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�It�s all just fuzz. See? And only a month out of warranty. Doesn�t that figure? Doesn�t that just figure?�
Kevin Mitchell Conrad shrugged. Chomping on his gum, he thought about how sick he was of making these damn service calls. Computers, TVs, VCRs. What a waste. He was cut out for more. He could feel it. But a guy had to make a living, didn�t he?
�Don�t sweat it, Pop,� he said, turning his cap around so the control goggles would fit. �Used to be, I�d have to take �er into the shop, break er down, charge you out the�I mean, charge you an arm and leg on labor, all just to replace a chip or maybe clean up some dust that was shorting out a component.� He put on the gloves, tested the leads to the control box. Then he clicked on the goggles. Green lights winked happily. His view, at the moment, was only of darkness.
�I just hope you can get this thing working,� said Mr. Meekly, the middle-aged customer. �I�ve got three grand tied up in that dish outside, and tonight�s the big game, and, well, I know it�s illegal but the boys down in the city are blacked out and I promised them I�d tape��
Yada, yada, yada, Kevin thought. Always the same with these people. Gotta have it. Gotta have it now. Well, that was what they paid him for�the quick fix. Still, it struck him as a waste. With this technology, he could be working on shuttles. Hell, he could be in orbit. Doing something that mattered, something meaningful. Not�
�And then my wife�s got her soaps in the morning, and all three of them come on at the same time, so she�ll have a conniption fit if it isn�t working, and then who�ll she take it out on? Me. That�s who. So you just��
�I work better in silence,� Kevin said, and he blew a bubble. Control box on. Transmitter on. VR linkup confirmed.
�Activate microbot,� Kevin said. The black, briefcase-sized box that represented his life savings gave a faint hum. Then he got small.
�Hey, kid. You all right?�
Kevin grunted. �Yeah� yeah. Do me a favor, will you? See the button on the right top corner of my case? Press it.�
Click. Light flowed through the goggles. Blue, yellow, green. It was all blurry, but he didn�t bother to adjust it. He�d need to focus in tight to do the job.
�Got it,� reported Meekly.
�Great. Now see the little black disc that popped up?�
�Yes. Is that the microrepair robot?�
�Huh? You can see the disc, right?� Stupid customers.
�Yes.�
�Great. Pick it up and put it on top of the VCR�s grill.�
The blurry colors moved. Kevin felt dizzy.
�Got it. Now what?�
Kevin moved his right index finger, gently detaching from the carrier disc as he tested the microbot�s control link. He could feel the tiny machine around him like a second body. A twitch of his left middle finger kicked in the bot�s headlights. The grill holes beckoned like dark cave openings.
�The VCR�s on, right?�
�No. I turned it off. I thought��
Kevin sighed. �Well, turn it back on, will you? How can I find the problem if there�s no power going through the circuits?�
�Sorry. I thought it would damage the repair bot.�
Bitch, bitch, bitch. Whine, whine, whine. Machine-dumb. Panic-stricken at the thought of missing the big game. Kevin almost took off the goggles right then. He would have, too, if it hadn�t been for the light bill, the phone bill, the rent, the groceries, the gas-guzzling van, the insurance, and, oh yes, the payments to Microrobotic Business Supplies, Inc.
�It�s insulated,� he told the man calmly. �Go grab a Fresca or something.�
He heard the click as the VCR�s power was switched on, but it sounded faint and far away. He was already entering the trancelike state that allowed him to control the bot like it was a part of his own body.
Through the air vent, down, down. Into the machine. Kevin found the motherboard, rolled forward onto the printed circuit highway. Integrated circuits towered over him like office buildings that had sprouted legs. His headlights flashed off the solder ahead of him, but beyond that, to the sides and rear, it was dark and silent, hauntingly empty.
Probably just some dust, he thought. It was dirty in here. Chip terminals grew fuzzy beards, and what looked like small rocks strewn about the board beneath him were really individual grains of dust, their proportions, like everything else, exaggerated by his microbot�s tiny eye.
Kevin stopped. Extending two probes, he measured the potential difference between two solder joints. Readouts scrolled up his goggles. The voltage was nominal. He moved on.
There. His eyes were adjusting, the bot�s senses growing sharper. The bot�s computer represented electricity as a faint blue glow in the circuits. Except there. Kevin zoomed in. Yes, that whole area was dark. No power. Nothing. It looked like half the signal recognition assembly was out.
�Great,� he whispered.
Faintly, far away, a voice said, �What is it? What have you found?�
Kevin ignored the voice, twitched his right middle finger. It was a long way to where he wanted to go. He�d have to move fast. That was the trouble with microbots, he always thought. They could do so much�monitor cells from the inside, recon hazardous areas like reactor cores or shuttle engines, do almost anything a man could do if he could shrink down to a few million atoms in size. But being tiny made you slow. If a microbot covered an inch in fifteen minutes, it was cruising. That inch could feel like miles.
�What was that?�
Kevin stopped, rotated his right tread backwards so that his body pivoted to the right. The headlights bounced off a bright, shiny coil of metal that towered up into the darkness. The tape ejection spring. Nothing moved. And yet�
�Is something wrong?� a tiny, faraway voice asked.
Kevin sighed, rotated back to the left, and headed for the dark area again. �Just seeing things, I guess,� he muttered.
The blue, comforting glow of powered-up circuits dispelled his unease, and by the time Kevin reached the fringes of the dark zone, he�d almost forgotten that something had moved back there, something even smaller than he was, something he�d never seen before.
�Now we�re talking turkey,� he muttered. Tapping into a circuit confirmed what he had already suspected: the signal recognition assembly was completely dead. Experience told him what to do. He�d circumnavigate the dark area, and somewhere along the perimeter he�d find a melted connection or a bit of dust or a burned-out diode�
Or�
�I know I didn�t imagine that.� He spun to the left, sped forward as he brought the headlights up to their brightest setting. There was something moving up there. Faster, faster. He got close enough to make out a shape: vaguely cylindrical with a thickening near the top. Then it darted between two leads to IC13 and was gone.
