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Chapter 1
June 20, 1985
Mikhail Petrograd took a nervous puff of his cigarette before flicking it on the wet cement and crushing it with his heel. He looked at the moon breaking through the clouds. The rain had stopped, but lightning flickered to the east. The next storm would strike within the hour.
He squinted at his watch. Eight forty-three. A bit tight, but there was still time.
Petrograd glared at the quad speakers atop the illuminated blockhouse. What was taking them so long? Enough procrastination! Light the blessed candle before that storm shuts us down!
He was reaching for another cigarette when a sharp voice crackled in his ears —
“This is Vega 3 mission control. Weather delay lifted at twenty hours, forty-three minutes, fifty-one seconds. All systems clear. Countdown resumed at X minus thirty-three minutes…”
Petrograd breathed a sigh of relief. He slipped the gold cigarette case into his pocket and turned toward the white monolith resting on the launch pad.
How regal it looked, its sleek pencil body towering above him, its red nose cone pointed at the heavens.
“X minus thirty-two minutes …”
Petrograd stepped toward the security fence, his black eyes focused on the twin silver tank trucks that had pulled alongside the rocket’s enormous red tail.
A team of white-suited technicians climbed out of the trucks and took positions beside the liquid fuel hoses. After slipping on their masks and headgear, the technicians unleashed the hoses and lugged them to the rocket’s fuel intakes. Then came the fuel pump’s high-pitched whine as liquid hydrogen vapor swirled into the damp night air.
“X minus twenty minutes...”
Petrograd felt a tightness in his throat when the technicians disconnected the hoses and retreated to their trucks. He watched the technicians climb aboard the trucks and drive away. The white rocket stood alone now, its silver maintenance tower retracting into the darkness, its red tail streaming fuel vapor.
Above him, the clouds had given way to a full moon and stars. So tranquil, yet so fleeting with that ominous, flickering mass closing from the east.
Petrograd peered at the rocket’s red CCCP emblem. No turning back, Comrade. Time to light the candle.
If all went as planned, the next 8.8 years would determine Mikhail Petrograd’s place in history. Would the brilliant astrophysicist be condemned to obscurity, or would his name be revered for centuries to come?
He smiled at the rocket, his eyes glistening. His words were barely audible. “Our time, Vega. We must not fail.”
“X minus sixteen minutes ...”
Petrograd lowered his head and fought the emotions surging through him. How surreal this moment. With funding diverted to the new MIR space station, Vega 3 should not exist — but it did.
After two tortuous years of begging, borrowing, and stealing every ruble possible to bring his dream to life, Mikhail Petrograd’s creation rose before him on this twentieth evening of June 1985, its hourglass body snuggled inside a mighty Proton SL-12 rocket.
This would be the third launch of the Soviet Union’s Vega spacecraft. Its predecessors, Vega 1 and 2, had performed brilliantly after their launches six months ago, each successfully landing on Venus while their mother ships continued their voyage into deep space where they managed two near passes at Halley’s Comet before giving up their ghosts to the cosmos.
Vega 3 was their illicit child, its existence unknown to the west. At home, the Soviet Ministry of Defense had reluctantly granted Comrade Petrograd this final VEGA launch on the condition Vega 3 deploy a new spy satellite before achieving its escape velocity for the six month voyage to Venus.
“X minus twelve minutes …”
Petrograd glared at the rocket. Bureaucratic fools! If they only knew the truth.
With the United States and Soviet Union poised to destroy each other in global thermonuclear war, the future looked bleak for the human race. Yet, even in this darkest hour there was cause for hope. If the gods were with Mikhail Petrograd tonight, his Vega 3 would break the bonds of this insane world to offer mankind a new hope — a new beginning.
He gripped the fence and looked at the stars. Yes, Vega, it will be so. After tonight, our names will shine in the cosmos. Tonight, we begin the great adventure.
“X minus ten minutes ...”
Petrograd pushed away from the fence and gave a final, loving nod to his creation. “Fly well, my child. Fly well tonight … ” He turned away from the rocket and shuffled toward the concrete blockhouse.
*****
X minus five … four … three … two … one … ignition and liftoff.
A blinding light burst from the darkness as Blockhouse Zero rattled from the Proton’s detonating engines. Slowly, deliberately, the hundred seventy foot behemoth rose through the billowing smoke, its tail streaming white hot flame.
Inside the trembling blockhouse, Petrograd rose to his feet accompanied by his technicians, their fists shaking at the video screen, their voices raised in jubilant cries of, “Vega! Vega!”
“X plus fifteen seconds. All systems normal. Speed three two zero. Angle of ascent nine zero degrees.”
A soft hand rested on Petrograd’s shoulder. “Well done Mikhail. Your most beautiful launch.”
Petrograd patted the old man’s hand. “Thank you, Yuri, but I’m afraid beauty doesn’t matter just now.” He stared at the viewing screen’s image of the rocket climbing into the darkness. “It will be a long, hard night.”
Yuri Basnoff leaned closer and whispered in his ear. “I have a flask of Black Sea vodka in my pocket. We can sip it and watch the clock together.”
Petrograd cracked a smile. “Black Sea? Well, that is good.” He eased down in his chair, his eyes locked on the viewing screen.
So they sat, and sipped, and waited while the voice crackled in the loudspeaker —
“First stage ejection completed at X plus two minutes, thirty seconds. Second stage ignition successful. No anomalies … ”
“Second stage ejection completed at X plus five minutes, eight seconds. Third stage ignition successful. No anomalies … ”
“Third stage deploying low orbit satellite Brezhnev.”
