Prologue

Tuesday, 1:15 p.m., local time (Caspian Sea)

After asuicide mission wiped out the Russian peacekeeping encampment, Vasili Garamov knew there could be no quick diplomatic
solution to the Baku crisis. He gazed off into the distance, paying no heed to the ominous thunderstorm building off the Caspian
Sea Despite the smoldering cigarette clenched between his lips, the Deputy Foreign Minister could smell smoke from burning
arcraft fud and charred flesh.

| should have gotten here sooner, he thought, then cursed the usua bureaucratic mix-ups that had delayed his arrival.

On the other hand, if the misrouted diplomatic airplane hadn't diverted him to Armenia instead of bringing him directly here to
Azerbaijan, Garamov himself might have been a casuaty of the rebe attack. Then Moscow would have buried their Deputy
Foreign Minister with full honors (probably misspelling his name on the tombstone), before sending out the next supposed
peacemaker on their ligt...

It was awonder anything ever got accomplished when deding with the Russian bureaucratic behemoth.

Five days earlier, Azeri militants had taken over Baku, one of Russia's most vital ail fields and refineries, and begun a systematic
daughter of dl non-Muslims within the city. Russian troops had responded, grinding to a halt beyond the city, just out of range of
the hastily emplaced rebd artillery. Refusing to negotiate, the militants had then threatened to obliterate the Baku ail refineries if
the Russian army made a move. It was not a bluff.

Through no merits of his own, Vasli Garamov had been cdled in to end the crisis. Despite his ambassadoria credentials and
suitably high political rank, his presence here was a complete mistake. Garamov's expertise was in dedling with American research
and industry—technical problems, not religious or ethnic ones. Though familiar with cooperative research programs and technology
transfers, he had little experience with historical hatreds and cultural clashes. He had no special skills, nor any particular knowledge
of obscure ethnic difficulties around the Caspian Sea. He didn't even speak the local language.

But because someone had misfiled his papers, he had been sdlected for this assignment. Typical.

Another clerica error had gotten him on the wrong plane, so that he arrived eleven hours behind schedule, well after the situation
had falen irrevocably apart. Though the bureaucratic mistake had inadvertently saved Garamov's life, no doubt some officia would
be reprimanded for it...

Following the inferno of the suicide attack, the surviving Russian troops howled for revenge. Equipped with the best military
hardware in the region, they wanted to level the besieged city, never mind about the 1.7 million innocent civilians or the vita
petroleum industry there.

A squadron of SU-35 Typhoons loaded with air-to-air missiles had aready been summoned from the nearest Russian air base in
the Caucasus Mountains. Mobile land artillery was in position and ready to move in afull-scale assault. The order had already been
given, storm or no storm.

Garamov just hoped the fighter jets wouldn't hit the wrong target.

He stood outside the prefab command shelter, knowing in his bones that the impending operation would be a bloodbath. He
tossed his cigarette to the ground and crushed it under the sole of his shoe. Even as Deputy Foreign Minister, Garamov wasn't
redlly in charge here, though he'd probably be blamed at the end of the day.

He would rather be back in Moscow reading his technical reports.

He turned his lean, sharp face toward the stiff breeze. His chalky-pale skin emphasized the darkness of his lips as he lit another
cigarette, counted how many remained in his pack—three—and wondered if he could make them last the afternoon.

Field Commander Kamenev marched up, holding his cap against the wind. His thick red mustache made him look perpetualy
displeased. “Artillery is ready to move forward, Deputy Foreign Minister.”

“And you are sure they were sent in the correct direction?’ he said under his breath, not really expecting a response. The ar was
electric with the wet-metal scent of ozone; lightning crackled like unexpected anti-aircraft fire in the thick soup of clouds.

Kamenev was desf to sarcasm and ignored the comment. “If you will come insde the command tent, we can observe the
fighter-jet squadron on our satellite screens. | would like to have you a my side.”

For political cover? he wondered. “1 prefer to watch from out here, with my own eyes.” Garamov dicked back his dark hair, but
the wind ruffled it again. “When do the Typhoons arrive?” When can | go home?

“Due in haf an hour, Mr. Deputy Minister. The pilots are confident the storm will not be a hindrance.”

“Of course they are confident.” Garamov took along drag of the acrid smoke and exhaled it in avisible sigh.

“It is time to send in the armored vehicles and artillery. | have authorized them to crush the roadblocks and retake the city.”
Kamenev saluted, his face awaxy mask of controlled righteous anger. “We will have our revenge on the murderous rebels, sir.”

“Of that, | have no doubt.” And anyone else who gets in the way.

During his bungled journey, while Garamov had struggled to rearrange his diplomatic flights through incompetent Armenian
officias, a rebe-hijacked C-130 aircraft fuel tanker had taken off on a suicide mission from beseged Baku, headed toward the
largest concentration of Russian troops on the outskirts of the city. A duggish old prop plane bought long ago from the United
States, the C-130 was neither an attack craft nor afighter jet. It had no weaponry.



But the tanker itself was aweapon. A flying bomb.

By the time Russian troops realized that the rebel pilot intended to crash into their encampment, they could not shoot it down
fast enough. The fireball crisped eyebrows a kilometer away and incinerated anyone standing closer. It would be another day before
recovery teams could venture into the smoldering graveyard to excavate the countless charred corpses.

Though he was a respected politician, Vasli Garamov was no field commander. Kamenev had aready made up his mind to
launch an immediate, if ill-advised, retaliatory strike. It seemed to the Deputy Foreign Minister that a sensible leader would have
waited for the weather to clear, but the time for common sense had passed. A bureaucratic error, a mistake in the chain of
command. The Russian army would retake Baku using overwhelming force; the rebels would lose—would, in fact, be exterminated.

A communications officer rushed out of the tent, his face cheesy-pale, blue eyes wide with excitement. “Sir! The rebels have
launched their own attack jets. We are seeing activity on the Baku arfidds.”

“Secondhand Iragi aircraft,” the field commander said. “No match for our SU-35 Typhoons.” He brushed down his reddish
mustache, unperturbed.

“Yes, Fiedld Commander, but our Typhoons are not yet here,” Garamov pointed out. “Very well. Now | will see these satellite
pictures.”

They ducked into the tent to watch the surveillance images. One tracking screen displayed the Russian jets, which had already
crossed the Azerbaijani border and were rapidly closing the gep... flying straight into the fist of the brewing storm.

Hotspots on the terrain displays showed long-range artillery bombardment of the Baku arfield. Garamov considered it likely
that the Russian counterstrike would cause more damage to the refinery infrastructure than the militants ever would.

“Typhoons are closing,” the communications officer said, his Russian thick with a Georgian accent.

As Garamov watched blips on the screen, another dot appeared from out of range and at a high altitude. “What is that? | did not
e it before”

“Not one of ours,” said the comm officer, tracking the Typhoon squadron. “Just one aircraft, unfamiliar configuration. It does
not seem to be maneuvering.”

Shouts of surprise rang out as the rebdl jets veered from their origind trajectory, away from the approaching squadron.

Garamov understood immediately. “They do not intend to face our Typhoons, Commander. They will strike here, perhaps even
make further suicide runs.”

The field commander watched the approaching rebd MiGs, his face grave, his voice decisive. “Mr. Deputy Minister, we have a
helicopter ready to take you to safety.”

Garamov tried to pull away. “I should stay here”

“You should stay alive, sir. You are a diplomat. You do not belong on a battlefield.” Garamov had no argument for that.

Less than three minutes later, he found himsdf strapped into the back of a jostling helicopter. Gray rain began to slash down,
and the pilot fought against the wind. Booming explosions in the clouds sounded distinctly different from thunder.

As the helicopter took him to safety in the wrinkled, mountainous folds of the Caucasus, Garamov maintained his
command-and-control link and received regular battlefield reports. He felt detached from the action, helpless.

The Typhoons shot three MiGs out of the sky. A dngle rebd aircraft slipped through and dropped haphazard bombs on the
army encampment. Showing no restraint, Russian ground troops broke through the Baku roadblocks, and the Azeri militants were
in full retreat into the city. Casualties would be high on both sides.

Then the storm struck with full force. The Typhoon squadron continued its hunt in the clouds, tracking and destroying rebel
MiGs, but two Russian jets were aready down. Everything was slipping out of control.

Garamov had accomplished nothing here. He'd been unable to. He might as well write his own political obituary.

“We have lost contact with base,” an artillery sub-commander shouted in Garamov's earphones. “We confirm five magor ground
explosions, and one rebd jet crashed in the vicinity of the command tents.” He paused. “There are no orders from Field
Commander Kamenev. We presume he is dead.”

What else could possibly go wrong?

The Typhoon squadron leader patched through. “Mr. Deputy Minister, the unidentified radar trace is approaching. Request
permission to engage and destroy.”

Were there no other high-ranking officers? Garamov groaned. He wasn't a military commander and had no business giving
bettlefield orders. Because of his status, some bureaucrat had probably designated him second-in-command. He stalled, knowing
that failure to make a decision was preferable to making a bad one. “What kind of craft is it? Are there any scheduled commercid
flightsin this ar zone?’

“None, dir! This is no known type of aircraft, unrecognizable to our systems, and it transmits no IFF sgnd.” All military
aircraft sent out a coded “Identify Friend/Foe’ beacon to keep from being targeted by friendly fire.

“It is heading straight for us, sir, no evasive maneuvers whatsoever. Just like the suicidal C-130 tanker.”

Because of the recent massacre, the fighter pilots were out for blood. Even before the rebd fighter jets came within visua range,
the Russian pilots had launched air-to-air missiles a them—far more than were necessary, but everyone wanted a piece of this kill.
It looked like a disaster waiting to happen.

“Sir! Please respond! Wesapons ready.”

Garamov saw the blips on the screen, watched the strange craft blundering into the attack zone. He remembered the Korean Air
Lines passenger jet that had been shot down over Sakhdin Isand—another flaw in the chain of command—and the subseguent
political falout. Please don't let it be another mistake. Rain pelted the helicopter's windows, leaving stresks that blurred the
landscape.

“Permission granted,” he said over the shuddering drone of the engine.

On the screen, he watched traces as the Typhoons converged on the duggish craft. The unidentified target did not attempt to
escape. Missiles struck the ow-moving target and detonated. A bright blip flashed on the screen.



“Identification?’ Garamov leaned sideways in his seat, gripping the side wal as errant gusts shook the helicopter, “Did any pilot
actually see the target before it was destroyed?”’

“No, gr. Nothing left but smoke and falling wreckage.”

Watching the fireball and debris cloud dissipate on the screen, Garamov saw a secondary trace dropping in a parabolic arc.
“Looks like the pilot gected from the unidentified craft, sir!” the squadron leader called. “Maybe there is a survivor.”

“Track it. Mark where it fals” Garamov motioned to the helicopter pilot. “We are on our way.”

The thunderstorm ripped across the Baku battle zone. Russian ground artillery continued to pound three surprisingly
well-defended Azeri strongholds outside the city. All but one of the rebel MiGs had been shot down, and four Typhoons were in a
frantic chase after the last one. It wouldn't take long.

Garamov pressed his earphones close as the squadron leeder described the rugged terrain around where the gected pilot had
crashed. As the helicopter zeroed in on the areg, the Deputy Foreign Minister gtill hoped he could sdvage the situation, rescue a
downed rebd pilot ... do something.

He hoped the helicopter wouldn't fly into a mountainside. That would be the perfect end to his career.

The pilot circled over the forested hillsides, looking for a place to land. Broken, burning trees smoldered in the thick rain, marking
the spot where an oblong, coffin-sized object had plowed into a steep slope.

Not aman dangling in a harness and parachute. Not a pilot at al.

Something else entirely.

The helicopter pilot finally landed, his craft tilted at an angle, skids slipping in the mud. Before the rotors had stopped spinning,
Garamov climbed out and stood without an umbrella, cold rain streaming down his dark hair and pale skin. The ar held a roasted
smell with a metallic undertone mixed with the richness of churned earth.

He couldn't believe what he was seeing.

When it struck, the gected container had gouged along furrow in the dirt and splintered dozens of dark pines. Yet the armored
pod remained intact and sedled, even after such arough impact.

Leaving the pilot behind, Garamov approached the object. Strange designs and lacings of circuitry trailed dl around the exterior,
giving it a cocoon-like appearance. Immediately, the design and the technology intrigued him. The markings were in no language he
had ever seen.