Weird, thought Kevin. He�d heard of bugs in the machinery. Hell, he�d even seen a few. Sometimes cockroaches would nest inside a radio or computer and drive the owner nuts. He didn�t dare spray in there� But this was different. Even an ant would have towered over the microbot. This thing had been small.
�Are you getting anywhere?� a distant voice asked. �Game�s on in forty-five minutes.�
Right, thought Kevin. The game, right The flippin� game. Kevin kept driving. He retraced his path to the edge of the dead area and began a careful probe of the perimeter. Five minutes later, he found the trouble.
�I don�t believe this.�
There was the power line, a giant red snake coiling down from the darkness. And there was the input junction for the signal recognition assembly. And there was something he had never seen before in his life. Cautiously, he eased the bot forward.
The red power cable had a ring of tiny, interlocking metal pieces around it, something that looked a little like a metal watchband. Some of the parts of the band looked familiar: the base of an LED lead there, a strip of black insulation there. All of it was soldered together, and pits in the solder seam beneath him seemed to account for the source of the solder.
He extended a pair of probes. Just as he�d thought. On the other side of the wristband, the red cable was dead.
There has to be some explanation for this, Kevin thought. He swiveled the bot�s eye back and forth, feeling as if he were being watched. This was just too weird.
A yellow light blinked insistently in his goggles. The bot�s stored charge was one-quarter depleted. He�d better get on with this job before he lost another bot. His insurance was high enough as it was.
Cut the watchband, he thought. That was the obvious move. But something made him hesitate. Better to play it safe. Better to go on into the assembly, check it out internally before restoring power to the area. He�d never come up against anything like this. Yeah. Better to play it safe.
Darkness engulfed the bot as Kevin moved forward into the trouble area. He wanted to conserve power; but there was no choice, he had to keep the headlights on high beam. The silicon city around him was deserted, ghostly in its stillness.
Spooky.
�That�s odd,� Kevin muttered. Chip 47 loomed ahead of him, and there was something badly wrong with it. The leads were all intact, but about half the chip itself was gone. There was nothing neat about it, either, like you�d expect from a factory defect or a burnout. It had a fuzzy look, like something had taken a million tiny bites out of the casing. Inside, thin strands of something silvery had been woven in a not-quite-random pattern between the chip�s remaining internal components.
Kevin edged closer. Something seemed to be holding him back. He steadied the bot, rolled a little closer, stopped. Fear. It was fear that held him back. He�d seen it all. He�d diagnosed and repaired everything that a human could do to a piece of electronic equipment or that the equipment could do to itself. This was different. This was�
�Crazy,� he muttered. �It�s crazy. But I ain�t afraid of nothing. If it�s electronic, I can get to the bottom of it.�
Distantly, a whispering voice was trying to speak to him, and closer to home, the bot�s power readout was nearing the half-depleted mark. He ignored both and moved up as close as he could to chip 47.
Yes, the spaghetti tangle of microfilaments had a design to it. There were thousands of them! And he could see where some of them exited the chip entirely, connecting it to other nearby components. He probed one of the filaments�or tried to. The outer coating read as a nonconductor, and the material resisted his bot�s microdrill. Analysis showed its chemical makeup consistent with elements readily available inside the VCR, but in the form of an alloy he�d never seen before.
He backed off. The explanation that kept bubbling to the surface of his mind was too incredible to believe. But how could he deny what he saw with his own eyes?
I�ll tour the whole assembly, record what I see, and get out with reserve power, Kevin told himself. Later, he could analyze the data and try to figure out what the rewired components would actually do. Already, he had a sneaking suspicion. It was the signal recognition assembly, after all. Any alteration to it might enable it to decode signals other than those the equipment had been designed to receive. And with the satellite dish out back�
Kevin froze. The shadow of his bot had suddenly sprung into being directly ahead of him. The shadow was growing larger. He whirled the bot around. White light blinded him until he had the presence of mind to snap the filter down over his bot�s eye. That was when he saw the cylindrical object moving slowly toward him.
�Well, slap my butt and call me a bastard.�
The thing was a bot, no doubt about that. It was about half the size of his repair bot, and the thickening near the top hinted at a powerful onboard computer wired at the molecular level. The body itself was smooth except for a number of oval-shaped indentations, and the whole thing was levitating over the solder seam.
He ran a recognition check, just for grins. There was no record of any bot anything like this one in the entire MBSI catalog. It might be an experimental government device, new and secret, but what the hell would it be doing inside Mr. Walter Meekly�s VCR? Besides, it looked light-years beyond anything Kevin knew about�
The strange bot dimmed its headlight, as if sensing Kevin�s discomfort. Kevin lifted the filter. The bot was moving in a slow circle that ended up putting it directly between Kevin�s bot and the modified chip he�d been examining.
�Message received,� Kevin whispered. He folded his manipulators into the down position and backed up a bit, just to show it he was no threat. The other bot didn�t move. Who was controlling that thing? There wasn�t the sort of antenna that every bot he�d ever heard of needed to receive its VR control signal. But its responses to his actions were lightning-quick. He remembered how it had eluded him the first two times he�d spotted it.
�Autonomous,� he said out loud. �Must be.� What a breakthrough! NASA was still having trouble putting smart computers into their space probes. And those things were huge.
�Oh my God.�
It all became clear to him so suddenly, so completely, that he knew he was right. Then, as if he needed further proof, the Unidentified Microrobotic Object hovered nearer. One of the oval indentations opened, and a tiny needle-shaped manipulator darted out. Kevin started to back away, but then he realized the extrusion wasn�t a weapon. It was a writing implement. The UMO was moving it in quick jerks across the solder surface beneath them.
First contact, Kevin thought. Make that first nanocontact. And he was the contactee.
The UMO had finished, retracting the needle back inside itself. Kevin rolled forward, suddenly conscious of how crude his own bot felt by comparison. He peered down at the solder. Nothing. Not even a scratch.