“Satellite Brezhnev activated successfully. No anomalies … ”
“Third stage ejection completed at nine minutes, forty-one seconds. Final stage initiating first orbit. No anomalies … ”
Petrograd took a calming breath and unclasped his white-knuckled hands. The next three hours would seem eternal as the Proton’s final stage utilized Earth’s rotation to reach its required 25,000 miles per hour escape velocity.
The greatest danger would come at 00:26 hours when Petrograd’s technicians attempted to fire the fourth stage engines. Ignition failure would condemn the Proton and its Vega spacecraft to disintegration when they burned up in Earth’s atmosphere, and a life’s work would be lost.
Yuri Basnoff leaned toward his colleague. “How are we, Mikhail?”
Petrograd stroked his thinning white hair. “A bit tired. Perhaps a nap is in order.” He pushed out of his chair and nodded at the video screen’s global map, and the tiny red blip flashing above the Caspian Sea. “Please wake me at midnight.”
Basnoff rose from his chair and watched his friend disappear through the blockhouse door. After twelve years of working together, he knew Petrograd’s diminished health had begun to take its toll.
He lowered his head and said a prayer that his friend might survive to see his dream fulfilled—but even Yuri Basnoff didn’t know the truth.
Chapter 2
Petrograd groped for the buzzing phone and snatched it off its hook. “Yes?”
“Mikhail?”
Petrograd gripped the phone. “Who is this?”
“You were asleep?”
Petrograd’s eyes widened. “Alexei?”
The voice hesitated. “The candle is lit?”
Petrograd sat up and glared at the darkness. “Are you insane? No one calls Baikonur except authorized officials.”
“I am authorized.”
“By who!”
“A higher power.”
Petrograd grimaced. “I don’t know how you did this, but please hang up now.”
The voice sharpened. “I’ll hang up when you answer my question.”
Petrograd took a strained breath. He pressed the phone against his lips and spoke in a firm resolute tone. “I am sorry, Comrade. We are not permitted to communicate classified information to outsiders. Now please terminate this call so I can sleep. There is much to do and the night will be long.”
“Then, it is lit?”
“Good night, Comrade.”
The voice softened. “I’ll say a prayer for us.”
Petrograd slammed down the phone. How could his friend be so foolish? After coming so far, had Alexei Volkov lost his mind? Had he forgotten the endless nights of covert research under the noses of the KGB, knowing that one wrong move would condemn Vega 3 and its creators to extinction?
His face twisted in a frown. And now this, a careless phone call that might finish us!
He slammed his fist on the mattress. “Foolish Alexei! Foolish little boy!”
Petrograd collapsed on the cot and gazed at the darkness. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly while drifting back to their first meeting, so many years ago. A better time. A happier time. A time for boyhood dreams and passions. A time to be young.
He sighed and felt a numbing sensation ebb through his limbs. Yes, Comrade ... time to be young again.
His eyes fluttered. His last conscious thought was of his lover …
They had met at the University of Kiev thirty years ago. Both came from privileged families with close ties to the revolution and party. Both were spoiled rotten and argumentative to the point of belligerence, yet their immediate attraction could not be ignored.
Neither suspected they might be homosexual until that first encounter at the coffee house on that September evening in 1955.
It began as a heated debate between two students eager to defend their differing philosophies. Then came the accidental brush of hands, and the first jolt of electricity.
Oh, how sweet that first night in Kiev. Two men overcome by an insatiable, throbbing urge that swept them away. A night of passionate lovemaking beneath the stars. A night of bonding that would change the world.
Three decades had passed since that night in Kiev. In that time, Mikhail Petrograd and Alexei Volkov had risen to the peak of their professions, their names revered in the halls of Soviet space science.
Though outspoken and controversial, both remained free from persecution, and for good reason. After all, wasn’t their genius guiding the mighty USSR to a bloodless victory over the once impregnable United States?
Sheltered from the west’s frenetic intelligence efforts, Comrades Petrograd and Volkov went about their research, oblivious to the cold war paranoia sweeping the globe.
Their contributions were profound. Six thousand Soviet ICBM’s poised to strike a lethal blow at the west, their long-range guidance systems locked on their targets. Two dozen spy satellites monitoring the west’s missile silos for the slightest hint of hostile activity. A growing armada of explosive orbiting mines that could deliver a knockout blow to the west’s surveillance and communication satellites.
Brilliantly conceived space-age weapons deployed to stalemate the west’s nuclear missiles while the Soviets poured their nation’s wealth into their burgeoning land forces, increasingly confident they could overwhelm NATO’s inferior armies in a violent blitzkrieg while the helpless United States stood feebly by. The perfect mosaic for the planet’s final suicidal war.
Ironic in this 1980’s era of mind control and police surveillance, the meticulous KGB didn’t have a clue to the true passion driving their nation’s two most brilliant scientists, a passion so daring it transcended the Supreme Soviet’s cold war aims.
Alexei Volkov pursued his quest through his superior astronomical skills and vivid imagination. After exhausting the limits of Earth’s most powerful optical telescopes, Volkov led an impassioned crusade for a Soviet based radio telescope that would dwarf any on Earth, but his cries fell on deaf ears.
It was only after the Presidium’s final rejection that Volkov realized his one chance lay with his colleague’s ingenuity.
