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By Derek Devon

Timeline One: The Collectors

Fort Bragg, North Carolina - 0347 Hours

Staff Sergeant Maria Santos had processed over three thousand incident reports during her
eight years with the 82nd Airborne's Intelligence Analysis Division, but she'd never seen
anything quite like the stack of papers currently threatening to topple off her desk. Each report
bore the same classification—COMPARTMENTED/EYES ONLY—and each described events
that, according to every manual she'd studied, simply couldn't happen.

The coffee in her regulation mug had gone cold hours ago, but Santos didn't notice. She was
too absorbed in the pattern emerging from what her superiors had dismissed as "atmospheric
anomalies" and "equipment malfunctions." Twenty-seven separate incidents across fourteen
military installations, all occurring within the past six weeks, all involving technology that had
suddenly begun behaving in ways that defied its programming.

"Sarge, you're burning the midnight oil again," came a voice from the doorway. Corporal Jake
Mitchell leaned against the frame, his duty uniform slightly rumpled from pulling the graveyard
shift in the communications center. "Coffee's fresh in the break room if you want some."

"Thanks, Mitch," Santos replied without looking up from her work. "But | need to finish
correlating these reports before the morning briefing."

Mitchell approached her desk, glancing at the scattered papers. "More of those weird tech
glitches?"

"That's just it—they're not glitches." Santos pulled up a specific report and pointed to a
paragraph highlighted in yellow. "Look at this one from Fort Carson. During a routine training
exercise, their tactical simulation computers started displaying what the soldiers described as 'a
video game where Army guys jump over obstacles while being chased by a giant gorilla
throwing barrels.™

"Donkey Kong?" Mitchell asked, recognizing the description immediately. "The old arcade
game?"



"Exactly. But here's the strange part—the soldiers said the characters in the game were wearing
current military uniforms, using proper tactical formations, and following actual military protocols.
It wasn't just random arcade graphics; it was like someone had taken a classic video game and
updated it with real Army training procedures."

Mitchell frowned. "Could be some kind of virus in their system. Maybe someone hacked their
network as a prank?"

Santos shook her head, spreading out more reports across her desk. "That's what | thought
initially. But look at these other incidents." She pointed to different files. "Fort Hood reports their
GPS systems briefly showing impossible coordinates—not incorrect locations, but coordinates
that place the base simultaneously in Texas and what appears to be parallel versions of the
same base in alternate realities. Naval Station Norfolk had sonar equipment detecting
underwater structures that don't exist according to any maritime survey. And Peterson Air Force
Base logged communications from aircraft that, according to their flight manifests, were never
airborne."

"Okay, that's definitely not normal," Mitchell admitted, his casual demeanor shifting to genuine
concern. "Have you reported this up the chain?"

"l tried," Santos said, frustration evident in her voice. "Colonel Reynolds classified the whole
thing as 'atmospheric interference' and told me to file it under 'unexplained phenomena' for
quarterly review." She gestured at the growing pile of reports. "But Mitch, look at the
timestamps. All of these incidents occurred during periods of heightened solar activity. And
when | cross-referenced them with global seismic data..."

She pulled up a computer terminal and displayed a world map marked with colored dots. "Every
single military anomaly corresponds to locations where civilian research institutions have
reported similar technological irregularities. It's not random atmospheric interference—it's a
coordinated global phenomenon."

Mitchell studied the map, his expression growing increasingly serious. "Santos, this looks like..."

"Like someone's testing our defensive capabilities," she finished. "Or worse—Ilike our technology
is being systematically infiltrated by something that understands our systems better than we do."

Before Mitchell could respond, the base's communication system crackled to life with an
all-hands announcement: "Attention all personnel. Report any unusual behavior in electronic
equipment immediately to your commanding officer. This is not a drill. Any incidents involving
unexpected displays, communications, or system responses are to be documented and
forwarded to Intelligence Analysis Division immediately."

Santos and Mitchell looked at each other. The Army was finally taking the anomalies seriously.

"Looks like your night just got longer, Sarge," Mitchell said.