He looked at the UMO. It seemed to be waiting expectantly for something. Kevin looked back down. The solder appeared unmarred. But what if�
He zoomed in, full mag, and focused his headlights on the area the UMO had concerned itself with. And there it was! A design was visible, the scaling so small that the image was blurry even to his microbot�s tiny eyes�which meant it was very small.
�Weird.�
He crept up a bit, mindful of the alien bot�s watchful posture, and peered down at the message. The design consisted of two circles. One of them, oddly familiar, held eight other concentric circles inside it. A line connected the third ring from center with the outer ring of the second circle, which held four more concentric circles.
�I get it. You come from a solar system with five planets.�
A voice, far off, replied, �What the devil are you talking about? The kick-offs in five minutes!�
Oh, hell, thought Kevin. Better be careful about that. Because a plan was already forming in his mind, and that plan didn�t include anyone else finding out about this�especially Mr. Walter Meekly.
He stared at the bot, wishing he could reply to the message. His own bot, unfortunately, was entirely incapable of manipulating structures that small. He could write larger, of course. But what would he say?
Two red lights were flashing in his goggles now. He had barely enough power to make it out of the VCR. One final glance at the bot. It was looking at him, but somehow Kevin thought its mind was occupied with something else. It seemed impatient.
�Sorry, pal,� he whispered. �Gotta run.� He pivoted his bot back toward the VCR�s air vent. Pausing, he added in his thoughts: But I�ll be back.

�You want to what?�
Mr. Meekly didn�t seem too happy that the game was already underway and his VCR wasn�t taping.
�Sorry,� Kevin said, his goggles now hanging limply around his neck as he chomped on his gum and tried to look casual. �It�s fried in there. Total burn-out. It�d cost you more to rebuild it than to buy a new one. But like I said, I will buy it off you for twenty bucks. I can use the casing, and one or two components look like they might be salvageable.�
Meekly�s red complexion didn�t look like it was doing much for his blood pressure.
�But your advertisement says��
Kevin shrugged, started packing his away his gear. �Whatever. Look, I gotta couple more calls to make, and it�s getting late.�
�Wait.�
Sucker.
�Twenty dollars?�
�Yep. That�s the offer.�
Meekly hesitated. �Well, it�s nothing but junk to me now. All right.� He started disconnecting the VCR, and Kevin dug into the pocket of his jeans until he found a ten, a five, and five ones.
�What about the game?� Meekly asked as Kevin stood in the doorway.
Kevin smiled. �Tell your friends there�s always radio.�

On the way back to the trailer, the old white van bogging down as usual (he�d have to change that fuel filter one of these days), Kevin worked the whole thing out in his mind.
An alien race wanted to make contact with Earth. They�d been picking up our signals for decades, but every time they sent a signal our way, bomp, it vanished. No reply. So they figured we weren�t listening, or if we were, we were looking the wrong way with the wrong equipment tuned to the wrong frequency.
Now these aliens were a little more advanced than us. Maybe a lot more. They�d honed nanotechnology to a fine art. It�d be easy for them to get a probe up to relativistic velocities if it was tinier than a grain of sand. And it was so smart, wherever it landed, it would find a way to let us know we were being bombarded by extraterrestrial signals every second and were just too dumb to tune into them.
(The van shimmied through a curve. Have to get those shocks fixed, Kevin thought.)
So. Mr. Meekly s VCR. Good a place as any, though it seemed kinda lucky the probe landed there, with the satellite dish and everything, when most of the world was cable-ready and the airwaves weren�t used that much anymore. Still, these were smart ETs. Maybe the probe had some way of homing in on a likely spot like that. Maybe they were self-replicating and there were thousands�millions�of them. But then everyone would be turning up with omniscient toaster-ovens and blenders with bad attitudes. It didn�t make sense. Could he really be the only one?
The van squealed to a stop in the driveway. Have to get those brakes ad-justed, Kevin thought. But if this worked out half as good as he hoped it might, hell, he�d ditch the van and buy something really nice. Like maybe a private jet.

�Uh-huh. There. And that should do it.�
The setup wasn�t as pretty as Meekly�s, but Kevin thought it would do the job. On the input side: an old dish antenna he�d accepted as payment once and promptly plopped in back of the trailer, where its main function was to give the poison ivy something to grow over. On the output: his IBM-clone PC, wired in with a splice-up job even he wasn�t sure how he�d rigged. And there, in the middle of it all, the heart of the system: Mr. Meekly�s VCR.
�OK, baby. Show me what you�ve got.�
He turned on the PC first, then the VCR. Nothing happened. The monitor said SYSTEM ON-LINE, but there was no data coming in. Maybe the little UMO had failed in its mission. Maybe the VCR hadn�t contained the components it needed. Maybe�
�Aha!�
The numbers didn�t mean much at first, until Kevin realized that one set was in degrees and minutes and the other was a measure of time. Then he knew, and it took only a few minutes to align the satellite dish to the celestial coordinates.
�Bingo.�
It began. Menus first. Then submenus. Information started scrolling by so fast he could barely read it. It was in English, though, which settled a concern he�d had ever since the plan dawned on him. And some of the file names intrigued him greatly: POWER.TEK,CURES.DNA, PEACE. WPS, HITECH.DBS. They were giving it all to him! And there was so much of it. Once the hard drive was full, he went to floppies. Then more floppies.
�I don�t believe this!�
More files, thick with data: C+TEK, TIME.WPS, GENTEK.DNA, MMORT. DNA. The human race was in for some changes, and he, Kevin Mitchell Conrad, was the key. He had the data. He could save the world. And only he could do it.
The answer had been hiding in one of the README files. It seemed the aliens had sent out self-replicators and there were millions of them. Only they�d been programmed to scan any contactee�probably a repair person�and only continue the contact process to completion if they found certain qualities in the contactee. Otherwise, they were to shut down�to commit suicide.
It didn�t say anywhere what those certain qualities were.