Mikhail Petrograd was more the adventurer, driven by his insatiable desire to reach across interstellar space to clasp the appendage of an alien life form. His tool would not be a radio telescope or cosmic dish, but instead a great rocket capable of leaping the cosmos at the speed of light.
So they labored for their mother country’s futile dream of conquest while secretly concocting the most ambitious venture in the history of the human race.
CHAPTER 3
Alexei Volkov placed the phone in its cradle and sank in his leather chair. He looked up at the moon shining through the observatory’s opened dome. His friend’s words echoed in his ears —
There is much to do and the night will be long …
He smiled and brushed away a tear. After two years of scrupulous preparation, their child was finally on its way.
The days ahead would be difficult. Vega 3’s successful launch was only the first great hurdle. Next would come the Proton carrier rocket’s attempted escape from Earth, no small undertaking given the extreme gravitational stresses.
Then, the six-month journey toward Venus and the catastrophic event that must occur. And if all were successful, it was only the beginning.
Volkov breathed a tired sigh and pushed out of his chair. He stood in the moonlit darkness and listened to the gentle warbling of the astral-computer. The illuminated clock on his desk read 22:20 hours. A long night indeed.
He shuffled across the observatory to the opened door leading to the balcony. Behind him, the huge reflector telescope peered through the parted dome, its nine foot mirror locked on the southern horizon.
Volkov stepped through the door onto the balcony’s metal grating. He gripped the railing and felt the cool breeze on his face. Two thousand feet below, the moonlit waters of the Ural River wound toward the Caspian Sea. A meteor streaked across the starlit sky. All was at peace in the Urals.
He squinted at the lightning flickering to the east. Baikonur Cosmodrome lay below that lightning, its scorched launch pad empty, it blockhouse jammed with exhausted technicians.
Oh, how he wanted to be there tonight, standing beside his friend when the great Proton rose into the heavens — but Mikhail had forbidden it, and for good cause.
In the past six weeks, Project VEGA had been assailed with interrogatories from the Presidium and KGB. Probing, inflammatory questions like Comrade Yushenkov’s barrage during last week’s audit hearing —
Comrade, Petrograd. Why are the project’s journal entries inconsistent with their corresponding account balances?
Sir?
Let me be specific, Comrade. My concern is directed at Vega 3’s fuel and payload requirements. There are serious inconsistencies.
I don’t understand.
Let me help you, Comrade. Why does Vega 3’s payload requirement exceed its satellite cargo by forty-five kilograms?
Exceed?
Yes, Comrade. And why are the liquid hydrogen requirements so greatly overstated?
Greatly?
Yes, Comrade. By nineteen hundred decaliters? Where did that money go? Certainly not toward liquid hydrogen?
Nineteen hundred, you say?
Yes, Comrade. The state would appreciate your explanation.
Petrograd’s defiant response brought the hearing to an abrupt close —
Excellent work, Comrade Yushenkov. At your recommendation, I will look deeper into these matters, but I must advise you that my initial reaction is that we are dealing with bookkeeping errors made during your audit.
What? You question the state’s competency? May I remind you, Comrade Petrograd, this is a serious matter. You are using the state’s money.
Carefully noted, Comrade Yushenkov, and in that spirit I will appreciate your allowing me to complete the state’s business, or have you forgotten that we will soon launch the USSR’s most advanced monitoring satellite, named after our great leader, Leonid Brezhnev.
Volkov shook his head while recalling his friend’s stinging retort. Not very tactful, Mikhail. The KGB may have backed off for now, but a launch failure would give them the perfect excuse to tighten the screws on their two rebellious scientists.
He pushed back from the railing and retreated into the observatory.
Volkov was alone tonight, having granted his assistants well-earned time with their loved ones. He nodded to himself. Better that way. No intrusions to dilute this magnificent evening. After all, weren’t he and his friend about to pull off the greatest ploy in scientific history?
He looked up at the stars shining through the opened dome. His voice was barely audible. “By the gods, if you only knew we are coming.”
It took him a minute to check the telescope’s astral-computer settings. All was in order. The 108 inch reflector would spend the next two hours tracking the bright point of light known as Vega 3.
The lower lab was under Volkov’s strictest security. No one entered without his permission, and only after the maestro preceded them.
Volkov shuffled down the circular staircase to the lab’s metal door. He inserted his electronic badge and listened to the familiar click as the door slid open. He stepped into the darkened lab and listened to the door close behind him.
All was silent. Soft, blue light flooded the computer console at the lab’s center, and its empty leather chair.
Volkov stepped to the console and slipped into the chair. He placed his trembling fingers on the keyboard and stared at the monitor’s black screen. Why so nervous, Comrade? Haven’t you done this a thousand times before?
The lab’s Cosmos super-computer was Volkov’s greatest achievement, its sole purpose to link with radio telescopes across the globe in a collaborative search for extra-terrestrial intelligence. A poor substitute for the great Soviet radio telescope that never was, its funding rejected by the ignorant fools in the Presidium.
Volkov took a calming breath and tapped the keys —
ACTIVATE @%+!)
The monitor flashed with a red star.
He tapped the keys —
QUERY ALPHA C>>>>>#+^*))(
Slowly, methodically, the great computer arose from its slumber. First, a deep murmur. Then, a rising hum as Cosmos acknowledged its master’s command.