Through clumps of mud trickling off the misty window ports, Garamov could discern that there might be a survivor insde. Or at
least a body. Smooth and gray-skinned, with grossly large eyes squeezed shut in unconsciousness or death. Not an Azeri rebel, not
ahuman at dl. An alien body.

He knew this was a mistake to far overshadow dl the bureaucratic bungling he had ever experienced.

Letting out a long, heavy breath, as if someone had punched him in the stomach, Vasli Garamov redized that his
already-impossible assignment had gotten even more complex.

Chapter 1

Thursday, 2:01 a.m. (Proteus Facility, Sierra Nevada Mountains, California)
The unmarked convoy was on its way up the steep, switchbacked slope. Felix Hunter, Director of Project Proteus, could hear the
distant engines toiling out there in the darkness.

Delivering an dien body was the sort of thing best done in the dead of night.

High in the isolated Sierra Nevadas, on a rarely traveled road, Director Hunter stepped away from the blazing spotlights in the
compound. Motioning to the facility guards, he passed through the sallyport one chain-link barrier at atime and took a few steps
down the gravel road to where he could see the stars... and think.

At this high atitude, the atmosphere was startlingly clear, like alens through which billions of pinprick stars shone. Given hours
of solitude, he could have walked deeper into the forest, away from human settlements, and let his eyes adjust.

Out of all those twinkling lights, which one did the alien specimen call home?

When his daughter Kdli had been a young girl, Hunter had taught her the constellations. He had enjoyed those times. He was
glad he could think of his daughter without feding the ache of grief. Now only the bittersweet memories remained.

The guards |eft the fence gate open but remained aert, weapons ready. The main defense of the Proteus Facility was simply to
be unobtrusive. Few people accidentally stumbled upon this isolated location, and what anyone saw on first glance looked like an
innocuous cellular phone substation and power plant, complete with no trespassing and danger: high voltage signs. The red
security began beyond the first set of fences and gates leading into the mountain tunnels—and no unauthorized person had ever
gotten that far.

The chill air made Hunter's ears tingle, but he waited, listening to the rumble of trucks until he spotted the headlights of the
approaching vehicles. He would be there to meet the convoy.

In his early sixties and very healthy, Feix Hunter was not a big man, but he caried himsef with great confidence and
self-possession. Kdli's hushand, Mgjor Marc Devlin, had once joked, “Felix, you could walk whistling through a minefield with
your eyes closed and never miss a single note.” He had an olive complexion, a trim mustache, and dark hair with a fringe of
salt-and-pepper around the ears. He wore a suit even inside the lab and felt as much at home in the rock-walled tunnels as at a
black-tie function in Washington, D.C.

He took a last glance at the peaceful stars above and trudged back toward the fences and security lights. When the trucks and
their extraterrestrial cargo arrived, he and his team would have to get back to work. That was where his redl passion lay.

The dien specimen from the Azerbaijan battlefield remained sedled inside its armored pod, undamaged even after being shot
down by Russian fighter jets. Deputy Foreign Minister Vasili Garamov, one of the silent international partners in Project Proteus,
had been true to his word.

This mission would be a perfect showcase for their capabilities.

Miniaturization technology had been around (and highly classified) for decades. During the 1960s, the U.S. project had been run



with an iron hand by General Walter Carson, a gruff and far-too-confident commander who demanded Black Program funding to
keep America one step ahead of the Soviets.

Carson's scheme had been to shrink airplanes and armies to microscopic size; he could deliver a fly-speck invasion force invisible
to enemy counter-measures, then restore them to norma size for an overwheming surprise attack. Though the idea sounded
preposterous, the generd had enough clout—maybe even blackmail material >—to push the program through the attendant red tape.

Back during the Cold War, the origina Project's objectives had been strictly military. There had been no discussion about the
possible commercid applications of miniaturization technology—transportation, precision manufacturing, integrated circuit design,
surgery, much less pure science. All of those things could come much later, after Carson had his own way.

The death knell for the project had involved the leed researcher, Chris Matheson, an old friend and former classmate of Hunter's
a Yde While Hunter had worked his way up the ladder of large international corporations, dabbling in politics and diplomacy,
Matheson had developed the classified miniaturization project for General Carson. After several amazing tests with the prototype
apparatus, Matheson had boldly insisted on shrinking himself. Even in college, the man had liked to test the limits. Following
orders, his technicians had reduced him smaler and smaller... until he broke a quantum boundary. Despite their best efforts, the
technicians had been unable to reverse the process.

Hunter hadn't been there himsalf, but he had repeatedly watched the 16-mm film of the test. Chris Matheson had shrunk smaller
than a cdl, smdler than anucleus... until he vanished into nothingness. Matheson had never come back.

In the furor afterward, General Carson had been removed from his position, and the vastly expensive project was dismantled, its
components locked away. With the fdl of the Soviet Union in 1990, the urgency for Cold War competition faded. The program
records were boxed up and stored in a Top Secret warehouse, where the magnificent technology had languished for decades.

Until Hunter had resurrected it.

Now at last, through afluke, Project Proteus would have the opportunity to prove its worth—if the Director could get his team
together in time and run them through their paces.

The lights of the convoy's first scout car bounced up the road, twin high beams glowing like the eyes of a dragon. It was a black,
unmarked sport utility vehicle with run-flat tires and bullet-proof glass. The two armed men inside it had orders to shoot to kill in
the event of any perceived threat.

The scout car pulled up to the gate outside the mountain facility. Proteus guards came forward, their high-powered rifles
unshouldered. Hunter thought the paranoia might be a bit too intense, but given the cargo, they dl had a right to be suspicious and
Nervous.

The armored convoy—a Safe Secure Transport, or SST—was normally reserved for moving nuclear warheads, but the dien pod
could be even more vauable and dangerous, than any atomic bomb. After dl, Hunter thought, there were plenty of warheads, but
(as far as he knew) only one extraterrestrial cadaver.

And that was assuming the thing was actually dead...

He came forward in the headlights glare and identified himself, showing badges, providing passwords, signing papers. Behind
them the armored cargo truck climbed the steep mountain road, shifting gears, its headlights blazing like a ghost hunter's
high-powered flashlight in a haunted house. The heavy vehicle showed no intention of hurrying, despite the extraordinary time
constraints under which Hunter had to operate.

All too aware of how easily the situation could fal apart through mistakes, apathy, and bureaucratic incompetence, Vadli
Garamov had gambled everything and bypassed appropriate channels. Now Team Proteus needed to get to work before Moscow
politics got involved.

Hunter expected that his Russian friend would pay dearly for his audacity, especidly after the Baku massacre. But if Project
Proteus could pull off a miracle, to Garamov's credit, the Deputy Foreign Minister just might survive. At the same time, Hunter
would boost his own top-secret project by proving its worth to the narrow-minded skeptics who chalenged his funding year after
year.

The vehicles rumbled through the sallyport and entered the guarded compound. They were followed by the chase car, the
convoy's find line of defense in case the SST were attacked.

When the fence gate rattled shut again, locks clamped down, and the guards—wearing “rent-a-cop” uniforms—took up their
positions once more. Motion sensors placed at strategic positions for hundreds of acres around the mountain facility automatically
reset themselves. Hunter watched as the red taillights of the truck disappeared into the big semicircular opening inside the granite
cliff. At last he breathed asigh of reief.

Finally, they could get to work.

After seeing pictures of the dien lifepod, Hunter had shared them with his team members so they could plan a micro-exploration
strategy under the tightest possible time constraints. Once word leaked out even through secret political channels, he would be able
to fend off diplomats and other scientists for only a day, a most; the Russian government would demand the return of the sealed
pod. The Proteus researchers had no choice but to complete their work before Hunter lost control of the specimen. But he was
confident his miniaturized crew would be able to gather the necessary data and come back out— armed with enough discoveries to
keep the world of science busy for decades to come.

Now that the dien container was insde the Proteus Facility, the clock had really begun ticking.

Chapter 2

Thursday, 8:05 a.m. (San Francisco)
As he approached the rundown townhouse in bright morning light, Major Marc Devlin gave a skeptical frown, then shrugged. Not
the sort of place he would have expected to find a famous “dien expert.”

The UFO business must have falen on hard times.

Granted, homes on the outskirts of San Francisco were at a premium, their prices driven up by high-sdaried programmers or
investment execs. Still, Devlin had anticipated something a little more... maintained for the home of a celebrity.



Battered RVs hunkered in driveways across the street; dogs barked in backyards where old lawn furniture was visibly
deteriorating. As a pilot, Devlin had learned how to gather details about his surroundings in a flash, using peripheral vision as well
as hismain fidd of view. But aside from the unexpected rundown neighborhood, he saw nothing interesting here. Nothing at dl.

The self-proclaimed dien expert was probably spying on him through a window.

Although Project Proteus had resctivated his Air Force rank, Devlin wore civilian clothes today. In spite of his long-standing
fascination with aerospace and hig planes, held taken early retirement five years ago at the age of thirty after losing his wife to
cancer. Held spent afew lackluster years as an inventor and aircraft designer, until Director Hunter—Kaelli's father—had contacted
him with an offer to join the unbelievable new miniaturization program. He'd jumped at the chance.

The uneven fringe of Devlin's mussed brown hair looked as if his mother still cut it. He had a prominent dimple on his chin, large
bright eyes, and aface just a bit too boyish to look rugged. Keli had always done a good job picking his clothes, straightening his
callar, helping him maintain proper appearances. During those last weeks in the hospital, he had tried to look his best for her.

Alone now, he found that being a snappy dresser was no longer high on his list of priorities. Working on complex engineering
problems for Project Proteus was far more interesting than keeping up with the vagaries of fashion.

Leaving his dark government sedan parked at the curb, Devlin waked up the sidewak. He noted brown grass in the
postage-stamp yard, patched stucco on the townhouse walls, flowering weeds in the so-called lawn, weed-infested flowers in a dirt
patch under one window.

By reputation and by his own assertion, Arnold Freeth was the foremost specialist in the country in the field of extraterrestrial
sightings. The man's biggest claim to fame was that he had hosted a controversial and much-ballyhooed Alien Dissection, available
on home video.

So why did the guy live in such adump? (Not that his own quarters would ever appear in House and Garden.) Devlin tried to
give him the benefit of the doubt. Maybe Freeth was so constantly in demand, always spesking at conferences or giving interviews
to tabloids or paranorma magazines, that he didn't have time for yard work.

Devlin, who spent his days tinkering with the Mote, the beautiful micro-exploration vessel he had designed, had no time to read
grocery-store newspapers or watch TV scandal shows. As a practica engineer, he had never redly believed the tales of visitors
from other worlds, but he had seen the sedled dien lifepod in the Proteus lab this morning before dawn, so he was not about to
sneer at even Freeth's most outrageous clams. Not today.

Dr. Cynthia Tyler, one of the world-class medica experts working for Project Proteus, had downloaded clips from Freeth's Alien
Dissection videotape to show Director Hunter. The similarities with the lifepod dien were uncanny. “We need this man, Fdix.
Where else are we going to get a specialist for our misson?’

Hunter had been wary of Arnold Freeth's dleged credentials, but he had no time to run detailed background checks. The dien
specimen would probably be theirs for less than a day before the already-brewing political furor wrenched it back to Russia.

Devlin's orders were to enlist the UFO expert's help without delay.

Trying to look professional, he stood prominently in front of the door and pushed the button for the bell, but heard no sound.
Probably broken. After a second try, he pounded on the door. He peered into the peephole, hoping to see some movement or
change of light. He looked at his watch.

Back at the Proteus Facility, the designated miniaturization team had been thrown into a rigorous, eleventh-hour training routine.
Seventeen times already, Devlin had been reduced to the size of a dust mote in order to test his micro-exploration craft. Other
potential miniaturization team members had dl undergone equaly extensive preparation—pathologists, anatomists,
microbiologists, structural analysts, organic chemists, materials scientists, even a security specialist.

Yet now, for their first red mission, Team Proteus was forced to bring in outside expertise. It was embarrassing, but who could
have planned ahead for an dien expert?

Since hotshot Captain Garrett Wilcox would pilot the prototype Mote on its microscopic voyage, Director Hunter had insisted
that Devlin was the best man to fetch Mr. Freeth. Perhaps Devlin's love for science fiction would give the two something to talk
about during the long drive ... or maybe Fdix just wanted his son-in-law to get his head out of the lab and see other people for a
change.