Kevin didn�t worry about it. Yes, he would save the world. For a price.
�That�s right,� Kevin said as he popped the top on a cold one and let the computer soak up whatever the ETs sent. �They�ll pay for it�but not all at once. I�ll give it to them one bit at a time. Maybe the stardrive this year, maybe the cancer cure next. Payment on delivery.�
He laughed. He drank another beer. This was his ticket out of the rat race. No more VCR repairman. He would be somebody. And if the rest of the world didn�t like the way he did business, screw them. Screw them all.
Something beeped at the computer station. Kevin looked up just in time to see the scrolling alien data freeze, hesitate, and then start running again. He leaned forward, not too concerned. Until the screen flickered and the scrolling alien data was replaced by a fractal screen-saver with the message WHEN ELECTRICIANS DO IT, WATCH OUT FOR THE SPARKS!!! Then the message broke up into tiny colored pyramids before, with a last flicker, the screen returned to the scrolling data.
�No,� Kevin whispered. He opened a side window to run a diagnostic, but the system reported that it was overtaxed and could no longer perform multitasking.
�Shit!� Kevin hissed. He checked the diskette drive and found it nearing capacity. He checked the diskette supply and found it exhausted.
�Fuck,� Kevin sighed.
Then, like that wasn�t enough, the scrolling data was interrupted again, this time by a message in flashing crimson letters.
TRANSMISSION ANGLE SHIFTING. COMMUNICATIONS LOCK THREATENED.
Kevin repeated his last three utterances, three times in rapid succession, and then he picked up the keyboard and thumped it against his forehead. The ESC key hit him in the right eye, and when he dropped the keyboard to clutch at his face, he heard it clatter down with some force atop Mr. Meekly�s VCR.
Which gave him the idea.
It would have to be right, and it would have to be now. There wouldn�t be room for any screwups. And even then there was no reason to assume it would work.
SIGNAL DEGRADED SIXTEEN PERCENT, the crimson letters blared. SIGNAL LOSS IN THIRTEEN MINUTES.
Kevin hissed. They were giving up on us. They�d tried everything and gotten no response, and now they were moving on, turning their great searchlight away from Earth and probing among other constellations. He�d had his chance and blown it. Unless�
It took Kevin only two minutes to disconnect Meekly�s VCR from the system, remove the casing, and place it on top of the computer�s CPU, the casing of which he had also removed. After that he could only sit back and watch. He stared at the exposed circuitry. Nothing moved in that gallium and silicon jungle, but Kevin knew better than to expect any outward sign. If the alien microbot possessed the intelligence he suspected, surely it would detect the problem and do something before it was too late.
TEN MINUTES TO SIGNAL LOSS.
Kevin shuddered. He�d gotten a lot, but he knew there was so much more to come. What would be lost if they broke contact before his machine could absorb the rest of the data? What if there was a final sequence that would activate all the others, without which everything he had recorded would be useless?
Nothing seemed to be happening in the CPU.
NINE MINUTES TO SIGNAL LOSS.
Kevin felt completely helpless waiting there for the alien nanoengineer to do something to save his butt. Then he spotted his repair case on the shelf by the door where he always left it. He knew at once what he had to do.
He got up from the computer and fetched the case.
Then he got small.
Inside Meekly�s VCR, roaming through ghostly circuits spun like cobwebs from the ruins of some once-great city. Solder highways stretching between component nodes, strangely devoid of traffic. Nothing moving anywhere. Kevin wished for intrusive senses�an electron scanner would be nice about now. But that stuff was years away, and he knew he�d never be able to afford it even when they did figure out how to make it small enough to fit on a bot.
�Good ol� Model 1411-C,� he muttered, somewhere far away. It was what it was: a repair bot. Equipped with the senses and tools it needed for that job�nothing more and nothing less.
Visible light would have to do.
Kevin raced over the motherboard, watching every angle for something that wasn�t supposed to be there. He felt entirely too conscious of the seconds ticking by, of all that hung in the balance if he wasn�t fast enough.
And then he found it.
He closed in on the object quickly, risking bumpy leaps over solder speed-bumps and taking shortcuts across printed circuits that would have fried him in an instant if power had decided to pass through them while he was traveling.
There, hovering in the shadow of that transformer. Sleeping, by the looks of it, silent. Floating like a boat at its mooring. Kevin wondered if it was dreaming. Or if it had decided to commit suicide after all.
SIX MINUTES TO SIGNAL LOSS.
�Time for your wake-up call,� he heard himself say, in the big world.
He charged the alien bot.
It woke up fast.
First it leapt at least a centimeter into the air, then it circled him ten times at such dazzling speed that it almost snapped Kevin out of his remote senses. Then it hovered in front of him for five seconds and squawked at him.
Kevin blinked. The bot raced away so fast he lost sight of it in seconds. Pursuit would be pointless. It was faster than he was, and it had rebuilt the VCR into such a labyrinthine construction that Kevin would never find his way out again if he went into it. There was only one consolation, he thought as he followed his marked trail back out of the VCR.
The alien bot had been moving in the direction of his computer�s CPU.
Three minutes later, Kevin smiled. It took that long to get out of the gear, get his real-world senses back, and watch the components of the Octium-9000 PC seem to liquefy before taking on new, disturbing shapes. Connections divided, multiplying into a vast spiderweb of finely spun silver.
TWO MINUTES TO SIGNAL LOSS, the monitor shrieked.
The hard-drive was clicking like a castanet player on methamphetamine. Kevin could never know if the bot had finished its upgrade, if the reconfigured computer could absorb all the data in time. For all he knew the thing would blow up first. Then he would have lost it all. He�d be condemned to a lifetime of fixing the VCRs of an endless succession of Mr. Meeklys.
Kevin shuddered.
ONE MINUTE TO SIGNAL LOSS.
He hit the PWR button.
Then he drank a six-pack and went to sleep.