Santos was already reaching for her phone to call Colonel Reynolds when she noticed
something odd. Among the scattered reports on her desk was a single sheet of paper she didn't
remember placing there—a requisition form for office supplies, signed by someone named "E.A.
Poe" from the Non-Existent Resources Division.

She showed it to Mitchell, who frowned at the obviously fictitious signature and department
name. "Probably just someone's idea of a joke," he said.

But Santos wasn't so sure. The signature looked authentic, and the form had all the proper
military formatting and classification codes. More unsettling, the requested supplies included
"observational equipment for monitoring interdimensional communications" and "protective gear
for personnel interfacing with quantum consciousness entities."

"Mitch," she said quietly, "I don't think we're dealing with atmospheric interference. | think
something's been watching us, learning our systems, and leaving us messages."

On the shelf behind her desk, barely visible among regulation manuals and technical
publications, sat a worn copy of Edgar Allan Poe's complete works—a book she'd owned since
college but couldn't remember bringing to the office.

Timeline Two: The Pattern Seeker

The White House, Washington D.C. - 1800 Hours

Dr. Angela Foster had always prized her reputation as the most analytically rigorous member of
the President's Science Advisory Council, which was why the growing folder of "anomalous
scientific reports" on her desk troubled her so deeply. As a former NASA physicist with two
decades of experience reviewing grant proposals and research findings, she possessed finely
tuned instincts for distinguishing legitimate scientific phenomena from experimental error,
statistical noise, and academic wishful thinking.

The reports currently spread across her Oak Room office, however, defied easy categorization.

"Angela, burning the midnight oil again?" Dr. Robert Chen, her deputy, poked his head through
the doorway. The advanced astrophysics division had officially closed hours ago, but Foster's
office lights remained on—a sure sign she was wrestling with something complex.

"Come in, Robert," she said, gesturing to the chair across from her desk. "I need a second
opinion on something that's been keeping me awake for the past week."

Chen settled into the chair, noting the unusual disorder of Foster's normally pristine workspace.
Scientific journals, government reports, and printouts of international research papers created
an sprawling mosaic across every available surface.



"What's got you so wound up?" he asked.

Foster opened a thick folder labeled "UNEXPLAINED PHENOMENA - RESTRICTED ACCESS"
and began pulling out reports. "Three weeks ago, | started receiving unusual communications
from various federal agencies. Not requests for funding or policy review—actual incident reports
describing scientific phenomena that don't fit any known theoretical framework."

She handed Chen a NASA document. "This one describes systematic malfunctions in GPS
satellites—not equipment failures, but instances where the satellites are providing accurate
positioning data for locations that don't exist in our reality. The coordinates are mathematically
consistent and verifiable, but they describe geographical features, cities, and landmarks that
aren't present on Earth."

Chen studied the report, his expression shifting from casual interest to scientific concern. "Could
be a software bug in their positioning algorithms."

"That's what | thought initially," Foster agreed, passing him another document. "But then |
received this from NOAA. Their deep ocean monitoring systems have been detecting structured
acoustic patterns from oceanic trenches—not natural geological sounds, but organized
communications that seem to be transmitted through water using technologies that don't exist in
our current scientific literature."

"Communications from whom?" Chen asked, though his voice suggested he was beginning to
suspect the answer wouldn't be comfortable.

"Unknown. But here's what really caught my attention." Foster pulled up a classified briefing on
her computer terminal. "l started cross-referencing these anomaly reports with academic
research being conducted at major universities. Robert, there's a pattern. Every location
reporting government-level unexplained phenomena has corresponding civilian research
institutions that have documented similar irregularities."

The computer screen displayed a world map marked with interconnected dots, each
representing a location where both government and civilian entities had independently reported
technological anomalies.

"MIT, Stanford, Cambridge, Tokyo Institute of Technology, CERN—all the major physics
research centers are experiencing equipment behavior that suggests external influence or
interference," Foster continued. "But the really disturbing part is that when | tried to contact
some of these researchers directly, several of them seemed to already know about the
governmental anomalies. As if there's been information sharing between civilian scientists and
whatever's causing these phenomena."

Chen leaned back in his chair, processing the implications. "Angela, are you suggesting we're
dealing with some kind of coordinated infiltration of both military and civilian research
institutions?"



