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“Awesome read! Love the characters. The pop culture references were witty. Several clever twists. I adore the characters as they develop right in front of your eyes. I do love magic, and this was a fantastic read. Definitely worth the read. Thoroughly enjoyed it!” ~ Sophie Ro 
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“All I can say is, I can't wait for the second book in the series! The main character is a cop who is able to craft runes that give him magical powers, and he NEEDS them to fight extremely dangerous perps like evil wizards, vampires, shambling corpses, trolls, and the like. I really hope that some Hollywood type gloms onto this book and makes it into a movie franchise or TV series. ~ Alan Bradford
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“An original story intertwined with mythology you know. This is, in short, a dang good tale. Characters you can root for and surprises that are not cliche.” ~ RH Chambers

~~~
[image: image]


Runes of Blood:

“WOW! I read the first book, Runes of Steel, in three days because I could not put it down. It actually ignited my love for reading too. I read this book in one day. I could not put it down and again, like with the first one, I was able to watch it like a movie in my mind while reading. It has action, humor, drama, and suspense that keeps you excited to turn the page to find out what will happen next!

The characters are likable and even relatable on a deeper level. The main character, Mike Brennan, is one tough SOB who has the will most of us strive for. All supporting characters have their own charm that allows you to invest in them (even the bad guys)!

I am greatly looking forward to the next book in this series and hope everyone who reads this book (and all Jack’s Books) feels the magic I was able to feel.” ~ Monique Gisele of the Homewrecker Podcast
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“Love the book, and the series. Cullen’s knowledge of his subject, paired with a rich imagination, results in a gripping story that is almost impossible to put down. I’m looking forward to the next one.” ~ Mike Miller
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“Mr. Cullen does not disappoint with book two of this series. Characters and plot are well developed. I cannot wait to see what happens in book three. ~ Keith Berube 
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“Jack, you evil genius you, I'm literally hanging by my fingernails on the edge of this incredible cliff you built. I'm so ticked that I know it’s going to be a year or two till the next book. The wait is going to be killer.” ~ Zachary Ross
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“I have thoroughly enjoyed this series and cannot wait for the next book. Jack Cullen tells a fantastic story with great characters.” ~ Ted Jump
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“A great book by a great author.” ~ Becky Vail
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In the first preview, you’ll enjoy the first x chapters of LOCK’S EARTHLY MAINTENANCE by Jack Cullen, the next installment in this “Lock Ferguson vs. The Aliens” series of sci-fi comedies.
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“This sensational book is a breathtaking page-turner with an enthralling storyline that rivals a Star Trek episode. Once I picked it up, I couldn’t put it down.” ~ Susan Sewell
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“The imagery is breathtaking, and the mystery was powerful enough to steal my breath.” ~ Rabia Tanveer
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“With an intricate and fast-moving plot, author J.S. Sherwood crafts an enthralling sci-fi survival tale that will ignite your imagination and take you on a wild rollercoaster through the cosmos.” ~ Pikasho Deka

~~~
[image: image]


OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

THIS FOREIGN UNIVERSE Series at Evolved Publishing

Table of Contents

Copyright

Books by Jack Cullen

What Others Are Saying about Jack Cullen’s Books

BONUS CONTENT

Table of Contents

Dedication

LOCK’S GALACTIC MESS

Chapter 1 – Peer Pressure and Regrets

Chapter 2 – Out of My League

Chapter 3 – Libations

Chapter 4 – An Unexpected Passenger

Chapter 5 – The Truth Is Out There and It’s Freaking Weird

Chapter 6 – To Hesitantly Go Where Others Have Gone Before

Chapter 7 – Now What?

Chapter 8 – Going Down to Boston

Chapter 9 – The New Look

Chapter 10 – The Weaponized Janitor

Chapter 11 – The Blonde Space Goddess

Chapter 12 – Shillelagh Law Was All the Rage

Chapter 13 – Any Landing You Can Walk Away From

Chapter 14 – The Barn

Chapter 15 – The Chase

Chapter 16 – Battle at the Water Tower

Chapter 17 – The Fu She Does So Well

Chapter 18 – The Tavmobile

Chapter 19 – Chevette Cruisin’

Chapter 20 – Dude, Where’s Our Saucer?

Chapter 21 – The Intergalactic Car Jacker

Chapter 22 – An Unbroken Record

Chapter 23 – Superheroes and Splinters

Chapter 24 – Homeless

Chapter 25 – Things that Go Bump in the Night

Chapter 26 – S.O.S.

Chapter 27 – Camp Punji Stick

Chapter 28 – A Long Time Coming

Chapter 29 – The Morning After

Chapter 30 – The Stakeout

Chapter 31 – The Best Laid Plans

Chapter 32 – The Interview

Chapter 33 – The Sit Down

Chapter 34 – Back to the Barn

Chapter 35 – Orbit

Chapter 36 – Fear and Boredom in Outer Space

Chapter 37 – In Space No One Can Hear You Whimper

Chapter 38 – A Quick Science Lesson

Chapter 39 – Why Is It Called a Bridge?

Chapter 40 – Stellaaaa!

Chapter 41 – Kill All Humans

Chapter 42 – Claude Rains, Is That You?

Chapter 43 – The Toast Is Ready

Chapter 44 – Probed or Prober?

Chapter 45 – Of Two Minds

Chapter 46 – Critical Damage

Chapter 47 – The Sweet Embrace of Death

Chapter 48 – Revelations and Bad Ideas

Chapter 49 – The Threat in the Tinfoil Toga

Chapter 50 – So Close!

Chapter 51 – The Geek Who Fell to Earth

Special Sneak Preview: LOCK’S EARTHLY MAINTENANCE by Jack Cullen

Acknowledgements

About the Author

More from Evolved Publishing

Special Sneak Preview: FOREIGN LAND by J.S. Sherwood

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Dedication

[image: image]


To my wife, Sonya who dared me to push my limits on twisted humor, and to Jocelyn, my greatest creation. Thank you both for putting up with me while I wrote this.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

[image: image]


[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1 – Peer Pressure and Regrets
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“There was no anal probing,” I listlessly dropped my mop into the bucket full of gray water. “That never happened.”

As the mayor, Tavish Ferguson was technically my boss, but since he was also my cousin, I ignored that part. Being the mayor of Town, New Hampshire (population five hundred and dropping) is not exactly glamorous. Our founding fathers couldn’t even come up with a real name. “Of course you were probed by aliens. You were called ‘Probed Ferguson’ in high school!”

“Only after I told you that I’d been abducted. You blabbed it to the whole school! I’m fifty, for crying out loud, and I’m still being called Probed.”

He had the grace to look sheepish. “Sorry, Lock. You know what kids are like.”

I purposely dropped the slopping wet mop at his feet. Water sprayed on his shoes and pants. “What do you want, Tavish? I have to finish this floor.”

He cursed in Hindi as he hopped on one leg, shaking out a soaked pantleg. “As you know, Lock, as Town’s first Indian-Scottish American mayor, I have a responsibility to—”

“It’s a small town, everyone knows you’re the mayor. Stop hitting us over the head with it.”

“Don’t forget, I beat a four-time incumbent!”

“It’s not exactly a sought-after job. The incumbent was a screaming goat named Uncle Pickles, and if you hadn’t bribed me with this job, you’d have only tied.”

“That’s right. So, you owe me.”

“What’s the scheme this time?” I sighed.

“The Town of Town is...” He paused, replaying the words in his head. “Look, Town is dying. We need a tourist gimmick, and I think you’re it.”

“If it’s anything like the time you wanted to appoint Stella as the official town lesbian, I don’t want any part of it.”

“Yeah, I might have missed the beat on that one.”

“Beat? You missed the whole damn song.”

“Whatever. Look, you claim you were abducted. We need to capitalize on that.”

“I was abducted, and my whole life went to hell when people found out.” I shook my head. “I’m a divorced middle-aged janitor. No one wants to listen to what I have to say. Which is good because I don’t have anything to say.”

“All the more reason to hear me out. Listen, the only known UFO site is Area 52, and that’s over in New Mexico.”

“Area 51, and it’s in Nevada. Roswell is in New Mexico. And they are two of many UFO locations. Besides, New Hampshire already has Barney and Betty Hill.”

He frowned. “Is that the couple renting Mrs. Peabody’s house?”

“They’re the world’s most famous alien abductees.”

“Do they still live in New Hampshire?” My cousin’s eyes took on a feverish gleam.

“They’re dead.” I gave up on the mopping. “Just pitch your idea so I can refuse.”

“It wasn’t my idea. The new librarian came up with it.”

“We have a new librarian?”

“Yes, and she spent a lot of time putting the alien abduction workshop together.” He waved his arms around in excitement. “We can eventually turn it into an annual festival. Think of all that tourist money! There will be other abductees, but you’re from Town. You’re what’s going to sell it.”

“For years, people said I made the whole thing up. Do you know what it’s like having half the town thinking you’re a liar and the other half thinking you’re delusional? I have zero interest in dragging all that crap up again.” I pushed the bucket to the utility closet.

Tavish stared into the closet as if he’d never seen the inside of it. He probably hadn’t. In Tavish’s mind, menial work was for other people. As I emptied the bucket in the sink, he tried again. “You know, this new librarian is single. Weird, but pretty. Doesn’t know anyone here yet.”

I hung up the mop and shut the door. “Stop trying to pimp your employees out.”

“What, I can’t introduce my cousin to a pretty lady who’s new in town?”

“Remember introducing me to my ex-wife? That’s another one I owe you.”

“I was trying to do you a favor.”

“Kind of my point, Tavish. Your favors never turn out well for me.”

“Too bad,” he mused. “She even got a special guest. I wanted the guy with the funny hair that’s on all the memes, but she got a pod person instead.”

“It’s podcaster, not pod person.”

“Whatever, it’s not like I can watch them. You know I have to limit computer time because of my medical condition.”

“Okay, fair point. Which podcaster?”

“That black woman from Boston. Danger Smith?”

“Jeopardy Jones?” I wavered on hearing that. Her podcast was one of my few guilty pleasures. I never missed one.

“Yeah, that’s her.”

Damn it.

Tavish sensed weakness. “Didn’t she do a story on you?”

“Yes,” I muttered, hoping he’d leave it at that.

My cousin closed for the kill. “You came off pretty good in that one if I remember. Might be nice to meet her. I could probably arrange it.”

Weak man that I was, I sighed. “Fine, when is it?”

“Now. I zipped over here during a break.”

“What? Now! What if I had said no?”

“I had faith! Now hurry up. I left your nicer clothes in my office to change into.”

“I want my house key back. And I want time and a half for this.”

A quick change later, Tavish hustled me across the street to the library where Stella was waiting. Leaving me in her care, he rushed back into the workshop.

I glared at Stella. “Did you know about this?”

“He told me this morning. I’m surprised you agreed to it.” While I now wore a blazer and tie, she had on a t-shirt, jeans, and work boots.

“He sprung it on me five minutes ago.” I peered into the lecture room of the town library.

“There was anal probing!” The guy speaking was a skinny fat man like me. Thin arms and legs and a serious gut. Unlike the bad comb-over and bushy beard I possessed, he had a greasy ponytail and a mustache that was entangled with his unbelievably long nostril hair. He proceeded to tell the room how the bad aliens touched him in his special places.

“He’s making that up,” I whispered to Stella. “That’s not what happened at all.”

My roommate and oldest friend struggled not to laugh at me. Stella Johansen was six foot and change and built like a Mack truck. She had the subtlety of one, too. “I don’t know. How do you know you got grabbed by the same aliens? Maybe the one that snatched him likes pushing in stools.”

“It never happened. Plus, sex abuse is a serious thing,” I hissed at her. “And he’s making a mockery of it.”

“Relax, Lock. Ponytail Guy’s just getting his jollies off telling it to people. Look at him.” He was flushed and breathing heavy. “Ewww. What the hell?”

I’d been to UFO conventions when I was younger. The sketchier ones looked like what Tavish had put together. There were maybe twenty people there, a bored local reporter, and a few true believers staring at the speaker in disgust.

I spotted Jeopardy Jones. She sat next to a big guy in a golf shirt and khakis. I wondered if it was her boyfriend. She showcased little-known alien abduction stories, including the one on me.

A lot of podcasts use sensationalism to bring in followers. Jeopardy Jones treated each story respectfully. Her personality and storytelling was what drew you in, making it seem like she was talking right to you. She had been kind enough not to name me in the story even though I refused to return her calls.

This fiasco was beneath her. Jeopardy was slumming for some reason. She wore oversized glasses, and her usual two braids hung over the front of her sweater, the ends dyed a deep red, making them look like paint brushes. She was shorter in person, a little curvy, and very cute. If I had been ten years younger, I would have... done nothing, because I was a big chicken.

Self-hate is a powerful thing, but not powerful enough to get me to change what I didn’t like about myself.

Speaking of hate, I didn’t see the ALG. The Angry Lizard Guy. Arguing is ingrained into geek culture. Whether it was Trek versus Wars, which game console is the best, or whose favorite author was better, there was always something to fight about. And for the love of your deity or non-deity of choice, do not bring up Firefly being canceled after one season.

That type of arguing, dedicated though it may be, is all in fun. The ALGs don’t argue so much as goes on angry rants, insisting aliens are really lizard folk. They’re wrong. The alien who abducted me was a grey.

As I scanned the room, two figures stood out. Both stared intently at Ponytail Guy. The first was a redheaded woman in a short, black skirt and a white blouse. She wore black-rimmed glasses. Her hair was a disorganized mess with several pens stuck in it and had probably taken hours of careful primping to look that way. She stood by a book trolley. I tried reading the name tag that was pinned to her low cut shir—

“Dibs!”

I jumped and whirled on Stella. “Don’t do that!”

“Sorry. Still calling dibs on librarian Barbie, though.” She nodded at the redhead.

“She’s twenty years younger than us.”

“Hell, yeah, she is.” Stella gave me a shameless grin.

Ignoring her, I concentrated on the other person. The stains on her clothes had stains of their own and her dishwater hair was a rat’s nest that hadn’t been washed in months. Bone thin, and covered with cuts and sores, it was the fevered gleam in her eyes that drew me to her. Crazy rolled off her like heat.

“That one’s a stabber.”

I turned back to Stella. She was always speaking about sexual terms and positions I’d never heard of. “I don’t want to know what deviant act that refers to.”

“No, dummy. She’s a stabber. As in someone who stabs people. She’s got the look. If we weren’t in Town, I’d say she was a meth head.” Stella had seen some stuff. She was a military veteran who got booted under the whole ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ fiasco. Apparently, the colonel’s wife had, in fact, told. If Stella said the woman was dangerous, then she was.

My cousin leaped to his feet just as Ponytail Guy’s hand slid below the podium. “Thank you, Mister Ponytai—I mean Mister Pontani.”

“But I’m not finished.”

“Sorry, time constraints!” Tavish waved to the audience as he bum-rushed Ponytail Guy off the stage. As they went out the doorway we were standing in, I heard Tavish whisper, “I saw where your damn hand was! I’m the mayor, you know. I’ll have you arrested.”

Tavish smiled to the crowd as he came back into the room and up to the podium. “Our last speaker is a native-born son of Town. He was abducted at the age of fifteen on the infamous Night of Lights.”

Infamous Night of Lights? Like, a whole six people reported seeing lights in the sky.

“Please welcome Loughlin Ferguson.” Stella gave me a push and I stumbled into the room. A couple people gave a halfhearted attempt at applause as I stepped to the podium. I adjusted the mic, cleared my throat, and then froze.

Tavish, you jerk, you owe me big for this!

I managed to mumble out a few words. There were calls to speak louder which just made me shrink even further into myself. As I tried to unlock my brain, Jeopardy Jones nodded to me, giving a smile of encouragement.

Ah, what the hell. If I was going to do this, I might as well do it right.

I gripped the podium with both hands. “When I told people I was abducted, I was mocked and ridiculed by friends, classmates, and even adults. My high school years were unbearable, and I got nicknamed ‘Probed.’ The stigma as the loony guy who thinks aliens kidnapped him still follows me around. Could have been worse, I guess. At least no one called me ‘Anal.’”

A smatter of laughter rippled through the crowd.

“When I was fifteen, my parents and I were traveling home from a party. I started to feel anxious, then the dash lights and the headlights started flickering. The car began lurching like it couldn’t decide whether to die or not. My father kept feathering the gas and suddenly the car accelerated quickly. This must have caught him by surprise because we went off the curve into Beeman’s ravine.

As I blinked away tears, Stella walked over and handed me a water bottle before slipping back out the door. I took a sip and composed myself.

“I woke up on a table, unable to move. Green laser-like beams were striking various parts of my body. A creature stepped forward. He looked like the greys most abductees describe. He examined me. Poking and prodding. To be clear, there was no anal probing!” I shot a dirty look at Ponytail Guy who had snuck back into the room and leaned on the far wall.

“The beams turned red and that was when the pain hit.”

Crazy stabby girl was on the edge of her seat, staring at me with an oddly triumphant look on her face. Jeopardy Jones looked thoughtful and tilted her head as she listened.

“This was the worst pain imaginable. It felt like I was being torn apart and rebuilt. I passed out. I was woken by an alarm. Lights started flashing, and the creature was speaking out loud in a strange language. From the tone, it sounded like it was swearing.

“The next thing I remember was walking along a road. I was ten miles from the crash site when an officer found me. They had been looking for me for hours. Our car had been crushed into a condensed ball of steel and plastic. Both my parents were found inside. Dead.

“I, on the other hand, didn’t have a scratch on me.”
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Chapter 2 – Out of My League
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After I was done speaking, I stumbled out of the room into the main area of the library. Stella waited for me with a big grin and two thumbs up. “Nice job, Lock!”

I leaned against the wall. “Really? I think I blacked out there for a while. Was I babbling?”

“No, no, it was good.” She gave me a playful punch in the arm. Which hurt. A lot. Stella was not small. She was what my grandfather referred to as “coming from good Viking stock.” I resisted the urge to rub my shoulder. She gave a fake leer. “Needed more anal probing, though.”

“Screw you,” I said without heat. She was teasing, not making fun of me. There is a difference.