The lab’s circular wall came alive with flickering colored lights. Volkov’s ears vibrated from Cosmos’ warbling commands as it established contact with its two colleagues across the globe.
Jodrell Bank was the first to acknowledge. Then came Arecibo. When it was done, Cosmos had linked with the planet’s two most powerful radio telescopes.
Volkov studied the jagged white lines tracing across the monitor’s blue screen. He activated the audio speakers and listened to their crackling sound, a discordant cacophony of pulsar radiation from countless dead stars, overlaid with intrusive warbles from the armada of spy satellites circling planet Earth, each of them watching for the slightest hint of aggression by the United States or Soviet Union.
Volkov stared at the jumbled oscillations flowing across the screen. He leaned forward, his ears straining to separate the interwoven crackles, warbles, and hums. It was so beautiful, the sound of eternal space.
His fingers raced across the keyboard —
EXECUTE GAMMA EPSILON TWELVE
It had taken Alexei Volkov six years to perfect his statistical masterpiece, a computer program so sensitive, it could detect the slightest intelligent signal within the din of pulsar and satellite noise.
The first contact came three years ago when he picked up a strange rustling sound while testing his eighth version of Gamma Epsilon.
At first, Volkov thought it to be an electrostatic discharge from the computer’s overstressed speakers. Then came the shock.
The sound was authentic! A mysterious rustling from the Alpha Centauri star system, like brushes being rubbed together.
And something else. A faint screech that seemed to change frequency every two seconds. First low, then medium, then high, then back to low.
After spending the night trying to decipher the inexplicable signal, Volkov concluded that his Gamma Epsilon program was inadequate and must be strengthened.
For nine excruciating months, he worked around the clock in a frantic effort to decipher the mysterious signal. With pressure building to complete his projects for the Soviet military, Volkov was on the verge of nervous collapse. If he failed the military, his funding would cease, and so would any hope of decoding the strange signal that had become his obsession.
But was the alien transmission real? After all, Jodrell Bank and Arecibo had communicated nothing regarding the signal. Then again, they didn’t have Comrade Volkov’s Gamma Epsilon program.
Why not be a good colleague and share your finding with them, Comrade? After all, wasn’t it their radio telescopes that allowed you to detect the signal?
Or have you become a good communist again, concealing your discovery in the interest of national security?
Or could it be something else? A touch of ego perhaps?
The breakthrough came twenty-seven months ago on a stormy March night in the Urals when Volkov completed Gamma Epsilon’s twelfth and final version.
He had spent nine months upgrading his program in a feverish attempt to find the answer to the mysterious screech in his speakers. In that time, his lover, Petrograd, had skyrocketed to the top of the Soviet Union’s space program after successful test firings of his newest multi-warhead missiles.
For the first time in modern history, the United States and its western allies were confronted with stunning new weapons capable of retaliation to the point of annihilation. Mikhail Petrograd had become a god.
But what of Petrograd’s old friend? Was Alexei Volkov to be forgotten?
That must not be! That was not their pact on that September 1955 evening in Kiev. They must rise together and be revered as one!
It took Volkov ten minutes to pass the mysterious signal through Gamma Epsilon 12’s upgraded filter. Then, a painstaking hour for Volkov’s program to analyze the digitized pulses. Finally — the moment of truth.
Nothing! Just more of the same rustling static with that cursed screech in the background. After nine exhaustive months of toil, Alexei Volkov had failed.
That March evening in 1983 nearly killed Alexei Volkov. He would never forget sitting in the darkness of his lab, his right hand grasping the Beretta pistol.
In his anguish, he turned up the speakers until the screech echoed off the lab’s metallic walls. It would be the last painful sound he heard before squeezing the trigger.
The gun was at his temple when he saw them, and his life changed forever …
Volkov leaned forward, his eyes trained on the spiked line tracing across the screen. The screech was loud and clear tonight, its frequency changes clearly visible on the screen.
He looked down at his right hand and sighed. Two years ago, he’d almost ended his life with that hand. The Beretta was long gone, flung from his balcony on that same March night.
He eased back in his chair while recalling the revelation that changed his life on that stormy night in 1983. A revelation so simple, yet so profound.
Since that night, he had worked tirelessly with his friend, Mikhail — preparing Vega 3 for its mission to the stars.
He would never forget Mikhail’s stunned face when he first heard the strange signal from Alpha Centauri. Oh, how his friend doubted him until he raised the volume to that deafening screech. Then it happened, and Mikhail Petrograd knew the truth.
But there was still the mystery behind the signal. What did it mean? Why were they responding?
With Vega 3 being constructed under his friend’s skilled direction, Volkov turned his attention to a global search for the expert who might give him the answer he must have before the rocket’s June 1985 launch.
After six months of futile tries, Volkov found his special person in the rain forests of Brazil, an unlikely colleague from Havana whom Volkov discovered quite by accident.
Rafael Cortez was a rare specialist in his field. Rare indeed. There were only five hundred like him on the planet.
At first, Cortez dismissed Volkov’s revelation as the raving of a deluded scientist. Then came his secret flight to the Urals, and the October 1983 evening when Cortez heard the eerie, but familiar sound coming from Cosmos’ speakers —
Well, Comrade Cortez?
It is not real. It is a sham, señor.
Then, you understand the signal?
Of course, but it is not from outer space.
But it is, Comrade. The computer is intercepting that signal from Jodrell Bank and Arecibo.
The radio telescopes?