Across the street, awoman yelled at her rat-brown yap-yap dog as it chased children on tricycles. An old man sprayed water
from a garden hose onto a hedge of pink oleanders, while glancing at Devlin out of the corner of his eye. Everyone had seen him pull
up in the dark car; dl of the neighbors wondered what he wanted.

“Mr. Freeth, if | could have just amoment of your time?’ he shouted at the door. He would have been far more comfortable in a
mechanic's coverdls, a clean-room suit, or a white lab coat complete with pocket protector full of pens to maintain his image “I
promise I'm not sdling anything.”

Finally he heard someone tirring inside. With an effort, Devlin rehearsed again what he was going to say. He was no poalitician,
no fast-talker. He suspected that his conservative black suit, polished shoes, and dark sunglasses practicaly shouted that he
worked for a secret government agency. Which of course he did. Otherwise he wouldn't be here.

He certainly had something of interest to show a UFO enthusiast.

Devlin heard a gasp behind the peephole, and the door opened. A pale man with freckles peered out. Arnold Freeth, who
according to his file was thirty-seven and unmarried, wore a clean white shirt, blue dacks, no shoes. Beneath neatly trimmed
dishwater-brown hair, his muddy brown eyes darted from side to side asif afraid he might miss something. When Devlin stuck out
his hand, Freeth looked at it suspiciously. “Can | see some ID, please?’

Devlin reached into his pocket to withdraw a government identification wallet and passed it to Freeth. “Roger that. | had this
printed up especialy for you. | hope you like it.”

Hed always had a cocky sense of humor. No one could laugh harder at a pie-in-the-face jape or Wile E. Coyote faling off a dliff.
Devlin and his Air Force buddies had specialized in harmless pranks that had gotten even more outrageous when he'd first met Kelli
Hunter, a civilian medicd technician a aloca hospital. She had rolled her blue eyes in lighthearted disapproval at his antics. Now,



she always wore that expression in Devlin's memories.

He flashed what he hoped was a disarming smile. “My project would like to hire your consulting services, Mr. Freeth. As soon
as possible.”

Freeth studied the government ID asiif it were a Polaroid photograph of aflying saucer. He didn't even ask what Proteus Access
meant.

He handed the ID wallet back and ran a hand through his hair, messing up its neat appearance. “1 knew someone would come to
shut me up and shut me down. The government can't stand me exposing their conspiracies, can they? | know too many things.”

Devlin fumbled the ID into the inner lining of his jacket. Lab smocks had more reasonable-sized pockets. “If it makes a
difference, we do plan to reimburse you for your work.”

Freeth perked up. “Reimburse me, that's good.” Beyond the door, Devlin got a glimpse of a dark and cluttered apartment, the
walls crammed with bookshelves, every horizontal surface filled with magazines, papers, photographs, and notes.

The man rattled off words and terms like gunfire. «1 get paid five hundred dollars per day for consulting on paranormal matters,
plus expenses. | expect your people to pick up travel costs and provide my meals and reasonable lodging.” He crossed his arms
over his pressed white shirt. “That's not negotiable.”

Devlin looked a his watch again. “Roger that. | am authorized to make such payment.” He hoped Fdix wouldn't bak at the
expense, but supposed he could talk him into it. “Given your track record, | have no doubt you'll be worth every penny.”

Freeth looked at him with an intrigued expression, a wide-eyed nerd trying not to let his interest show. “What am | going to be
doing for you, and the government? 1...” He swallowed hard. “1 have my principles, you know.”

“Wdll, | could tell you, but then I'd have to shoot you,” Devlin said with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. “Just kidding, Mr.
Freeth.” He regarded the UFO expert with a straight face. “If | were telling anyone else what I'm about to tdll you, | would fed like
acomplete fool. But | assure you, thisis no joke.”

Freeth crossed his arms over his chest and waited expectantly.

“We, uh... we have an dien body in our possession.”

The other man drew in a gasp, happily believing what most people would have laughed off. “A... real dien?” Then he grew
skeptical again, asif he'd been the butt of numerous practical jokes before. “Where did you get it?’

“The specimen arrived late last night at our facility. It bears a remarkable similarity to the one on your Alien Dissection video.
Due to... political pressures, we have less than a day to complete our analysis.” He spread his hands. “That's why we don't have
time to learn everything you might already know.”

Freeth struggled to control his reaction. He seemed on the verge of hyperventilating.

“We need your help, Arnold.” Devlin tried to sound comradely. “Are you willing to join our team?’

“Absolutely!” The UFO expert looked as if he might grab Devlin in an overjoyed hug. “But please cdl me Mr. Freeth. | like to
be treated as a professional.”

“Roger that, Mr. Freeth. Youll need to get ready to leave a once, and I've got some confidentiality papers for you to sgn in the
car.” Devlin's voice grew stern. “We're alittle pressed for time.”

Chapter 3

Thursday, 8:05 a.m. (Proteus Facility)
The densely packed integrated circuit was only afew millimeters wide, but it looked as large as Nebraska to Tomiko Braddock and
her miniaturized team.

The meta wall stood before her like a sheer dliff ten times her height. The circuit path's face had been sheared off using
state-of-the-art processing efforts to smooth its edges, which still left microscopic imperfections, lumps, and curves.

Insurmountable.

No problem.

Garrett Wilcox, the designated pilot and commander of the upcoming mission, would probably try to legp it in a single bound
just to show off in front of her. The twenty-eight-year-old captain kept himsdf in shape, drank orange juice by the gdlon, and
never complained about Proteus mess-hall food; he often even asked for seconds.

Now, standing on the intricate pathways of the computer chip, Tomiko assessed the straight walls of gold, copper, and
germanium dodging right and left a sharp angles, racetracks through a convoluted maze. It was a new-design ULS chip, or
UltraLarge-Scale Integrated circuit. The light seemed grainy at her minuscule size, shimmering as if in anticipation of a
thunderstorm.

For alast-minute proficiency exercise, Director Hunter had sent them into this unknown scenario, just to see how the candidates
responded. Tomiko and Wilcox were accompanied by the medica specialist assigned to the upcoming mission.

Dr. Sarge Pirov had participated in the initial Soviet miniaturization research a the height of the Cold War decades before.
Although he now had trouble keeping up with the younger members of the team, his skills were vital to the mission. Pirov's
techniques for studying cellular damage and pathogens would be crucial to understanding the aien body on a micro-level.

Unfortunately, his expertise wasn't terribly useful here on substrates and nonhomogeneously deposited layers of meta films.

In fact, Tomiko was the only one of the three who knew her way around an eectronic map. When sheld been younger, her
indulgent parents, busy celebrities, had smiled upon everything she wanted to do. One of her hobbies at age thirteen had been
building circuit boards in alittle garage workshop in Sausdlito.

Improvise, she thought. Now.

Tossing her shoulder-length black hair away from her face, she rapped her knuckles on the gold wall, felt the solid metal, then
looked down the twisted circuit lines. Somewhere, in dl that mess, one tiny pathway was broken. Shouldn't be hard to find it—if
we have a million years or so.

“I'll go first.” Wilcox gave her a cocky grin. “Just like in one of your dad's movies. Remember Terrorist Tower?”

Her parents were martia-arts film star Nolan Brad-dock and Japanese Olympic ice skater Kira Satsuya, but Tomiko had never



wanted anything to do with living in the public eye. “ Garrett, you're so full of yourself, you should've brought an extra backpack to
carry your leftover ego.”

“That's what you like about me, Tomiko—my self-confidence and my total assurance.” He raised his eyebrows.

“What | like about you is you're the only person avalable,” she said. “Not like | have much choice around here”

“You bet. That's the drawback of working inside a secret mountain complex.” Wilcox sprang high and released a squirt from his
compressed-gas jetpack. Within moments, he cleared the top of the barrier and landed on the upper surface. “King of the
mountain!”

Over the suit radio, Dr. Pirov said, “Amusing, Captain Wilcox, but it does not help us complete our mission. The clock is
running. Our miniaturization field is set to dissipate in fifty-three minutes.” His voice sounded paper-dry.

Tomiko removed severd pieces of equipment from her belt. “Okay, let's move it. Teking a test reading.” She placed sonic
inducers againgt the rippled gold wall and tucked a receiver pickup into her left ear. Concentrating, Tomiko sent a pulse into the
metal. When it rang out like a gong, she studied the scrambled oscilloscope screen in front of her, noting acoustical wave patterns
that showed the homogeneity of the circuit path. “No voids or impurities.”

“Then this is not the trouble spot,” Pirov said with an exhausted sigh. “We will have to check someplace else. Do you have
suggestions, Ms. Braddock?’

Wilcox leaned over the abrupt edge and waved. “Hey, come on up!”

Tomiko stared up a the sheer gold wal like a mountain climber ready for a chalenge. “Let's get a gnat's-eye view, Doctor P.
Like Captain Wilcox suggests.”

She coiled her muscular legs and jumped. At this size, with virtually no body weight, gravity had only the tiniest hold. Using her
jetpack, she skimmed aong the endless cliff face until she reached the golden plateau.

Exhilarated, Tomiko swiveled around and added another spurt of gas to counteract her motion. Wilcox reached out to catch her,
but she didn't need his help. She landed on al fours on the sprawling surface.

Wilcox scanned the electronic blueprint. “I'm making sure we're in the right place. The technicians set us down within a very
smdl error tolerance... but | don't like that word ‘error.' ”

On the hand-held screen, he displayed the complex ULS! circuit map. A blip showed their location. Unfortunately, the dot itself
was larger than several blocks of circuit paths. Not much help there. He tried to dign the blueprint with paralle lines and
intersecting overpasses, connected metal pathways doped with impurities to create semiconductor switches and electron gates.

“This place looks like the L.A. freeway system, only designed by someone on hdlucinogenic drugs.’

“Figure it out, Garrett. Just think of it as avideo game”

Tomiko knew the basic principles of large-scale integrated circuits. A thin metd film was deposited on a dice of semiconductor,
usually germanium or silicon. Shining through a mask, short-wavelength x-ray lithography exposed the circuit pattern, which was
then etched away, leaving only a dense lace of microscopic wires, finer than split hairs. The whole circuit, smaler than a thumbnail,
contained millions of transistors and linking wires in a complete super-processing and memory unit.

The team was supposed to discover why the pattern didn't work, but it was just a practice exercise. Their real mission into the
dien capsule would begin that afternoon. They had to prove themselves here first, one last time.

Wilcox finally pinpointed their position. He frowned. “Two paths from where we're supposed to be. We need to cross over to
the right circuit line.”

“Okay, let's move it.” She gestured over the edge to the old medica specialist standing like an ant below. “Come on up, Doctor
P, and drop down your guy wire. | might need to catch you.” She knew how tough it could be to maneuver againgt ar currents and
random molecular motion &t their tiny size.

Far below, the ederly Russian man leaped into the air with a burst of compressed gas. As she'd feared, the doctor shot past the
plateau edge, tumbling without dowing. “Come on, Garrett—grab him.” Tomiko reached out with acrobatic grace to snag the
dangling rope and gave it a short, hard yank. The Newtonian counter-motion lifted her off the surface, but Wilcox caught her just as
Pirov landed hard.

All three studied the maze looping across the silicon plain. Holding up his illuminated circuit map, Wilcox pointed out the lines
and corners they'd need to follow. “There, and then there. Turn right and take that forty-five-degree cross-connector and well find
ourselves in the right spot.”

“All right, Garrett, you've convinced me you're qudified to be a navigator.”

“ And apilot, among my many skills. Just wait until we get inside that dien body, and I'll dazzle you.”

Pirov squinted along the line Wilcox indicated. “I believe | see a dark discontinuity dong the path.” From his belt, he removed a
amal pair of Soviet-made high-powered binoculars. “ That flaw may be what we were sent to find.”

“Let's go have a look. Well go faster usng the jetpacks, and we need to learn how to maneuver with them anyway.” Wilcox
looked over at Tomiko. “Want to race?’

Pirov looked at his watch, concerned. “Forty-four minutes remaining.”

“Plenty of time.” Tomiko fired her jets and sailed dong, the barest fraction of a millimeter above the intricate surface. “Follow
the yellow-brick road.”