In the dream he was chasing the members of an all-female punk rock band who had promised him sex if he fixed their PA system but then reneged on the deal. Just as he caught them, they morphed into alien micro-bots and spun all around him, squawking.
He woke up with a headache.
�I need a beer,� Kevin muttered, smacking his lips and rubbing his eyes. Things were always blurry the morning after, which was every morning these days, but this time it all seemed wrong. Kevin blinked, trying to focus. The clock had been replaced by a large triangular panel of flashing lights: green, blue, amber, and red. Hell, the whole room looked different.
Kevin sprang out of bed. The floor felt softly cushioned, warm; the floorboards didn�t squeak. And the air smelled strangely� clean.
�Make that a whiskey,� Kevin whispered. He moved to the bedroom door and looked down the hallway.
Only it wasn�t the hallway anymore. It was a corridor of light leading to something that looked like the control center of a nuclear submarine.
�Radical!�
Kevin ran down the corridor to what had once been the living room, and his breath left him in one long sigh. It was all different, remade. The furniture was gone, the walls pulsed with light, the kitchen glittered sleek and shiny. There weren�t even any dirty dishes.
�Is this witchcraft, or what?�
The instruments that lined every wall gave no clue to their function, but Kevin noticed readouts at eye level, controls designed for human hands. The big screen that filled the entire northern wall had information appearing here and there for a few seconds and vanishing. It was in English. The wall cycled through three modes every few seconds. Invisible, it let him look out on the driveway where the van sat, leaking oil as usual. Then, for an instant, a wall�curving inward and ribbed. Then, again, transient blocks of text against a background he hadn�t noticed before, a pattern of colors swirling in a lazy spiral. The longer Kevin looked at the wall one way, the more it kept staying that way.
Now the spiraling colors were making his eyes do funny things, and he found himself walking toward one of the stations. Only vaguely was he aware of sitting down on the built-in stool (which just happened to be the right height), and only distantly did he notice when an octagonal opening above him started sprouting multicolored snakes that quested downward until they found his head.

�Where am I?�
Around him, swirling blue clouds of light flashed arcs of color between one another in brief bursts and in sequences that hinted at meaning. Kevin couldn�t feel his body. It wasn�t like VR�he felt disembodied, not even conscious of a virtual self. His consciousness only floated, taking in the strange living sphere of color.
[The pattern is familiar.]
Kevin shook his head. That voice seemed to come from nowhere, from everywhere, even from inside him.
�Who are you? What is this shit?�
The blue clouds turned yellow. They weren�t so much clouds, he noticed now, as intricate crystalline structures, feather-light. One seemed to be drawing nearer to him�
Kevin felt his heart racing, his urge to flee suddenly unbearable. But all the while, a calm inner voice soothed him, assured him he was safe, lulled him and pulled, ever so gently, at some part of him.
[We have seen it before. We know which sequence to employ.]
The crystalline cloud had grown to fill his view, revealing all its intricate structure. Now, closer, he saw that all its tiny angular parts were moving. Some were opening out a cavity in the center of the vast structure, and Kevin suddenly realized it was this opening toward which he was being pulled.
I�m dreaming this, he thought. Like one of those nightmares you can�t wake up from even when you know it�s a dream. He tried to visualize his body, sitting there on that alien stool in what had once been the kitchen of his mobile home. He could see it, almost feel it. He slipped into the familiar trance, like when he was controlling a bot and the sensory shutdown failed and he had to get out the old-fashioned way. Concentrate. Pull back from the illusion and seek the real touch of living flesh.
[You must allow us to continue. Our operation enters a dangerous phase.]
�Who�s we? You still haven�t told me.�
[Call me Mind, Group 3. I am 1 percent of each of us.]
There, he moved his finger. Concentrate. Focus. His whole body felt numb, but he could see it, somehow, beneath him.
�Well, Mind, Group 3, I�m Kevin Mitchell Conrad, VCR Repairman. You know, I may be a little behind the times, but I�ve never seen a setup like this in my life. What�s it all run on�batteries?�
[Batteries?]
�You know, where do you guys get the juice for all this?�
He could almost feel Mind thinking. Good. Keep it occupied. Divert its attention while you� what?
[Energy is abundant on the micro level, its release to the macro a simple exercise in translation.]
�Isn�t there, like, a law against that or something? I mean, what is it? Cold fusion?�
[Nothing so primitive. Haven�t you read the POWER.TEK file?]
�Haven�t had time just yet. It�s on the top ten list, though.�
Cheap, plentiful energy. Operations that produced more energy than they consumed. Kevin knew he�d probably never understand it. He also knew that this single item, even if he got nothing else out of the deal, would make him the richest man on Earth.
[We have searched for the right conduit. Your cooperation is essential to our group�s success.]
But only if he got the upper hand. Yes, remember it�s in your mind, trying to pull you in, brainwash you, make you its puppet. Focus on physical sensation. Rough fabric beneath the fingertips. Something cold and slippery tingling over the head.
Kevin opened his eyes.
[We will gentle you. It will ease your discomfort and quiet your struggles.]
�Like hell you will,� Kevin said. With all his willpower, all his hatred for the control others always seemed to hold over him, he told his hand to reach up to his head. What felt like wet snakes writhing in his fingers were really shapeshifting nanotechnic probes. When he swatted at them, they recoiled, melting into shorter, stubbier shapes, and finally retracted into something that looked like a shower head.
�And my worst worry used to be the fucking fuse box,� Kevin grumbled. He thought he saw the shower head move, so he got up from the stool and backed toward the door.
There was a table near the center of what had once been the living room. Three metal objects sat there: a black triangle, a red and silver egg, and something that looked like a potato peeler with a row of buttons on its handle. Kevin grabbed the last of these and jammed it into the front of his pants. A plan was already forming. A plan that would make his earlier ambitions seem timid by comparison.
The door didn�t open�he just walked through it. His skin tingled all over, there was a popping sound, and then he stood on the familiar wooden deck. He turned around (the floorboards squeaked comfortingly) and looked back at the trailer. From the outside, it looked exactly the same as always. Ugly. Beautiful. Normal.