“No thanks. Last time was so bad it turned me off men forever.” Stella and I had— in high school, she wanted to be sure she didn’t like guys. It turned out she very much didn’t. She pointed with her chin. “Ooh, my future ex is coming over.”

The librarian headed our way. She clomped in her six-inch heels like she’d never worn any before. She came to a sudden stop before us, swaying side to side as her shoes threatened to topple her over. 

After deciding she wasn’t going to fall down, Stella stuck out her hand. “Hi, I’m Stella Johansen. You must be the new librarian.”

“Yes, nice to meet you. I am Amber... Dewey.” She awkwardly took Stella’s hand and pumped it twice before letting go. She turned stiffly to me. “Loughlin Ferguson. I enjoyed your talk very much.”

“Um, thanks. Just call me Lock.” I tried hard to maintain eye contact. Old Mrs. Peabody, the previous librarian, never left so many of her shirt buttons undone.

“Shall we two go to a place of quiet to discuss it further?” She slid her glasses down her nose and gave me such an exaggerated wink that my eye hurt.

What the hell?

Stella slid between us. “Lock has to sign autographs first. How about we three meet at The Den in an hour for a couple of drinks?”

“This is a place of libations?”

“I wish! No, it’s the only place in town we can drink at.” Stella slipped her arm into Amber’s. “I can walk you over there and Lock can meet up later.”

“That is not necessary. I will see you both there in one hour.” Amber removed her arm from Stella’s clutches and clomped off.

“That was weird!” I whispered. “That’s totally a fake name.”

Stella watched Amber’s posterior as she tilted around a corner. “Right? You’d think she would’ve changed it back to her real one.”

“What do you mean?”

“Amber Dewy. Amber Dew. C’mon, it’s obviously a porn name. She’s gotta be a former porn actress turned librarian.”

“Are you drunk?”

“Little bit.”

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. It’s Dewey. D-E-W-E-Y as in the Dewey decimal system. And there is no way that’s a coincidence.”

“Oh.” Stella nodded. “Yeah, I guess that makes sense. I like my theory better though.”

“Amber Dew? What does that even mean?”

“I dunno. Shut up.” She bit her lip. “That was weird. She seemed into you and she’s way out of your league.”

“Geez, thanks.” I stared at the carpet as I mulled it over. Stella wasn’t wrong. Amber was drop-dead gorgeous. Nobody in Town was in her league.

Stella gave me a nudge. “This one, on the other hand. Well, you’re out of her league.”

I looked up as Stabber chick marched towards us. “Now what?”

She stopped at the same spot as Amber and stared hungrily at me. Her eyes were like burning embers deep in her skull.

Stella frowned. “Can we help you?”

“Leave us,” she told Stella without removing her crazy eyes from my face. I was totally unnerved. “This does not concern you.”

“And who exactly do you think you are?” Stella growled at her.

“I am... Mary.” I flinched as she placed a scabbed hand on my shoulder. “Come, leave her. We will go elsewhere and perform the sex.”

Perform the sex? This had to be a prank.

The rhythm of her speech was off, and she placed emphasis on the wrong words. It was creepy. She was either heavily medicated or needed to be. Stella stepped between us, shoulder bumping Mary’s arm off me.

Unlike when she did it with Amber, this time I wholeheartedly approved. I froze up in stressful situations, and this wouldn’t have been the first time Stella bailed me out of one. She snarled at Mary. “Okay, Methhead Mary. And why am I not kicking your ass right now?”

“You believe that your size, training, and that primitive weapon at the small of your back gives you a tactical advantage.” Mary stiffly swiveled her head to look at Stella. “It does not.”

“Everything all right here?” Tavish stepped up but avoided looking at Mary. Several of the audience were coming out of the room, including Jeopardy Jones. Apparently, the workshop was over.

Mary studied the crowd before turning on her heel and striding out of the building. The guy in the golf shirt drifted out the door after her.

Tavish shrugged and moved away to mingle with the crowd. Stella watched the door Methhead Mary exited. “That was fricking strange. How did she clock my gun?”

“I don’t know. Maybe she heard about it from someone. You’re not exactly secretive about it.” As an unincorporated town, law enforcement was an hour away, something Stella took advantage of, often having impromptu target shooting at street signs, a habit not well-liked by other residents. The term menace might have been brought up before by certain folk. Just never around Stella. I tried to get her to keep her guns at home, but she always ignored me.
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Chapter 3 – Libations
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“Did you hear that nonsense Ponytail Guy was spouting?” I groused to Stella as we left the building. “Crap like that just hurts people who were really abducted. We’re not taken seriously.”

“I know, Lock, I know.” Stella patted me on the back. “Let it go. There’s no reason to get butthurt over it.”

“Wow! Really?”

“Yuuup! Been keeping that one for a special occasion.”

The main section of Town consisted of the town hall, the library, the village store, and a church that was shared by several Christian groups. And then there was The Den. It was originally built back when fraternal orders were all the rage. I think it belonged to the Ancient Order of the Raccoon or something. On the walls, old black and white photos memorialized The Den’s glory days. All the members were very white, very male, and wore raccoon-skin hats like Daniel Boone. After the mill closed and the population started shrinking, it eventually became the only building with a bar. These days it was just where everybody went to knock back a few. Pretty much anyone in Town old enough to drink was a member.

Stella and I walked across the street to The Den. I pulled the door open. “By the way, libation means intoxicating beverage.”

“Oops.” Stella laughed as we entered. “It sounded a lot dirtier.”

“Only to you.”

Randy the bartender started making our drinks as soon as he saw the door open. By the time we bellied up to the bar, I had a rum and Coke waiting for me. Stella’s usual was a vile drink called a Three Wise Men. It consisted of equal parts Scotch, Kentucky bourbon, and Tennessee whiskey. She called it her competition shot. I never had the guts to find out what that meant. Halfway through my second drink, Jeopardy Jones slipped onto the stool next to me. “Excuse me, Mr. Ferguson? My name is Jeopardy Jones.” My heart may have skipped a beat. “Can I ask you a few questions?”

Her voice had the same smoky quality it contained on her podcast. I cleared my throat. “Of course, Miss Jones. I’ve heard your podcast. Isn’t this workshop a little lowbrow for you?”

“Please, call me Jeopardy. And I don’t know, I thought it was well put together as long as you ignore Ponytail Guy.”

Stella chuckled. “That’s what we were calling him.”

“Yeah, he’s been banned at most of the usual events.” She waved at Stella. “Hi, I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name. Are you his girlfriend?”

Stella snorted into her drink so hard she spilled half of it on her shirt. She started coughing. I whacked her on the back a couple of times. “Ah, no, we’re just friends.”

Stella grabbed a couple of napkins and tried in vain to dry off her shirt. Giving up, she peered around me at Jeopardy. “I only sleep with women these days. Lock rocked my world so hard that he ruined men for me forever. They just can’t... measure up.”

As she walked off to the bathroom, I rested my elbows on the bar and dropped my head into my hands in embarrassment. “I am so sorry about that.”

Jeopardy laughed. “Don’t worry. I kind of set myself up for it with the girlfriend assumption.”

I lifted my head up. “What was it you wanted to know?”

“Well, let’s start with the spelling of your first name. It’s a bit different.” She pulled a pen and notebook out of a messenger bag she had slung over her shoulder.

I peered over my glass at her as I took a sip. “I would like to take this time to point out your first name is Jeopardy.”

“My grandfather was ‘Jeopardy Jim’ Jones, one of the first black professional wrestlers. I’m named after him.”

“Cool!”

“Thanks. So that’s the story behind my name. What’s yours?”

“My family came over from Scotland in the 1800s. We have a tradition of using Scottish first names. My cousin Tavish—”

“The mayor?”

“Right. Well, his was tricky since his mother wanted something to reflect her Indian heritage as well. Tavish means ‘Thomas’ in Scottish and ‘Heaven’ in Hindi. Mine means ‘from the land of the lochs.’” I spelled it out. “It’s pronounced Lock-lin, not lof-lin.”

“But you go by Lock? Can I call you that?”

“Please.”

“Well, Lock, your abduction story was very unusual compared to the others.”

“How so?”

“Well, you didn’t mention a second abduction.”

“There wasn’t one. I was just grabbed the one time.”

“Most abductees are adults between their twenties and forties. Some are small children, but very few are teens. And the ones that are tell stories very similar to yours. Unlike you, though, all of them reported being abducted more than once.”

“Huh.” I downed the rest of my drink because getting drunk is always a good way to impress a pretty girl. “I don’t know what to tell you. That’s how it happened.”

“Another strange part of your story is the ending. Can you tell me about the alarm?”

“I don’t know.” I waved my empty glass at Randy who wandered over. “Another one, please, Randy. Jeopardy, you want anything?”

“An old fashion, please.” Randy gave her an approving nod and started making the drinks. “Do you feel like the aliens were interrupted?”

“Alien. Singular. There was only one.” I nodded as the bartender delivered our drinks. “Thanks, Randy.”

“Sorry.” She scribbled something in her notebook. “Do you think it was interrupted?”

I took a sip and mulled it over. “Yeah, maybe. Does that mean something?”

“In all the years I’ve been researching abductions, there are three common threads. The ‘aliens molested me’ story, the medical procedure story, and a combo of the two.” She took a sip of her drink. “Wow, that’s really good.”

“He coats the glasses with black cherry syrup. So, why three narratives? What’s your theory?”

“Most of these stories are from people seeking attention or are delusional.”

“Agreed.” I fished a slice of lime out of my glass. “Damn it, Randy. Stupid lime alters the whole flavor of the drink!”

“So, removing the false reporters from the numbers, I’ve found a pattern and you don’t fit it.”

“So, am I delusional or attention seeking?”

“I don’t think you’re either.”

Amber entered the bar. She stood in the doorway, blinking, until she spotted us and clomped her way over. Stella returned just in time to slide in front of her to chat her up, before quickly guiding the librarian to a booth.

I turned back to Jeopardy.

Her face had lit up when she started talking about her theory. Her smile was unconscious and even better in person than on her podcast.

“So, I don’t fit because I was only grabbed once?”

“Yes!” She gestured with her drink, some of it spilling over and narrowly missing her notebook. “I think there are three groups of aliens. One is the sexual deviants—”

“Wait. So, you believe in the sex with aliens thing?” I failed to keep the disappointment out of my voice.

“Certainly. Not all of them. But yes, I think one group of aliens is preying on humans for sexual purposes. Another is the one that does the medical procedures. But I think the return abductions are done by a third group, one that—”

“Hey, if it isn’t Probed Ferguson himself!”

I didn’t bother turning around. The voice belonged to Dennis McKeene. One of my high school tormentors and former paramour of my ex-wife. He waved a beer at me and sneered. “You really starting up with that abduction nonsense again? What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Go away, Dennis. I’m trying to enjoy a drink here.”

He leaned on our chairs and winked at Jeopardy. “Hey, you know why we call him Probed, right?”

“You mean from back in high school? Sure,” she told him to my dismay. “It’s all over Town.”

“Yeah, it is!” He took a swig of his beer.

“It’s from when he used to probe your mother every day after class.” She timed it perfect. Dennis choked on his beer and coughed it up all over himself.

“You know,” she said in a loud stage whisper. “With his penis!”

“Damn it.” He grabbed some napkins from the bar and wiped his shirt. “What the hell? You one of those alien weirdos, too?”

“Well, dirtbag, considering my podcast has over a million followers, maybe you’re the one who’s a weirdo.” Jeopardy’s hand slipped into her bag. I was guessing pepper spray. She was from Boston and, unlike New Hampshire, Massachusetts was big into gun control.

Dennis missed the movement. As much as I would have enjoyed seeing him get sprayed, I didn’t want it to ruin the conversation. “What part of go away didn’t you understand, Dennis?”

His eyes went cold. “Maybe you want to step outside?”

“Not particularly. We’re both middle aged. One of us will slip a disc and the other’s hip will go out. No one wants to see that.” I stuck a thumb over my shoulder. “Besides, didn’t Stella threaten to ban you if you kept starting trouble in here?”

His face paled as he spotted Stella in the booth with Amber. “Damn it.”

I took a sip as he walked away. Jeopardy removed her hand from the bag. “What was that all about?”

“Would you believe that—what was the word you used? Dirtbag? —was one of my best friends growing up? By the way,” I lifted my drink in salute, “that was a wicked burn.”

“Thank you.” She returned the salute. “What happened?”

“Once the whole abduction thing got out because of Tavish’s big mouth, Dennis turned on me. Big time. I mean, like that day! He was my primary tormentor after that. Flat out called me a liar. Said I was making it up.”

“What did you do?”

“Not a lot. I’m no fighter, but Stella? Well, she cleaned his clock a couple of times in high school.”

“Really? She’s that tough?”

“Oh, she’s not as quick as she used to be, but she’s meaner than a rattlesnake and has the skills to back it up. Stella should have been a Viking warrior like her ancestors. But that’s not why he’s scared of her these days. Stella manages The Den, and if you’re a borderline alcoholic like Dennis, you don’t want to be banned from the only place in town that sells booze.”

“That guy? An obnoxious drunk?” She grinned. “Shocking!”

I swiveled my stool to face Jeopardy. “So, what were you saying about a third group?”

“I think they’re undoing whatever the other groups are doing. But in your case, I think they may have caught your alien in the act!”

“Because of the alarms?”

“That and the fact you were never abducted again.” She slammed her empty glass on the bar, her face flushed with excitement. Or maybe the booze. “Also, there’s the drop-off.”

“What drop-off?”

“Since your incident, there has been a marked drop-off in alien abduction. The leading skeptic theory is that with the prevalence of surveillance and cell phone cameras, it’s hard for people to claim they were abducted. The timeline doesn’t add up, though. Instead, what if the third group caught the medical procedure alien as he was working on you?”

“What do you mean caught? Like they’re space cops or something?”

“I don’t know. Maybe!” She signaled another round to Randy. “Next one is on me. And no lime in the rum and Coke this time!”

I was stunned by her theory. It was out of the box. Yet, made so much sense. “Is that what you think happened to me?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out. So, tell me about after the abduction.”

“What do you mean?”

“I looked you up, Lock. Did my due diligence, so to speak. Before the abduction, you had good grades, and plenty of friends. Afterwards, you completely shut down. Never went off to college, never really left the area. As far as I can tell, you’ve spent the rest of your life in the same one hundred square mile radius.”

“You’re kidding, right?” When we looked up, Stella and Amber stood behind us. Stella fixed Jeopardy with a look. “He lost his parents at the same time he was abducted. The only one in the whole town who believed him was me. He was teased and bullied mercilessly for years. You don’t think you’d shut down, too?”

“I’d have given this town the finger and never looked back. But yeah, I get it.” Jeopardy threw some money on the bar. “Lock, I’m going to be here for a few days. I’d like to talk again if that’s okay.”

“Yeah!” I tamped down on my excitement before I made more of a fool of myself. “I mean, sure, we can talk more about your theory.”

“Well, it doesn’t have to be all about aliens.” She smiled at me and walked away.

Stella chuckled as she took Jeopardy’s seat. “She likes you.”

“No, she doesn’t. She’s a reporter doing her job. I’m just the story.”

“For a smart guy, you’re an idiot sometimes. The girlfriend comment was her fishing to see if you’re single.”

“You’re out of your mind. She’s fifteen years younger than me.”

“And you’re both old enough to run for president. That’s not a hang-up for everyone.” She grinned at me. “So, you looked her age up, huh?”

“I—”

“I, too, am very interested in you, Loughlin Ferguson.”

I blinked at Amber as her words registered. “What?”

“Stella Johansen wishes to have the sex with me, but I have told her only if you are involved. It is my understanding that this can be done with three people at the same time.”

“I, ah, that is my understanding as well.” I looked helplessly at Stella who gave me a why-the-hell-not shrug. Stella is much more adventurous than me. As roommates, I’ve walked in on her having sex in every room in the house, including my bedroom, which was extra awkward because it was with my childhood Bible study teacher Mrs. Green. Twenty years later, and I still turn red every time I see her and Reverend Green.

“Then it is agreed. Let us go to my... place.”

“While I’m, ah, flattered, I—”

Methhead Mary walked in. She all but hissed when she saw Amber. She shot the librarian a glare before turning and stalking over to the pool table section. Amber watched her go. “We should leave now.”

“Amber, that’s really not my thing. Why don’t you and Stella go on without me?”

“You misunderstand. He is very dangerous, and I do not yet understand his interest in you.”

“You mean her.” I paused. Gender identity had gotten pretty fluid, and I had not been keeping up. Did Methhead Mary identify as he/him?

Amber turned to Stella. “If you value your friend’s life, you will not let that one follow us. He seeks to do harm.”

Stella slid off the stool and fixed a stare at Methhead Mary. “Your gibberish aside, I’m getting the same vibe. Lock, head out with Amber. I’ll catch up later.”

I frowned. “I don’t get a say in this?”

“No!” they both said in unison.

I flinched. “Fine. Okay. That’s not emasculating at all. Let’s go out the Smoker’s Alley entrance. I’ve got the ’Vette parked in the church lot. We’ll meet you at home.”

Town only had one alley, and it was between The Den and the church. It’s where the smokers from both buildings went. A neutral ground for both saints and sinners. The Den’s exit to it was around the corner from where Methhead Mary was. Out of her eyesight, it might fool her long enough to give us a head start.

Amber and I hurried out as fast as her high heels allowed. I pointed at them. “You should take those off. You’re going to break an ankle.”

“Yes. It is difficult. I do not understand why. I have seen many visuals of women wearing them in various adventurous activities.” She stopped and slid them off. “Where is your mode of transportation?”

I pointed to my rattle-can gray 1986 Chevrolet Chevette parked behind the church. Amber stared at it. “You operate high speeds in that? I apologize. I had gained the opinion that you lacked courage. Obviously, that was in error.”

Double ow! That really hurt. Wait! Did she just paraphrase Princess Leia at me?

We hurried toward the car when the door to The Den flung open. Stella flew through it, slamming into the church wall and collapsing to the ground in a heap.