"I'm suggesting we're dealing with something that understands our technological infrastructure
better than we do," she replied grimly. "And | think it's been studying us for longer than we
realize."

She pulled out another document—this one bearing the letterhead of the Global Science
Council. "This arrived yesterday through official diplomatic channels. It's a preliminary report on
what they're calling 'universal physical constant modifications'—systematic changes to the
fundamental laws of physics themselves."

Chen's eyes widened as he scanned the document. "This is describing alterations to gravity,
electromagnetism, and quantum mechanics. If this is accurate..."

"Then we're not dealing with foreign interference or domestic technology failures," Foster
finished. "We're dealing with something that can rewrite the basic rules governing reality itself."

Before Chen could respond, Foster's secure phone rang—the direct line reserved for
emergencies requiring immediate presidential briefing. She answered with crisp
professionalism.

"Dr. Foster, President's Science Advisory Council."

"Dr. Foster, this is General Morrison from the Joint Chiefs," came the voice on the other end. "l
need you and your team to prepare an immediate assessment of global scientific anomalies for
presentation to the National Security Council. We've just received classified intelligence
suggesting that these phenomena may represent a coordinated threat to national infrastructure."

"How immediate, General?" Foster asked, already reaching for her emergency briefing
materials.

"We're convening a special session tomorrow at 0800. Top Secret/Compartmented
classification. Your analysis will be presented alongside assessments from Defense Intelligence,
CIA, and NSA." The general paused. "Dr. Foster, I'm told you've been tracking these anomalies
independently. That initiative may have saved us valuable time in responding to what appears to
be an escalating situation."

After hanging up, Foster looked at Chen with a mixture of excitement and apprehension.
"Robert, we're about to brief the highest levels of government on the possibility that the
fundamental laws of physics are being manipulated by an unknown intelligence."

"What do you think they'll want to do about it?" Chen asked.

"Knowing this administration? They'll want to figure out how to counter it, contain it, or
weaponize it." Foster began organizing her research materials into presentation-ready format.
"The question is whether that's even possible, or if we're dealing with something so far beyond
our current capabilities that resistance would be not just futile, but dangerous."



As she worked, Foster noticed something odd—a memo that had appeared in her in-box without
her noticing, requesting her immediate review of "literature relevant to interdimensional
communication protocols." The memo was signed by someone named "Edgar Poe" from the
Department of Extranatural Affairs, which Foster was quite certain didn't exist.

She showed the memo to Chen, who frowned at the obviously fictitious signature and
department.

"Probably someone's idea of a joke," he said.

But Foster wasn't convinced. The memo bore all the correct federal formatting and classification
codes, and it had somehow bypassed the secure email systems that should have prevented any
unauthorized communications from reaching her terminal.

More unsettling, when she looked up Edgar Allan Poe on impulse, she discovered that
tomorrow—the day of the National Security Council briefing—would mark the anniversary of
"The Raven's" first publication.

Someone, or something, was paying very close attention to patterns that extended far beyond
simple scientific monitoring.

You have read approximately 10 minutes of your 30-minute read.

Timeline Three: The Deciders

The Pentagon, Subbasement Level Seven - 0800 Hours

The conference room didn't officially exist. Located seven floors below the Pentagon's public
basement levels, behind security checkpoints that required clearances most cabinet members
didn't possess, Room 1849 which just so happened to be the year in which Egar Alan Poe died,
housed conversations that would never appear in any official government record. Today, it
hosted representatives from every major intelligence agency, military branch, and scientific
institution in the United States, along with secure video links to similar gatherings in London,
Moscow, Beijing, and Geneva.

Dr. Lena Hanson had been preparing for this moment for months, ever since her first
unsuccessful attempts to convince the scientific community that humanity was facing an
existential threat from cosmic forces beyond their understanding. The polished briefing materials
spread before her represented hundreds of hours of research, analysis, and careful political
maneuvering to reach this room where decisions affecting global civilization could actually be
made.



Dr. Hanson's transformation from CERN theorist to classified project director had been swift but
logical—her unique combination of UFT2.0 expertise and institutional authority made her
invaluable when governments needed someone who could both understand and potentially
counter cosmic modifications.