Cruising aong like remoras, the three of them approached the blemish Firov had spotted. It looked like two twisted hairs as big
as telephone poles embedded within the gold wall, pitch black and with an outer structure of layered scaes, like fossilized trees.

“Whoa, what is that?’ Wilcox asked.

At the age of eight, Tomiko had spent aweek in Petrified Forest National Park, while her father filmed his classc Desert Ninjas.
Between takes, Tomiko had climbed fossil tree trunks that were thousands of years old. These blackened stumps before her were
less than a billionth the size of those ancient trees...

“Carbon fibers,” Tomiko said. “A dust speck contaminant left in the deposition process. Let's do a little excaveting, see if that
improves the conductivity.”



Tomiko uncoiled her ropes, kneding at the edge of the soft meta cliff. With afew smacks from her geologica specimen hammer,
she pounded grappling hooks into the gold surface, one line for her, one for Wilcox.

Securing a laser cutter to his hip, the captain commandeered a rope and lowered himself over the edge, as light as a bit of fluff on
the wind. “I'll take the big one.” Grinning, he swayed out over the chasm and let himsdlf drop.

Wilcox had gotten himself a high-level security clearance on a whim. Tomiko suspected the young captain fantasized about
covert operations and Black Program secrets. Being isolated inside a mountain lab was perhaps not the commando work Wilcox had
been imagining, but being one of the world's first micro-explorers was certainly exciting enough.

Moving with meticulous slowness, Dr. Pirov busied himself with his own equipment, setting up leads and contacts. “I will
check it from up here”

Tomiko rappelled down the circuit cliff, holding her weight with just afinger touch on the guy wire. She swung across, widening
her arc, until she could grab the second Sequoia-sized carbon fiber with her feet.

Ready to get to work, she undung her laser and pulled a dust mask over her nose and small chin. Narrowing her amond eyes, she
pointed the cutter beam and melted gold around the embedded carbon fiber. Yellow meta flowed like butter, loosening its hold
around the containment. Then, feding like alumberjack, she diced into the crystalline charcoal.

When Pirov was ready to test, he sent another sonic boost rippling through the circuit path. Didodged ebony flakes floated in
the air. As the echoes and tremors died down, Wilcox's big chunk of carbon impurity broke free. He nearly lost his balance, but
caught on to arugged hunk of dust, then swung on his guy rope. Crumbling black diamonds fdll away like black snow, leaving a scar
in the gold. The tiny fiber tumbled ever so slowly toward the substrate far below.

“First on€'s clear.” He sounded as if he had been racing her. Tomiko kept working on the second protrusion.

Pirov's voice came over the suit radio. “My sonic trace picked up those inclusions, but they are too smdl to hinder current
flow.”

“Great,” Tomiko said. “Now that weve aready done the work.”

“Think of it as practice, Tomiko,” Wilcox said.

“Secure yourself and keep grounded, both of you,” Pirov warned. “ Stay away from the metal. | am sending an electron pulse to
map surrounding terrain.”

Wilcox swung out on his rope and straddled the blackened carbon trunk of the second impurity next to Tomiko. The carbon
smeared his pant legs with soot, but the microscopic particles could not penetrate the miniaturization fiedld and would vanish as
S00n as he regrew to proper size.

“Hey, Tomiko, I've seen you making eyes at Major Devlin whenever he isn't looking.” Wilcox leaned close with what he thought
was his irresistible smile. Give the guy an inch... “Trying to make me jedous, | think.”

“Not achance.”

He misunderstood her answer. “What's wrong with Devlin? He's Air Force, and so was his dad— he's okay.”

Tomiko marveled at how simple and straightforward the man's life must be. “ Retired Air Force, and | wouldn't make a move on
him. Not until he's ready.”

“Ready? How many years is he going to wait? His wife died... what, five years ago? | don't see him moping around and grieving
for her dl the time.”

Tomiko rolled her dark eyes. “You don't see much of anything, Garrett. Obviously, you've never had a genuine emotional
attachment.”

“Thank you.”

“That's why I'm only passing time with you.” “Clear, please!” Pirov yelled from above, his voice raspy.

Tomiko held on to the carbon pillar. An eectrical burst surged aong the circuit ling, glowing like heat lightning. After the
shimmers flooded past, she crawled to the end of the impurity and went back to work extracting the black stump, though it wasn't
the primary problem. She just hated to leave ajob unfinished.

“1 have additional readings now,” Pirov said over the suit radio. “There is some kind of discontinuity up ahead. A maor defect.
We must fix that in order to accomplish our objective.”

Tomiko used the laser's intense, microfine light on the carbon trunk until the second bundle broke away. The black cylinder
rolled against the wall, bounced on random air currents, then did to the substrate. “For aesthetic reasons,” she said to Wilcox.

The two scrambled up rappelling ropes to the top. The Russian doctor checked his mission chronometer. “ Twenty-three
minutes remaining.”

“Then let's not wait around.” Wilcox jetted off, and Tomiko shot after him. The three team members traveled toward a
shimmering change of color and light reflectance in the distance.

When they crossed a boundary between different meta tracks lad down in opposing film layers, Tomiko saw the reason the
prototype ULSl chip had failed.

She stared. “Now that's what I'd cdl abig problem.”

Chapter 4
Thursday, 10:06 a.m.
During the three-hour drive across Cdifornids flat Central Valey, Devlin kept his mysterious slence even in the face of Arnold
Freeth's obsessive enthusiasm. Curiosity was eating the UFO expert dive.

“Where did this dien come from, Major Devlin? What condition is it in? What... exactly is my role in this?’

Devlin didn't want to let details dip about the Project. Not yet. “It's a sedled package, Mr. Freeth, straight from a crashed flying
saucer. We don't even know if the dien's dive.”

Freeth looked adarmed. “You don't want me to perform an autopsy, do you? |—uh, just hosted that video, you know. How are
we going to study the specimen?’

Devlin flashed a secretive smile. “No autopsies. We have a much more innovative technique for investigation.” He refused to say



more.

Before leaving, while Devlin stood waiting on the sunny sidewalk, the UFO expert had bustled around in his “suite,” packing a
smart-looking briefcase and a snappy garment bag. He had dressed in a stylish tweed sport jacket with suede patches on the
elbows, cinched on atie, added socks and soft black loafers.

“No need to dress up, Mr. Freeth. The project will provide you with an appropriate uniform.” Devlin thought of how much
more comfortable it would be to get back into a Proteus jumpsuit again. This tie was strangling him.

“It's aquestion of image, Mgor Devlin.” Freeth dung his briefcase and garment bag into the back seat. “In my line of work, |
always run the risk of being branded a kook, and | have faced the worst that hecklers can dish out. Thus, | make a concerted effort
to look as respectable as possible.”

Across the street, the old man continued to water his oleanders. The housewife ushered her yapping dog into the garage.
Everyone watched as Devlin and Freeth drove off.

Bursting with enthusiasm, Freeth was content to hold up both ends of a conversation as they left San Francisco behind. He
launched into his beloved topic, asif intent on earning his consulting fee from the moment he stepped into the car.

“1 assume you know about the exploded spacecraft over Sheriain 19087 Some people cdl it the Tunguska meteor, but evidence
clearly shows it was an dien ship that suffered some sort of accident. Trees were flattened in a distinctive radid pattern for miles
around, and no debris was ever found.”

Devlin watched the farmland flash by as he accelerated, driving with one hand on the steering whedl. “We don't have any debris
either. Just some sort of protective pod.” Hed flown enough experimenta aircraft that a simple highway jaunt like this generated
no excitement. He drove ten miles over the speed limit, slipping past large trucks, some piled high with hay baes, others holding
cattle or horses. “And our flying saucer came down near the Caspian Sea, not out in Siberia”

“The Russians have dl the luck,” Freeth said, then brightened. “Well, we have our opportunities on this side of the world, too.
Everybody knows about the abduction of Barney and Betty Hill, and the mass sightings of UFOs over Mexico City and Sdlida,
Colorado.”

“Oh, sure.” Devlin had never heard of either one. “Common cocktail party conversations across the country.” He pulled out to
pass a dow red Ford pickup, but drifted back into his own lane when he couldn't see more than fifty feet in front of him.

Freeth continued, as if Devlin had encouraged him. “On July 19, 1952, Washington, D.C., radar picked up eight unidentified
targets in restricted airspace over the White House. Significant, eh? Air traffic controllers a National Airport contacted Andrews
Air Force Base, and airmen there watched an orange firebdl circle in the sky, then zip away at impossible speed. But when
questioned, the Combat Officer from Andrews said he had referred the matter to a ‘higher authority’ and was not concerned about
it.”

As the road wound into the Sierra foothills, the traffic remained annoying. Devlin couldn't remember if this was a Friday or a
holiday weekend; it had been too long since held paid attention to a caendar.

Freeth reveled in having a captive audience. “Nobody even bothered to report the White House incident to Captain Edward
Ruppelt, the man assigned to run Project Blue Book, the officia investigation into flying saucers. Ruppelt had to read about it in
the newspapers, and by then it was too late. It's like the Air Force was trying to cover up something important.”

Devlin accelerated in a short passing lane up a steep incline dogged with trucks. He didn't have time for aleisurely drive. “I'm an
Air Force man myself, Mr. Freeth.”

“1 knew you had to be military, even in a suit and tie. | could tell by your haircut.”

Without losing his cam, Devlin scooted around a dairy truck, dipped back to his own side of the road as the lane vanished again,
then slipped over to the left to pass a gasoline tanker. He emerged ahead of the dog just as a sharp curve—and an oncoming Chevy
pickup—blocked his view.

Kelli had aways closed her eyes when he drove like this.

Freeth sgquawked as they came up fast on a dented guard rail.

Devlin accelerated around the corner, keeping two tires on the pavement and spitting only a little gravel from the shoulder. He
avoided the drop-off by at least haf afoot.

White-knuckled, Freeth gripped the armrest as if he were trying to strangle it. He squeezed his eyes shut and recited information,
distracting himsdlf. “The Air Force investigation was ajoke. It started in 1947 with Project Sign, which concluded in a Top Secret
memo that said, "'The phenomenon reported is something read and not visionary or fictitious." That's a direct quote, thanks to the
Freedom of Information Act.”

“Y ou memorize that stuff?’

“Just the important parts. It's the only way to maintain credibility when you're up against a tough talk-show host.” Freeth
opened his eyes again, relieved to see a straight stretch of road.

“Air Force Chief of Staff General Vandenberg rejected the Project Sign findings, ordered the whole report destroyed, then
reformed the organization as Project Grudge—the name tells it all—with instructions that al reports were to be evaluated 'on the
premise that UFOs couldn't exist.' ” Freeth shook his head. “Good old military objectivity.”

Devlin grunted, keeping his smile to himself. “Roger that. And they concluded that the sightings were meteors, temperature
inversions, weather baloons, sundogs, lenticular clouds.” He had seen dl of those phenomena himself in his flying days. “Up to
and including the planet VVenus, right?’

“So they said. But even the brass wasn't convinced by Project Grudge, so they kick-started the investigation again in 1952, this
time as Project Blue Book. They issued Regulation 200-2, which gave officid instructions for reporting and investigating UFO
sghtings. Paragraph 9 states in no uncertain terms that information will be given to the public only for cases that have been
positively explained and identified. Any sightings that couldn't be brushed aside remained classified.” He looked at Devlin with an
indignant expression, asif he expected him to argue. “Who knows what's till lurking in their secret files?’

Devlin knew better than to argue, especialy after the dien lifepod held seen with his own eyes.



“Project Blue Book fizzled due to lack of funding, lack of support... and lack of authority. The low-ranking officers in charge
couldn't get the cooperation they needed, and so the group was officidly disbanded in 1969.” Freeth leaned over until he was
whispering in Devlin's ear. “But reports kept coming in, and the dusty old files contained so much evidence that only the most
unimaginative and stubborn people refused to believe in extraterrestrials.”

Devlin kept a straight face. “Don't over-estimate open minds, Mr. Freeth. People till insisted the Earth was flat for quite a few
centuries after they should have known better.”

The Siarras crouched before them in a line of rugged hills, brown-grass chaparral darkened with live oak and mesquite. Devlin
took aleft off the main highway while other drivers headed in a caravan toward Y osemite, or south to Kings Canyon and Sequoia
National Parks.