The van started on the third try.

�Does it really matter, Max?� Kevin twisted his cap to the side, winked at the girl. When she wasn�t working part-time at Rascal�s Pawn shop, Maxine was busy cultivating her contacts at the local research and development firm. Now, her elfin features taut with concentration, she looked down at the object he had given her.
�What�s it do, then? If you won�t tell me where you got it, at least tell me something. It looks like an electric potato peeler.�
Kevin smiled. He�d usually flirt when he came here to pawn one of his tools for beer money, make the standard remarks, like it got him anywhere. But today, his excitement came from a different source.
�Press the red button,� he said.
Max did.
Then she dropped it onto the counter and squealed like she�d seen a mouse. �It�s� it�s a screwdriver now.�
�Duh,� said Kevin, smiling. He searched his pockets for a stick of gum, came up empty.
Max squinted at him. �Kevin Mitchell Conrad, what the hell have you gotten into?�
Something in her tone argued caution, but to Kevin�in the microworld or the macro�caution was for wimps.
�Hey,� he said, laughing, �it�s just something I whipped up in my garage.�
�You live in a rat-hole of a trailer. There�s no garage.�
�Figure of speech. Look, Maxi, it�s kind of secret�you know, moose and squirrel stuff. You got any gum?�
�It pulls your fillings out. I�ll give you a hundred bucks.�
Now Max was playing with the gadget, turning it from a soldering iron to a laser, from a crescent wrench into a tool with a vibrating silver coil at the end. Kevin knew from his own experiments that the shape-shifting tool could become anything its user wished it to be.
But hell, the rent was overdue. And he did need beer money.
�Two hundred,� he said.
Max laughed. Damn, she had a bod. Kevin stood up a bit straighter, pulled up his tool belt so only half his butt was hanging out of his jeans.
�One fifty. Not a penny more.�
After that, he stopped at the Quickie Shack and bought a twelve-pack of longnecks. Then he stopped at Roy�s and bought everyone a drink.

Back home, buzzing, whistling, happy. Home sweet home. Up the steps to the door. OK, up the steps again. Damn, that hurt. All keys look alike in the dark. Quick snooze, leaning up against the door.
Falling through�
�Whadahell,� Kevin sputtered, rolling up onto his knees. When he reached back and pressed at the place he�d just fallen through, it felt solid and slightly warm.
He threw up.
The vomit vanished into the floor.
Quiet. Only the hum of instruments and the whirring of fans. He noticed what looked at first like houseplants in a window box running the length of the wall. When he drew nearer, he could taste the fresh, oxygenated air. The ol� trailer had never even had AC.
His head throbbed, but the glittering lights and the crisp cool air brought him partially back to reality. He looked around slowly.
Some kind of microbots�maybe even nanites�had been at work during his absence. Some of the assemblies he�d noticed before were gone or had reconfigured themselves. As he moved around the trailer, Kevin began to feel uneasy about all this. The floor, walls and ceiling, all composed of interlocking nanites, their limbs firmly clasped together. As easily as they could become inanimate segments of the floor, they could become voracious consumers of human flesh.
Kevin whistled into the shadows. It felt� wrong in here somehow. Like the time he�d surprised that burglar. Kevin touched his leg, where you could still see the scar of the bullet hole. He backed slowly toward the door.
Something was there, deep in the shadows in what had once been the spare bedroom but now more closely resembled a giant spider�s den. Something big, some trace of movement�
Kevin turned and bolted through the door. Someone punched him in the nose, and he was on his back before he realized the door hadn�t let him through. He stood up and put his hand against it. Solid. Quivering slightly with the aftershock of his impact.
�OK,� he said, lowering his head. �You got me.�
�We got you,� said someone with a really strange voice.
Kevin looked up.
�Well feed me kitty litter and call me puss.�
It was cylindrical, silvery with a widening near the top, big enough to fill a quarter of the room. It was hovering about a foot off the floor.
�You�� Kevin hissed. His mind snapped back into clear, sober focus. Yes, it was the same as the microbot he�d encountered in Mr. Meekly�s VCR.
Only this was its big brother.
�Well, I�ve met Mind. I guess you�re Body.��� Kevin was terrified, but it seemed important not to let the mac-robot know that.
�I am Appendage 2.�
�Pleased to meet you. I�m Kevin.�
The bot dipped lower. �Kevin,� it said, �please view.�
A hologram leapt into the air in front of him. Kevin watched as he, his very own self, picked up the potato peeler from the table and stuck it in his pants.
The hologram vanished.
�Yeah, well, I can ex��
The macrobot darted forward with surprising speed and zapped Kevin with something that felt like a hundred cattle prods.
�Hey! You son of a bitch!�
�Son of a bitch!�
�Who you calling a son of a bitch?� Kevin glared at the bot. Appendage 2 had a row of eyes around the top, like multicolored glowing crystal balls, and it rotated slowly around its vertical axis. He tried to hold its gaze while he slipped a hand toward the table, where there now rested another device, one that looked like a spherical TV remote control.
�Unacceptable!� Appendage 2 blared, shocking him again. As Kevin recoiled, he saw the remote control gizmo start to shimmer and then just vanish, absorbed into the material of the table.
�Message received,� Kevin grumbled. His fingers were numb.
�Communicate,� said the big bad bot.
Kevin watched as it drew nearer, looming over him, pushing him into the control center, back toward that station he dreaded, back onto that stool that was just the right height. Back with things squirming down from the ceiling and into his head.

Immersion in the Mind of the machine. �Is this VR?� asked a voice, perhaps his own.
[You are within us. You are linked to the collective Mind of us all.]
Images cascaded across his awareness: great armadas, whole star systems digested and rebuilt into gleaming metal and crystalline constructions. A civilization spreading across the stars, probing ever outward along its expanding perimeter.
[We have found only four others,] someone said in this mind.
�Four��
[We work in better harmony if adjustments are made. You were selected for a reason.]