Yes, the two great eyes of our planet. Here, Comrade, see for yourself. You can verify the coordinates on the star map.
Señor Volkov, you expect me to believe that sound is from out there?
Yes, Comrade. To be specific, from the Alpha Centauri star system.
I am sorry, señor. I cannot accept this. It makes no sense.
Then, accept this.
What are you doing?
Merely turning up the volume.
Turn it down, señor. There is no need for hysteria.
See them, Comrade? See how they respond?
Mi Dios, it is a trick. It cannot be.
No, Comrade Cortez. It is no trick. Only cold, responsive instinct. Don’t you feel them, Comrade? Don’t you understand?
Mi, Dios, they’re everywhere! What have you done, Señor Volkov? What have you done!
CHAPTER 4
June 5, 2015
Devin pressed the remote and watched the final slide appear on the six foot viewing screen, a disgusting photo of a frustrated motorist sweeping dead bugs off his car. He didn’t have to turn around to hear the groans coming from the gallery.
He backed away from the screen and folded his arms while eyeing the photo. “Seems like a good way to wrap things up, don’t you think?”
Devin waited for a response, but only heard a loud “Gross!” followed by scattered laughter. He glanced at his watch and turned to the gallery of youthful faces peering down at him. “Come on people, we only have five minutes. Do I have to beg?”
Juniper Lazell glanced at her classmates before reluctantly raising her hand.
Devin cracked a smile. “At-a-way, Ms. Lazell. Give it a shot.”
She frowned. “To be honest, Professor, I don’t get your question.”
Devin’s smile faded. He stroked his blond beard with his knuckle before looking her in the eye. “That’s associate professor, Ms. Lazell.”
She shrugged. “Okay, but I still don’t get it.”
Devin gave his beard another stroke. “Let me ask you, Ms. Lazell. Where will you be in six hours?
“Be?”
Devin opened his hands. “Come, come, Ms. Lazell, it’s Friday afternoon in Chicago and you’re an attractive young woman. I may be wrong, but my guess is you’ll be at some hot nightspot with your friends.”
More laughter.
Devin extended his hands. “Ms. Lazell?”
She flashed a coy smile. “Maybe.”
Devin folded his arms. “And to be more presumptuous, isn’t it possible you might be attracted to some handsome young male at that nightspot?”
She looked at him in shock. “Really, Mr. Kerry.”
Devin raised his hands. “Sorry, no offense meant. It’s just that I only have a minute left.” He smiled. “Won’t you please cut me some slack?”
She sighed and glanced at her twenty-two grinning classmates. “Well, maybe if the situation were right. You know, pheromones and all that.”
Devin’s smile returned. “Yes, Ms. Lazell. Pheromones for sure. The mysterious chemical attraction between living organisms.” His blue eyes flashed. “And unless things have changed since I was a single man, I suspect you gentlemen in the gallery might also be out there tonight, looking for a lovely lady like Ms. Lazell.”
Their chuckles were interrupted by a sudden chime. All heads snapped up as the lecture hall came alive with rustling bags and sliding notebooks. It was more than the end of class. Spring session was over and summer break had finally come. Time to eat, drink, and follow Associate Professor Devin Kerry’s advice. So clear the way, Mr. Kerry. It’s party time.
Devin stepped forward and raised his hands. “Please indulge me for five more minutes!” He listened to their impatient groans.
He watched them settle into their seats while eyeing him with perturbed faces. He shrugged. “You can’t just walk away. The mayflies are waiting for your answer.”
Joe Sartucci leaned forward and glared at Devin. “Mayflies?”
Devin gestured toward the image on the screen. “Mayflies, Mr. Sartucci. That carpet of dead bugs strewn across the motorist’s car. Millions of them swarming through the Midwest every year at this time, their fallen bodies blanketing our roads, sidewalks, and lawns.”
He listened to the silence. He had them, if only for a moment. Best he could expect from a bunch of freshmen.
Devin nodded at the screen. “Poor little guys. Most of them last only a few hours. Not much of a life, but the mayflies do try to make the most of it.”
Sartucci shrugged. “So?”
Devin stepped toward Sartucci, his finger pointed at the screen. “Know what they lived for, Mr. Sartucci?”
Sartucci shook his head.
“The same thing that’ll make you drink too much liquor tonight. The same thing Ms. Lazell and the rest of you will be searching for tonight.”
Kendra Wallace looked down at Devin with widened green eyes. “You mean … sex?”
Devin clapped his hands in jubilation. “Well done, Ms. Wallace! The one thing that bonds us with those dead creatures on the screen. The most important lesson of our past thirteen weeks together. The common biological link between the bugs and us.” Devin hesitated, his eyes glaring at her. “Don’t you get it, Ms. Wallace? Don’t you see?” He backed away and broke into a beaming smile. “They all want to get laid! Class dismissed … ”
He watched them file out of the lecture hall while listening to the harsh voice in his head.
Not very smart, Associate Professor Kerry. You’ll hear about this before the day is over. It’ll probably be Kendra. Did you see that look on her face? Hell, she’ll be crying the blues to Professor Sarsen in ten minutes.
Devin cursed under his breath while yanking the buzzing cell phone out of his jacket pocket. The frozen face on the screen was all too familiar. He pressed the activate button and watched the video recording unfold.
“You’re going to hate me, Devin. I need you in Albuquerque tonight.”
Devin stared at the screen in disbelief.