Freeth glanced over at the back of Devlin's head, asif looking for a smdl screw at the base of his neck. “I recently conducted a
survey, Major Devlin. Ninety percent of Americans believe that extraterrestrial spacecraft are being kept a Area 51 in Nevada. The
same percentage believes that a saucer crashed at Roswell, probably the most inept cover-up in U.S. history.”

Devlin whipped around another curve, making Freeth swallow convulsively.

“I've sold over amillion copies of my video. That's domestic and international. People do want to beieve. The government can't
keep everything hidden from us, you know. No matter how hard you try.”

Devlin gave him atolerant smile. “I'm not trying to hide anything, Mr. Freeth. I'm taking you there, remember?’

The expert clenched his hand over one knee; his freckled face yielded a suspicious frown. “Why exactly are you being friendly
with me, Major Devlin?’

“Just afriendly sort of guy, | guess.”

Devlin turned onto a poorly marked county road and left the last remnants of rura traffic behind. Normally, he might have been
concerned about giving away the route to the hidden Proteus Facility, but Arnold Freeth was paying no attention to the trip.

Devlin had to reassess his opinion of the UFO expert. He was not just a gullible nerd who'd found his niche in life. He was a
credulous firebrand—quick to believe assertions, and just as quick to defend his beliefs—but he wasn't unintelligent, and his
passion was red. Devlin couldn't fault the guy for that.

According to Freeth's dossier, he hdd a bachelor's degree in astronomy and another in sociology from the University of
Cdifornia at Berkeley. Freeth had published numerous articles and essays, some of them quite compelling to the open-minded; he'd
been noticed in mainstream magazines as well as stacks of UFO tabloids.

Freeth was an articulate speaker who delivered an intriguing lecture. His passion was enough to keep him circulating on an
endless quest through Rotary Clubs and public libraries to deliver his message to anyone who would listen. And he had the energy
for it.

Devlin finally dowed as he found a gravel road that switchbacked up a granite mountainside. Pon-derosa pines clutched any
pocket of fertile soil. Where chaparral grasses grew tall, white butterflies flitted about, seeking weeds and thistles that hadn't yet
died in the summer dryness. The sedan bounced up and down on the rutted road, tossing Freeth against his seat belt. Devlin had
driven this route enough times to know how fast he could go without jarring the rearview mirror loose.

“We were very careful with that dissection video,” the UFO expert said, his teeth chattering together in the rough ride. “We
knew people would look for any flaw, and so we took the greatest care to anayze the footage. We made sure there was a clock on
the wall at dl times. The camera ran continuously, the doctors moved about but never blocked any key view. Specid effects
experts from Hollywood were convinced it couldn't possibly have been faked.” He looked smug. “Computer analysis studied the
film grain, searching for discrepancies. There were none.”

“As a person would expect,” Devlin said, “if it was red. You convinced Dr. Cynthia Tyler in our project. That's why you're
here”

Freeth responded as if Devlin hed inserted a quarter into amachine. “Still, some people will always be skeptical. They want to
lose their sense of wonder. They don't believe in the marvels of the universe.”

Freeth was accustomed to getting laughed at, to being the butt of jokes. His voice took on a different tone now, as if hoping hed
found an dly in Devlin. “Has our society become so cynical that it's a joke to believe in something? Should a person be ashamed
because he trusts in the inexplicable? Say, how is that different from the religious faith that churches have been spouting for two
thousand years? Should we accept only what the government tells us to?’

Freeth took out acomb and reflexively stroked his dishwater-brown hair back into place. “1 pity people who can't see wonder in
the world, people who've become so cynicdl that their lives are dl dull and clear-cut.”

Devlin came around the last blind curve between tal pines to a sheer granite face and a fenced-in compound. “Ah, here we are.
Welcome to Project Proteus.”

Chain-link fences and high shrubbery surrounded the unmarked facility, tall transmitting towers, and satellite dishes. Guards
stood at the entrance. Devlin brought the sedan to a halt in front of the gate and looked at the intense man in the passenger seat.

“Mr. Freeth, you areiin for atreat.”

Chapter 5
Thursday, 10:10 a.m.
It was the opportunity of alifetime, and no one was going to take it from her.

Dr. Cynthia Tyler stood in the sealed containment room, surrounded by every piece of nondestructive scanning equipment
available to Proteus scientists. She leaned over the weirdly beautiful dien lifepod, feding like the child who had the largest present
under the Christmas tree.

The extraterrestrial specimen took her bresth away.

Proteus technicians, wearing full anti-contamination gear like herself, used ddlicate instruments to clesn and analyze the pod.
Every step of the process was photographed and videotaped, so that the detailed records could be studied later. And in case
anything went wrong.



Though the sedled container had been hosed off before it was crated and shipped to the United States, globs of Caucasus mud
remained caked within the convoluted hieroglyphics. Metalic lines laced the shdll like a complex circuit diagram, or blood vessels.

She till hadn't been able to determine if the specimen insde was even dive.

Behind her helmet faceplate, Dr. Tyler had high cheekbones and a narrow chin. Her shoulder-length blond hair was kinked and
frizzed, because a perm required minimal maintenance. Her deep brown eyes and dark eyebrows led some to infer that she bleached
her hair—a fase impression, since Cynthia Tyler had no time for such things, and certainly no vanity toward her appearance. She
was proud of other things about herself, had never wanted to do the Michelangelo routine on her face and hair. Sheld seen some
women whose makeup tables looked like a chemical weapons armory, their suite of hair-care products better stocked than Tyler's
analytical chemistry laboratories.

Instead, she preferred to keep her brain conditioned and tangle-free.

Tyler used moistened cloths with gentle solvents to clean grime from the pod's window panels. “There's not a scratch.” She
rubbed her gloved finger dong the smooth, dightly fogged porthole. She already had enough materid for at least one journd article,
probably more. She tried to prioritize the most prestigious publications in her head. “This thing's ship exploded, and the pod
dropped two thousand feet without a parachute and dammed into a mountain.” She shook her head, looking at the technicians.
“Not anick, not amark.”

“That means it's going to be tough to get the pod open,” said one man.

Tyler studied the incomprehensible patterns that formed a protective web around the tough materia. “Too many integrated
systems, and we don't understand the controls. Unless we're careful, we could cause irreparable damage.” If the pod hadn't been sent
here, Russian scientists would probably have bludgeoned it open already. “We don't want to waste an opportunity like this.”

Director Hunter's voice boomed over the containment-chamber intercom. “Our agreement with Deputy Foreign Minister
Garamov is to complete dl investigations in situ, Cynthia. We have no idea what sort of infectious microorganisms might be carried
by a being from another planet. We must maintain absolute sterilization precautions. We will not open the container under any
circumstances.”

Tyler spread her gloved hands. “Director, we're sedled insde a secret mountain facility, within an armored chamber rated for Hot
Zone investigations, certified against the most infectious diseases on Earth.” The technicians wore padded spacesuits and breathed
through respirator pumps that made them dl sound like Darth Vader with a head cold. “What more do you want?’ You're
cramping my style, Felix.

Hunter stood by his control deck in the VIP observation deck above, like amedical professor watching a delicate operation from
asurgica galery. “I'm paid to be cautious. Who's to say that our most infectious terrestrial microorganisms aren't featherweights
compared to what this creature carries as benign germs?’

Tyler's brow furrowed behind her transparent face shield. “Have you been watching that silly Andromeda Strain movie again,
Fdix? Look, something that doesn't use our biochemistry can't be infectious, any more than | can catch the flu from an iguana
Earth's ecosystem would poison any dien bacteria, or they would just starve to death.”

“Not good enough, Cynthia.” Hunter remained cam.

Before its arrival in the dead of night, eight hours previously, she had considered the possibility that the “specimen” might be an
elaborate hoax, though she couldn't fathom why the Russian government would promulgate such a fake. To make American
scientists look foolish and gullible? That made no sense.

Hunter had reassured her. “1 know Vasili Garamov, and he's a very careful man. Extremely careful. | can't believe held be taken in
by a carniva sideshow.” The Deputy Foreign Minister himself would arrive that afternoon, straight from Russia. She convinced
herself that Garamov would never show his face here if he had any doubt in his mind.

No meatter how preposterous it might seem, Hunter had convinced Tyler that the dien must be genuine, and she had begun to
cdculate how much scientific clout she could earn from this. While waiting for the convoy to arrive, Tyler had studied the images
sent on a secure telephone unit facsimile from the crash site in the Caucasus. The STU fax had been short on details, but the dien
looked strikingly similar to what she had aready seen on a popularized video of a purported “dien dissection.” Tyler had found
footage from the dissection video (dong with immediate ordering information) on the Internet.

She had rushed to Hunter with the news. “This tape might be red, too, Fdix. Look at the smilar bone structure, its face, its
limbs. If it's indeed the same kind of extraterrestrial creature, we ought to bring aboard the man who performed this dissection.” She
knew how useful Arnold Freeth's expertise could be, even if it meant sharing authorship credit on some of the articles.

Hunter had frowned, his dark eyes sincere but skeptical. His voice as deep and commanding, with a sonorous bass timbre. He
stroked his mustache as he pondered. “Dr. Tyler, those videos are widely believed to be ambitious fakes. The men responsible
always disappear upon closer investigation, dong with any trace of the actua specimens. It would be folly to bring a charlatan into
our sophisticated research project.”

Tyler had pointed to the specimen inside the pod, tapping her gloved finger on the misty glass. “But there are diens. This man
may be the only specialist we can find, and you don't want to include him? Can we afford to take the chance?’

“Cynthia, | remind you that weve barely got a day of turnaround before we have to return the specimen to the Russian
government.”

She had smiled, intense dark eyes making her face seem tighter, sharper. “The man lives in the Bay Area, Fdix, only a few hours
from here. How could he turn down our invitation?’

Though she didn't admit as much, she was a bit skeptical about the video herself. As a doctor, Tyler would have performed
certain procedures differently if she'd had an extraterrestrial cadaver spread out on an operating table. But till...

In the end, Director Hunter had capitul ated.

Now, while Major Devlin went to retrieve Arnold Freeth, Tyler performed her preliminary anaysis without opening the
armored lifepod. Sheld been at work since daybreak, not even noticing how hot and sweaty her anti-contamination suit had become.

She looked up to the VIP observation deck again. “Director, the dien corpus resists dl norma attempts at nondestructive



probing.” She punched a button on her display screen. Every image was smeared, filled with static, showing only the blurriest
outlines. “Nuclear magnetic resonance, CT scans, thermal maps, x-rays—everything is blocked. We can't see deeper than the skin
surface.”

Hunter flicked on the microphone from the VIP deck. “Is the capsule itself the problem? A defense mechanism of some kind?’

She shook her head, but the voluminous flexible helmet masked her gesture. “Weve got plenty of readings on the eectronics and
design of this pod— Magjor Devlin will be thrilled to study them. They're an engineer's dream come true.” She tapped the curved
surface again. “No, the dien body itself seems to scramble signds. It blurs al our readings into static.”

“That doesn't make any sense, Cynthia,” Hunter said.

“You're tdling me. Just let me think about it alittle longer. I'm sure | can figure this out.”

Tyler had been divorced twice by the age of forty-two. During the breakup with her first husband, to avoid the pain, she had
dived deeper into her research. Later, she'd married a colleague who shared her interests, but shed managed to drive him away, too.
“You are avery passionate woman, Cynthia,” he'd told her, “but it's not the kind of passion a husband wants.”

Though she had accomplished much in her life and convinced many people of her skills, Tyler kept trying to prove hersdf, and
in the process she had a tendency to run over innocent bystanders. She had excdled in school, in research; shed won awards,
published controversial papers. But she kept raising the bar to make it harder for herself.

And now she had the most remarkable specimen in history right in front of her. Just out of reach.

Tyler looked a the unsatisfactory scan images, feding frustrated and stifled. “We aren't going to get much more with the
equipment in this chamber. There's only one way to find the information we need. You know it, Felix, and so do I.”

Hunter agreed. “ That's why the specimen was brought here, Cynthia. Well need to send ateam insde.”

Chapter 6

Thursday, 10:18 a.m.

On the complex ULS circuit, the discontinuity in metalic paths left a yawning gulf. “It's the Grand Canyon of microchips.”
Garrett Wilcox surveyed the open gap, as if assessing whether he could jump across it with a motorcycle.

Beside him, Tomiko saw where the deposited line of gold should have intersected a copper tracing, but the two had not merged.
One edge had slumped and flowed sideways like lava detouring onto the slicon substrate.