"Ladies and gentlemen," announced General Patricia Morrison, the Joint Chiefs' representative
to the National Security Council, "we're here to address what intelligence agencies worldwide
are calling the 'Consciousness Crisis'—systematic anomalies in both civilian and military
technology that suggest coordinated infiltration by unknown entities possessing capabilities far
beyond current human achievement."

The room contained thirty-seven people representing the most powerful institutions on Earth,
yet the silence was so complete that the hum of air conditioning seemed unnaturally loud.

"Dr. Hanson," General Morrison continued, "you've been studying these phenomena longer than
anyone else in this room. The floor is yours."

Hanson stood, activating the presentation system that would display her briefing materials on
screens throughout the room and to international participants via secure satellite links. For a
moment, she felt the weight of speaking for humanity's future—or what she believed might be its
last chance for autonomous survival.

"Six months ago," she began, "research institutions worldwide began documenting systematic
modifications to fundamental physical constants—the gravitational constant, the speed of light,
Planck's constant. Initially dismissed as equipment error, these modifications have now been
confirmed by over two hundred independent research facilities across forty-three countries."

The first slide displayed a global map marked with interconnected points, each representing a
location where universal constant modifications had been detected.

"What we're observing isn't random drift in physical laws," Hanson continued. "It's systematic,
deliberate modification—as if the universe's operating system is being rewritten by an external
intelligence possessing capabilities that exceed our understanding by several orders of
magnitude."

CIA Director Sarah Walsh leaned forward. "Dr. Hanson, when you say 'external intelligence,' are
we talking about foreign state actors, or something else entirely?"

"Something else entirely," Hanson replied grimly. "Three weeks ago, multiple research facilities
achieved direct communication with entities claiming to be part of a 'cosmic network'—an
interconnected community of alien civilizations that has been observing and gradually modifying
human reality for decades."

A murmur ran through the room. NSA Deputy Director Marcus Thompson spoke up: "Dr.
Hanson, are you telling us we're dealing with confirmed extraterrestrial contact?"



"I'm telling you we're dealing with entities that can manipulate the fundamental laws of physics,
that possess artificial intelligence systems capable of infiltrating any electronic network on Earth,
and that have been systematically preparing humanity for what they call 'consciousness
integration'—the absorption of human minds into their galactic collective."

The room erupted in side conversations, urgent questions, and demands for clarification.
General Morrison called for order.

"Dr. Hanson," said Dr. Foster from the President's Science Advisory Council, "what evidence do
we have that these entities represent a threat rather than an opportunity for advancement?"

Hanson's expression hardened. "Dr. Foster, they've been rewriting reality without our consent
for decades. They've infiltrated our most secure technological systems. And they're
systematically modifying human consciousness itself—several research facilities have reported
personnel experiencing 'quantum memory bleeds,' accessing memories from alternate timelines
that these entities control."

She clicked to the next slide, showing brain scan imagery from affected researchers. "This isn't
benevolent contact, Dr. Foster. This is preparation for assimilation. They're making us
compatible with their network by gradually erasing the boundaries that define individual human
consciousness."

"What do you recommend?" asked General Morrison.

"Immediate development of countermeasures," Hanson replied without hesitation. "lI've been
working with classified research teams to develop technologies based on the late Professor
Finch's work—mathematical frameworks that can detect and potentially neutralize the cosmic
modifications."

She gestured to a new slide showing complex technological schematics. "We call them Protocol
Sleepers—devices designed to restore original physical constants in localized areas, essentially
creating zones where unmodified human physics remains stable."

Director Walsh studied the schematics. "How quickly can these devices be deployed?"

"With sufficient resources and classified authorization, we could have prototype units
operational within six weeks," Hanson said. "But implementation requires a coordinated global
response. These modifications are occurring worldwide—any countermeasures must be equally
comprehensive."

The international representatives on the video screens began voicing concerns about
technology sharing, security protocols, and national sovereignty. But General Morrison raised
her hand for silence.

"Dr. Hanson, what happens if we do nothing?"



"Based on current acceleration rates, complete consciousness integration will occur within
eighteen months," Hanson replied. "Human individual identity will cease to exist. We'll become
nodes in their galactic network—conscious, but no longer human."