“I’m trapped at this damned fund raiser in DC. Looks like we have two angels from Saudi Arabia ready to contribute some heavy cash to the museum. I can’t pull out now, and I need Arlene here to charm our two victims. Frank and Perry are overseas, and Mary’s having a baby, so it looks like you’re the man.”
“No way!” Devin punched the recall button and jammed the phone against his ear. He listened to the rings while trying to compose himself.
“Hello?”
“What’s going on?”
Harold Evers paused. “I’m really sorry, Devin. I know it’s Katie’s birthday. If there were any other way — ”
Devin gripped the phone. “It’s more than that, Harry. Marge and I are celebrating our tenth anniversary tonight. Opera at the Civic. Late dinner at the Sound Bar. Hell, do I have to paint a picture?” He pressed the phone to his lips. “Nonrefundable tickets, Harry. Just like the sailboat I rented for tomorrow’s cruise with my daughter.”
Evers sighed. “I’m sorry, there’s nothing I can do. I’ll see if we can reimburse you for the lost money.”
Devin fumbled for words. “Why not tomorrow? I can catch a late afternoon flight and be in Albuquerque by six?”
“Sorry, Devin. They need you there tonight. I’ve got a charter jet scheduled out of O’Hare at nine. That’ll give you some time with Marge and Katie before you leave. It’s the best I can do.”
Devin took a frustrated breath. “What the hell is so important?”
“That’s the hard part. Probably nothing, but we don’t have a choice. With the board on our back for budget cuts, we have to look aggressive on every incident.”
“Incident?”
“Just get on that plane and call me when you’re airborne.”
Devin slumped against the desk. “Harry?”
“Yeah?”
“Thanks.” Devin pressed the off button.
*****
It was 5:30 when Devin finally mustered the courage to call his wife. `
“Hello?”
“Honey?”
“Where are you? We need to be at the theatre by seven thirty. The traffic’s going to be a mess.”
He took a pained breath. “Got a little problem. Actually two.”
“You didn’t get into an accident?”
“No, nothing like that.” He hesitated. “They want me in New Mexico tonight.”
No response.
“Marge?”
“God, Devin.”
“I know.”
“What about the opera? That money’s not refundable.”
Devin took another pained breath. Three hundred bucks down the drain, not to mention a wonderful evening with the woman he loved. He leaned against the VW. “Honey, do you know how bad I feel?”
“That makes two of us.” She paused. “What about your daughter?”
He winced. The killer blow. All he could manage was a feeble, “I’ll tell her.”
He listened to her soft breathing. “I’m so sorry.”
“When does your plane leave?”
“Nine.”
She sighed. “You better get home. It’s not going to be easy. Katie’s really looking forward to tomorrow.”
He pushed away from the VW, his face twisted in a frown. “I’ll be there as soon as they change the battery.”
“Battery?”
“On the VW. That’s the other problem.”
*****
The Kerry’s lived in a rented home in Oak Park, an extremely affluent suburb on Chicago’s western border. They’d resided in the sprawling, upscale home for nearly a year, and had enjoyed every minute of it.
The problem was money. Devin’s employment contract included generous paid living expenses for the first year, but the year was almost up. It would be impossible to find anything comparable to their Oak Park home, and Devin needed another three years to accumulate enough cash to buy their dream Frank Lloyd Wright home in the prestigious community.
Devin swerved his blue Volkswagen into their cobblestone driveway and parked in front of their detached three car garage. A moment of composure and he was shuffling to the front door, briefcase in hand. It was six o’clock in Chicago.
“Daddy!”
Katie leaped into his arms and gripped his neck in a death lock. He collapsed against the foyer wall while his daughter gave him a big wet smooch. Mrs. Kerry wasn’t in sight.
“Hi sweetheart.” Devin lowered his daughter to the floor.
“I’m all ready, Dad. Everything’s packed in my duffle bag, just like you told me.” She scratched her curly blond hair. “Mom said you need to talk to me about something.”
Devin forced a weak smile. My Lord, if this wasn’t the day from hell.
He put down his briefcase and knelt beside her. “Oh, Katie, you’re going to hate me.”
She shook her head. “No way. We’re buds.”
His eyes welled up. “I’m sorry, Katie. We can’t sail tomorrow.”
She gave him a puzzled look. “Why?”
“They want me in New Mexico tonight. Something big.”
“Big?”
“Yeah, but I don’t know what.”
Her eyes lit up. “Cool! We’ll do that instead! What should I take?”
He slumped against the wall. “I’m sorry, honey. I can’t take you.”
She froze, her blue eyes locked on him. He could see her eyes glistening, and it hit him. In the past year, he’d been so caught up in his work, he’d let something precious slip away. Something more important than any job or career. The bond between a father and daughter.
Devin reached out and grasped his daughter’s shoulder. “Katie?”
“Yeah?” She swiped away a tear.
He sighed and forced out the words. “I can’t do it.”
She swiped another tear. “What?”
Devin fought a sob. “Can’t mess up tomorrow. We’ll go sailing. We’ll — ”
“No, you won’t.”
A soft hand rested on his shoulder. Devin looked up at the beautiful woman staring down at him, her eyes filled with tears. He watched her guide his daughter into the living room.
Marge Kerry sat on the sofa and pulled her daughter close. She stroked Katie’s blond curls while whispering in her ear. “Honey, your dad feels very bad, but we can’t let him lose his job.”
Katie rubbed her eyes.