Dr. Pirov looked at the gep in dismay. “We have no equipment to rebuild that. And we obviously do not have the time.” He
looked at his mission chronometer again. “ Twenty minutes before field integrity begins to degrade.”

Tomiko tossed her deek hair behind her shoulders. “ Still have to fix the breach and get out of here”

“You bet. With the three of us we must have brought enough chewing gum and duct tape,” Wilcox said.

Tomiko put her hands on her dender hips and studied the microscopic strata. The opal gray of silicon was layered with metal
films and silicon dioxide, like sedimentary rock made of insulators and semiconductors, gates and electron paths. The ULSl circuit
was designed to process instructions millions of times faster than previous generations of chips. If it functioned properly.

Wilcox turned to Tomiko and lowered his voice. “Any idess?’

“Not ready to give up yet.” She heaved a sigh. “Electricity doesn't care how pretty the road is, just as long as there's a
throughway. Since we don't have time to do reconstructive surgery, let's hope a simple bandage works.”

“Piece of cake, then.” Wilcox unshouldered his laser cutter. “Come on, Tomiko, let's generate a little hest.”

Staying close together, she and Wilcox worked their way down the rubble-strewn slope where the deposited gold had faled to
connect with the river of copper. Tomiko and Wilcox took large, bounding strides, while the old Russian doctor picked his way
cautiously behind them.

At the bottom of the junction, Tomiko fired up her laser cutter. “Okay, let's move it.” She and the young captain shone their
beams at full-power, wide-dispersal onto the leading edge of the gold glacier. Heat dissipated through the petrified metd waterfall.
The beams pounded the gold, softening it until the barrier sumped.

“I like this,” Wilcox said.

Pirov kept a careful watch on the time. “We must begin our exit a full five minutes before we lose miniaturization field integrity.
It is now thirteen minutes before we must return to the pickup point.”

Wilcox made a pooh-poohing sound. “ There's abig safety factor before we start to grow back. Five or ten minutes at least.”

“Once the metd starts flowing, well finish up here fast enough.” Tomiko continued to play the beam until the gold moved like
chocolate toward the copper junction. “I've done work like this before, though on alarger scale”

While her father had gone off to shoot movies and her mother skated in glamorous traveling ice shows, Tomiko had stayed at
home, making circuit boards to drive crude erector-set machines. She read Popular Electronics, wrote away for kits in the classified
ads, and assembled them herself.

She had followed printed circuit patterns, using a masonite baseboard coated with copper fail, spraying it with light-sensitive
resist film. She drew her own stencil patterns as the mask, then developed the boards like an amateur photographer, leaving copper
lines behind. With tweezers she hand-stuffed wires into the appropriate circuit holes and soldered transistors into place.

Tomiko's parents wanted to help her become a star, just like them. Her father had even gotten her cast as a hard-fighting
streetwise waif in Little Orphan Assassin, in which Tomiko played the ten-year-old daughter of a gunned-down hit man. Nolan
Brad-dock had been the kindly FBI agent keeping her safe while rival mobsters tried to rub out the rest of her family.

Tomiko had stolen many hearts in that film, but though her parents loved to perform for crowds, she preferred to perform for
hersdf and meet her own chalenges. Such as being miniaturized and attempting a quickie repair job on a complicated computer
chip...

Realistically, Tomiko couldn't believe it would ever be cost-effective for tiny crews to slap together repairs on an ultra-complex
integrated circuit. Such chips were designed to be mass produced, and not even the most sophisticated ULSl circuit would ever
warrant such tender loving care.

But this was only a test mission, practice before the team went inside an dien body. They dl had to be at the peak of their



capabilities.

Next, Wilcox swung his beam over to the copper wall, playing heat over the rough surface until it shimmered orange. The two
rivers of metal streamed toward each other until the circuit paths collapsed together and fused into a dam. Now the eectrons could
flow through, and the circuit would function as designed. Almost finished.

“We have seven minutes,” Pirov said. “Please hurry.”

Tomiko raised the heat to complete her work. “Ready to get out of here?’

Wilcox relentlessly concentrated his beam on the aready-molten copper. Unexpectedly, the metals began to boil.

“Hey, enough, Garrett.” Tomiko yanked her laser away and switched off the beam.

Hot globules boiled off, wavering spheres bound by liquid-metal surface tension. They sprayed upward, then drifted down in an
avalanche of hardening, molten metdl.

Tomiko jumped into the air, levitating with her jetpack and dodging the hot spheres that drifted around them. For a moment, it
looked like a cascade of sparkling balls from the sky, as if someone were throwing metal flowers to celebrate the team's victory.
Then a hot globule passed in front of her face like a comet, and Tomiko felt its blistering warmth, saw the shimmering
crystallization of its cooling skin. She bent backward like areed, out of its way.

Wilcox dove under the rain of molten metd. “Before | cdl a retreat, weve got to verify that the circuit works.” One of the
trembling spheres crashed into the floor next to him, but the team captain dodged to the left. When it struck, the globule burst its
hardened outer skin and spilled hot metal in a puddle.

With spare movements and careful precision, Wilcox dropped to his knees and removed eectrical leads from his test pack.
“Sending another pulse through.” He slapped down one and then another onto the gold surface. Wilcox glanced over his shoulder,
raising his eyebrows at Tomiko.

With the hot spheres till raining down, Pirov crouched, trying to make himsdlf even smaller. “We should get out of here” he
said inatiny voice.

“Watch out, Doctor P!I” Tomiko swung the laser cutter and vaporized a globule that tumbled toward the old man. The Russian
ducked in surprise. The metal blob ruptured into smaller cooling spheres, which spread out like gumballs floating backward in the
ar, crackling as they cooled.

“Everybody clear!” Lifting his feet off the surface, Wilcox sent a test pulse into the connector. The metal walls thrummed as a
surge of electrons smashed into the newly fused gold and copper microwires—and flowed through. “You bet!” He did a little
victory dance. “Full connection.”

Then a shimmering ball of molten copper crashed into his right leg, splattering hot metal. He screamed.

Tomiko was already in the air, knocking him away from a second fdling sphere. Wilcox writhed, grabbing at his leg and burning
his fingertips on the coating of liquid metal. The fabric of his jumpsuit snapped and smoked; the flesh underneath sizzled as his
skin and muscles cooked.

Tomiko held him down, shouting for Pirov. “Come on, Doctor P! Need your help here” The splattered metal had hardened into
acrust, but continued to burn. Tomiko made a snap decision and grabbed the hot crystalline edges with her fingers, blistering her
hands as she pried the copper off, exposing the angry wound.

Wilcox's jumpsuit had charred entirely away, and the burn dug deep into the cocky young captain's thigh muscle. The smell of
cooked meat overpowered the sharp tang of hot metal. He moaned, biting back another scream.

“Come on, be atough guy, Garrett,” Tomiko said close to his face. “ Now's the time to show off for me.” Wilcox grabbed her am
and squeezed it in a death grip.

Dr. Pirov turned his head from side to side, asif searching for miraculous outside help. He looked as if he wanted to back away.
“That wound is too deep, too severe. We should wait until we return to normal size, then we can take him to the Proteus
infirmary.” He nodded quickly. “They will know what to do.”

“Forget that. He needs help right away,” Tomiko said, ready to dap him across the face. “Do something for him now. Come on,
you're a doctor.”

Shaken, Pirov snatched packets from his first-aid kit. “But we have less than five minutes.” He jabbed Wilcox with a morphine
syringe. “I never had much of a bedside manner, you see. My instructors told me | could establish more rapport with a dissection
cadaver than with living patients.” He spoke quickly, as if to cdm himsef rather than Wilcox. “That is why | went into anatomy
rather than medica practice.”

Though dazed, Pirov wrapped the gaping burn with dl the gauze he carried. Bodily fluids began to soak through the wrappings.

“See, Garrett. You just needed a little bandage.” Tomiko touched the blond hair at his temple, the streaming sweat on his grayish
skin. Imminent shock. The morphine began to take effect.

“Got to head for the exit point. Doctor P, help me carry him.” She snatched up the captain's discarded laser cutter and tucked it
under her arm. If she left the piece of equipment behind, it would grow back to normal size and crush the ddicate chip. “No time
for caution. Just get to the edge”

She and Pirov grabbed Wilcox under each arm, then raised him with their jetpacks. The wounded captain hung like a dead weight
between them. They streaked dong low to the surface, trying to get enough thrust from the compressed ges to maintain stability as
random air currents jolted them. They climbed higher until the convoluted circuit looked like atiny city seen from an airplane.

But the paths beneath her began to look smaller, the lines finer. “Growing already. Keep moving.”

Tomiko could not sense the weakening miniaturization field, but she increased the outflow of gas from her jetpack nozzle. As
the team members enlarged, their mass incressed proportionately, and the smal gas jets could not provide enough lift and
propulsion. The tiny packs had been designed only for use at sizes where air resistance meant a lot and gravity counted for little.

Now, as they grew heavier, the jets couldn't keep up, and Tomiko began to fal. She and Pirov could barely keep Wilcox's boots
from dragging dong the surface of the ULS circuit.

Ahead, beyond the edge of the chip, Tomiko could see the bright, pulsing glow of the miniaturization room, although everything



seemed light years away. She could discern no details of the technicians or equipment. Not yet.

She hoped Director Hunter had a medical team standing by. They had no time to stop and set up atransmission.

Wilcox finally ceased his writhing and dangled unconscious. “Only a few more minutes, Garrett,” she said, though he couldn't
hear.

At ladt, jetpacks sputtering, the team members crossed the edge of the circuitry paths. To the Proteus crew outside, they were
aready visible, the size of small insects.

Director Hunter said into his voice pickup, unaware of the accident, “Good work, team. Weve tested the circuit, and the error in
the chip has been corrected.” His voice sounded deep and pervasive inside their suit radios.

“Felix, get an emergency medica tech in here, now!” she shouted into the open link. “Garrett's hurt.”

Stll growing, Tomiko and Pirov dropped to the lab floor and landed heavily as the now-useless jetpacks gave out. She tried to
shield Wilcox from the impact, letting him tumble on top of her.

The Russian doctor straightened beside Tomiko, looking perplexed and embarrassed by his own helpless reaction.

While the team approached normal size, two emergency medical technicians hurried toward them like lumbering giants. “Better
get a stretcher, take him to the infirmary,” Tomiko caled, her voice smal and piping as she grew. “Let's move it herel”

Hunter rushed forward. “What happened?’

The medica techs hustled Wilcox out of the room, carrying him through the double doors. They took readings, keeping up a
running chatter about the best treatment.

“Big problem, Fdix.” Even shaken, Tomiko forced a no-nonsense tone into her voice. She tossed Wilcox's retrieved laser cutter
to the floor. “You've got to launch amission in afew hours—and now you don't have a pilot for the ship.”

Chapter 7

Thursday, 10:48 a.m.

Awed by the successively camouflaged fences inside the Proteus Facility, Arnold Freeth climbed out of the government sedan.
Amazement blossomed on his freckled face, and his eyes grew progressively wider. “You've redly got an dien body in there, don't
you? My God, you want me to—"

A Marine MP in a private-security-guard uniform swung the first sallyport gate shut and padlocked it. He glanced at Devlin's
badge and ID, then saluted. “We've been expecting you, sir. Director Hunter needs to see you immediately.”

“On my way.” He knew that Fdix, frazzled with al the last-minute urgent preparations for the mission, probably wanted to
double-check something about the Mote. Devlin gestured for Freeth to follow him into the perimeter, shoes crunching on the packed
gravel.

The UFO expert stretched his neck, risking whiplash as he tried to stare everywhere a once. The high granite bluffs were
streaked with black from dgee and rain runoff; Ponderosa pines whispered in the breezes, relessing a sun-warmed, resiny scent.

“Not much of a secret installation, right out in the open. Not at dl like Area 51.” He sounded as if he spoke from personal
knowledge. “1 expected soldiers with machine guns, razor-wire, motion detectors, land mines...”

Devlin clapped him on a bony shoulder. “If you weren't authorized here, Mr. Freeth, you'd be al too aware of those things.”
They headed toward the cavelike entrance.

“That tunnel is big enough to drive trucks through.”

“The hard part is driving them up the winding road. Thirty-eight switchbacks. A red headache, especidly in the winter. The
SST from San Francisco took five hours to get here late last night with the aien body.”