“Stella!” I yelled, turning back as Methhead Mary emerged. She ignored Stella’s unconscious body and stalked towards me, speaking gibberish. I froze like I did in any potentially dangerous situation. As hard as I struggled, I couldn’t move. Stella, who had risked her life to buy us time from this weirdo, lay on the ground hurt or worse, and I just stood there. Pathetic as always!

“Loughlin Ferguson, we must go now!” Amber grabbed my arm and started pulling me down the alley. I was so paralyzed with fear, my heels just dragged along the ground.

“Protector KayserCeenarlos!” Methhead Mary pulled a ’50s-era toy ray gun from the pocket of her grubby hoodie and pointed it at us. It was all sleek and chrome with a large glass tank on the top filled with a green fluid. A red beam of energy shot out of the muzzle, striking Amber, who collapsed with a cry.

Okay, not a toy! What the hell type of high-tech stun gun is that, and how did that street slug get it?

As Methhead Mary approached me, three shots rang out. She staggered but still headed my way. She was struck many more times in the back before she went down. Stella pointed an empty pistol as she sat, leaning against the wall of the church. She smiled weakly at me and dropped the gun, closing her eyes.

I could move again.

Of course, once the danger was past, the chicken is free.

I started towards Stella when Amber called my name in a weak voice. I turned to see a gaping hole in her chest.

“Oh my God.” I bent down to her and pulled out my cell phone. “Hold on, I’m calling for help.”

“No. Take this.” She reached up, offering me a chrome orb slightly bigger than a golf ball. I took it automatically. It was covered with her white blood.

White blood? What the hell?

Her wound was the size of a softball and went right through her like something out of an old cartoon. Instead of blood, a white milky substance dripped from organs I didn’t recognize from anatomy class.

I snatched my hand away from hers. “What the hell are you?”

“This is a... bioform and it is destroyed beyond... repair. It will dissolve soon.” Her voice was labored and had an odd tone to it. “I cannot survive long... without a physical structure. Will... you help me? Kreb will repair his... injuries momentarily.”

“You’re, what? A freaking alien?”

“Yes. I will give you the answers you seek if you help me.” White liquid leaked out of her mouth. “Kreb will not stop hunting you.”

Methhead Mary/Kreb stirred behind me. Stella had pumped fifteen rounds in his/her back and they were starting to get up.

“Crap!” I crouched closer to Amber. “Fine, whatever. What do I have to do?”

“Just accept me.” She reached up with both goo-covered hands and placed them on the sides of my head.

“Yeah, fine. I accept you.” Golden motes of light exited Amber and surrounded me before entering through my skin.

“Hello, Loughlin Ferguson,” Amber’s voiced echoed inside my head. “I am sorry, but you are in great danger.”
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Chapter 4 – An Unexpected Passenger
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“Oh God, why are you in my head? I’m going to get probed, aren’t I?”

“That is incorrect. The bioform I was using was destroyed. In order to survive, I needed to change into my energy form before transiting into another physical form. In this case, yours. You did agree to let me do that.”

“Yeah. I guess I did.”

“Let us leave here before Kreb is fully functional again. Do not lose the orb. It is very important.”

“Kreb is Methhead Mary?”

“Controlling her, yes.”

Kreb was trying to sit up.

“Crap. Let’s get Stella and get out of here,” I said. “I’m not leaving without her.”

“I will spike your adrenaline. That should help with lifting her—Strange. That is not right.”

“What? Is it a brain tumor? You found a brain tumor, didn’t you?”

“You appear to have been modified. I need to... look at something first.”

“Well, hurry it up. He almost sat up that time.” I skirted around Kreb and kicked his ray gun into a storm grate. Giving him a wide margin, I went over to Stella. “Wait, what do you mean modified?”

Stella had a large lump on the back of her head and bruising was forming everywhere, but I didn’t see any wounds. I patted her down and pulled a spare magazine out of her back pocket. I picked her M&P 10mm off the ground, ejecting the spent magazine. Replacing it with the spare caused the slide to slam forward, racking a new round into it.

I had fired the pistol enough times to be comfortable with it, but it had a bigger recoil than I liked. Unlike Stella, I wasn’t really into guns, but I remembered her telling me a 10mm round would stop a large grizzly. Kreb was shaking off fifteen rounds.

I tucked the pistol into the back of my belt and tried lifting Stella. Like me, she had packed on some pounds in middle age, and her 250-pound frame was a bit much for me to handle. “Hey, didn’t you say something about an adrenaline spike?”

“I am sorry, Loughlin Ferguson. I am afraid to try anything. Kreb has done significant modifications to you. You may not even be strictly human anymore.”

“Kreb is the one who abducted me?”

“Yes. It looks like he’s turned you into a weapon. I am looking for your... Well, for lack of a better word, your operations manual.”

“Why me? I’m the biggest coward in the state. Besides, who weaponizes a janitor?”

“Your alleged cowardice appears to be more of Kreb’s doing than your natural state. You have orders not to expose yourself. It’s all a jumble. Your DNA has been totally rewritten and you are crawling with what you would call nanobots, but it appears your modifications were never activated.”

I hoisted Stella in a fireman’s carry. The discs in my back compressed. I turned back to the car just in time to see Kreb getting to his feet. “Umm, Amber?”

“I need a minute.”

“Crap.” Shifting Stella, I aimed her gun at Kreb. This was the creature who ruined my life—abducted me, experimented on me, and may have been responsible for my parents’ deaths. I squeezed the trigger only to find my finger refused to move.

“Why can’t I shoot him?”

“It is a program he installed within you. You cannot attack him. You also may not do anything that would reveal your abilities.”

Kreb uttered the same gibberish he said before, and once again I couldn’t move.

“It appears he has programmed you to respond to verbal commands. One moment. I am trying to give you your speech back... There!”

“Okay, that just sucks. Why can’t I move yet?”

“I was not able to completely override his command. I am attempting to rewrite the codes and lock him out. Stand by.”

Kreb leaned down and lifted the storm grate up with one skinny arm. Having been farmed out to the DPW in the past, I knew it weighed about three hundred pounds. He reached into the drain with his free hand and fished around for his weapon.

“Ah... You are not going to like the solution to this.”

“He finds that ray gun, we’re all going to die. Just do what you have to do!”

“Understood! I am rebooting you now.”

“Wait! What—” My vision and hearing stretched and then snapped back. Stella suddenly felt light as a breeze. I heard myself speaking. 


“Human Weapon System 12 activated. Acquiring visual, audio, and chemosensory patterns of target.”


“Amber, what did you do?”

“I am sorry, Loughlin Ferguson. He made you into a weapon and I... had no choice but to turn you on.”

A red aura appeared around Kreb, and I heard my voice again. 


“Target acquired and identified. The energy form of Krebdanturnvat, also known as Kreb the Incorrigible, is detected inside Human Weapon System 6. HWS 6 is armed with a Spebek 7 energy driver. Threat level extreme. Analyzing.”


As I spoke, Kreb whipped the grate at us. I tossed the gun in the air, caught the grate one handed, and threw it back towards him. Stella’s gun fell neatly into my outstretched hand. The grate caught Kreb in the midsection and flung him back. 


“Human Weapon System 6 primary ability identified. Transmorphic adaptation. Duplication of ability in process.”


I fired another fifteen rounds into his body as he tried to get back up. “Geez, adding that to Stella’s hits, Kreb’s been struck by thirty rounds.”

“I count thirty-one wounds.”

“Right. Forgot to count the round in the pipe.”

“We need to depart. Your projectiles will only slow him down for so long.”

Shifting my roommate higher on my shoulders, I walked by Kreb as he twitched on the ground. When my body reached the Chevette, it stopped.


“Duplication of Human Weapon System 6 primary ability complete.”


“Now that is interesting.”

“Yeah, yeah. Amber, what are we waiting for?”

“I do not know how to integrate you with your body when it’s in weapon mode. I am turning it off for now so you can control your own body.”

Stella’s weight bore down on me. I struggled to lean her against the car and pulled my keys out. Rolling my unconscious roommate into the back seat, I got behind the wheel, started the car, and pulled out.

“Okay, Amber. Start talking.” I pulled up to the only stoplight Town had and waited for it to turn green.

“To begin with, my name is not Amber Dewey.”

“No kidding. Guessing you’re not an ex-porn star either.”

“Please explain.”

“Never mind. So, what’s your real name?”

“KayserCeenarlos. I am the Protector for your solar system.”

“That’s a bit much to pronounce. Do you have a nickname?”

“You may call me KayCee.”

“Fine. So—uh-oh.” Jeopardy was crossing the street. She waved and walked over, leaning into the passenger window. “Hi, Lock. That’s quite the... ah... classic car you have there.”

“Thanks. Hey, I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m in a bit of a hurry.”

“Oh, sure.” She spotted Stella in the back seat. “Is she all right?”

“Too much to drink. I’m taking her home.”

“That’s some nasty bruising. What happened?” Jeopardy leaned farther in to look over Stella. She smelled nice.

Behind her, Kreb limped around the corner. A black van pulled up, blocking her path. The side door slid open. Golf Shirt Guy appeared around the corner and shoved Kreb inside.

“Ah, bar fight. Typical weekend around here. I need to get going.”

Jeopardy frowned. “You should be taking her to a hospital.”

“Loughlin Ferguson, we need to leave this area immediately.”

“I know!” I winced as Jeopardy jumped at my tone. “Sorry, it was just a lot of work to get her into the car and I’m frazzled. The hospital is too far away. I have med supplies at home. Not the first time I’ve had to do this.”

“No worries, I get it. I was a paramedic before my podcast took off.” Jeopardy opened the passenger door and jumped into my car. “Let’s go. I’ll help you patch her up.”

“Loughlin Ferguson...”

“Sure. Fine. Thanks for the help.” I looked over her shoulder. The black van rocked side to side like it contained a wild animal. Not wanting to find out what happened next, I gunned the car through the intersection before Jeopardy had a chance to put on her seatbelt.
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Chapter 5 – The Truth Is Out There and It’s Freaking Weird
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“I was able to clean up several contradictory commands as well as the one that would cause you to freeze up in confrontational situations.”

“Great. Can you be quiet for a bit, or even better, go to sleep?” The fan in the bathroom was already on, but I ran the water in the sink as well.

“This is a result of having to reboot your system. Your body is currently changing to a more effective base model.”

“Yeah, it’s how it’s doing it that is the problem.” Shortly after Jeopardy had gotten in my car, I started to feel unwell: pounding headaches, chills, and heat flashes. My joints and muscles ached like I had overexercised and, worst of all, a rumbling in the lower regions. We got Stella sacked out on the couch and I turned the TV on for Jeopardy before sprinting for the bathroom.

“It is a natural function of your body. I fail to see what the problem is.”

“The problem is I don’t even like to use public urinals, much less public toilets. I prefer to do this sort of thing in private. You yammering in my head is just making this so much worse. Besides,” I pointed to the plunger that had already seen use several times since I had entered the bathroom. “This situation is not freaking normal!”

“Your body is simply removing unnecessary waste in the most expedient fashion it has available.”

“Stop talking!” I whispered angrily as I doubled over in pain again.

There was a knock at the door. “Lock? You okay? You’ve been in there for quite a while now.”

“I hate my life,” I muttered before speaking louder. “Yes. Thanks, Jeopardy. I’m sorry, it’s, ah, nerves from the public speaking. Just caught up with me all of a sudden.”

“Sure, I get that. Can I get you anything?”

“No! No, thank you. This is humiliating enough.”

“Ex-paramedic, remember?” She laughed. “Before that, I worked at a nursing home. Nothing to be embarrassed about. If you’re okay, I’m going to check over Stella’s injuries. I don’t like how she’s bruising up.”

“Okay. Let me know how she is.” I lowered my voice. “How much longer is this going to go on? I need to make sure Stella is all right.”

There was no answer from the alien. “KayCee!”

“You told me to be quiet.”

“For the love of—just answer the question!”

“I believe the process is almost done. Another minute or two.”

It took five.

As I washed my hands, I stared in shock at the reflection in the mirror. I had bulked up with muscle and my gut had disappeared. My t-shirt was tight in the arms and across the chest. I had gone from a 54 to a 32 waist. My pants wouldn’t stay up. “You know, in the movies, the hero just goes to bed and wakes up like this. But no, not me. My transformation had to devastate a month’s worth of toilet paper.”

“I am unsure how to reply to that.”

I lifted my shirt, expecting to see toned abs. What I got was a bunch of excess skin stretched out and hanging off me like dough. I poked at it. “Blech! What the hell?”

“That is not unexpected. Your skin will quickly adjust to your new form within a few minutes.”

I splashed water on my face and put on some deodorant. Holding my pants up, I exited the bathroom and quickly scuttled into my bedroom. After using a Swiss Army knife to poke an extra hole in my belt, I cinched it tight around my new waist. I pulled on a baggy hoodie, stuffing a t-shirt in the pocket pouch in an attempt to hide the sudden loss of my gut.

“I need you to hold the orb.”

I pulled it out of my pocket and held it up. “Now what?”

“I just needed to send a command. You may return it now.”

“So, it’s like a—­­­”

“Lock, you need to come here,” Jeopardy called.

“I don’t know what Stella did with the first aid kit,” I said, stepping from my room as I stuffed the orb back in my pocket. “It was in the kitchen the last time I saw it.”

Jeopardy stood next to the couch Stella was on, a phone in her hand. “Lock, these injuries are a lot worse than we thought. She appears to have a fractured skull, and I think she has internal injuries. I’m calling for an ambulance.”

“That bad? Damn! It’s going to take a bit for them to get here, though. It’s a volunteer service in this area.” I studied my roommate. “Is she... Can she wait that long?”

“Loughlin Ferguson, Kreb will be monitoring local communications. If she makes that call, he will track us here. The only reason he has not done it already is everything is in Stella Johansen’s name.”

The ranch style house we lived in had belonged to Stella’s family for two or three generations. Most of the farmland had been reclaimed by trees, and it couldn’t be seen from the road. I had moved in with her after my ex-wife got my grandparents’ place in the divorce. Which she promptly sold before moving away. My name wasn’t on any of the utilities. The only way Kreb could find us is if he checked the mail. Or asked somebody—anybody—because everyone in town knew where I lived.

Jeopardy shook her head. “I’m not sure. What really happened, Lock? You told me it was a bar fight. This is more like she got hit by a car. Speaking of which, why did you insist on parking the car on the grass in the back, and what’s with that gun you have tucked into your waistband? I know this is the Live Free or Die state, but I’m guessing you’re not the type of guy that normally walks around strapped.”

“I’m not, but Stella is. It’s her gun. I took it after she lost consciousness. I’ll give it back to her when she wakes up. There’s a lot of moving parts here. I’m just asking you to trust me for now.”

“Trust is earned, Lock. You seem like a nice guy, but I don’t really know you, and I’m not gambling Stella’s life on something you aren’t telling me. I thought she was your friend.”

“She’s my best friend, and I’m trying to protect her. Protect all of us.” I pinched the bridge of my nose as I tried to figure out a plan.

“It’s about drugs, right? You dealing pot or something?”

“What? No!”

“Tell her.”

“Are you crazy?”

Jeopardy’s eyes narrowed. “I was a paramedic for ten years in Boston. I know what I’m talking about. She’s seriously hurt and you’re hiding something big.”

“Tell her. This is more serious than you know. Kreb is a war criminal and is responsible for the death of thousands. If we take her to a hospital, he will have no issue with killing everyone in it to get to you. I have another way to heal Stella Johansen.”

“She won’t believe me. She’s going to need proof.”

“Yeah, I’ve had enough. You’re talking nonsense now.” Jeopardy started dialing her phone.

“Stella was injured by the alien that abducted me,” I rattled off quickly.

Jeopardy fingers stopped as she stared up at me. “Oh, this is some BS.”

“The alien showed up at the seminar. In human form.” I paused for a breath. “He was looking for me. Something about the experiments he did on me. I’m still getting information on that.”

“From whom?”

“That’s a bit complicated. Let’s work through the ‘bad alien in town’ part first.”

“Was it Ponytail Guy?” Her eyes narrowed even further.

“No, Methhead Mary.”

“Who? You mean the homeless-looking woman.” She paused. “The one with the ‘I’m going to kill you all’ look in her eyes?”

“Yeah, That’s her. I mean, him. Whatever.”

“You’re claiming the alien is on meth?”

“What? No! That’s just what Stella and I were calling her before we knew, but it turns out she was a he.” I paused and tilted my head. “Wait, do you guys even have genders?”

“In our natural forms, yes. I am female. However, our normal bioforms are made genderless.”

“Umm, your Amber model was very much not genderless.”

“Well, no, that was an infiltration model. It was to be used in emergencies. Though I hoped to use it for sex at least once before returning it.”

“Sex?”

Jeopardy’s eyes bugged out at my question to KayCee. I felt like I was in an Abbott and Costello routine.

“Yes. It has been several years since I have been stationed here, and my real form is on my home planet. I thought I would... put the infiltration model through its paces, so to speak, before returning it to storage. Now it has been destroyed, and I am going to have to explain that to my supervisors.”

“I... don’t know how to respond to that. Are our parts even comparable? Do we even have the same, ah, slot As and tab Bs?”

“Let us get back to that. Jeopardy Jones looks upset.”

“Okay, the crazy-talking-to-yourself bit is not helping you. I thought you were just a cute nerdy guy before, but now I’m thinking you want to wear my skin for a coat.” Jeopardy pulled a can of pepper spray out of her bag. “You just stay right there while I finish dialing.”

“Tell her to look out the back door.”

“What for?”

“Just do it.”

“I know it sounds crazy, but can you just look out the back door before you call? That’s all I ask.”

“Why?” She stared at me suspiciously.

“Proof I’m telling you the truth.” I held up my hands and backed away from her and the door until I was in the kitchen. “Just look.”

“So some inbred relative of yours wearing someone’s face for a mask can leap out at me? I don’t think so.”

“Seriously? Where do you think we are? Just peek out the window then.”

With her eyes on me the whole time, she moved sideways to the back door and looked out the window. Her phone fell from nerveless fingers. “Oh my god!”