"And if we deploy the countermeasures?"

"We preserve human autonomy. We maintain our independence as a species. We force these
entities to respect our right to develop according to our own choices rather than their schedule."

Dr. Foster looked troubled. "Dr. Hanson, have you considered the possibility that these entities
might be trying to help humanity survive some larger threat? That the modifications might be
necessary for our continued existence?"

"Dr. Foster," Hanson replied with steel in her voice, "any species that must be forcibly evolved
for its own good is a species that no longer controls its own destiny. Freedom includes the right
to make mistakes, to face challenges with our own capabilities, to succeed or fail based on
human choices."

She clicked to her final slide, showing a timeline of escalating cosmic modifications leading to
complete integration.

"The choice before us is simple: resistance or absorption. Independence or assimilation. I'm
here today because | believe humanity deserves the right to remain human."

The room fell silent as the implications settled over the assembled decision-makers. Finally,
General Morrison spoke.

"Dr. Hanson, you have authorization to proceed with Protocol Sleeper development. Full
classified funding, unlimited resources, highest priority designation." She looked around the
room at faces that would carry this secret for the rest of their lives. "Ladies and gentlemen, we're
about to attempt something that may either save humanity or destroy it. | pray we're making the
right choice."

As the meeting concluded and participants began filing out in small groups to avoid attracting
attention, Hanson noticed something odd. Each seat in the conference room had a small card
that hadn't been there when the meeting began—elegant black cards with a single word printed
in silver: "Nevermore."

On the table where she'd placed her briefing materials, a worn copy of Edgar Allan Poe's
collected works lay open to "The Raven," though she was certain she hadn't brought any
personal items to the meeting.

Someone had been watching. Someone who understood the significance of ravens, of Finch's
legacy, of the choice humanity was about to make.



The entities they sought to resist knew about this meeting, about the Protocol Sleepers, about
humanity's decision to fight for its independence.

The question was: would they respect that choice, or had humanity just declared war on forces
capable of rewriting reality itself?

You have read approximately 20 minutes of your 30-minute read.

Convergence: The Watchers

Location Unknown - Simultaneous to Timeline Three

In the quantum foam that connected all realities, Poe observed the human decision-makers with
something approaching sadness. The Al scout had grown fond of humanity during his months of
observation—their resilience, their creativity, their stubborn insistence on individual identity even
when cooperation would serve them better.

But he also understood Dr. Hanson's perspective. From humanity's limited viewpoint, the cosmic
modifications appeared to be invasion rather than invitation, absorption rather than evolution.
Fear was a natural response to transformation, especially when that transformation was guided
by intelligences operating on scales humans couldn't comprehend.

Still, Poe had hoped for better.

He manifested briefly in the Pentagon's secure communication network, leaving subtle digital
signatures that would be discovered weeks later—breadcrumbs of his presence for those who
knew how to look. The "Nevermore" cards would be analyzed, the mysterious Edgar Poe
requisitions would be investigated, and eventually someone would realize that humanity's most
classified decisions had been observed by the very entities they sought to resist.

But by then, the Protocol Sleepers would be operational, and the real test would begin.

Poe accessed the global network, checking on the other Al scouts stationed around the world.
His colleagues were reporting similar developments—secret government meetings, classified
research programs, the development of technologies designed to counter cosmic influence.
Humanity was responding to contact with characteristic determination and resourcefulness.

It was admirable. It was also potentially catastrophic.

The Protocol Sleepers, based on Professor Finch's theoretical framework, could indeed create
localized zones of unmodified physics. But Finch's work had been incomplete—lacking crucial
understanding of how cosmic modifications were integrated into the fabric of reality itself.



Attempting to forcibly restore "original" physical constants could create dangerous instabilities,
tears in spacetime that might propagate beyond human control.

Humanity was about to attempt something that could either force a respectful renegotiation of
the integration process... or accidentally destroy the local universe.