�What reason?� he heard a voice just like his own say, somewhere very far away.
[Unimportant. We erred. We should not have chosen you.]
�Get off.�
[Nevertheless, we see in you potential.]
Kevin felt things moving in his head, the tingle of nanotechnic fingers stroking his neurons. Pressures released. Primitive instincts decreased in force. The usual appetites faded.
�Will I stay like this?� he asked, now fully aware of his body at the station, of his brain physically linked to the great nanomind from the stars.
[If we choose.]
Kevin was about to ask just who the hell they thought they were when he noticed flashing lights through the now-transparent front wall. Several cars had pulled into the yard, blocking the van and the street. He heard car doors slamming.
[We feared this.]
Again, the recorded image of his theft, only now it included the sale to Maxine.
�You were watching me even then?�
[You carried an appendage inside you. Obviously, your kind cannot be trusted.]
Heavy knocks on the door. Through the wall, Kevin saw men in black coveralls taking up positions all around the trailer. A couple were searching the van. Most of them carried handguns; a few carried rifles.
�What is this?�
[You have attracted attention. We hope you will learn from this encounter.]
�Learn? What�s to learn? We�re dead.�
[We never die.]
And then, abruptly, the nanofingers withdrew from his head. Kevin blinked at the new clarity of everything.
Pounding, now, from both the front door and the back. He could see one of the men talking into a megaphone, but absolutely no sound penetrated the wall. (It was vibrating on that side, just a little.)
�I wish I could hear what��
�OPEN UP IN THE NAME OF THE LAW!�
Kevin�s heart started thumping, but then something overcame him, a calm assurance he had never felt before. His forehead tingled. He walked to the door.
Reached for the knob.
Turned it.
�Can I help you?� he asked, stepping quickly out onto the deck and closing the door. He noticed the knob felt warm in his fingers.
�Are you Kevin Mitchell Conrad?� asked a black-uniformed man with wraparound sunglasses and an automatic weapon.
�Yeah,� he said, raising his hands. �And I�m unarmed. Guys, you�re making me nervous.�
The cop, if that was what he was, didn�t move. Kevin noticed the halfmoon insignia on the man�s sleeve. That wasn�t like any law enforcement uniform he�d ever seen, and he�d seen most of them.
Then the man behind him moved, and Kevin saw a hand come up. There was a click, a swish of air, and something missed his head by an inch. Kevin leapt right through the door and back into the trailer. When he looked up, expecting to see the feds coming through behind him, he saw them walk into the wall and bounce off instead.
But the feds weren�t giving up so easily. They tried shooting at the lock. The trailer absorbed the bullets, making their stuff its own. They tried ramming the door with one of their cars. The wall vibrated, ringing the trailer like a bell, but Kevin felt only the mildest tremor beneath his feet. Then one of the consoles beeped and the fed�s car stalled.
He was already daydreaming of his own secret island resort�daydreaming more specifically about the scantily clad maidens who would grace the beaches of his own secret island resort�when two things happened.
A detector in the wall started flashing red and screaming approximately the same color.
And Kevin saw, through the transparent wall, two of the black coverall guys depositing something against the front door.
The something exploded.
Kevin screamed, tumbling to the floor. The wall had gone opaque, the whole trailer undulating as every surface shimmered and reformed before his eyes, losing focus, then gradually returning to solidity. The wall slowly cleared until it was again transparent.
The men were bringing another something to the door.
�We gotta get out of here!�
Kevin�s eyes lit on the Mind station. Hesitantly, he approached. Another explosion knocked him to his knees. A globe hanging from the ceiling started warning about all kinds of impending catastrophes.
Kevin sat on the stool and let the snakes into his head.
[Understood,] came the instant response. [We know what must be done.]
The trailer shuddered, its outer skin convulsing, reforming itself�but into what, Kevin couldn�t see. He felt a faint vibration through his feet. Then a not so faint vibration. The muddy ground outside the trailer started rising.
�Well kick me in the head and call me a crash test dummy.�
A trio of red lights started flashing, and a whining like the teeth of hell came from directly under his feet. The floor dropped. It felt just like being in an elevator.
When Kevin looked out the window, his mouth fell so far open that his gum tumbled out onto the floor.

Pulverized rock, glowing ember-red, swept past the windows. The trailer leveled off at five hundred feet below ground. Occasionally there would be a bump or lurch, but for the most part the ride was smooth.
Kevin had one memory he would always cherish: the dumbfounded black coverall guys looking down into the hole, their faces bloodless, white.
After that, remote cameras provided the only view of the world above ground. Kevin had disentangled himself from Mind�easier now with practice, so his only sources of input were those monitors and the instruments that delineated the trailer�s configuration and performance as it burrowed through the rock.
�Where�s the energy for all this stuff coming from?� Kevin wondered aloud as he moved around the trailer�or what had once been the trailer. It was Gadget City now, every machine humming and flashing with power. He just didn�t buy Mind�s easy answer.
Until he went to the bathroom.
The bathroom wasn�t the bathroom anymore. Behind the door, which appeared unchanged, a large black cylinder squatted. Transparent coils fed it from above, pumping what looked like molten metal into the top of it. Below, other coils carried away something darker, cooler. And a tiny chamber at the base seemed to be collecting small amounts of something from whatever was flowing through the coils.
Cables slithered out of the black cylinder�s base, leading toward every part of the trailer.
Kevin scratched his head.
This must be where they did it, where they accomplished what Earth scientists still could not. Somewhere inside that cylinder, energy was being produced�enough energy to work all these changes, to alter every atom in the trailer. To move it through rock as easily as a submarine moved through water.
Fusion or witchcraft? Kevin shrugged. This was going to make him rich. He could hire a tutor to explain it to him afterward. Another question was beginning to bother him even more urgently.
�So, what if I have to take a dump?� he asked, slamming the bathroom door in disgust.
Appendage 2 came around twice, urging him to reconnect with Mind. Kevin refused. He meant to go on refusing.