I moved to the sink and looked out the window above it. Floating ten feet off the ground was a real, honest-to-goodness flying saucer.
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Chapter 6 – To Hesitantly Go Where Others Have Gone Before
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“I called for a ride.”

“Yeah, I can see that. That’s some ride.” I stepped back into the living room. Jeopardy had retrieved her phone from the floor and was snapping pictures of the spaceship. It was smaller than I would have thought.

Jeopardy glanced at me as I walked into the room. “Do you see this? It’s fantastic. How did it get here? Are we in any danger?”

“Remember the complicated bit? Well, the new town librarian was also secretly an alien, but Kreb, that’s Methhead Mary’s real name, shot her and now she’s in my head. I mean, KayCee’s in my head, not Kreb. I think the Men in Black snatched her.” I remembered how wildly the van was rocking. “Or at least they tried to.”

Jeopardy pulled her eyes away from the saucer and stared at me. “You’re going to have to run that past me one more time. How many aliens are here?”

“Two?”

“Yes.”

“Two.” I held up the correct amount of digits.

“And what do you mean by Men in Black?”

“Remember the guy in the golf shirt sitting next to you at the seminar?”

“How could I forget? He was huge.”

“While you were getting into my car, he shoved Kreb into a black van, but it didn’t look like it was going to hold Kreb for long.”

“We need to get Stella Johansen on my craft. I can use the equipment there to heal her. I will also be able to remove myself from your being.”

“Oh, thank God!”

“Is it... speaking to you right now? In your head?” Jeopardy whispered, twirling a finger by her temple, a gesture I couldn’t help but remember was usually used to describe someone as being crazy.

“Stop whispering,” I said in a stage whisper. “If I can hear you, so can she.” I opened the back door. “We need to get Stella on the flying saucer. Can you grab her legs?”

An ear-to-ear grin split Jeopardy’s face. She was practically bouncing with excitement.

“What?”

“We’re going on a flying saucer!”

“Oh my God, you’re such a geek!” I slipped my hands under Stella, ready to pull her into a sitting position. “Grab her legs please.”

“Seriously, this day can’t get any better. Hey, what’s the deal with crop circles?”

“It’s graffiti. Those caught doing it are severely fined.”

“Apparently it’s the alien equivalent of spray painting on a wall.”

“Really?”

“A little help?” I grunted as I lifted Stella.

“Oh yeah, right! Sorry.” Jeopardy shook her head as she saw what I was doing. “Hey! You can’t lift her like that. We need to keep her immobile.”

“Hmm, hold on. There’s some stuff in the cellar that might work.” I ran down and came back with a camping cot and a neck brace from when Stella’s mom had gotten into a car accident. “What about this stuff?”

“Not great but I think I can make it work.” She absentmindedly pulled on one of her braids as she thought about it. “So, the alien in your head, can I talk to it directly?”

“Not while I am coexisting with you. And I am not in your head. I am... well, everywhere within you.”

“Comments like that are not helping things,” I muttered, placing the cot down next to the couch. As we carefully moved Stella over to it, I looked up at Jeopardy. “Bad news is, no, you can’t speak directly to KayCee. Good news is, you’re wrong. I can make today better for you.”

“How’s that?”

“You know that theory you have about three groups of aliens?”

“Yeah?”

“Pretty sure you’re right and the one in my head is a space cop.” I grinned at her squeal of delight. “How are we doing this?”

“Got duct tape?”

After placing the neck brace on, we immobilized Stella’s head by taping it and the rest of her directly to the cot. It wasn’t pretty and the former paramedic kept wincing at our treatment of Stella. We picked up the cot and slowly walked it out the back door.

As we approached the saucer, a ramp lowered onto the grass.

“Loughlin Ferguson, if you and Jeopardy Jones can proceed up the ramp, we can begin.”

“Working on it,” I grunted as I walked backwards up the ramp. I was trying to hide it, but the idea of entering a flying saucer again was freaking me out. I was trying hard not to go full PTSD.

The inside appeared to be just a large room with one seat in the center. The ramp retracted and sealed the entrance as we placed the cot on the floor. The circular room had metal walls that looked similar to chrome. There were no visible controls. The seat was positioned in the very center of the room and was too small for an adult human to sit in. “So, now what?”

“Let us start with the view.”

The top half of the wall became translucent showing a 360-degree view of sky. Jeopardy ran over and plastered her face on the wall. “We’re flying? I didn’t even feel us take off.”

“More importantly, why are we flying? I thought we were bringing Stella to your spacecraft to fix her.”

“We are. We are on our way to it now. Sorry, did you think this was my craft?”

“Well, yeah.”

“No, this is just the lander. My starcraft is in orbit around your world.”

“We’re going into orbit?”

“We are?” Jeopardy whirled around. “That will make us astronauts. Well, space tourists. Still, pretty freaking awesome.”

“Space traveler. Tourist makes it sound like we’re going on vacation.”

“Point.”

We peered out the window as whisps of clouds were replaced with the blackness of space. Never having flown in a plane before, my stomach turned queasy as I stared down at the Earth.

A section of space shimmered and a large spacecraft appeared. Unlike the flying saucer, this one was shaped more like a cigar and was larger than an aircraft carrier. Like the lander, it was also chrome.

Jeopardy started snapping photos of it with her camera. “Bit phallic, don’t you think? It looks like it should take batteries.”

Not ready to talk of such devices with her, I wisely changed the subject. “Should we be taking photos?”

“First definite proof of alien life. Bet your ass we are.”

“I anticipated her reaction. There are precautions in place. Stand by for docking.”

“Umm, you might want to look at your photo gallery. KayCee made a comment that suggests you might have some technical difficulties. Also, we’re about to dock.”

Jeopardy quickly flipped through her phone and held a blacked-out screen to me. “Not cool, alien! Not freaking cool.”

An opening appeared in the side of the larger craft and the saucer flitted inside, coming down onto a deck glowing with amber lighting. Once again, no visible controls. I chewed my lip as I took it all in. “Can we breathe in your atmosphere?”

“Do you not think you should have asked that before getting in?” KayCee gave a soft laugh that echoed through my brain. “Yes, it is perfectly safe for you.”

The ramp opened again and two chrome globes slightly larger than basketballs floated in. They positioned on either side of Stella, and her cot floated into the air.

“Hold it. What are you doing with my roommate?”

“The servo units are taking Stella Johansen to get healed. Then I thought we could answer each other’s questions.”

“No probing, right? You don’t want to make her angry. You wouldn’t like her when she’s angry.”

“Nice reference,” Jeopardy acknowledged.

“Anything done will be for medical purposes only. Stella Johansen’s physical form seems damaged beyond her injuries. Do you want Stella Johansen restored to optimal health?”

“That wasn’t a no,” I pointed out.

“Yes, it was. Answer my question please.”

“Yeah, sure.” I waved my hand. “Optimal whatever. Just make sure she’s okay.”

The globes floated Stella away. Following KayCee’s directions, Jeopardy and I quickly found ourselves in a room with a bald grey alien lying on a table. Fear seized me. I fumbled for Stella’s gun.

“Loughlin Ferguson, calm down.”

“That’s the alien who abducted me!”

“That is my normal bioform. If you shoot it, I will be stuck in your head forever. It did not abduct you. It is a base model. There are many like it. Think of it as a very common automobile.”

Shaken, I put the gun away. “Sorry. First time on an alien spaceship. Well, first time fully awake, anyways.”

Jeopardy didn’t have my reservations and circled around the table, studying every inch of the body. It looked like it was about four feet in height and skinny. It wore no clothes and appeared genderless. Big head and long arms, its hands had only four fingers and there were slits where a nose would be. In other words, it looked just like how greys are described on the internet. “Is this one dead or asleep?”

“That’s KayCee’s ride apparently.”

“Please move closer and I’ll transfer over to it.”

I moved over to the table. “Now what?”

“Now this.”

Golden motes of light emerged from my skin and went into the alien form on the table. Like before, it didn’t hurt. Once all of the tiny golden lights had entered the body, the bioform’s eyes opened, showing solid black orbs. The table slowly tilted, raising it to a standing position. It stood away from the table and raised a hand into a fist. “At last! Now I will be able to enslave the entire human race!”
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Chapter 7 – Now What?
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Jeopardy and I glanced at each other in shock. I started to reach for Stella’s gun when great peals of laughter came from the creature. “Apologies. I could not resist.”

It started to say something else but burst out laughing again. It waved a hand at us. “Your faces. The expression on your faces! I should have recorded it.”

It walked over to Jeopardy and stuck out its right hand. “Hello, Jeopardy Jones. My name is KayserCeenarlos, but you may refer to me as KayCee. It is a pleasure to meet you. I have watched all your podcasts and I am, as your people would say, a huge fan.”

“Umm, nice to meet you, too. Call me Jeopardy.” She slowly reached out and grasped KayCee’s hand, tentatively shaking it before pumping with more enthusiasm. “I’m shaking hands with an alien!”

“So am I!” beamed KayCee.

Jeopardy turned her head to me and mouthed, “Oh my God,” before whipping back to KayCee. “Wait, did you say you’re a fan?”

“Yes. I never miss a podcast. It is how I was able to track down Loughlin Ferguson. My people have been looking for him for thirty of your years.”

“Sorry?” I sputtered. “What was that now?”

KayCee released Jeopardy’s hand. “This is a lot to discuss.”

At what I assumed was a mental command of hers, the table returned to its original position. Chrome chairs formed out of the floor and rose to appropriate heights and sizes for each of us.

I sat down in the large one and waited for the others to take theirs. “Okay, why are there abductions? Why did Kreb do whatever it is he did to me? And why were you looking for me?”

“I should start at the beginning.” KayCee drummed her fingers on the table in what should be a human-like fashion but somehow wasn’t. The timing was off, and her fingers were too... bendy. “My race are the Sarli. Our home system is several years away. However, we have colonies in other systems. We have a mining operation in an asteroid belt on the opposite side of your system. It contains hard-to-find minerals. Because of this, our people occasionally cross through your area of space.”

Jeopardy had pulled her notebook out and was scribbling away furiously. “So why are you visiting Earth, and is that your true form, or is your real shape the golden energy that I saw?”

“Neither. This is a bio-construct that our spacefaring members use.” KayCee gestured to herself. “We can transform our consciousness into an energy form for a limited time. Before going to space, we transfer our consciousness from our real bodies into the bioform. Our bodies, which are not that different than yours, are placed in stasis to prevent aging while we are gone. When we return home, we transfer back into them.”

“How?” Jeopardy frowned. “You said you’re like us, but we can’t do that.”

KayCee smiled. “Everything is made up of energy, including humans. What did your Juan Luis Pedro Felipo de Huevos Epstein say? E=mc2? Mass and energy are interchangeable.”

“Einstein. Albert Einstein,” I interjected. “You just mixed up one of the smartest humans who ever lived with a Sweathog.”

“Sorry, I watch a lot of your TV. It is hard to keep track sometimes. As I was telling you, we use these bioforms instead of spacesuits. My people are more sexually driven than yours. Making the bioforms genderless is supposed to prevent distractions from work. It remains a controversial decision.”

“How driven?” I asked.

“Planet-side Sarli average sex eight to ten times a day.”

“Ouch.” Jeopardy winced. “Hope you all stretch first. You can pull a muscle with that much activity. What do you look like in your natural forms?”

“Would you like to see an image of me?”

The podcaster’s eyes widened at the idea. “Absolutely!”

An image formed above the middle of the table and slowly swiveled around in midair. KayCee was about the height of her bioform and also had eight fingers instead of ten. But where the bioform was skinny and grey, KayCee’s body shape was proportionate to her height, her skin pinkish red. Her face was humanlike but with larger eyes that curved up on the outer edges, and while her ears started where ours did, they ran up the side and rested on the top of her head. They looked similar to a German Shepherd’s ears and poked out of green hair that ran halfway down her back like a mane.

She was also very, very naked.

“Ah, why don’t you have clothes on?” I found myself looking everywhere but at the image.

“Our skin is tougher than you humans. Because of that, we did not have the need for clothing as protection as we evolved. It never became part of our culture. Aside from belts or harnesses to carry things, we only use garments for safety purposes.”

Jeopardy started sketching in her notebook. “You’re very human-like. I mean, you got boobs and, ah, other lady parts. I would think that life on another planet would have evolved very different than ours.”

“There are very diverse lifeforms throughout the galaxy. However, out of the five known sentient races, four are mammals, the other is reptilian-like.”

Score one for angry lizard guy!

“Of all the known life forms, your people are the ones that most closely resembles ours. That is one of the reasons we have been observing your planet.”

“So, all these abductions are your people studying our race?”

“No. There are twelve of what you would call countries on my planet, and each has several colonies throughout the galaxy. Decades ago, there was a war between three of them. Kreb was a weapons maker for the aggressor country. When his people were defeated, he fled and was found guilty of war crimes in absentia.”

“And he’s been using our planet as a testing ground for new weapons?” Jeopardy asked, continuing to look back and forth as she drew. “Abducting people like Lock and experimenting on them?”

“Yes.”

I pointed to the image once Jeopardy was done drawing. “Can you turn that off?”

Jeopardy smirked at my discomfort but didn’t say anything.

“Of course.” KayCee made a wave with her hand and the image disappeared. “One of my predecessors figured out what was going on and alerted the authorities. Kreb was caught in the act. After a brief chase, he died in a firefight with our law enforcement. Or so we thought. I suspect now the body found was that of a clone.”

I frowned. “Wait, I thought you were law enforcement.”

“No, I am a Protector,” KayCee stated.

“What exactly is that?”

Her skin color didn’t change but I got the distinct feeling that if KayCee could, she’d be blushing in embarrassment. “Ah, there may not be a direct correlation to a human profession.”

Jeopardy snapped the notebook shut. “Nice try, alien. You’re dodging. Try an indirect comparison then.”

“Well, you might say I protect your solar system from being disturbed.”

Jeopardy’s eyes bugged out. “Oh my God, it’s your job to make sure no one feeds the animals. You’re a Space Park Ranger, and we’re the bears!”

“Can we stay on point? What did Kreb do to me and what are we going to do?” An anger had grown within me since Kreb hit me with that whammy of his. It was a new feeling for me, and I wasn’t handling it well. Most of the time I drifted through life in a dull gray haze. This was a white-hot flame.

KayCee nodded. “I am sorry. This must be very frustrating. In short, Kreb experimented on many humans. While we could not catch him, we were able to undo the changes he wrought on his victims. Attempts at erasing their memories had various levels of success. After his alleged death, we discover through his notes that Kreb had succeeded in weaponizing a series of teens. We had covertly been searching for all of you for decades.”

“How did you find him?” Jeopardy asked.

“Through you. I had been following your podcast for years. Your theory about three groups was correct, so I started monitoring you, hoping you would lead me to one of Kreb’s victims.”

“By correct, you mean—” Jeopardy looked over at me. “Right, sorry. Get back to that later.”

“Your show covered many obscure abductions stories, one of which was about a teen in a small town in New Hampshire. We knew Kreb had been in the Northeast region of the United States on the night he was caught, but we hadn’t been able to narrow it down any further. Based on your story, I knew Town was likely the place. The question was, how many people were abducted? Just because one spoke up did not mean there were not others. I arranged for the librarian to retire early—”

“By retire early,” I asked, scared of the answer, “you mean what? Exactly?”

“I tapped into the lottery computer and changed the winning number to match the ticket she bought.” KayCee tilted her head to the side. “What did you think I meant?”

“That! That’s exactly what I thought you meant,” I said quickly, not wanting to give the nice alien any ideas. I looked at Jeopardy who was vigorously nodding in agreement. “Please continue.”

“I convinced your cousin into having the alien workshop, hoping that you would show up. I had no idea the two of you were related. Imagine my surprise to learn Kreb was alive. That obviously sped up my plans and I tried to lure you away from him. It did not go as I hoped.”

I stood up and began pacing. “Why did he show up now? What are the odds?”

“Initially, I thought he figured out what I was doing and tried to get to you first. He had commands in your head. Orders not to do anything that might reveal your abilities and not to venture away from Town for too long. Because of that, I initially assumed he knew where to find you. Now I’m not so sure.”

“Yeah.” Jeopardy nodded. “That makes sense.”

“What does?” I frowned. “What am I missing?”

Jeopardy pointed out the “window” to the Earth down below. “That looks a lot different than it does when you're standing on it. If he lost his ship, he might not have known exactly where he left you.”

“His craft was destroyed in the battle thirty-five years ago,” KayCee confirmed. “Most of his information would have been stored in it.”

“So, I was a lost set of keys?” I didn’t bother to hide the bitterness in my voice. “He forgot where he put me?”

“I am so sorry but, ah, you would be the automobile in that scenario,” the alien told me.

“Excuse me?”

“The merging that you and I did can only be done in emergencies and it is very painful for both involved. There are also dangers if the energy form isn’t removed in a short period of time.”

“Like what?” Jeopardy asked.

“The two beings could become merged forever, or one or even both beings involved may not survive.”

I stopped pacing. “It was weird, but I didn’t feel any pain.”

“Neither did I. In fact, it was quite comfortable, and there had not been any warning signs that normally accompany such a merger.”

“Warning signs?” My eyes narrowed. “What type of warning signs?

“Stroke or brain damage are the most common ones. In addition to changing your DNA, Kreb added what you would describe as nanobots.”

“For what purpose?” Jeopardy asked the question I had been too scared to ask.

“It appears he weaponized you. He also altered your body so a Sarle in energy form could use you similar to a bioform.”

“So, enslaving me in my own body while he took it out for a drive. I’m some sort of living battle suit?” I wasn’t a violent man, but I planned on making an exception for Kreb.

“Yes, which is most likely what he is doing to the girl he is currently inhabiting,” KayCee said grimly.

Jeopardy raised her eyebrows. “I didn’t even consider that.”

I nodded grimly. “She managed to take Stella out. That’s no mean feat. Was that an adrenaline spike thing, or is the girl one of his weapons?”

“I am not sure yet,” the alien answered me.

“I think Battle-me identified her as something called a human weapons system.”

“Then it is confirmed. She is another abductee Kreb turned into a weapon.”

I plunked back down into my chair. “So, what are we doing about it?”

