Director General's office flown in from Garching.  Alone at the head of the table sat Intelligence 1 Cmdr. Harris, unfamiliarly dressed in an expensively cut civilian business suit.

After the stark environment of the Atacama Plateau, it was a relief for the Quest party to be back at lower elevation.  Beyond the full-height window wall, trees swayed gently on the lush green grounds of the ESO compound.  Contrasting with the placid setting, a burly Intelligence 1 agent in a dark suit and sunglasses kept watch outside.

It had been an eventful week, though Race had seen little of it.  Once the Synthetics' hemotoxin had been confirmed in Gunnar's bloodstream, he'd been transferred to a hyperbaric chamber in Santiago.  Rushed by ambulance, Race and Mueller had joined him the following night.  Three days in the enriched oxygen atmosphere had unbonded the toxin from their blood cells.  With less direct exposure, Race had made the easiest recovery, but all three were released with assurances of a return to normalcy.

Benton, Hadji, and Jonny meanwhile had completed the upgrade to the Laser Guide Star Facility.  Without further interference, the upgrade had delivered as promised, much to the Paranal science team's delight.  The first beneficiary of the enhanced LGSF had been Prof. Eriksson, who had successfully completed his observation with Hadji's assistance.

The post-mortem on the Synthetic incursion was not quite so rosy.  After some pointed negotiations between ESO and the parent Intelligence 1 agency in the US, all evidence of the Synthetics collected at Paranal had been turned over to Intelligence 1 Chile, with an ESO representative from Garching dispatched to observe any findings.

The closed-door session had already been underway for nearly an hour, reviewing the security aspects of the Synthetic situation.  Over the last few days, those directly involved had been sworn to secrecy.  The terse account disseminated to the rest of the Paranal staff had been that an undisclosed security incident had taken place and was being investigated by outside authorities.  However agreement had been reached that the Director General's office and executive levels of ESO were to be brought into the loop and would be coordinating with the European Union branch of Intelligence 1.

Policy matters dispensed with, Harris got to the heart of the issues facing them.

"So," he asked, "what have we learned from everything that's happened?"

Heidemann was first to answer.  "While it seems that Prof. Milani's purpose was to beam out his message rather than to conduct any genuine observations, fortunately for us the HAWK-I imager on the UT4 was running, at least up until Mr. Bannon shot out its cryogenic supply.  Unfortunately, the lighting angle was extreme so we were only able to capture an edge-lit image.  What I'm going to show you is the sharpest frame with the maximum possible enhancement we can pull out.  This is apparently what Milani was targeting."

Heidemann clicked a remote and a grainy image appeared on a wall-mounted flatscreen.  It showed a regular arrangement of parallel lines curved at the ends.  Below each a portion of the background starfield was occluded by blackness.

"They could be cylindrical tanks or modules seen backlit," Race speculated.

"They could be anything," Jonny shook his head.

"I'm afraid Jonny's right," Benton concurred.  "Those could be the outlines of a space station or a spaceship or they could be something entirely different."

"We were able to deduce one thing," Heidemann offered.  "Whatever it is, depending on distance, based on its angular extent within the image frame, it has to be something huge."

"Something huge…" Harris repeated.  "Not a comforting thought.  Are you still tracking it?"

Heidemann shook his head.  "It changed orbit sometime during daylight.  ESO's not a military organization, but I can assure you we'll put every resource we can spare onto finding it again.  However I have to tell you, it's a bit like hunting a needle in a haystack."

"There's more," Benton took over.  "The pulsed signal coming from the Synthetics' outside relay system was captured in the LGSF's memory buffer.  We've got a full record."

Harris looked at Benton hopefully.

"Unfortunately," Dr. Quest continued, "we're still no closer to fully deciphering their latest encryption.  However there is a periodicity to portions of the message that's consistent with genetic code sequences.  I think what they were sending out into space were the genetic instructions to bioprint more of themselves, the same way we saw them being created under Angel Hill."

"To what end?" Heidemann asked.

Benton answered thoughtfully.  "To crew whatever it is they've got up there.  They've pulled off a textbook end run.  Beating them out into deep space is a moot point now.  Whenever we do arrive, they'll already be there.  I'm afraid the battle for the High Frontier has just begun."

"At least they weren't able to get their entire message through," Race offered.  "We can hope that set them back to some extent."

"Telescope data aside," Benton offered, "the most important thing we learned was what Milani told us himself.  We still have no clue as to where the Synthetics came from, who created them in the first place, or how widely they're dispersed.  But now we have an idea of what their goal is."

"To save the planet from Mankind by subjugating humanity," Race commented wryly.  "We've got a fight on our hands, maybe the biggest one yet."

On that cautionary note, the meeting wound down, the participants heading off in different directions.  Heidemann followed Team Quest out onto the lawn.

"So you're leaving us," the Director conversed.

"We're booked on the afternoon flight to Antofagasta to pick up the Questar 1," Benton confirmed.  "We should be back on Quest Key before midnight.  But we'll be in contact."

"I just wanted to say, ESO thanks you and your team for everything you've done here.  Without your presence this last week, things might've turned out very differently.  At least now ESO's aware of the Synthetics' presence, and we'll keep on the alert for any suspicious findings in near-Earth space.  Of course if there's ever anything more we can do to help, you know we're here."

Turning to Race, he added, "I'd particularly like to thank you, Mr. Bannon, for your courage and resourcefulness inside the UT4.  You saved the situation."

"All part of the job," Race quipped, lightening the conversation.

With final handshakes all around, Heidemann turned and headed back inside.

As they started across the lawn, Benton turned to face Team Quest.  Looking from Hadji to Race to Jonny, he addressed them all.  "We've come through challenges before.  We'll get a handle on the Synthetics.  Things are going to be okay.  We've still got a bright future ahead of us."

Smiles all around, the foursome crossed the lush ESO grounds heading for the main gate and the journey home.  The events of the last twelve weeks had been a conditional win, but they moved forward with new insight and new allies for their next inevitable confrontation with an insidious new foe.
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