�There�s enough of you critters in my brain already,� he told the big bot, which rotated one hundred and eighty degrees and moved away, looking sullen.
The trailer increased its speed and started moving in wide circles, as if searching for something. Kevin hardly noticed. Watching the remote views, he saw the swarms of uniforms�black coveralls now absent, replaced by blue and brown and even Army green�bustling about the edge of the crater where his mobile home had rested for six and a half years. It made him feel powerful, to be able to observe them without being observed, to know the answers to so many of the questions that burned in their minds.
But not all the answers.
The floor tilted again; ridges popped up beneath his feet, enabling him to keep his footing. The trailer churned downward through denser rock. For a while the ride was smooth, but then there came an increasing number of jarring impacts.
Then a final lurch, and silence.
Kevin�s stomach surged up into his mouth as the trailer crashed into something hard. Kevin was propelled across the room and into a big balloon-like thing that suddenly appeared from nowhere. It softened the impact, and when the trailer came to rest at a thirty degree cant, Kevin wasted no time getting to the door.
Stepping outside�
Dank. A sharp, flinty odor hung in the air. Water dripped in the distance. The air felt cold, clammy.
�Light. I need light.�
The trailer�s deck light came on, brighter than it had ever been before. Around him, a subterranean cavern sprang out from the darkness, complete with stalactites and stalagmites and sparkling, quartz-encrusted walls.
�Megacool,� said Kevin. He chomped on his gum, which tasted a little gritty since he�d picked it up off the floor.
�But what the hell are we doing here?� He walked off a few steps and turned back to look at the trailer. Fleetjet 2000, all the way. An old �92. In deplorable condition. It looked funny, sitting there on the wet cavern floor. But Kevin saw no sign of damage. In fact, it had already leveled itself.
He blinked. Something was happening around the trailer�s underbelly. Things were dropping down to the cave floor�what they were, he couldn�t tell. They moved, shimmering, and then the cave floor beneath the trailer took on a violet glow. The glow spread outward in an expanding ring, and everywhere it passed, the rock sprouted complex structures that gleamed with processed metal and flashed with electronic displays. Great chunks of the floor rose up, altering from raw stone into polished slabs of every shape and size and color. Stairs led up to these elevated structures, their steps perfectly shaped for human use.
[This will be our Centerplace,] a voice said in his mind. Kevin shook his head. He realized he already knew the answer.
Centerplace.
[This is where we are safe, where we come to rest. There is much to be done.]
Kevin tugged at his ear. �You asking me or telling me?�
[No compulsion is required. We wish to help your race advance without disturbance. You will be our conduit. You will act in the best interest of your race.]
�Did you ever think maybe I don�t like my race that much?� Meekly. Taxes. Bills. Hell, what was he saying? This was his ticket out. Still, it wouldn�t pay for Mind to know this.
�Look, I just get the funniest feeling you aren�t telling me everything. Like why you�re really doing all this. Like what you�re getting out of it.�
[As we said, we only want to help you�]
�Look, Bud, my race wasn�t born yesterday, and neither was I. So give it up and tell me, or count me out.�
Mind hesitated, which he found reassuring. Kevin had a feeling they�d be working with each other quite a lot in the years to come. It was nice to know he (she? it?) could be rattled.
[There is one slight benefit to us, should we succeed.]
Kevin sighed. �I knew it. What is it? Face-eating? You want to control our minds, steal our women? Train us to become your riding animals? What?�
[Nothing like that,] Mind said. [It was a contest.]
�A what? Did you say a contest?�
[The Allied Starfarers hold a competition every few of your millennia. The group to first locate, then contact, and finally advance to starfaring status any protointelligent species is the winner. I am Mind, Group 3. My group has advanced to Phase 2, the first to do so. We are only a few centuries from winning.]
�And what�s the prize?� Kevin asked. �A trip to Disneyland?� And who are you calling protointelligent?
Again, a brief hesitation.
[The victor is held in the highest esteem. It�s quite an ego boost, too.]
Kevin laughed, but then he stopped laughing. He was thinking about those contests where engineering students from Stanford and M.I.T. and such tried to make robots that could pick up plastic discs or brush a chipmunk�s teeth at fifty paces. Could the aliens contacting him be the equivalent of college students?
But Kevin was thinking about something else, too. He was thinking about how obsessed, how driven some of those students could become.
Leverage.
�How do I know you�ll play fair by me? And what makes you think I won�t expose you, cause� disturbance? Then my society would collapse, not advance. And you�d lose the contest.�
[You would not do such a thing.]
�You can�t know that.�
The Centerplace continued to take shape around him. Openings formed in the walls and ceiling, passages leading to new chambers the nanites were sculpting out of the rock even as he watched. For a long time, Mind remained silent. Kevin began to fear that he�d overplayed his hand when his forehead tingled and the voice of Mind spoke once again.
[What must we do to prove our good faith?]
The Centerplace gleamed around him�a castle, a sanctuary. But only a beginning.
Kevin smiled. �Now you�re talking turkey,� he said. Mind created a chair for him. Kevin sat. Chomping his gum, he thought about the rat race that had been his life, the urge for greatness that had never been fulfilled. What did he want? What did he really want, deep down? That secret island resort, yeah. Money, lots of money. And don�t forget the girls.
Mind smiled.
�Maybe we�re God�s nanites,� Kevin said, thinking aloud. �Maybe He sent us out into the machine of His creation, sent us out to fix all the little things that might go wrong.� Kevin sighed. �Or maybe not. Could go either way.�
Mind showed him glimpses of a future�a future that had a pleasing shape. No rat race. No scrabbling for dollars. No leaky gaskets or late payment notices.
And where VCRs had become totally obsolete.



OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg
- et

Maya Kaathryn Behnhoff
Pete . Manison €
Stephen L. Billett, Ph 0.






OEBPS/images/img00002.jpg
Pete D. Manison

KT
QAT