“Kreb obviously has no starcraft. It appears he has been trapped on your planet for decades. I have contacted my supervisor, and we will wait up here until help arrives. What Kreb did violates the core values of my people. We will help restore you to normal.”

“Okay.” I shrugged. I couldn’t think of a better idea. “How long will that take?”

“Six months to a year, depending on the closest law enforcement starcraft.”

“What?”

“You want us to stay up here for six months?” Jeopardy shouted. “I have a cat!”

“Or up to a year,” KayCee added unnecessarily.

“What about food? Does this thing have bathroom facilities?” I asked.

“I can reconfigure a room for your bodily functions. Food will be a problem, though.” KayCee drummed her fingers on the table again. Still creepy. “My bioform does not take nourishment like your bodies do. There is nothing here you can eat. We may have to go down to Earth to get food supplies. We will just stay off your home continent.”

“Once again, I have a cat! Plus family and friends who will wonder if I just drop off the map.” Jeopardy crossed her arms. “We need to at least go to Boston so I can grab my cat and clothes.”

They both looked at me. I tugged at my hoodie. “None of my clothes are going to fit anymore. I can just get some in Boston. Stella will want something as well if we’re going to be up here that long.”

KayCee stood up, her chair retracting into the floor. “Boston is closer than I feel comfortable with, but it is better than Town. Lock and Stella can get new clothes along with food in Boston.”

“Hey, slow down.” I stood up to and jumped a little when my seat sank into the floor as well. “This stuff costs money. I don’t mind grabbing stuff from a used clothes store, but Stella’s not going to like that.”

“She will not have a choice. I will arrange for you to have enough currency.” KayCee motioned towards the door we came in. “It is late on that side of the planet. If you both insist on Boston, it will have to be in the morning. I am aware of your need to sleep. I am having beds formed for you. Please follow the lights on the floor to the sleeping area I have set up. I will see you in the morning. For what it’s worth, I am very sorry that the three of you got mixed up in this.”

Jeopardy and I followed the glowing line which led us to a room with two metal beds. One of the walls had a “window” looking out into space. There were no blankets or mattresses on the beds.

“Well, this looks uncomfortable.” I touched the sleeping section of the bed. It flexed and rippled. “Whoa!” I pressed down on it with my hand. It flexed some more. “It feels kind of like a waterbed.”

Jeopardy sat on hers and laughed as it caused her to rise and sink in response. “Weird. Hope you don’t get seasick.”

“Don’t know, I’ve never been out to sea.” I pulled my shoes off and lay down, staring out the window. Jeopardy did the same on hers. As soon as she did, the lights slowly went out. The room had a window looking out into space. We lay there in silence for a few minutes.

“What’s your cat’s name?”

“Kolchak.”

“Of course, it is. What did you name your dog? Mulder?”

“No dog. My apartment’s not big enough. I’m totally using that, though, if I ever get a dog.”

I lowered my voice. “Should we just be listening to KayCee? I mean, what do we really know other than what she told us?”

“I’m not sure. She seems to be on our side. I say we trust but verify.” She shuffled around on her bed. “I’m having trouble getting comfortable.”

“Let me guess: it’s the no-blankets thing. You probably have ten pounds worth of them on you all year round. Plus, sixteen pillows and forty stuffed animals.”

“Ouch!” She laughed. “You wound me. It’s only four comforters and two stuffed animals. What about you? Let me guess. Covered in blankets, but with one foot sticking out and a fan blowing directly on you.”

“No fan, I just keep the temp at ten below.”

“Damn. I was so close.”

Jeopardy grew quiet. I thought she’d drifted off to sleep until she spoke again. “Now that all the running around has stopped, it’s starting to sink in. I’m starting to freak out a bit. I mean, this is crazy, right?”

“I thought you were into the whole alien thing. You have that podcast and everything.”

“Well, sure, but that’s when it was a mystery, something to unravel. Now, well, it’s a lot to take in.”

“Could be worse.”

“Lock, we’re currently floating around space in a tin can piloted by an alien we barely know.”

“Yeah, but none of my inbred relatives leaped out at you while wearing other people’s faces.”

She burst out laughing. “Right! You should probably save that until you introduce me to your family.”

“You already did. It was the crazy blonde lesbian currently sleeping it off in the med bay.”

She laughed again.

“Okay, you suck!” I told her.

“For what?”

“I’m freaking out now because of the whole tin can in space comment. What’s that window thing even made of, anyways?”

Jeopardy got up and came over to me. “Scooch over.”

I made room and she lay down, facing away from me. She pulled my arm over her. “No funny business. I just miss my ten pounds of blankets.”

“Understood.” Her hair tickled my nose. Within seconds, she drifted off. I wasn’t far behind her.
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Chapter 8 – Going Down to Boston
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I awoke as the light in the room slowly came on. Jeopardy was already up and scribbling in her notebook. She had been using her phone for illumination, turning it off as the light grew bright enough. “Morning.”

“If you say so.” I pointed out the window to the darkness of space.

“According to my phone it’s eight a.m. Eastern Standard Time.”

“You’re getting a signal?” I rubbed my eyes, trying to wake up.

“Full bars. That’s better than my apartment. Can’t call or email out, though. I tried.”

I started pulling my boots on. “Probably KayCee making sure you’re not blabbing that aliens are among us.”

The directional light on the floor activated. I stood up. “Shall we?”

“We shall!” She rolled off the bed and stood next to me. “Hmmm.”

“What?”

She reached up and smoothed a lock of my hair. Apparently during my sleep, it had escaped its futile job of hiding my bald spot. “Have you ever considered shaving your head? You have the right skull shape for it.”

“Umm, no. I... Huh!” How much of my life decisions had been made by Kreb’s brainwashing? As a kid, I wanted to be a fighter pilot. After the abduction, I didn’t. In fact, I just plain stopped taking chances. Never left Town for more than a few weeks at a time and even then, I never ventured beyond New England. I didn’t go off to college, instead just working a series of dead-end, boring jobs. Sure, I eventually got an online degree a couple of years ago, but I never did anything with it. I wore bland clothes, and even my hair and body shape allowed me to just blend into the background. No one paid attention to the boring, skinny armed fat guy with the combover and fluffy beard. That included my ex-wife who decided to step out on me with that bastard Dennis McKeene.

I slowly became aware of Jeopardy looking up at me with a smile on her face. “You back with me?”

“Sorry.”

“All good. So, alien programming stuff or sudden inner reflection?”

“The reflection thing.” I smiled back at her. “Trying to figure out which life choices have been mine and which have been Kreb’s.”

“And?”

“I’ll probably never know the full extent of his influence, but that ends today. From now on, I’m going to take more chances.”

“Excellent. Any come to mind?”

I laughed. “Let’s start with a new look somebody recently suggested.”

“Good. You’re a cute guy, but that horrible combover is out of the ’70s.” She reached out and messed up my hair before walking up the saucer’s ramp.

Ouch! That hurt. Wait, did she say cute?

I hurried up the ramp. Inside was the same way we left it except for a suspiciously coffin shaped metal box. Like everything else belonging to KayCee, it had no visible controls or latches. I couldn’t even see a seam.

“Good! You didn’t get lost.” KayCee strode up the ramp, which closed behind her. She wore a white belt with pouches on it and held the chrome orb from before.

“What’s that?” Jeopardy and I said at the same time. But while I was pointing to the box, she was pointing at the chrome ball in KayCee’s hand.

KayCee tucked the ball into one of her pouches and sat in the single chair in the center of the round room. “This is those car keys you were referring to. The box contains Stella. She should be reviving later today, so I thought it would be prudent to take her with us. I have her new measurements so we can get her the new clothes.”

I snorted at the thought of Stella waking up and roaming around an empty spaceship. There wouldn’t be much of a ship to return to. I moved next to Jeopardy, watching out the window as we entered Earth’s atmosphere. “I assume we’re stealthed to radar and that sort of thing, but what about the visible eye. Boston’s a bit crowded.”

“That is not an issue. We are cloaked, as they say in your movies.”

“Watched a lot of those, did you?” I briefly glanced back and caught her smiling.

“Oh, yes. Not a lot to do up here but watch your TV and movies.”

Faster than I thought possible, we landed in a field outside of Boston, not far from Jeopardy’s apartment. She leaned away from the window and stretched, one hand reaching for the ceiling. It was... distracting. She turned “Okay, wait here— Holy crap!”

I whirled around. Seated in the chair was an average-looking woman with brown hair, wearing jeans and a gray sweatshirt. “KayCee?”

“Yes, Loughlin Ferguson.” She waved and the image flicked back to her bioform for a second. “This image projector is not nearly as effective as the infiltration model, but it’s all I have.”

“They look very different,” I told her.

“The bioform was based on characters from some of your TV programs. After arriving here, I quickly realized that actors do not represent the average human when it comes to physical attributes. I suspect she was based on a series of music videos from thirty or forty years ago. This is a preset designed to blend in. But it is just an image. If anyone touches me, they will feel the difference.”

“In that case,” Jeopardy said, “why don’t you stay on the ship and guard Stella? We’ll be back in a bit.” Jeopardy wrote something on her notebook and tore it off, handing it to me. “Here, I’ll meet you at this address once I’ve grabbed my stuff. I’ll call over and have them fit you in.”

KayCee shook her head. “I am not sure that’s a good idea. Besides, I would like to see the city.”

I gave her a shrug. “It’s a crowded city. You’re going to get bumped. Then it’s game over on the whole ‘Are they out there or not’ thing.”

“I suppose.”

“Besides, I’m a super weapon now. I can handle it.”

“Loughlin Ferguson, while your base setting is far superior to any other human, I was unable to connect your consciousness with any of the weaponized abilities Kreb created. I have no idea if you can access them. To do that, I need to be inside you again.”

I shuddered. “Blech. New homework assignment for you. Do a word search for the term ‘phrasing.’”

“Fine. I adjusted your phones remotely. I am now number one on both your speed dials.” She reached into a pouch and pulled out two credit cards, handing one to each of us. “Also, I placed five hundred thousand dollars on each of these as I was creating them. Please let me know if you need more.”

My jaw dropped. The card I was holding contained more than three times my entire life savings. “It’ll be tough, but I’ll find a way to make do.”

Jeopardy slipped her card into her back pocket and punched me in the arm. “Let’s go, rich bo— Ow! That was like punching a brick wall!”

As she walked down the ramp, KayCee handed me a note. I slipped it into a pocket and held up the credit card. “Where did this money come from?”

“I moved around some lost funds. It will not affect anyone.” She lifted that chrome ball out of her pouch. “This has twice the computing power of your entire planet.”

“Huh. New assignment,” I told her as I turned and walked down the ramp. “Learn everything you can on something called cryptocurrency.”
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Chapter 9 – The New Look
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Apparently KayCee ordered limos for us. Not subtle, but I didn’t complain. It was another first for me. I went to a store Jeopardy recommended and bought enough food to last a month. I looked at the note KayCee had given me. She had written down clothes sizes for Stella. I laughed. After so many years of living together, I knew my roommate’s sizes and preferred styles. The alien’s measurements were way off. I tossed it in the trash and bought spare clothes and necessities for Stella.

Regardless of what I told Jeopardy about changes, I stuck to my usual style of jeans and t-shirts. Only now I went with fitted instead of baggie. Since money didn’t seem to be an issue, I bought some heavy-duty belts and boots. I couldn’t find a jacket I liked.

In the dressing room, I examined myself. There was a significant change, but it wasn’t Steve Rogers after using the super soldier serum. I had put on a large amount of muscle, but it was more an athletic build than a weightlifter. With a light jacket or hoodie, I’d still blend in with a crowd. No one was going to confuse me with Arnold.

Jeopardy was right about my hair. The new changes made me look like my head had been pasted onto someone else’s body. It made me angry looking at it. “Freaking Kreb!”

I piled the purchases in the limo, and we drove to the second address. I looked at the sign and smiled. Jonesy’s Barbershop. I lowered the privacy window. “I might be here a while.”

“Yes sir. Not a problem,” the driver answered.

As I got out, I realized the barbershop looked closed. The sign on the door stated the shop opened at noon on Sundays. I was way too early. I started to turn away when a bell jingled.

“Hi, you must be Lock.” The man in the doorway was the same height and shared enough features with Jeopardy that he was probably her brother, but being a middle-aged white male from a town that was 99.8 percent Caucasian, I sure as hell wasn’t going to make that assumption.

Here be dragons.

I held out my hand. “That’s right. Are you Jonesy?”

“I am these days. Danny Jones, nice to meet you.” He gave my hand a firm shake and gestured me inside. “The original Jonesy is my dad, but I seemed to have inherited the nickname when I bought him out. Come in. Jeopardy told me to expect you.”

“Jones? Are you and Jeopardy related?” I stepped in. It was a far cry from Stella cutting my hair in the kitchen. It was all brick and dark metal. Had the revitalized mill look that was popular in New England these days. The barber stations were up front, and in the back were leather couches and tables. Wood cupboards with locking doors lined the back wall next to a doorway covered by a curtain.

“I’m her slightly younger brother Danny. I heard she talked you into a new look.” He gestured to one of the barber chairs.

I looked around. “She kind of ambushed me with this.”

“Yeah, she does that. A lot. So, what do you do for a living?”

“Janitor.” I pulled at my shirt. “I’ve been... on the road for the past couple of days. Not sure you want me sitting in your fancy chair.”

“She mentioned she had you running ragged all over the place.” He laughed again, picked up a folded barber cape, and snapped it open with a flourish. “Not a problem. I spray down the chairs after every use. There’s a shower in the back you can use. But do it after so you get all the hair off.”

“I don’t want to impose.”

“Jeopardy already asked me. She said you two had been following up some lead for her podcast nonstop for the past few days. Besides, you know our dad’s staying with her while up from Florida, right? You really don’t want him introducing you to people as ‘the white guy I found in my daughter’s shower.’ Because that’s exactly how he’d do it.”

Chuckling, I gave in and sat in the chair. Jonesy wrapped the cape around me and turned on the clippers. “She said you wanted it all off?”

“Well...” I started to chicken out.

He clicked the clippers off. “Do not let her bully you into anything. That’s how I ended up with a pierced ear in junior high."

“Just leave the beard. That might be too much of a change all at once.”

He turned the clippers back on. He was fighting back a grin. I raised my eyebrows.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“No, what?”

“I’m already under strict orders not to shave off the beard.” He started removing the remaining soldiers in my battle against baldness. “So how long have you and my sister been seeing each other?”

“Umm, we’re just friends.”

“Uh huh. Jeopardy claimed the same thing.”

“You don’t sound convinced.”

“She got me out of bed on a Sunday to cut your hair. That is not friend territory.” The remaining brown locks fell free from my scalp. They had been gray before my transformation.

“I’m really sorry about that. I didn’t know that she was planning all this.”

“Yeah, get used to that.” He brushed the last of the fallen warriors off my head and neck and picked up a brush and mug. “She kept going on about some speech you gave that was both brave and vulnerable and, well, I sort of tuned out at that point. No offense.”

“Should you be telling me this?”

He slathered shaving cream on my head and lifted up a straight razor. “She got me up on a Sunday, and I have to watch Kolchak the Cat now. Me arming you with knowledge is just my little revenge. Not that it’s going to matter.” Using the straight razor, he pointed to my reflection in the mirror. “You can’t see it, but there’s crosshairs right there.”

If you only knew.

He finished shaving my scalp and cleaned me up. My dome looked pink and shiny but was a definite improvement. “That looks great. Thank you.”

“I dunno.” Jonesy pursed his lips. “The beards off. It needs shaping. You willing to trust me?”

“That beard and I go back a long time, so just... be careful.”

“Excellent.” He swung me around to face him and lowered the chair back. This time he picked up scissors and a comb. Jonesy pointed to the cabinets in the back. “It’s a little early but if you need some liquid courage, pick your poison.”

“I’m good. What’s with the locked cupboards?”

“Something I added when I took over. I got a liquor license for the place and started selling high-end whiskey and cigars. My regulars can rent the cabinets and keep their whiskey and cigars in them.” He nodded to the couch area while clipping away at my beard. “Makes my place a social focal point. I can concentrate on cutting hair instead of slinging drinks.”

“That’s genius.”

Finishing the clipping, Jonesy ran oil through my beard and stepped back, turning me around to face the mirror. My fuzzy beard had been trimmed and shaped, so it was close cropped on my cheeks but hung low off my chin like the facial fur of some medieval warrior. “Wow!”

“Yeah, Lock, that’s a hell of a change.” He studied me for a moment. “This is a much better look. I thought you were in your fifties when you came in.”

“Well, I—” I studied my face. No gray remained in my beard. The wrinkles and crow’s feet on my face were gone as well. I looked about thirty-five. More of Kreb’s doing, I guessed. “I’ve never looked so good. I know Jeopardy asked you to do this, but let me pay—”

He pointed the scissors at me. “Don’t finish that sentence. You trying to get me in trouble with my sister?”

“Well, thanks. I appreciate it.” I turned my head left and right. “Wow.”

“Shower’s in the back, through the curtain. You need anything, let me know.” Jonesy pulled off the cape with another flourish. “Oh, Jeopardy had me put one of her swag shirts back there for you. She stores most of it here. Not enough room in the apartment.”

“Swag shirt?”

“Merchandise from the podcast. Shirts, mugs, that sort of thing. I’ll be out here getting ready to open.”

I nodded and ran out to the limo to grab what I needed.
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Chapter 10 – The Weaponized Janitor
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As I stepped out of the shower, Jeopardy’s voice filtered in from out front. I threw on some deodorant and dressed quickly. As I reached for the shirt, I stopped. I hadn’t looked at it before jumping in the shower and now I was kicking myself for not grabbing my own from the limo. “Are you kidding me? I can’t wear this! I’ll get my ass kicked.”

“It was the only one that fit you,” Jonesy yelled, choking back a laugh.

Bastard!

“I heard that laugh!” I grumbled as I pulled the shirt over my head. I could hear Jeopardy asking him which shirt it was when the bell on the door jingled. Both their voices immediately fell off.