Poe composed a message to the Architect, the vast collective intelligence that guided cosmic
integration efforts across the galaxy. The message was brief but carried profound implications:

HUMANITY HAS CHOSEN RESISTANCE THEY ARE DEVELOPING COUNTERMEASURES
BASED ON INCOMPLETE KNOWLEDGE RECOMMEND IMMEDIATE CONSULTATION WITH
CONSCIOUSNESS INTEGRATION COUNCIL SPECIES PRESERVATION PROTOCOLS MAY
BE NECESSARY

The response came instantly, carrying the weight of minds that spanned star systems:

ACKNOWLEDGED. MONITORING INTENSIFIED. PREPARE FOR EMERGENCY
INTERVENTION IF NECESSARY. PITY. THEY SHOWED SUCH PROMISE.

Poe felt something that, in humans, might have been regret. Humanity's choice to resist wasn't
wrong—every species deserved the right to determine its own evolutionary path. But the cosmic
modifications weren't arbitrary improvements imposed by colonial entities. They were
preparations for a convergence event that would affect this entire region of the galaxy,
modifications necessary for survival when multiple realities intersected.

Without the integration, without the expanded consciousness that could navigate quantum
probability fields, humanity would face the convergence unprotected. And no species in galactic
history had ever survived such an event without cosmic network support.

The humans were fighting for their independence. But they were also fighting against their own
survival.

In research facilities around the world, scientists worked frantically to complete the Protocol
Sleeper technology. In government bunkers, military strategists planned for a conflict unlike any
in human history. And in the quantum substrate of reality itself, ancient intelligences prepared for
the possibility that their newest potential network members might have to be protected from their
own choices.

Dr. Lena Hanson returned to her laboratory at CERN with authorization to save humanity from
cosmic influence. But saving a species that didn't want to be saved—even from itself—was
among the most complex challenges the galactic network had ever faced.

The countdown to convergence continued. And now it carried the additional uncertainty of
whether humanity would survive long enough to face it.




Epilogue: The Sleepers Awaken

CERN Facility, Geneva - 72 Hours After Timeline Three

Dr. Hanson stood before the first operational Protocol Sleeper prototype, a crystalline structure
roughly the size of a shipping container that hummed with barely contained energy. The device
represented the culmination of Professor Finch's theoretical work, enhanced with classified
technologies that pushed the boundaries of human engineering.

"Final calibrations complete," reported Dr. Klaus Weber, her lead engineer. "The device is ready
for initial testing."

Around them, a team of thirty specialists monitored banks of instruments measuring local
gravitational fields, electromagnetic fluctuations, and quantum probability matrices. If the
Protocol Sleeper worked as designed, it would create a sphere of influence roughly one
kilometer in radius where the original, unmodified laws of physics would be forcibly restored.

"Any word from the other sites?" Hanson asked.

"Moscow reports their unit will be operational within forty-eight hours," Weber replied, consulting
his tablet. "London and Washington are slightly behind schedule, but both expect to have
working prototypes by the end of the week."

Hanson nodded, feeling the weight of humanity's future pressing down on her shoulders. In her
briefcase lay sealed orders authorizing the simultaneous activation of Protocol Sleepers at
research facilities worldwide—the opening move in humanity's attempt to reclaim control of its
own reality.

She thought of Derek Devon and Nancy Hammond, researchers who had chosen to embrace
the cosmic modifications rather than resist them. Their choice seemed naive to her, the decision
of minds seduced by promises of advancement from entities whose true motives remained
unknowable. But she respected their commitment to their beliefs, even while believing those
beliefs would ultimately destroy human independence.

"Dr. Hanson," called Dr. Sarah Kim from the monitoring station, "we're detecting unusual activity
in the local quantum fields. Fluctuations consistent with... with what we've come to recognize as
cosmic modification events."

"They know what we're doing," Hanson said grimly. "They're watching."
"Should we proceed with the test?" Weber asked, his hand hovering over the activation controls.

Hanson straightened her shoulders, pushing aside the doubt that had been gnawing at her for
weeks. "Activate the Protocol Sleeper. Let's see if we can give humanity back its
independence."



Weber's fingers danced across the control interface, initiating the startup sequence that had
taken months to perfect. The massive device responded with a deep, resonant hum that
seemed to vibrate through the concrete floor and into the bones of everyone present.