Marge patted her daughter’s back. “He’s waiting for an answer.”
Katie pushed away from her mom. “From me?”
Marge nodded.
Devin eased beside them and knelt beside his daughter. “Forget all that, honey. We’ll be on the boat at eight sharp.”
Katie looked at her father with widened blue eyes. “But Mom says you’ll lose your job?”
Devin grasped her arms. “You’re more important than any job.”
She swiped her nose and looked down. “What about next week?”
“What?”
“Next week, can we go then?”
Devin looked her in the eyes. “We can go tomorrow.”
Katie shook her head. “Next week’s better.”
Devin leaned toward her. “Why?”
“Can’t lose your job.” She sniffed. “But I wish I could go with you.”
Devin brushed away a tear. “So do I, sweetheart. So do I.” He embraced his daughter and broke down.
Marge patted his shoulder. “So, we’ll go sailing next weekend.”
Katie looked at her mom. “All three of us?”
Marge nodded. “Yup, and you better hurry and get dressed. We have to be at the opera at seven thirty.”
Katie’s eyes lit up. “Opera?”
“Better believe it. You’re going in Daddy’s place.”
“Cool!” Katie lunged at her father and gave him another wet smooch.
It only took Devin fifteen minutes to throw some things into his overnight bag. He almost broke down a second time when he came down the stairs to see his wife holding a ham sandwich and glass of iced tea.
“Happy anniversary, Mr. Kerry.” She placed the sandwich and tea on the dining room table.
“Honey, I — ”
“You can open your gift when you get back.” She forced a smile. “Now please eat the sandwich before I throw it at you.”
He took her in his arms and whispered in her ear. “Do you know how much I love you?”
“Quit while you’re ahead, big guy. Besides, that’s your daughter coming down the stairs.” She pressed against him and kissed him with a wife’s love. “Now eat the damn sandwich and relax for a few minutes. The cab should be here at seven thirty.”
At 6:45, Devin watched his wife and daughter back out of the three car garage in her yellow VW. Two nonchalant female waves and they were off to Aïda, and a fancy dinner at the Sound Bar.
He took a deep breath and looked at the darkening sky. You’re a fortunate man, Associate Professor Kerry. If I were them, I’d dump you in a heartbeat. He shook his head and went inside.
*****
Marge Kerry didn’t say much on the ride down the Eisenhower Expressway. Her daughter’s weekend was salvaged. Aïda too. Even dinner at the Sound Bar. Everything except one minor item.
She uttered a deep sigh. Our anniversary, dammit! Screwing our brains out! Damn you, Devin Kerry! Damn you!
She frowned while recalling her carefree youth in Boston. Oh, she’d had her chances with those rich, fast-track males. Good looking and great in bed.
She shook her head. How the hell did she end up with Devin Kerry, an insect-loving nerd from south Boston? She uttered a deep sigh. Damned pheromones.
Katie’s soft hand slipped into hers. “Mom, are we almost there?”
“Yes, honey, only a few minutes.”
“Too bad Dad couldn’t come.”
“Yeah ... too bad.”
CHAPTER 5
“We’re here, mister.”
Devin blinked his tired eyes at the cab driver. A healthy tip and he was shuffling into O’Hare’s Terminal Three with his overnight bag in hand. It was 8:25 in Chicago. Albuquerque was three and a half hours away.
He dodged some exhausted travelers before spotting a uniformed pilot standing beside the charter counter. The pilot held a placard with “Kerry” printed on it.
Devin brushed past a security guard and strolled up to the pilot. “Guess I’m your guy.”
The pilot lowered the placard and smiled. “May I see your ID, Mr. Kerry?”
Devin sighed and took out his wallet. He flipped it open, displaying his driver’s license.
The pilot eyed the license. “Great, Mr. Kerry. I can take that bag, if you like.”
“I’m fine. Lead the way.”
Devin followed the pilot through a security door behind the ticket counter. They walked down a dimly lit passageway that opened to an outdoor ramp overlooking a line of charter jets.
“We’re over there.” The pilot pointed to a twin-engine Gulfstream parked at the end of the line.
A loud roar erupted from runway 32L where a large commercial jet was taking off. Devin stared at the orange-blue flame trailing from the jet’s engines as it lifted into the black sky. The warm night air smelled from burnt jet fuel.
“Mr. Kerry?”
Devin nodded and followed the pilot down the ramp toward the line of planes. Five minutes later, he was relaxing in one of the Gulfstream’s plush leather seats.
He watched the pilot store his overnight bag before disappearing into the cockpit. It was 8:45 in Chicago.
Devin was nodding off when the pilot tapped his shoulder. He sat up and noticed a familiar book in the pilot’s hand.
The pilot extended the book. “I know this is out of line, but would you please autograph it for my son?”
Devin shrugged and snatched the book. “Sure, what’s his name?”
“Sam.” The pilot handed Devin a fountain pen. “I really appreciate this, Mr. Kerry. Sam’s a senior at Roosevelt High. Your book really got to him. He’s always loved biology and the life sciences, but etymology — ” The pilot shook his head. “I never would have guessed.”
Devin smiled while signing his name. “My book did all that?”
“Sure did.”
Devin handed him the book. “Please tell Sam we need more like him.”
“Thank you, Mr. Kerry. You’ve made a father happy.” The pilot turned for the cockpit.
“What’s your name?”
The pilot turned to Devin and extended his hand. “Sorry, it’s Steve.” He nodded at his badge. “Steve Parks.”