Switching my wallet and other items over, I threw my old clothes into a trash barrel. As I stepped up to the curtain, Jeopardy was speaking. “What are you doing here, Edgar, and why are these thugs with you?”

“It looks like a shake down,” Jonesy told her.

“Your own cousin? What’s wrong with you, Edgar? This is a nice neighborhood. You want to gangbang, do it back where you live, not here.”

I stepped through the curtain, and four males stood in the shop. One was an African American, one white, and two Hispanic. Apparently, this gang had embraced diversity. The African American was standing in front, clearly in a leadership role. The other three had fanned out and blocked the door. The leader was my height and build and wore a vintage biker jacket. He was standing closer to Jeopardy and Jonesy than I liked. From the glare Jeopardy was giving him, I guessed this was Edgar. Luggage and an animal carrier had been piled in the corner while I was showering. From the hissing coming from the carrier, Kolchak the Cat was not amused.

“Who’s this?” Edgar did a double take as he looked at me. “What the hell are you wearing? Are you looking to get your ass kicked?”

On seeing me, Jeopardy turned and punched Jonesy in the arm. “That was the shirt you gave him?”

“It was—ow! It was the only one that fit!” Jonesy lifted his arms and drew them in close to protect himself from any further onslaught by his sister. Despite the serious situation, he was grinning.

The shirt in question had the name of Jeopardy’s podcast In Blackest Space on the top of it. The double meaning having previously escaped me. Below the title was a grey alien that looked very much like KayCee except for the large afro it sported. It also wore a Dashiki in the colors of the Pan African flag and was making the two-fingered peace sign.

I gave a sheepish smile. “Hey.”

Edgar pulled a pistol and pointed it at me. As soon as he did, my embarrassment fled, replaced with a cool calmness. Not a detached medicated state of mind, this was the type you get watching the sunset on your porch with a cold drink in your hand, knowing you don’t have to work in the morning feeling. An enjoying the moment calm.

As I walked over to them, a tingle ran through my body. There was a slight creaking sound that I realized was my skin altering its composition. I stopped when Edgar’s gun was about a foot from my head. “You should leave now.”

He cocked the hammer back. “You know who I am?”

Information flooded my brain. “Edgar Walker. Age twenty-nine, IQ 104. Six misdemeanor arrests. Two convictions. Served two months in Suffolk County. You have one of the smaller gangs in Roxbury and are currently getting pushed out by a larger, more entrenched gang.”

“You been telling him about me?” He glanced over at Jeopardy and Jonesy. “What is he, a cop?”

“No,” Jeopardy said as Jonesy shook his head.

I rattled off the names, addresses, date of birth, and Social Security numbers of him and his associates. Apparently, my new abilities allowed me to directly tap the internet.

“All of you are small time, except for that psycho in the back.” I pointed to the shorter of the Hispanic males. “Mr. Rivera has killed three people, including his own grandmother back when he was a juvenile.”

Everyone in the room turned to stare at Rivera who gave a small shrug. “She refused to give me extra cookies.”

I looked at Jeopardy. “Dead or limping?”

She cocked her head, considering it. “Limping, I think. It could make Thanksgiving awkward otherwise.”

“You don’t—”

Before Edgar could finish, I moved. Everyone else slowed to a crawl as I kicked the white guy in the chest. I hit the larger Hispanic in the breadbasket, knocking the wind out of him, as I pulled the gun from Edgar’s hand. My brain informed me that it was a CZ-75 9mm, stolen out of Braintree, Massachusetts, two years ago.

I turned as Rivera started to pull his gun. He was lightning fast but was still driving in the slow lane compared to me. I ripped the pistol from his hand, breaking a couple of fingers in the process. It was a Beretta 92FS, stolen from Nashua, New Hampshire. From the heft, it was shy two rounds from its maximum capacity. I placed his and Edgar’s pistols between their owner’s eyes and slowed to regular speed.

White guy flew back and struck the door post with a thud. His friend collapsed onto the floor gasping for air.

“—know what you’re getting—” Edgar suddenly became cross-eyed as he stared at the pistol now placed against his head. “Oh, hell!”

Rivera clutched his broken hand and just glared at me. I ignored him. “As you can see, the Jones family and this shop are already under someone’s protection.”

“Wh—whose?” the gang leader asked.

I did not think that far ahead. I meant me, but if they think it’s just one person, they may try and play the numbers game. Hmm, let’s see if they’ll fill in the blanks for me.

Using the pistol, I pushed his head to the side until he could see out the door. “I arrived at the barbershop in a limo. Who do you think?”

“Freaking mob,” Rivera spat.

Pulling away from my gun, Edgar shook his head. “Naw, this guy is Special Forces. This is some Air America, Shadow Company BS.”

That’ll work.

“The organization I work for topples governments. What do you think they will do to you if you anger them? Understand this: the Jones family is off limits.”

“Why? What are they to you?”

Damn it. Let’s see...

“Ms. Jones provides a service that makes her valuable to us.”

Jeopardy’s eyes narrowed. “Excuse me? Service? You know what that sounds like, right?”

“Sorry. You know that’s not what I meant.” I looked at her. “I’m not used to having to explain these types of things.”

I turned back to her cousin. “Service was a poor choice of words. There’s usually more killing and less talking in this sort of situation. The important thing to take from this is we know where you live, who you love, and how to kill all of you. Understand?”

“Yeah. I get it. They’re off limits.”

“Mr. Jones, get their firearms.” Jonesy started at his name and quickly retrieved all firearms I wasn’t holding. I motioned with the pistol. “You can leave now.”

Once they left, Jonesy locked the door and stared at me. “Who are you?”

“I told you. I’m a janitor.”

“Oh God! You mean as in a cleaner?”

“No. As in, I swab floors for a living. Boring job, but good bennies.”

Once I decocked the guns and tucked them in my belt, Jeopardy rushed over and gave me a big hug. “That was fantastic!”

She let go and stepped back when she saw the continued detached look on my face. “Ah, sorry. Didn’t mean to overstep. I was just excited.”

“No. It’s... I need a moment.” I held up a hand as I concentrated. Somehow, I was tapped into the only security camera on the street, and I was watching them walk to their car. White guy was clutching his back and his buddy was walking bent over. I also had audio thanks to the cell phones in their pockets.

Edgar was talking. “That was insane. We stay far away from them, understand? The payoff isn’t worth the risk.”

“Hell with that noise,” Rivera growled. “The bastard broke my fingers. I’m going to burn that shop to the ground.”

“Don’t be stupid. They’ll kill us all.”

“They who? I saw one guy in there. Sure, he’s got skills, but that’s nothing a drive-by can’t fix.”

Craaaaap.

“Excuse me, I’ll be right back.” I headed to the door. “Please wait here. It won’t take a moment.”

As I exited the store, I killed the feed on the security camera with a thought. The street was empty. The gang was piling into their car when I turned the corner. I reached out with my mind and the Mercedes no longer recognized the chip in Edgar’s key, refusing to start. All four windows suddenly lowered.

Before they realized what was going on, I reached through the rear passenger window and snapped Rivera’s neck. His body slumped to the side and rested on the guy I hit in the breadbasket. He was still wheezing from the punch. His eyes widened, but he didn’t move.

I leaned in and rested on the windowsill. “Hi there. Remember me?”

“What the hell?” Edgar scrambled up against his door.

“I just did you a favor.” I pointed a thumb at Rivera. “Remember, only you can prevent forest fires. Or in this case, business fires.”

“You bugged us?”

“We see all and we know all.” I nodded at him. “Say, that’s a nice jacket. Where can I get one?”

He scrambled to pull it off. “Here, have it.”

“Oh, I couldn’t. That’s yours.”

“No, take it.” He practically threw it at me. “It’s a peace offering. We didn’t agree with Rivera. That was on him.”

“We know. That’s why you’re still alive.” I hefted the biker jacket. Old school with a belt and the snapped collars with the zipper off to the side. It was nice. Broken in just enough, but with plenty of life to it. “You sure about this?”

“I insist. Wasn’t really my style anyways. I don’t even ride a bike.”

“If you say so.” I put it on. It fit perfectly. “How’s it look?”

“Great! It’s totally you,” Edgar said, still pressing himself up against his door. White guy nodded vigorously while his wheezing pal managed to give me a thumbs up. “We good?”

“We’re good, Edgar. At least for now.”

“What do I do about him?” Edgar pointed to the late Mr. Rivera.

I shrugged. “That’s on you.”

“I don’t know how to hide a body.”

“Edgar, I don’t think you guys are cut out for this.” More information flooded my brain. “There’s a postal exam coming up. Deadline is next month. Why don’t you and your buddies take it and go be mail carriers? Stop this stupid gang stuff.”

“Yeah, yeah. We’ll do that.” He jumped as the car suddenly roared to life. I smiled and waved goodbye. He got the message and floored it. He was around the corner before I was done waving.

By the time I walked back to the barbershop, I had fully returned to normal except for a slight humming in my ear.

Jeopardy was waiting out front and pointed at the jacket. “Did you...? You know.”

“Edgar, no. But you won’t be seeing Rivera again.”

“I see. I hate to say it, but it was probably for the best. I mean, did he really kill his grandmother?”

“Yes, and he would have tried killing the three of us if I hadn’t dealt with him. I tapped into their cell phones and heard him say as much.”

“Fricking Edgar.”

“I think you might find Edgar has a whole new perspective on life.” My hands shook as I tried to process the horrible thing I’d just done. I walked inside past Jonesy to sit in one of his barber chairs. “Oh, man. I think I’m going to be sick.”

“Adrenaline dump,” Jeopardy informed me as she grabbed a trash pail and brought it over to me. “Danny, get a damp cloth and a bottle of water.”

I waited until Jonesy ran off. “No, it’s something else. I was in some kind of combat mode. Turned me into a freaking psychopath. All angles and no emotions. Let me do what I needed to do, but now it’s worn off and I’m left with the immorality of my actions.”

“You did good. Nothing to worry about.” She leaned over and rubbed my back as I started to hyperventilate. “It’s all done. Bend over and breathe into your hands.”

Jonesy rushed back and nervously handed me the bottle. Jeopardy took the damp facecloth from him and placed it on the back of my neck. She studied my face. “You feeling better?”

“Yeah, I just... I’ve never been in that situation before.”

“Neither have we. I was scared witless, and Danny almost wet himself.”

“Yeah, almost.” Danny muttered before speaking up. “What’s going on? No offense, man, but that was like two different sides of you.”

“Ah, improv,” I told him.

“What?”

“I’m part of an amateur improv group back home. I just bluffed them.”

“Uh huh! And the whole ass kicking thing?”

“I do a lot of tai chi. I just did it... faster than normal.” I looked at Jeopardy who shrugged.

Jonesy gave me a skeptical look. “Whatever, Lock. You don’t want to tell me, no problem.”

“I can’t believe your own cousin was trying to shake you down.”

Jeopardy whispered in my ear, “Didn’t your cousin just pimp you out to speak at the workshop?”

I whispered back, “Yeah, but there were no guns involved. Tavish didn’t even like playing cops and robbers when we were kids.”

Jonesy cleared his throat and held out a black shirt. “I, ah, was able to find another shirt your size.”

I gave him a puzzled look. “You don’t think I can pull this one off?”

“Maybe just frame that one. Put it on your wall.”

“You know what? I think I will.” I held up the new one to look at the front. “Are you freaking kidding me?”
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Chapter 11 – The Blonde Space Goddess
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After leaving her cat with a thoroughly confused Jonesy, Jeopardy and I made our way back to the flying saucer. The limo driver gave us a couple of odd looks as we piled the supplies on the side of an empty lot, but a large tip sent him on his way.

As soon as it turned the corner, Jeopardy started laughing. I smiled. “What?”

“‘Just a janitor, ma’am,’” she said in a deep voice, making gun shapes with her hands. “Pew, pew. Take that, intergalactic dirt and grime!”

“Ma’am? I was talking to your brother!”

“Who is totally convinced you’re CIA.”

I managed to lift all the things I brought, plus a few of Jeopardy’s bags. Even when not in combat mode, my new body was ridiculously strong.

We made our way to the saucer’s location, going slow because neither of us wanted to be the person who walked into it. It suddenly shimmered into view, the ramp dropping down to meet us. Jeopardy nodded at it. “That is still so freaking cool.”

We entered to see KayCee nervously pacing around. Many of her mannerisms were humanlike. I wondered if her species shared them with us or if she had picked those mannerisms up from watching our TV and movies. “Were there problems? You were gone longer than I thought you would be.”

“Nothing we couldn’t handle.” I dropped the bags on the floor and pointed to the crate. “Stella’s not up yet?”

“Within the hour, I would suspect. I—” She pointed at my shirt. “What in the three rings is that?”

My new shirt also had ‘In Blackest Space’ along the top and an alien in the center. However, instead of an Afro and a Dashiki, this alien wore nothing but a dirty leer and a surgical glove it was pulling over a hand. The index finger extended up. Underneath it the shirt said, ‘Where all your probing questions are answered.’

“Don’t look at me.” I shrugged. I felt a headache coming on. The humming hadn’t gone away. In fact, it sounded louder. “Ask little miss entrepreneur over there.”

“Hey, that’s one of my best sellers.” Jeopardy brightened. “KayCee, can I get a photo of you holding it? I promise I’ll claim it’s CGI.”

“Absolutely not,” KayCee snapped as she sat down in the chair. “That was three miners that had been sneaking down to Earth during transport runs. They do not represent my entire species.”

“Really?” I frowned. “The whole anal probing thing actually happened? What? Just the Sarli version of tipping cows? No big deal because humans are still a bunch of savages?”

The ramp retracted and we started to lift off. “They were caught, tried, and executed. My people do not take that sort of thing lightly, regardless of who was victimized.”

Somewhat mollified, I nodded. “Good to know.”

I looked over at Jeopardy who was holding up three fingers. She mouthed “Three-group theory. Nailed it!”

I started to reply when I felt myself go rigid. What the hell?


“Target acquired. Target identified as Protector KayserCeenarlos. Sarli female operating a standard bioform. Threat level minimum.”


KayCee’s head whipped around as the words came out of my mouth. Jeopardy just looked confused. “What language is that?”

Oh crap!

My body launched at KayCee of its own accord. She dodged out of the way. “It’s Zenart. Kreb’s native language. Lock is being controlled somehow.”

Okay, apparently, I speak and understand Zenart now. Oh, and I’m trying to kill my friends.

I tried to stop my movement but couldn’t. “Uh, guys? I’m not really in control here.”

KayCee ducked one of my swings. “Well, at least you can communicate with us. That is an improvement.”

“Is it?” I grabbed her by the throat and lifted the alien up with one hand. “Not really feeling it at the moment.”

There was a crack as her neck snapped. My controlled hands took the orb away from KayCee’s limp body and casually tossed her aside. “Oh my God! KayCee!”

“Lock! What did you do?” Jeopardy scrambled away from me and took cover behind Stella’s medical pod.

“I couldn’t stop.” Instead of pursuing Jeopardy, my body sat down in the control chair which grew to fit me. Jeopardy pounded on the pod containing my best friend. “Stella! Wake up! We need you!”

There was a hissing sound and an unknown gas escaped through a seal opening around the pod. It hinged open like a coffin and someone other than Stella stood up. Stella was a fifty-year-old woman with a Karen haircut and a body shaped by years of fast food and couch surfing. This woman was two inches taller and built like an Olympic athlete. Her face was more striking than beautiful, and she wore nothing but her long blonde hair, which draped around her like Venus on the half shell. As the blonde space goddess stepped nude out of the pod, she remarked, “Hey look, I’m nekked! Woo-hoo!”

Nope, never mind. That’s Stella all right.

She looked down and wiggled her toes. “Damn! I haven’t seen my feet in years. What the hell is going on?”

Jeopardy pointed at KayCee’s body and spoke rapidly. “That was a good alien who was helping us against a bad alien. The bad alien turned Lock into a super weapon and is controlling his body. Through Lock, he’s hijacked the flying saucer we are in, killed the good alien, and is currently kidnapping us. We need to stop him, and you need to put on a bra before you give yourself black eyes.”

“Okay then,” my roommate said nonchalantly.

“Really? That’s it? You don’t have any questions?”

“Sure, why am I nekked? I mean, not the first time I woke up bare assed, but I usually remember most of the night.”

“You got hurt. The rest I don’t know, other than KayCee the alien who healed you was a nudist.” Jeopardy gave a half shrug.


“Scanning. Optimized human female. Negative threat.”


Optimized? Oh. Right!

“Oh, and Lock speaks alien now.”

Stella padded over to where I was sitting. “Lock, is this true?”

“I think KayCee Captain America’d you, but yeah, you need to stop me.”

“Roger that.” Stella punched me square in the face, then followed up with several more hits. Not one for philosophizing and analyzing, my best friend and roommate was more of a living-in-the-moment person.

Stella’s punches staggered me momentarily, and I dropped the orb. It rolled away as I backhanded her across the room. KayCee’s body sat up and grabbed the orb as it went by. Jeopardy and I both shrieked as she reached up and twisted her head around straight.

Stella just took it in stride as she rose and spit some blood on the floor. She raised both fists and took a fighting stance. “This is going to be fun.”

“You cannot defeat him that way, Stella Johansen.” KayCee stood up and raised the orb. Chrome metal rose from the floor, enveloping Stella in a sleek body suit. It was so form fitting I could see her... Well, trust me, it clung to her pretty tight.

“I am taking this from the landing craft’s armor,” KayCee said. “It is one of the few metals strong enough to act as a defense against him. It will respond and shape to your thoughts.”

“It will?” Over the chrome bodysuit suddenly grew a breastplate, armored skirt, pauldrons, grieves, and bracers. An open-faced helmet with swept back wings formed on her head as a two-headed battle axe emerged in her hand. Stella looked suspiciously like her favorite Barbarian character in our Friday night gaming sessions.

Scratch what I said earlier about a goddess. I should have said Blonde Space Viking, and from the look of that axe, she was about to send me off to Valhalla.
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Chapter 12 – Shillelagh Law Was All the Rage
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“Hey, I know you have to stop me, but can you not hack me to pieces doing it?” I tried gesturing at her weapon, but my body refused. “You know that axe is anachronistic, right? It’s a fantasy-based design. Was never used in history.”