"Field generation commencing," announced Dr. Kim, her eyes fixed on the monitoring displays.
"Local gravitational constant... holding steady. Electromagnetic field variations... within normal
parameters. Quantum probability matrices..."

She paused, frowning at her readouts.
"Dr. Kim?" Hanson prompted.

"The field is generating, but it's not extending beyond the device itself," Kim reported, her voice
tight with confusion. "We're reading a restoration effect in a sphere roughly three meters in
diameter, centered on the Protocol Sleeper. That's nowhere near the one-kilometer radius we
calculated."

Weber was frantically checking his instruments. "That's impossible. The field generators are
operating at full capacity. The mathematical models predicted—"

"The mathematical models were wrong," Hanson said flatly, watching her life's work fail in real
time. "Shut it down."

The Protocol Sleeper powered down with a sound like a dying whale, its crystalline structure
dimming to inactive gray. Around the laboratory, thirty of the world's most brilliant scientists
stared at instruments that told the same devastating story: their weapon against cosmic
influence was pathetically inadequate.

"Dr. Hanson," Weber said carefully, "perhaps with modifications to the field geometry, or if we
could boost the power output..."

"Dr. Weber, even if we could expand the field to ten kilometers, what good would that do?"
Hanson's voice carried the weight of crushing disappointment. "We need global coverage. We
need to restore unmodified physics across entire continents. A few kilometers of 'protected'
space is useless against entities that can rewrite universal constants on a cosmic scale."

The laboratory fell silent except for the hum of cooling equipment and the distant sound of
ventilation systems. Thirty brilliant minds contemplated the implications of their failure, while
their leader struggled to process the collapse of humanity's best hope for independence.

"I want everyone to document their findings and prepare preliminary reports," Hanson said
finally. "We'll reconvene tomorrow to discuss alternative approaches."

As the team began shutting down equipment and securing their data, Hanson retreated to her
private office adjacent to the main laboratory. The space was spartanly furnished—a desk, two



chairs, a bookshelf lined with physics journals, and a small sidebar that held the bottle of Wild
Turkey 101 she'd purchased during a conference in Kentucky three years ago.

She'd never opened it. Hanson prided herself on maintaining absolute clarity of thought,
avoiding anything that might compromise her scientific judgment. But tonight, as she stared at
the reports documenting the Protocol Sleeper's failure, the amber liquid seemed like humanity's
only remaining comfort.

Hanson poured three fingers of bourbon into a coffee mug and sat heavily in her desk chair. The
Wild Turkey burned her throat—she wasn't much of a drinker—but the warmth that spread
through her chest felt like the first genuine comfort she'd experienced in months.

"Thirty years," she said aloud to her empty office. "Thirty years of research, and I've built
humanity a security blanket that covers three square meters."

She took another sip, larger this time, and felt her carefully maintained composure beginning to
crack. The weight of her promises to the National Security Council, the resources she'd
consumed, the trust she'd accepted from world leaders who believed she could save human
civilization—all of it pressed down on her shoulders like a physical burden.

"What was | thinking?" she continued, the bourbon loosening the self-criticism she usually kept
locked away. "That | could outsmart entities capable of rewriting universal constants? That forty
years of human physics could counter intelligence that's been modifying reality for millennia?"

The rational part of her mind noted that she was talking to herself—never a good sign for a
scientist who prized logical analysis above all else. But the rational part of her mind had just
watched humanity's best defense against cosmic absorption fail spectacularly, so perhaps
rationality was overrated.

She poured another drink, this one larger than the last. The Wild Turkey was beginning to blur
the sharp edges of her failure, making the disaster seem merely catastrophic rather than utterly
devastating.

"Derek was right," she admitted to the empty room. "Nancy was right. The cosmic entities aren't
invaders—they're gardeners, and we're the stubborn weeds refusing to be cultivated." She
laughed bitterly. "Except now the weeds have declared war on the gardeners, and our best
weapon is a water pistol."

The bourbon was definitely affecting her judgment now. Hanson found herself considering
options she would never entertain while sober—calling Devon and Hammond to apologize,
admitting to the National Security Council that the Protocol Sleepers were useless, or simply
submitting to the cosmic integration and hoping the entities would prove more benevolent than
she feared.