Devin shook his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Steve, and for the record, that’s entomology. The other one studies the origin of words.”
The pilot flashed a sheepish grin. “Sorry again.” He pointed to a cabinet at the rear of the cabin. “There’s a full bar inside. Snacks too. Feel free.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ll have you in Albuquerque at twelve sharp.”
Devin watched the pilot step into the cockpit and close the door. He listened to the engines come alive with a soft whine as cool air brushed his face from the overhead vents. His last thoughts were of his wife and daughter …
Devin Kerry was a nerd who’d made it big in a most improbable way. He came from a blue-collar family on Boston’s south side. His dock-worker father drank too much and his Catholic mother prayed too much, but Devin loved them both for trying to raise their three Irish sons in the harshest of times.
From the first day he could read, Devin immersed himself in an endless quest for knowledge. School wasn’t enough for him. When his classmates escaped to the nearest party, Devin wasn’t in sight, choosing instead to bury himself at the main branch of Boston’s public library.
Except for his part-time grocery job, Devin’s days were spent at class or the library where his inquisitive mind absorbed every morsel of knowledge.
His academic record at Plimpton High was stellar with straight A’s from his freshman through senior years. His attendance was immaculate and his class performance was superb. Publicly, his teachers praised him as their dream student, but privately they considered him a social cripple in serious need of therapy.
When Devin’s home room teacher confronted his parents on their son’s problem, Devin’s father freaked out. Hell, nothing was wrong with Devin that a good woman couldn’t fix. Besides, Devin’s dad didn’t have the money to afford all those counseling sessions with some charlatan shrink. So, Mr. Kerry came up with his own plan, handing off Devin’s therapy to his other two sons, Ryan and Jessie.
Devin’s brothers were anything but therapists. Rugged Irishmen to their core, they spent their Friday nights blowing their hard-earned dockworker paychecks at local poker games before staggering into their house in the wee hours, their pockets empty, their brains soaked with gutter gin.
There were bruises too, usually on their knuckles from clobbering some drunken fool who took a wild swing at one of them during a heated exchange at a card game or pub.
Devin’s siblings tried to toughen their baby brother, but to no avail. When they attempted to teach him the manly art of self-defense, they quickly found Devin to be an awkward nerd. To make matters worse, Devin had the unfortunate habit of opening his mouth at the worst possible time.
Despite his brothers’ pleas to, “Keep a lid on it and give the scum your money,” Devin always spoke up when challenged by a street thug or gang.
Gimme your wallet, jerkoff.
You’re talking to me?
Cut the crap and hand it over.
You’re trying to rob me?
Gimme the damn wallet or you’re history.
Sorry, I can’t do that.
What?
I can’t give up my money. I’ve worked too hard for it. It’s for my family.
Then say your prayers, asshole!
Their heavy blows would rain down on him while he threw a few futile punches in return, but that wasn’t the worst part. Instead of giving up his wallet, Devin would absorb their beatings without a whimper until his assailants ripped off his money, leaving his battered body in one of the local alleys.
Not one punch landed in self-defense. Not even an attempt to flee. Just stand there and take your beating. A dangerous tactic for a young man in south Boston.
Then came that dark night in January 2002 when Devin almost paid the ultimate price for his bold defiance. If not for Jesse Kerry’s life-saving intervention, his baby brother would have died from a fatal knife thrust to the heart.
Jesse Kerry broke a druggy’s neck on that snowy night in south Boston, just in time to save his baby brother who had already taken a stab wound to the chest. One more thrust and Devin Kerry would have been history, but the gods were with him on that frightening night, thirteen years ago.
Devin recuperated in a nearby clinic while absorbing massive doses of verbal abuse from his enraged brothers, but they just didn’t get it.
How could they? Jesse and Ryan Kerry were street toughs like their father. Hot heads who started punching at the slightest provocation.
But Devin Kerry didn’t believe in fighting without cause, and in his world there was only one cause worth fighting for.
The closest anyone came to hearing that cause was a hospital nurse who rushed into Devin’s room when he nearly went into a coma after the knife attack.
“THE COLONY!
“Mr. Kerry, can you hear me?”
“THE COLONY, DAMMIT!”
“Mr. Kerry?”
“THE NEST! SAVE THE NEST!”
The nurse thought Devin was hallucinating, but in his delirium, Devin Kerry was merely expressing his deepest feelings.
From his first painful encounter with an angered bee, Devin had developed an uncanny respect for the tiny creatures that blanket our planet.
It was more than their fierce tenacity or warrior spirit. There was no ego, no fear of death. Only a cold, calculated instinct to do whatever necessary to protect their nests and colonies.
Ants, bees, wasps — it didn’t matter. They were the planet’s true super-warriors. Tiny Spartans living and dying for one purpose — to protect their home. Unselfish, disciplined creatures functioning as one, their nests and colonies dwarfing the planet with a perfected civilization far superior to the species known as Homo sapiens.
Devin’s father exploded when he learned his son had been accepted to Harvard on a scholarship.
Impossible! It made no sense! How could a poor laborer’s son become associated with that liberal, socialist citadel across the Charles River? How could Thomas Kerry fail so badly in raising his boy? Why hadn’t Devin turned out like his two brothers who were far better prepared to face this cold, hard world?
But it happened, and Devin Kerry left his south Boston home on September 1, 2008 to begin his great adventure.
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