“So what? It’s cool as hell, and I bet the old medieval fighter types would have loved it. But yeah, I get your ‘no chopping’ point.” The axe shimmered and reformed as a baseball bat. “Better?”

“What are you, Al Capone?”

“Quit your whining.” The bat changed into a walking stick with little branch nubs still on it. “Satisfied?”

“What is that?”

“A shillelagh.”

“What did you make a shillelagh for?”

“You know.” She gestured at me with it. “Because you’re Irish.”

“Irish? You’ve known me over forty years and don’t know I’m Scottish?”

“Same thing.”

“Spoken like a Swede.”

“My family came from Iceland!”

“Same thing, isn’t it?” Stella and... well, I guess me, started circling each other during the exchange. “I’m Scottish, not Irish. Got it?”

“Well, you’re a Scot that’s about to get a beatdown with an Irish stick.”

“Gawd, it’s like they’re married,” Jeopardy muttered to KayCee. The two huddled with each other along the wall. “Hey! Can you two commence to fighting already? We’ll have landed before you’re done with your little spat.”

“Oh, I like her.” Stella swung the shillelagh at my head two-handed. My body blocked with a forearm. “Argh, that hurt!”

“Good! I mean, sorry.” Stella took a couple more swings at me. There was that tingling feeling over my body again, and I found myself super agile and double jointed. I spun, ducked around her swings, and grabbed her by the arm. This usually spelled doom for her opponents. Regional high school wrestling champ, Army veteran with a coral belt in Brazilian jujitsu. If you closed with Stella, you regretted it.

This time it didn’t go so well. Every lock she tried, every throw she attempted, my body just sort of bent out of it. It was like fighting silly putty. Silly putty with a punch like a mule. My body delivered a staggering amount of damage to her. Whatever that armor was, it must absorb kinetic energy or Stella would have been flattened by now, armored or not.

As good as she was, the fight would have been over sooner if KayCee hadn’t weighed in. She and Stella took turns fighting me, giving each other time to recover. It was effective, never allowing my body to deliver a finishing attack.

Stella nodded at me. “I like the new style. Looks mean.”

“Thanks.” My left hand shot out towards her face. She turned her head at the last moment, taking it on the helmet. It still staggered her. “Sorry!”

“No, it was a fair shot. You need to remember how to do that when you’re not on remote control.” She shook her head, spit out more blood, and pointed at Jeopardy with the shillelagh. “That her influence? The new look?”

“Yeah. Not thrilled about the shirt, though.” I countered an attack from KayCee, breaking her left arm.

The alien slipped away, snapping her arm back into place. “I, too, dislike your shirt.”

“It’s a bestseller!” Jeopardy yelled from the corner.

Stella grinned. “Oh, yeah. I definitely like her. Try not to screw it up.”

“It’s just a haircut and a shirt. Don’t read too much into it.” I fought off a dual attack from both of them and circled around.

“That’s not what I’m talking about. You’ve changed.” The shillelagh shot out, changing into a whip aimed at my right wrist. My arm moved so fast it blurred, the end of the whip whizzing by me.

“Cute move. Thought you had me for a second.” I pressed an attack on her, but KayCee ran interference until Stella’s weapon formed back into the shillelagh. “That change you’re talking about is an alien war criminal who rewrote the very fabric of my body. He weaponized me and KayCee managed to unlocked my abilities.”

Stella grunted as she took a two-handed swing at my skull. “I’m not talking about the physical stuff. I’m speaking mentally. You checked out years ago. You never commit to anything important.”

“That was programming Kreb put in my head. Blend in, don’t leave the area.” I grabbed KayCee and smashed her head against the wall. Stella bodychecked me, knocking me away. We both rolled to our feet.

“Not buying it. Plenty of people have full lives without sticking out or leaving their hometown. You, on the other hand, have just been going through the motions and it didn’t happen overnight. Remember, I was by your side the whole time.” She pulled KayCee to her feet and pushed her towards Jeopardy to recover. “The death of your parents, no one believing you, the teasing and the bullying. You shut down bit by bit until you were just a shadow drifting through life. Oh, you’d bitch and moan about stuff, but you never really allowed yourself to get invested in anything.”

We closed with a flurry of blows. When we broke, Stella was moving slower, favoring her side. “It wasn’t like people didn’t try to draw you out. Me, your grandparents, even Tavish, and that waste of skin you married. We all tried and failed. You refused to leave that prison you built in your head.

I closed in to finish her before she recovered, only to discover she had suckered me. I took a series of strikes to the torso and head before disengaging. “But you’re out of that prison now. The change is obvious to anyone who knows you. You can hear it in your voice, see it in your eyes.”

She blocked a series of swings, maneuvering the chair between us. “You’re currently trapped in your own body while it attacks your friends and you’re still engaging in banter with me. The Lock from a week ago would have just given up. So, yeah, you’ve changed, and while I may have missed a few rounds, I’ll bet my Jeep it was the geeky girl in the corner over there.”

“I can hear you, you know!” Jeopardy said before going back to whispering with KayCee who had that chrome orb out for some reason.

Stella grinned. “As I said, try not to screw it up.”

“I don’t even know what it is.” Ducking left and right, I avoided a fast attack and kicked her in the hip, knocking her halfway across the saucer.

“Damn, that hurt.” After rolling to her feet, Stella shook her leg and tried to loosen it up. “You don’t worry about what it is. She’ll tell you when she has time. She’s too busy fighting off the alien invasion right now.”

KayCee came up behind me for a sneak attack. My body wasn’t fooled, and I locked onto her right arm and swung her around. She flew into the far wall and slid to the floor. Popping up with inhuman grace, she shook her head. “There is no invasion. Kreb is a lone madman.”

I found myself breathing heavy from the fight and laughed when I realized it.

“What’s so funny?” Stella asked as she whirled the shillelagh in a circle.

“I figured out how to beat me. Listen to me breathe. Kreb was so busy putting in all these fancy abilities he never bothered to up my endurance. You can just wear me out.”

Jeopardy winced when I said it.

Uh-oh. They must have been slowly drawing the oxygen around me away, and I just wrecked their plan.

My body turned from Stella and moved to the side of the saucer. KayCee held the chrome orb up and my vision blurred. I took ragged gasps trying to suck in oxygen that was no longer there. My body still continued on its mission, though. “Stella, keep him away from the walls.”

Stella swung for the bleachers, but my body did a limbo bend worthy of Hermes Conrad, rolling forward and snapping into a standing position. My fist plunged through the metal wall, pulling out a chunk of alien parts. I dropped them as I fell to my knees. Without the air KayCee was depriving me of, my consciousness quickly fled. As I blacked out, I heard KayCee curse in some alien language, “He shorted out the controls. Prepare for a crash landing!”
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Chapter 13 – Any Landing You Can Walk Away From
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“I traveled around for a while, seeing the world. Popped in and out of Town. But when Lock’s grandparents died, I moved back for good. I didn’t want to leave him by himself, and anyone could see that marriage had an expiration date. Our back-and-forth banter was the only thing that ever got him out of that funk of his. Well, until you showed up.”

Stella?

I couldn’t see. Everything was black. I tried moving only to discover my body still wouldn’t respond.

“What about his ex-wife?”

Is that Jeopardy speaking? Where are we?

“Oh, that was a trainwreck from the beginning. I did a summer working on a tramp steamer down in Singapore and came back to find him engaged. It was a girl from two towns over. We all went to the same regional high school. Everyone knows everyone around here.”

Here? We’re back in Town? That’s not good.

“She worked at the town hall answering phones for Tavish.” I recognized Stella’s voice. “One of those broads that wants a mousy husband to boss around.”

“Broads? Really?” asked Jeopardy.

“What? I’m bringing it back.”

“But do you think you should?”

If I could have, I’d have laughed. I could envision the expression on Jeopardy’s face right then.

“Whatever. Anyway, she got bored after a few years and that was that. Lock just used it as an excuse to shut down even further. Which was ironic because he never seemed very enthused about the whole marriage thing in the first place.”

“Well, he cared enough to propose. Or did they... Are there children?”

“Thank God, no. That frigid bitch would have raised nothing but psychopaths. Lock never proposed. One day she told him that they had dated long enough, and it was time to get married. He just went along with it. The only interest he showed was insisting on me for the best man. I think that was the only fight he ever won with her.”

“So, you moved back and watched over him?”

“Lock and I have been friends since we were two. Growing up, he looked after the crude, weird girl who played rougher than the boys and liked to chase the girls. That wasn’t something you were supposed to be open about in the ’70s. I didn’t care and neither did he. Lock always had my back, whether it was against mean kids or ignorant adults. When what happened to him happened, I made sure I had his.”

“I do not wish to interrupt, but we should check on him,” KayCee’s voice told them. “He needs to be awake if we want to try this.”

The blackness melted away and the three of them peered down at me. From the roof over their heads, I cleverly deduced I was lying down. The alien gestured with the orb, and something slid away from my mouth. “Lock, can you speak?”

“Blech, KayCee, what was that covering my mouth?”

“As a precaution, we used Stella’s armor to wrap you in a cocoon.”

I struggled to move. “You mean a prison!”

“We did not know if you would have control of your body when you woke, and we didn’t know if Kreb could use your senses to determine where we were. Our best option was to seal you off. We kept open the areas around your nose and ears. We were careful not to give any clues to our location.”

“I guess that makes sense.” The humming sound was gone. “You know, after I accessed the internet, I kept hearing the buzzing even after I returned to normal. It got even louder just before I lost control.”

“Do you still hear it?” asked Jeopardy with a concerned look on her face.

“No. Just Stella blabbing about a lot of stuff she shouldn’t be.”

A middle finger suddenly appeared in my vision. “Hey, Lock, does your super vision let you see this.”

“I’m number one?”

Stella snorted. “Yeah, that’s him. Let him out.”

“You should do it. You need to practice,” KayCee told her. “It is more difficult to do when separated from physical contact.”

Stella’s brow furrowed in concentration, and the alien metal slowly slid off my body. I bit my lip in frustration but kept quiet. I was by no means claustrophobic, but the immobilization was beginning to freak me out.

Once the alien metal slid off my upper half, I sat up and stretched my arms as I looked around. I recognized the building we were in. It was about two miles from where Stella and I lived. “McCruder’s barn?”

“Yeah. He’s in the nursing home now and his kids never come up. Figured it was a good place to hide out.” Stella was wearing the clothes I bought for her. Her arms stuck out of the sleeves of her flannel shirt and the pants ended at her calves. The waist of her jeans was too wide, and she had cinched it with some rope. She was barefoot because her shoes didn’t fit anymore.

“Ellie Mae Clampett? Is that you? Where’s Jethro?”

“Yeah, you suck. The damn alien gave you new measurements. What happened, you forget how to read?”

“She failed to mention she was giving you an upgrade. I thought she had trouble converting the numbers to our system.” My feet still asleep, I awkwardly stumbled upright as the last of the metal slid off me. “So, what happened anyways?”

“We crashed the saucer just south of Town in the conservation area,” Jeopardy said. “I don’t know where Kreb was trying to bring us, but that wasn’t it.”

“We left it near Bing’s field,” Stella added.

“Can Kreb repair it?”

“Possibly. But the lander is just an orbital craft. It is incapable of deep space flight.” KayCee sat on a bale of hay. There was a decrepit old tractor behind her, and the vision of the alien in a barn made me laugh. “You find my appearance here amusing?”

“No, yeah. I don’t know.”

“She’s messing with you, Lock,” Jeopardy said. “Stella and I both had the same reaction. Stella tried to get KayCee to put a piece of straw in her mouth and sit on the tractor.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Did she do it?”

“If you had been awake, you would know,” the alien told me with a stiff smile. “I wish the two of you had told me of your encounter in Boston. Jeopardy informed me of what happened, but please, tell me in your own words what took place.”

I quickly filled her in while sitting on a bale of my own.

“I am very surprised you are able to access your world’s computers.”

“Why? You do it.”

“My technology does, not I.” She pulled the chrome orb from her pouch and held it up. “You appear to be able to directly interface with your people’s technology. I have never heard of such a thing. Kreb must have been waiting for you to try it and then rode the signal through a backdoor to regain control. We need to prevent him from doing that.”

“How?” Jeopardy sat down on the bale next to me, our legs touching. “You said he needed to be awake. For what?”

“I will need to re-enter him.”

I winced. “You really need a new way to say that!”

“Would you prefer merged?”

“Immensely, yes.”

Stella nodded solemnly. “So, once Lock takes you deep inside himself, then what?”

“Stop it!”

“I will need the time to search out all the commands I missed before, seeking any entry points that Kreb installed.”

“Sure, sure.” Stella nodded again with a concentrated look on her face. “So, you carefully probe his entry points. What else?”

“Stella! For the love of God, stop.”

“I will have to close the entry points to prevent access.”

“Right, right. You’ll need to block his entry points really good. Maybe stuff them full of something?”

“You’re a dead woman. They’ll never find your body.” As I shot a dirty look at my roommate, Jeopardy snickered. I whipped my head around to look at her. She slapped both hands over her mouth and her shoulders shook.

“Oh, I see now. You were doing word play to make sexual innuendos.” KayCee did her creepy alien smile. “Heh heh, yes, that is quite funny!”

A nasty suspicion crossed my mind, and I studied her carefully. “Damn it. You knew what she was doing the whole time!”

The little grey alien started giggling, which set off Jeopardy to howling with laughter. I glared around the barn. “Perverts! The lot of you!”
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The golden light of KayCee’s energy form drifted loose from my body, returning to her bioform. She sat up, blinking those large black eyes. “How do you feel, Lock?”

“About the same, I guess.” I shrugged and stood up, shaking straw from my clothes. While KayCee was rooting around in my head, Stella went out to patrol the area and Jeopardy took lookout duty. “Did it work?”

“I closed down all remote access points into you. I am still unable to remove the verbal command orders, but I did change the passwords in case Kreb altered them remotely. Unless he directly merges with you, he will be unable to use them again.”

KayCee had been in my body for over an hour. It had been weird having her back in my head but also comfortable, as if an old friend had come to visit. I wondered if that was my own emotions or something Kreb programmed me to feel. “But that means you could still control me verbally.”

“Yes, and I’m sorry I have the ability to do that. I give you my solemn word I will not do that to you.”

“I guess that will have to do.” I pulled some straw out of the back of my shirt. The downside of hiding out in a barn. “You said the saucer is just an... what did you call it, a lander? Can Kreb use it to get to your spacecraft?”

“If he was able to repair the lander, he could operate it, but without the control orb, he would not be able to locate my starcraft while it is cloaked. Even if it wasn’t, he would not be able to gain entry to it without the orb.”

“Your starcraft’s defense weapons would take him out?”

“Defense weapons? My starcraft doesn’t have weapons any more than your Corvette does.”

“Chevette. Not Corvette. Big difference.”

“Right, that thing. Such weapons are expensive and rarely used. There is no need to have them outside of the military.”

“Well, how do you stop Kreb or anyone else from boarding?”

“I locked the door.”

“Oh, yeah, sure. I guess that would work.”

She stood up. “It does not matter. Now that we have taken care of you, we will return to the lander and repair it. If Kreb challenges us, the three of us together should be able to match the body he is in.”

“Yeah, about that,” Jeopardy called down from the loft. She had been keeping an eye on the surroundings. “How come the two white people got superpowers and the black girl is stuck in the sidekick role?”

“You’re no sidekick,” I called up to her. “If anything, you’re a Lois Lane, hard-hitting investigative reporter. Except with a podcast instead of a newspaper.”

“Really? You're comparing me to someone too stupid to realize Clark Kent is just Superman wearing glasses?”

“Iris West! I meant Iris West,” I yelled up. “She’s a reporter now, right?”

“I don’t know, I’m more Marvel than DC.” She laughed. “Relax, Lock, I’m messing with you.”

“To answer your original question,” KayCee said, rescuing me by interrupting, “Stella Johansen does not have any superpowers. She was just cured of all the ills and injuries she suffered throughout her life. She is where she would be if she had Sarli-level medical care her whole life.”

Jeopardy stuck her head over the edge, her braids hanging down. “But you made her younger.”

“I did not. She is the same chronological age she has always been. She is just in better health and shape. Barring any accidents, she will still only live to 160 or 180 years old.”

I shook my head. “Humans don’t live that long.”

“You have the potential to.”

Jeopardy grabbed the edge of the loft and flipped off of it, landing in front of us. She laughed at my surprise. “My grandfather was a professional wrestler, remember? He taught me a few moves. Plus, I was in gymnastics for years until I became a little too... cumbersome on the upper half.”

I held up my hands in mock surrender.

“So, KayCee, could you do to me what you did to Stella?” Jeopardy had a pensive look on her face.

“Once we have returned to my starcraft, yes. If you wish.”

“Let me think about it.”

“Really?” I asked.

“I wouldn’t mind being a few inches taller.” She threw a few air punches. “Besides, who wouldn’t want all those kickass upgrades?”

I jumped as the barn door slid open. Stella stepped inside. “We have company.”

“Kreb?” I looked out the entrance.

“There are all these dogs in the woods, but they’re not right. They have like Terminator parts on them.” She turned to KayCee. “What the hell are they?”

“He may have altered several of your local canines with quick and dirty techware using your current technology. Provided there aren’t too many of them, Lock should be able to overcome them.”

“Dogs?” I turned back to them. “I can’t fight dogs.”

“Are you afraid of canines?” asked Jeopardy.

“It’s the opposite,” grumbled Stella. “Lock’s never met a dog he didn’t love.”

“Oooh, that’s so sweet.” Jeopardy pulled one of the guns we confiscated out of her waistband. “However, I don’t have that problem.”

“They’re corgis,” Stella told her.

“Corgis?” Jeopardy’s arm dropped to her side, the gun hanging limply in her hand. “Not corgis!”

I had a brief vision of a pack of corgis with Borg attachments chasing us down with red laser shooting from their eyes. Nope. Still too cute. We’re all going to die.

“Naw, just kidding.” Stella pointed to the tree line. “Mostly mutts and pitbulls.”