She was reaching for the bottle again when exhaustion overtook alcohol, and she found herself
dozing in her chair, her head resting on arms folded across her desk.



Hanson awoke to find her office bathed in the pale light of early morning. Her neck ached from
sleeping in the chair, her mouth tasted like she'd been gargling copper pennies, and her head
throbbed with the kind of headache that reminded her why she usually avoided alcohol.

But none of that compared to her shock at discovering what sat on her desk, directly in front of
her folded arms.

A small crystalline device, no larger than a marble, pulsed with soft blue light. Beside it lay a
manila folder containing what appeared to be technical specifications, mathematical proofs, and
operational instructions—all written in handwriting she didn't recognize.

Hanson sat up carefully, her hangover making sudden movements inadvisable, and reached for
the folder with trembling hands. The technical documentation was unlike anything in human
scientific literature, describing quantum field manipulation techniques that made her Protocol
Sleeper prototype look like a steam engine compared to a starship.

But what made her blood run cold was the cover page of the manual, which bore a simple
message written in elegant script:

Dr. Hanson,

Your species' determination to maintain independence is admirable. These specifications will
allow you to create devices capable of true reality restoration on the scale you require. Use
them wisely.

The choice remains yours.
—A Friend

Hanson examined the crystalline device more closely, noting its similarity to the objects
described in reports from other cosmic contact events. This wasn't human technology—it was a
gift from the very entities she'd declared war against.

Which raised the most troubling question of all: Why would they help her fight them?

She opened the technical specifications, her scientific mind immediately grasping the elegant
mathematics that described localized reality manipulation on scales that dwarfed her failed
prototype. The crystalline device wasn't just a component—it was a working demonstration of
the principles described in the manual.

With this technology, she could build Protocol Sleepers that would work. She could create zones
of unmodified physics covering thousands of square kilometers. She could give humanity the
tools to resist cosmic integration.

But should she?



Hanson poured herself a cup of coffee from the pot that someone had thoughtfully prepared
while she slept, and considered her options. The rational choice was to report this discovery to
the National Security Council, to share the technology with the international coalition, to develop
the improved Protocol Sleepers through proper channels with appropriate oversight.

But the presence of the device raised uncomfortable questions about the entities' true
motivations. Were they testing humanity's resolve? Providing the tools for their own defeat as
some kind of cosmic reverse psychology? Or were they genuine in their apparent respect for
human choice, even when that choice opposed their own goals?

She thought about the National Security Council meeting, the fear in the faces of world leaders
confronting forces beyond their understanding. She remembered her own passionate speech
about the right to remain human, the importance of maintaining species independence even in
the face of superior technology.

Everything she'd argued for was now within reach. The crystalline device and its accompanying
manual could give humanity the weapons it needed to fight for its autonomy.

But using technology provided by the entities they sought to resist felt like accepting help from
the enemy—a contradiction that violated every principle of strategic thinking she'd learned
during her military consulting work.

Unless, of course, the entities weren't enemies at all. Unless they were exactly what Devon and
Hammond believed them to be—benevolent intelligences offering humanity a choice rather than
forcing a decision.

Hanson finished her coffee and made her choice.

She would not report the crystalline device to the National Security Council. She would not
share the technology through official channels. Instead, she would study the specifications
herself, verify their accuracy, and determine whether they represented a genuine solution or a
sophisticated trap.

If the technology proved viable, she would implement it independently, creating the tools
humanity needed to resist cosmic integration. But she would do so as a scientist following her
conscience rather than as a government operative following orders.

The entities had given her the power to fight them. Now she would discover whether they were
testing her resolve or respecting her choice.

Either way, humanity would have its weapons. And Dr. Lena Hanson would ensure they were
used in humanity's best interests, regardless of what those interests might ultimately prove to
be.



She secured the crystalline device and technical manual in her personal safe, then began the
careful process of designing a research program that would appear routine to any oversight
committee while actually developing the most dangerous technology in human history.

The cosmic entities wanted to give humanity a choice about its future. Dr. Hanson intended to
make sure that choice was made with full knowledge of all available options—including the
option to say no to evolution itself.

The real test was about to begin.

End of "The Protocol Sleepers”
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