“When—when can | seeit?’

“Paperwork first, Mr. Freeth. This is the government, after all.”

Insde the tunnel, aguard sat in a transparent Lexan enclosure surrounded by TV monitors. “Major Devlin! Director Hunter has
asked to see you immediately upon your return. There's been an unexpected change in this afternoon's mission.”

“Roger that, Sergeant.” Devlin took a clipboard the man did through an opening in his windowed enclosure, then gave Freeth a
conspiratoria wink. “There's aways an unexpected change, one way or another, and | aways manage to fix it.” He turned back to
the guard. “I'll go see him as soon as we get Mr. Freeth processed through.”

The UFO expert stiffened with suspicion when he learned they would have to take fingerprints, retind scans, and a badge
photograph, but Devlin cut off the other man's protests about violated civil rights and privacy. “1 can't show you the dien until
you go through the red tape. You know bureaucrats.”

With a discouraged nod, Freeth submitted to the tedious procedures. When the processing guard finaly handed him a laminated
badge on a thin chain, Freeth slipped it over his head and looked unexpectedly pleased with himsdlf.

Devlin led the way dong the painted floor, following bright pools from caged fluorescent lights set into the rugged ceiling. The air
in the entryway had the damp, chalky smell of caves. Deeper inside, the passages were lined with painted concrete and color-keyed
power conduits and pipes. Three-wheeled white Cushman eectric carts hummed dong, carrying packages, supplies, or technicians.

Freeth seemed to be floating with excitement as they passed laboratories and high bays. Airlocks sedled experimental rooms with
ahiss of compressed air. Though intimidated by the size of the complex, he looked as if hed seen the culmination of his life's work.
“Believe me, | knew places like this existed. | knew it. This is like the secret hangars at Edwards Air Force Base in the Mojave
Desert.”

“Actualy, the Mojave is where we grow our giant tarantulas and our mutant radioactive ants,” Devlin sad with mock
seriousness. “Here, we work on something... smaller.”

Big Science had aways enthralled Devlin. Even during his Academy days, when he was just dating Kelli Hunter, hed loved to
tinker beyond the prescripted class experiments, often a the expense of old equipment.

Once, Devlin had modified a C02 laser and accidentally bumped a spinning mirror, which bounced a reflection around the room,
scribing black streaks on the cinderblock walls. The sour-tempered professor—a civilian who was counting the years until he could
move to the Bahamas and sip pifia coladas al day—had banned Devlin from the optics laboratory. After waiting until the professor



went off to a physics conference, Devlin had filled hundreds of plastic cups with water late one night and built an immense
pyramid in front of the man's office door. He added a note, “Can | buy you a drink, Professor?’

When the professor returned from his conference, it took him and his secretary hours to dismantle the barricade, drenching
themselves in the process. Lucky for young Marc Devlin, the professor had made so many enemies among the underclassmen that
held never been able to identify the redl prankster...

Now, as Devlin led Freeth past security checkpoints, the man's expression changed to barely covered anger. “It's amazing what
the government keeps hidden from the taxpayers. Do they think we can't handle knowing about this?’

“Project Proteus is a collaborative effort with American and Russian scientists, a few Europeans, a few Japanese. It's too
big’—he amiled at the irony— “and too important for one country to handle aone.”

Freeth continued to speculate about international conspiracies and military industrial conglomerates. “I've heard there's an engine
that runs by burning distilled water, and another one that gets a hundred miles per gdlon of gas. But, believe me, the oil companies
don't want us to have them. Every one of those inventors was killed in a mysterious accident.”

His muddy eyes showed an edge of panic, asif he was afraid a smilarly mysterious accident would befall him. “And you know
that pharmaceutical companies found a simple cure for cancer a long time ago, but they'll never release it because they make too
much money on al those expensive treatments.”

“Negative, Mr. Freeth.” Devlin's voice grew suddenly cold. He had watched the heroic efforts the oncologists had performed on
Keli, and certainly not because they wanted to keep any miracle pills hidden for their own private use. “You have been
misinformed.”

Though his wife had worked as a medicd technician, she was the last to suspect that something was wrong. She would have
chided patients for ignoring such symptoms, but she hadn't seen a doctor until the ovarian cancer had progressed too far. From that
point, she and Devlin had had very little time |eft together. Far too little...

Amiracle cure, indeed.

Quiet now, Devlin led the UFO expert to alift cage. He tried to focus his thoughts, get back to business. “You'l see everything
with your own eyes soon enough, Mr. Freeth.”

Freeth gripped the metd bars as the caged elevator dropped into the deepest levels. Devlin ushered him into well-lit tunnels that
smelled of paint, lubricants, and recycled air. “Are you ready?’

Freeth nodded vigoroudly, still out of his depth, but refusing to admit it.

The last set of smooth-bore tunnels looked like an underground hospital corridor. Ahead was a Class 1V isolation chamber large
enough to be an operating theater, complete with an observation deck at the ceiling level. Thick bullet-proof glass windows and
armor-reinforced access doors surrounded the chamber. Armed Marines nodded to Devlin as he approached.

“There you go, Mr. Freeth. | hope your expertise serves us well. The team is going inside this afternoon.”

Freeth stepped gingerly forward, cautious but curious. He placed his pams against the large windows, like a child staring into a
closed toy store.

In the middle of the isolation chamber, surrounded by sophisticated analytical and medical apparatus, sat a seded cylindrical
cae like a coffin, or a lifesupport capsule. Its angles and curves seemed entirely wrong, and the sde walls were marked with
stylized hieroglyphics. It did not belong among the chrome and polished surfaces prevalent inside the Proteus Facility.

Visble through the capsule's transparent side and top walls lay a motionless humanoid form, fragile-looking and gray-skinned. It
had an enlarged head, similar to those of the dien visitors that had become so popular in the tabloids. The enormous eyes were
gently closed in Sleep, or death.

“Holy shit! Is this for red?’

“It's very red, Mr. Freeth.” Devlin saw that the UFO expert was gibbering with excitement and pae with shock. “l—uh, hope
you brought aong a clean pair of undershorts.”

“1 can't believe it. Holy shit!”

“And we need you to help us figure it out. Youll be part of the team.”

Devlin looked up as redheaded Dr. Trish Wylde, the Proteus chief pathologist, came running down the hall. Trish was aso
trained in miniaturized missions, though she hadn't been chosen for the upcoming exploration. Her narrow face bore alook of aarm.
“Magjor Devlin, you've got to go see Director Hunter. There's been an emergency.”

He was instantly aert, ready to respond. Perhaps Felix wasn't just being frazzled after al. “What kind of emergency?’

“It's Captain Wilcox. The doctors don't think hell lose his leg, but he's definitely not flying the mission this afternoon.”

Devlin's heart turned to lead. “Roger that. I'm on my way. Trish, please see to Mr. Freeth. He needs a jumpsuit in his size. Try
to run him through a simulation or two before it's time.” He stopped and spun halfway around. “Whoa, | didn't even tell him about
the miniaturization yet. He needs a briefing before we go inside the dien.” Devlin raced off to where he could find the Director.

“Miniaturization?’ Freeth said. “Going inside the dien? What is he talking about?’

Trish Wylde smiled at the UFO expert, taking him by the arm. “Y ou're going to be reduced to the size of a cdll so you can join a
microscopic exploration team that's going to be inserted directly into the dien's bloodstream. The rest of us envy you the
opportunity.”

Freeth's mouth opened, closed, and opened again. “But that's... ridiculous. Shrinking a person down to a dust speck—"

“Smaller, actually.”

“But that's preposterous! It can't be done.”

Trish Wylde arched her thin eyebrows. “ Says the man who believes in dien abductions?’ Freeth reddened, but couldn't counter
her argument. She nudged him down the corridor. “Aren't you glad you agreed to come aong?’

Chapter 8

Thursday, noon
The main miniaturization lab was the crown jewd of Project Proteus, capable of safely reducing a test subject to an infinitesmal



fraction of its origind size. At least, S0 long as everything went according to plan.

Director Hunter stood inside the chamber, hands locked behind his back. Enough had aready gone awry for one day. Captain
Wilcox had come out of surgery and remained in recovery. Marc Devlin till hadn't checked in, and Deputy Foreign Minister
Garamov should be landing in San Francisco any moment now.

“Are we ready for our test?’ Impatient, Hunter turned to Dr. Rajid Sujatha, who had suited up in full clean-room garb. “Well
only have time for this last check.”

They didn't have the luxury to make this amode mission, but Hunter and his crew would pull off amiracle anyway. He couldn't
pass up a chance like this.

The Bengdi doctor nodded vigorously from across the room. “As soon as we bring in Fluffy Alice, Mr. Director, sir.”

In Hunter's considered opinion, the miniaturizing apparatus itself appeared to have been inspired by an dien spacecraft. Indeed,
after he had pulled strings to resurrect this mothbaled program, hed never asked where the equipment had originated. The
technology seemed beyond anything the most ingenious minds—American or Soviet—had ever crested. Back in the 1960s, how
could mere human scientists have developed an apparatus so much more complex than even the Manhattan Project's atomic bomb
or NASA's Apollo moon landing?

Some things Hunter didn't want to know.

Waiting behind the barricade, he brushed a hand over his mustache. His neat hair was a shade too dark to be cdled iron-gray, but
it gave his lean face an extremely distinguished appearance.

Technicians in gloves and clean-room suits moved around the chamber, fine-tuning the prismatic grid, double-checking the
outputs of myriad devices behind the interlocked focusing plates.

“Ten minutes to activation!” ajumpsuited woman called.

“Check. Everybody finish up your procedures. Bring in the rabbit.”

Dr. Sujatha whedled a cart into the center of the projection area, his sparkling black eyes framed by his dust-filter mask and
bushy dark brows. Inside a cage sat a contented-looking white rabbit, dl twitching ears and blinking pink eyes.

Sujatha positioned the test animd at the focal point of the miniaturization beams, then stepped behind the barricade, out of the
clean zone. He had a wife and three daughters at home, but they had no inkling of what he did for Project Proteus. Eleven times
now, he had gone out of his way to show Hunter snapshots of his lovely girls.

Sujatha yanked down his mask and removed his latex gloves. “Fluffy Aliceis ready for another test run, Director, Sir.”

Only a few more hours... The misson must proceed, despite the problems, despite the speed bumps. Hunter's stomach
wouldn't start to unknot, though, until Marc Devlin got back. What was taking him so long to bring the dleged UFO expert? He
hoped his son-in-law had had a nice, quiet drive, because dl hell was breaking loose around here.

“Five minutes,” atechnician called.

Unexpected sparks crackled from one of the control panels, accompanied by athin curl of smoke and the smdl of burning plastic
insulation. Shouting, two technicians shut down the preliminary run and yanked the cover plate off their main panel.

“Do we need to cancd the test?” Hunter growled. “We can't afford another setback.”

One tech yanked out a circuit board and pried at a blackened component. “We can get this replaced in a minute, sir. Put the
countdown on hold for sixty seconds. That's dl we need.”

Insde the miniaturization grid, the rabbit sniffed around her cage, as if looking for something to nibble.

“We expect no surprises, Director, sir.” Sujatha tried to sound reassuring.

“If we expected them, they wouldn't exactly be surprises. After what happened to Captain Wilcox, | insist on total safety for
my team members.”

Hunter remembered why the miniaturization research had been shut down in the first place. No matter what the cost, Hunter
vowed that no micro-explorers would be lost on his watch—not even arabbit. He hoped.

The technician did the board back into place, closed the cover plate, then powered up the system again. He studied the yellow
lights until each one turned green. He ran another quick circuit check, then nodded. “All ready to go, sir. Ficking up the
countdown.”

The rabbit poked about for a way to escape from the cage. She hopped from one side to the other, trapped. The green lights
flickered off again, then came back on, weaker than before.

The double door swung open into the main chamber, and Major Devlin hurried in, his face flushed. He saw them behind the
observation barricade. “Felix! | got your message. What's wrong?’

The sight of his son-in-law flooded Hunter with reief, followed by a heaviness about what hed have to ask. “Marc, I'm glad
you're here. Did you fetch Mr. Freeth as expected?’

“Affirmative. Dr. Wylde is running him through the hoops. The Reader's Digest condensed version.”

Hunter brushed atanned hand across his forehead. “ At least something went as planned today.”

Devlin's hazel gaze remained intense. “Don't dance around the problem, Felix. What happened to Captain Wilcox? Where does
that leave us for the mission, sir?’

Hunter drew a deep breath. “Garrett had a run-in with some molten metal during this morning's training exercise. Tomiko
brought him out, and Doctor Pirov kept him alive. The medics here did what they could, but hell be a long time hedling and will
probably need awalking stick for the rest of his life.”

Devlin's voice was hoarse. “I'll try to find him a stylish one.”

“Ready for miniaturization!” the first technician announced. “Powering up the system, Director Hunter. All apparatus has
stabilized.”

Hunter leaned forward to the viewing window in the shielded wall. “Are you certain the systems are optima?’

“Absolutely, sir.” He tapped the pand again. “Everything checks out.”

“Be damned sure,” Hunter said. “Another glitch at this stage will cancd our primary mission. Well never have a second chance



a that dien.”

And Project Proteus would be back to square one.

Thanks to a dip of the tongue from a drunken ambassador, Hunter had learned of the mothballed miniaturization program years
ago. He'd done some digging, using connections he had accumulated for decades. Regardless of its problems, the shrinking process
worked and should not have been forgotten.

Hunter had spent years gathering the people and resources necessary to work the bugs out. The origind prototype apparatus
had disappeared somewhere dong the line, but the blueprints and specs remained. He had scouted funding from various countries
to keep Project Proteus alive, and also to muddy (and, he hoped, defuse) the politics of one government having sole access to such
breskthrough technology.

In the chaos of the crumbling Eastern Bloc, Hunter had negotiated with Vasili Garamov himsdlf to purchase the classified Soviet
miniaturization equipment. He'd brought over the Russian program'’s top researchers, including Sergel Pirov, people who were only
too willing to be given a new life in the U.S. For years, Hunter's hand-picked scientists and engineers had refined the shrinking
technology, taking the best parts from the old American program as wdl as the Soviet equipment they had purchased.

After his daughter's unexpected diagnosis of cancer, her death had been so sudden that the Project had rolled on its own
momentum for atime, while Hunter and Marc Devlin stayed by Kédli's side. He had done his best to watch over his son-in-law ever
since.

“Felix, how can you go without Captain Wilcox?' Devlin asked. “He's been trained and tested on the Mote. You didn't have time
to assign a backup pilot, and there isn't anyone—" He stopped in mid-sentence.

Hunter had known Devlin would figure it out for himself. “It's got to be you, Marc. You designed the Mote. Y ou've flown her on
anumber of tests.” His heart sank. “I'm very sorry. | never wanted to send you into danger, because | don't trust my objectivity
where you're concerned. But right now | don't have a choice.”

Devlin squeezed Hunter's shoulder in a strong grip. “Felix, you're a captain of industry, and I've seen you wrestle politicians to
the ground. You've never been one to let emotions get in the way of an important decision.”

“I won't let anything happen to you, Marc. | promise.”

“I know.” His hazel eyes dlittered with growing excitement. “I'm honored to go, | really am. Nobody can teke better care of the
ship than me. The Mote and | have a special bond.”

Buzzers sounded in the chamber, warning that the miniaturization process was about to commence. Automatic fail-safes locked
the doors, and air-exchange systems roared insde the sedled chamber.

“Activating miniaturization beams.”

The prismatic lights in the floor and ceiling began to pulse out of phase, an aternating sequence that glowed from outside the
visible spectrum. Behind the filtered observation window, Hunter's eyes adjusted to take in more of the fringe illumination. He saw
aflicker of static discharge around the rabhit cage.

“Good-bye, Fluffy Alice” Sujatha said. “Come back to usin one piece.”

A throbbing sound grew, like the bass of a rock group playing miles away. Slowly at first, the table, cage, and rabbit shrank
down in perfect symmetry, until Fluffy Alice was the size of a hamster, then a mouse, then afly.

The technicians worked at their panels, scrambling with touch-screens and keypads, whispering furiously a each other. Hunter
did not like the concerned expressions on their faces. One of the green lights burned out. He considered cdling off the test, but held
his tongue. He did not have time to be obsessively cautious.

“The technology has been proven safe many times, Mr. Director, sir,” Sujatha said, picking up on Hunter's uneasiness.

In an adjacent room, walled off behind thick shielding, the primary miniaturization apparatus hummed, its huge engines sucking
power through high tension lines from the nearest hydroelectric plant. Behind the walls, where only physicists dared to go, the true
shrinking process took place.

Sdfein her cage, Fluffy Alice didn't seem perturbed as the entire table and cage diminished to a pinpoint and became an exhibit
for bacteria and dust motes.

The glowing lights stopped, the pulsing fell silent. The interlocked prisms dimmed, and the technicians heaved a sigh of relief.
One mopped his forehead, noticed Hunter looking at him, and quickly focused back on his work.

The loudspeaker proclaimed, “Phase One successful. Miniaturization accomplished, factor of ten to the minus fifth.”

“Never ceases to anaze me” Hunter muttered.

“That'll be mein afew hours.” Devlin sounded as if he still couldn't believe he would be going dong after dl.

Sujatha looked over a Hunter. “Would you like to be miniaturized yourself, sir? As Project Director, | am certain you have the
authority to assign yourself to an exploration team.”

Devlin laughed at the suggestion. “While Director Hunter has complete confidence in the technology, Dr. Sujatha, | don't think
he's cut out to be a daring adventurer. Maybe someday ... . when he's younger.”

The rabbit still had not returned. Video monitors projected magnified images of the central miniaturization zone, but Fluffy Alice
had been reduced far beyond conventional, nondestructive observation techniques. “Thirty seconds. Condition stable, as far as we
can tell.”

“How long are we going to wait before restoration?’ Hunter asked. Every second that ticked by raised his concerns.

“Relax, Fdix,” Devlin whispered. “Y ou're going to keep us reduced alot longer than this.”

“It is only aroutine short-term shrinkage and restoration, sir. The wesk field will degrade rapidly,” Sujatha said. “However, | am
certain we will be able to keep our exploration team intact for the maximum five-hour time alotment.”

All movement insde the sealed miniaturization chamber had ceased. No ventilation stirred, no machinery hummed. Hunter
waited, unable to dispel his ever-present tension.

“We're at the one-minute point,” the disembodied voice reported. “Prepare for re-enlargement.”

The prismatic grid hummed again. Hunter instinctively shielded his eyes, but studied the focal point in the center of the beams



until ablack dot appeared and expanded rapidly into a discernible shape, arectangular cage on atable. Everything looked normal.

Hunter held his breath. The rabbit twitched. Fluffy Alice sniffed about, her pink nose wiggling, ears erect.

“Weve aready had our quota of mishaps for one mission,” Devlin said, reassuringly. “Have faith in us, Felix. The rest will be
smooth sailing.”

When the interlocked plates ceased glowing and the enormous machines fdl silent, an dl-clear 9gnal sounded from the
loudspeakers. With aloud thunk, the electronic security seals on the doors unlocked.

“Nothing to worry about.” Disheveled from his long round-trip drive and esger to get ready, Devlin turned to go. “I'm going to
see Captain Wilcox in the infirmary, if he's awake by now. Trish Wylde will still be putting our UFO expert through the paces
before our find briefing. Still in an hour, sir?’

“Yes, and Team Proteus is scheduled for miniaturization at sixteen-hundred hours this afternoon.”

Putting his mask and gloves back in place, Sujatha ran to check Fluffy Alice. He removed the plump rabbit from her cage, holding
her up for a cursory checkup. He gave a thumbs-up sign and petted the animal before putting her back inside. “1 am pleased, sir,
that you do not require us to dissect our specimen after each journey.”

“I'm sure Fluffy Alice appreciates that too,” Hunter said. “It's the only way we can study the effects of repeated
miniaturization. Your rabbit has been shrunk down more times than any other living creature.”

“Fluffy Aliceis happy to serve.” Carrying the wire cage, Sujatha strode toward the exit. Hunter knew the Bengali doctor would
reward his precious test rabbit with snippets of carrots and parsley.

“Bring the Mote through the hangar doors and position it in the field,” he instructed the other workers. “No time to waste.”

Hunter headed out of the miniaturization chamber, back toward his office. He had to pick up the dossiers and prepare for the
briefing. He hoped the specialists held selected for this first, al-important mission would return in one piece, just like Fluffy Alice.

Chapter 9

Thursday, 12:24 p.m.

When Garrett Wilcox returned to consciousness, the last thing he wanted to see was the man who would replace him on the
mission.

Devlin stood by the recovery bed in the infirmary, arms crossed over his chest. “Can't leave you done for a second, can I,
Garrett? | go away for asimple pickup, and look what happens.” He regarded the blond-haired patient with a frown. “What is it
they say about young fighter pilots—balls the size of grapefruits, brains the size of peas?’

Struggling to raise his head off the pillow, Wilcox managed a amile that looked a little like an attack of gas pain.

While the Proteus infirmary did not have the equipment of alarge medica center, Wilcox received the full attention of the project
medicd staff. If they had taken the time to airlift him to the nearest hospital after the accident, the young captain's burned limb
might have needed amputation. Here, at least, the surgeons had salvaged his leg.

Stll fighting off the painkillers and the anesthetic, Wilcox tried to focus his eyes. “Sorry... guess I'm just an attention grabber.”

Devlin feigned a disappointed frown. “Roger that, and now I'm stuck taking your place on the Mote. Man, | wanted to watch my
soaps this afternoon.”

Wilcox had trouble orienting himself, finding his voice. “Y ou mean you don't realy want to go?’

Devlin gave a reassuring laugh. “Of course | do. It's my dream come true. Unfortunately, this is probably the only way Felix
would ever let me fly the ship. He tends to be a bit overprotective of me, you know.”

Wilcox managed a disbelieving snort. “Lucky you. The Director runs the rest of us ragged.” He leaned back, obviously groggy
and in pain. “So, did you get that UFO guy? Is he for red?’

“Who can say? At least he's earnest. And he certainly doesn't know less about the aien specimen than we do.”

Devlin wondered how Arnold Freeth was handling his introduction to Project Proteus. Trish Wylde would no doubt sdlect the
most rigorous, most comprehensive training routine she could fit into the available time. Afterward, Freeth would probably
consider the strangest Abductee's convention to be awalk in the park.

One of the medica technicians came in, wearing alook of disapproval. Devlin glanced at his watch. “Hey, I'm on my way. Just
wanted to check up on you. There's abriefing in hdf an hour, and I've got to get up to speed on everything you were supposed to
do. Slacker.”

“Hey, watch out for Tomiko, okay?’

Wilcox had seen dl of Nolan Braddock's action films and could discuss them in more detail than even Tomiko could. Devlin
suspected that must embarrass her greatly.

He smiled at the very idea of needing to rescue the beautiful Asian powerhouse. “I suspect you'd have to ask Tomiko's
kindergarten teacher for the last time anybody needed to watch out for her. Our collective butts are in her hands.”

Wilcox grinned at the image. “You wish.” He let out a bittersweet sgh of disappointment and lay back in the bed, ready for the
comforting embrace of more sedatives and painkillers.

Devlin stopped at the infirmary door. “You'l go on the next mission, Garrett.”

“Don't think so... probably be hobbling around for the rest of my life” His voice was dow and dlurred. “And | got a security
clearance for this?”

“Look on the bright side. You can always spend hours and hours listening to CIA wiretaps.”

“Gee, thanks,” Wilcox said.

Plucking at his rubberized environmenta suit, Arnold Freeth looked over at the chief pathologist. She kept glancing at her watch,
urging him to begin the simulation. “Time, Mr. Freeth. We don't have dl day.”

“But why would | ever need to use this?’ He rubbed at the polymer deeve, then adjusted his waist belt. The outfit looked like a
scubardiving getup.

Trish Wylde draped a comfortable Proteus uniform on one of the plastic chairs lined up against the wall. “You can wear this
when you're finished. You'l find it much more pleasant than that environmental suit.” Her voice sharpened. “But this test exercise



is rather rigorous. Since you're going on ared mission in afew hours, wed better hit you with the hard stuff now.”

She led him toward a deep tank filled with sow-moving amber liquid. Freeth looked into the container with an uneasy frown. In
panic, he glanced back at the dfin face of the redheaded pathologist. “But | don't know what you're doing, what you expect me
to—"

“Your full mission briefing is in less than an hour. Youll l