Five dogs stepped forward. Their teeth and limbs had been replaced with steel and servos. Their eyes glowed red. I shook my head. “Yeah, still can’t do it.”

“I got this.” Stella checked the magazine on her reclaimed 10mm and slammed it home into the magwell. Her chrome armor slid across the barn floor like mercury, rising up her legs. “I can handle five easy.”

Ten more stepped forward. Stella frowned. Her armor fully formed. A thin wire section of it swept her blonde hair into a long braid that hung down her back. “Okay, that’s a little tougher.”

Twenty more emerged, growling and drooling. She nodded. “Yeah, we should start running.”
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I handed Jeopardy my biker jacket. “Put this on. The leather might offer you some protection.”

We all bolted out the back of the barn. Stella and KayCee quickly sprinted ahead. Jeopardy couldn’t keep pace. Without stopping, I scooped her up and poured on the speed.

Cradled in my arms, Jeopardy looked up into my face. “My hero!”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“I won’t. I was being sarcastic.” She squirmed in my arms. “This is freaking embarrassing. I feel like we’re newlyweds crossing the threshold, but like, on fast forward.”

I stumbled when she said newlyweds and almost careened off a tree. The barking and howling grew closer. “I can carry you over my shoulder if you want. But I’m not sure my shoulder digging into your stomach, and your butt sticking up in the air, is going to be any more comfortable.”

“You saying something about my butt?”

“No ma’am.”

“Too bad. You know, now that I think about it, there is a way I can be useful.” Her hand playfully slipped down to my waist and along my belt where she grabbed... my gun.

That, sadly, was not a euphemism. She pulled my gun out of my belt, grabbed hers, and hoisted them up. “What’s the matter? You look disappointed. What did you think I was talking about?”

“You’re pure evil. You know that?” I flipped Jeopardy over my right shoulder while she was still laughing at me, holding her by her upper legs as she hung off the back of me. Two-gunning it, she fired at the monstrosities closing in behind us.

We ran for our lives through the woods, moving faster than any normal human ever could while being hunted by cybernetic dogs built by a mad alien who wanted to take over my body. Yet, all I could think about was how close my hand was to her forementioned butt.

Humans are weird.

I caught up to Stella, who was shaking her head.

She yelled over the gunfire, “We screwed up! We never should have left the barn. And tell your girlfriend to stop wasting ammo. She’s not going to hit anything like that bouncing around back there. Outstanding ass, by the way.”

“She not my gir— Oh, forget it.” I sighed in exasperation. “How did we screw up?”

“They’re pack animals. They’re going to drag us down if this keeps up. We need a choke point to funnel them towards us, a few at a time. Allowing us to pick them off. I can’t believe I missed that. Choke points and high ground. It’s Tactics 101, right up there with cover and concealment.”

“Did you say high ground?”

We looked at each other and said it at the same time. “The water tower!”

Stella waved at KayCee and pointed to the right. We shifted directions, running towards Town’s main water supply. The shooting stopped and Jeopardy swiveled down back into my arms. Both her guns were empty with the slides locked back. “How’d you do?”

“You can tell Stella that me and my outstanding ass hit two of them.”

“Two! Out of thirty rounds? Where did you learn to shoot? Oh yeah, you live in Commie-chusetts, so you didn’t.” I leaped over a boulder without losing stride.

“I’m in an airsoft league.”

“That’s not the same thing!”

“I just found that out.” She crossed her arms. “Commie-chusetts? I didn’t take you for a big Second Amendment gun guy.”

“I’m not. I just live in a better state than you. ‘Live Free or Die!’”

“Oh really! At least we have running water,” she retorted as we broke from the woods, entering a field. At the top of the field was the beginning of the fire road that led up the mountain.

“So do we.” I nodded to the elevated baby blue water tower at the top. “And we know how to use directional signals.”

“They’re a sign of weakness.” We sprinted up the fire road towards the tower. “Considering what you named your town, I have to ask, what’s this called? Mount Mountain?”

“No, that’s stupid,” I told her as my voice trailed off. “We call it something else.”

“Oh, this is going to be good. What is it?”

“Hill Mountain.” I sighed.

“Oh, lord! It’s better than I thought.” She cackled and pounded my chest with a fist. “What’s the matter, you couldn’t decide what it was?”

“It was named after John Hill, one of our founders. They... just didn’t think it through.”

“You mean they half-assed it again.”

“Well, yeah!”

The tower consisted of a roofed tank containing twenty thousand gallons and rested on a four-legged stand rising 165 feet in the air. A ladder led to a walkway that went all the way around the middle of the tank. I knew all this because I had to write a paper on it in high school when Stella and I got caught tagging it with spray paint.

Well, Stella actually vandalized it. I was just the lookout.

We reached the ladder attached to the side of one of the legs. I tossed Jeopardy over my shoulder again and proceeded to climb up. “Hey! Little warning before you go all Donkey Kong.”

“Sorry.”

“Oh, God, I can practically hear the game music.” She snorted. I quickly made it to the top and put her down. Stella and KayCee scrambled up behind us. Stella had a big grin on her face. “Hey, you know what you two looked like coming up the ladder?”

“Yes!” snapped Jeopardy. She waved a hand when Stella raised an eyebrow. “Sorry, I’m sorry. I’m just frustrated being the only one who can’t do anything.”

“I get it,” my roommate told her. “On the other hand, you’re the only human here who hasn’t got knocked out in the past couple of days.”

I looked down, my eyes refocusing to give me vision worthy of a pair of binoculars. At the bottom of the mountain, the robo-dogs started emerging from the tree line, making their way up the fire road. “KayCee said she would optimize you when we get back to her starcraft.”

“Don’t take this wrong, but you broke our only ride there. Besides, I’d rather be able to do something now.”

KayCee tilted her head. “The decon scan of my craft shows you do not possess the genetic capability to be an energy wielder, but there is no reason you cannot expand the powers of your mind. Any sentient being with significant training can do so. There are people on your world who have this skill.”

“What do you mean energy wielders?” Jeopardy inquired.

“One of the reasons we study your world is because it is the only known inhabited planet located at a dimensional weak point. Lines of trans-dimensional energy course in and out of it. Sections of your species with a certain genetic disposition have learned to control and alter it to their needs. You are the only known species to be able to do it.”

“Lines of trans-dimensional energy? That sounds like ley lines.”

“Yes, that is one of the terms your people use.” KayCee gave a single nod.

“You’re talking myths,” I argued. “Ley lines were magical.”

Stella shrugged as she stared down at the dogs. They were moving to surround the tower. “Clark’s third law...”

“Actually, Larry Niven’s reversal of it fits this better. Well, it might be Niven’s. Terry Pratchett has been credited for it, too,” Jeopardy had that excited grin on her face again. “‘Any sufficiently advanced magic is indistinguishable from technology.’”

KayCee waved her hand. “You are arguing semantics. Energy is energy. How different forms are used or called is not relevant. There are people on your planet that can manipulate it. Unfortunately, none of you three have the genetics to do it.”

“So, like witches and wizards and stuff?” I couldn’t keep the disbelief from my voice.

“Aliens you can handle? But not the idea of magic?” Jeopardy bit her lower lip in order not to laugh.

“Well, yeah.” My eyes narrowed in suspicion at KayCee. “What about undead, like vampires?”

“Umm, guys?” Stella pointed to one of the robo-dogs testing the ladder with a paw. “Can we table this and deal with the fact that dogs can actually climb ladders?”

“The point I was trying to make before you went off on a tangent is that Jeopardy Jones could learn advanced mind techniques to assist us in this problem.”

“You said it took years of training,” I reminded her.

“Yes, normally, but if I merge with her, I can speed up her perception of time and teach her the skills she needs in a short period of time.”

“KayCee has cheat codes. Nice!” Stella gave a thumbs up as she kept an eye down below.

“I’m in!” Jeopardy said, bouncing on her feet. “Let’s do it.”

“Wait. Does that mean you can do mind stuff? Why haven’t you been... you know.” I pointed my fingers to my temple and squinted, doing my best Matt Parkman impression.

“I am not familiar with that gesture, but bioforms are incapable of performing such feats. I would need to be in a real body to do it.”

Jeopardy stepped in front of her. “Right, enough talking. I accept, let’s do this.”

KayCee looked past her to me. “The two of us will be defenseless during this. You and Stella will need to protect us when it’s done.”

“Done! I’m bottom, you’re top.” Stella grinned. “That’s something you never hear me say.”

I shook my head. “Those dogs are being controlled. We just can’t kill them.”

“Lock, you misunderstand.” KayCee placed her hand on my shoulder and patted it awkwardly three times. She was trying, but she really needed to work on our mannerisms. “Those are not living creatures. They are mechanical constructs. Kreb killed those animals, removed their brains, and put in mechanical parts.”

“So, they’re, like, robots wearing dead dogs for suits.”

“Approximately.”

“That’s horrendous.” I clenched my fists. “That needs to be stopped. That’s worse than what was done to me.”

“As I said, Lock really likes dogs.” Stella’s double-bladed axe formed in her hands. “Watch me stick the landing.”

She stepped off the platform and plummeted to the ground. She hit it and went down on one knee with her head down, axe raised behind her. I couldn’t fault her for doing the superhero landing schtick. We both had a huge crush on Gina Carano.

I turned to discover both KayCee and Jeopardy lying unconscious. “Wow, they didn’t waste any time.”
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Chapter 16 – Battle at the Water Tower
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Stella planted herself in front of the ladder. This allowed her to guard it with a protected back. She started swinging, and the robo-dogs went flying. There must have been some self-repair doohickey in them. They wouldn’t stay down. I shook my head. By jumping to the bottom, she ignored the whole point of making a stand at the top of the water tower.

It didn’t take long before Stella began to get overwhelmed. As I prepared to go down to help her, some of the robo-dogs started climbing up the other tower legs. If I went down to help Stella, I’d be leaving Jeopardy and KayCee unguarded. “Crap!”

“Oh, this is going to suck!” I grabbed the two remaining pistols that had ammo, hooked my leg on the railing and leaned out so my body was extended. My stomach did a flip as I stared down. “Stella, get the hell back up here!”

“Yeah, this was a really bad idea. Cover me!”

“That’s the idea,” I screamed at her. “I’m not hanging off this rickety thing for fun.”

Stella forced the robo-dogs back with a mighty swing and leapt ten feet onto the ladder. Her axe melting back into her armor, she went up five or six rungs at a time.

I fired carefully placed shots at the creature’s paws, dislodging them from the ladder as they followed her up. I was out of ammo by the time Stella made it to the platform. “Damn, they don’t go down easy.”

“No, but the robo-dogs have no problem coming up.” I pointed to the other legs.

“That’s cheating.” She wiped some ichor off her armor. “Robo-dogs?”

“That’s what I’ve been calling them.” I tossed the empty guns off the tower.

“Too long. How about rogs?”

“Roggies? As in ‘Who’s been a bad little roggie?’”

“That’s so twisted. I love it! Roggies it is.” She scanned the area. “Okay, so we have four entry points to defend and there are only two of us. That’s not going to work.”

She pointed at a section of the platform between two of the legs. “We need to move away from the ladder over to there. That way, even though they can gain entry to the top four different ways, they can only approach us in two directions along the platform.”

I didn’t bother considering an alternative. Even though she played a barbarian, Stella was the tactician in our gaming group. As long as she didn’t get caught up in the moment, she was damn good at it, carefully considering all avenues before acting. I tended to play casters with a nuke’em-from-orbit mentality.

We dragged the others over to the spot between us, each of us facing out as the creatures made their way to us. “Hey, Lock. Get your game face on.”

“What do you think I’ve been doing? Nothing’s working.” I was mentally trying to activate combat mode. The shooting off the side of the railing had been the new cool Standard Mode Lock. Now I needed Weapon of Mass Destruction Lock, and nothing was happening. I had no idea how it turned on at the barbershop, it just... did.

“They have little blue pills for that now.”

“That is not helping!” I was starting to freak. There was no way Stella and I could hold them off without me in combat mode. It was my entire life all over again. Even with superpowers I was freezing in the face of danger, and this time it was going to get all my friends killed.

“Lock! In case we don’t make it out of this, I just want you to know—”

“I know, Stella. Me too.” I waved my arms around trying to loosen them. Still nothing.

“No, not that. Remember last month when I had Skyla and Piper come up for a night over?”

“The two you picked up in Manchester? I remember not getting any sleep because of the racket the three of you were making.” Our bedrooms shared a wall, something I’ve regretted on more than one occasion. “Where are you going with this?”

“Remember the next day when you said your electric toothbrush tasted funny and the battery was dead?”

“I... Stop Talking! Stop talking right now!” I shuddered. “Oh my God. What is wrong with you?”

“Funny should say that. That was the same thing Piper was saying when I—”

“For the love of all that’s holy. Stop. Freaking. Talking!”

We watched in silence as the roggies drew closer. I could hear the whine from their servos. I took one last look over my shoulder at her. “Really, that’s what you decide to tell me at a potential last stand?”

“What? I thought it would be a good memory to go out on. You remember what Piper looked like, right? Well, now you also know what she—”

“I hate you so much right now!”

“Love you too, buddy.” Stella swung as the closest roggie leaped at her. That same sudden calm from the barbershop swept over me and I caught a roggie by its scruff in mid-leap, then flung it off the tower. Combat mode now engaged, I analyzed the situation. 


“Cybernetic canine with robotic processing. Individual threat level insignificant. With current numbers... problematic.”


Uh-oh.

The tingling sensation ran across my body and my skin shifted again. The next one clamped down on my right forearm with steel jaws. I barely felt it. With my free hand, I reached over and crushed its skull.

Two more of the things followed it off the tower. After hitting the ground, the roggies rose up, shook themselves off, and headed back up. This included the one with the crushed skull.


“Attempt to remote override enemy unsuccessful.”


I can do that? Cool! Be a lot cooler if it worked, though.

It came down to a slugfest. Stella and I swung away, and the roggies just kept coming. Stella chopped into one of them. “How many of these does Kreb have?”

“He’s been here for over thirty-five years. That’s a lot of stray dogs.” I slammed two together as a third leaped up and clamped onto my throat. “Whoa! Thank you, armored skin!”

“Well, how did he get them all here? He’s got no spaceship, right?” She shook her hand. “Damn, that one hurt. Hope I didn’t just get space rabies.”

“I’d be more worried about what the roggie just caught,” I muttered, spitting to try and remove the bad taste I had in my mouth since Stella’s impromptu confession.

“What was that?” She hacked away at a couple more.

“Nothing! Kreb was stuck here when the space cops towed his ship or whatever.” Too many were getting on the platform. I was pushed back a step just by the numbers.

“So, what? He just drives these things around in a storage truck?”

“I’m thinking a school bus.” I rushed forward, bowling several over the edge and clearing the platform. They were quickly replaced.

“Why a school bus?” She tried to duplicate my move, but they repelled her. “Damn.”

“That way, all the roggies can hang their heads out the window as he drives.”

“That is so stupid,” I complained as we were both forced back. My foot bumped something. I looked down to see Jeopardy, still unconscious. I shook my head as I stepped over her. “This isn’t good. They forced us too far back. We’re losing maneuvering room.”

“I know—arrgh. What the hell?” At Stella’s yell, I turned to see a roggie hanging off the back of her neck. 

I looked around trying to see where that one had come from. “Shit. They scaled the tower itself.”

“They just keep cheating, don’t they?” She whipped the roggie off the side and studied the others cresting the top of the water tower and climbing towards us. “How thick are those walls. If their claws dig too deep into it, its going to puncture and we’re all taking a water ride.”

Two jumped on me, then three more. I was having trouble staying on my feet. “Little help here.”

Stella didn’t reply as two more leaped onto me. “Stella?”

I kicked one away that was crawling towards Jeopardy. I looked down at the little podcaster. “I’m sorry I got you tied up in this mess.”

Jeopardy’s eyes snapped open. “I know kung fu.”
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Chapter 17 – The Fu She Does So Well
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Maybe I was about to die, but I was damned if I wasn’t going to finish the bit. “Show me!”

Jeopardy’s hand shot up. All the roggies on me lifted into the air and were flung away with an invisible force. I whirled around to see others pig-piling on top of Stella. I tore into them, pulling them away. Jeopardy waved again, sweeping off all the roggies from the platform, revealing Stella protecting KayCee with her body. She rolled over with a grunt. “That sucked roggie balls.”

“Everybody okay?” I pulled her to her feet. KayCee sat up in that odd way of hers. Her head swiveled to where Jeopardy was clambering to her feet. “That was telekinesis, not a martial art.”

“I... yeah, no. It was a quote.” Jeopardy tucked herself under my arm. “You know what? Never mind.”

“I see you chose the red pill.” The grey alien used the railing to pull herself up, ignoring Jeopardy’s jaw dropping. She peered down. “That is a lot of creatures.”

“We’re calling them roggies,” Stella told her. “As in robot-doggies.”

“The numbers won’t matter now.” Jeopardy smiled. “Ruh roh Raggy. Re just rucked up.”

“Do not get overconfident,” KayCee said. “The mind is like a muscle and can tire out from overuse.” She pointed to where our house was. “If you can create a mental barrier forcing them away from us, we can head to Loughlin Ferguson and Stella Johansen’s abode.”

That made no sense to me. “Why do we want to get there? They’ll just come in through the windows.”

“Because that is where your motor vehicle is. We will use it to get to the lander.”

I shook my head. “Pretty sure they can beat the ‘Vette’s top speed. Hell, regular dogs can pass it.”

“Not when I am done with it.” KayCee stiffened and turned towards the tree line, searching for something. “There! Kreb has arrived.”

My vision zoomed in, and I spotted Kreb just inside the trees. 


“Target reacquired. The energy form of Krebdanturnvat, also known as Kreb the Incorrigible, is still within Human Weapon System 6.”


Stella pointed a thumb at me. “What is that nonsense? Klingon? He was saying it earlier.”

“Kreb’s native tongue,” KayCee told her. “The weapon part of Loughlin Ferguson studies targets and informs the rider of what it has learned.”

I shuddered at the word rider.

My body suddenly walked over to the railing. “KayCee? Why am I moving against my will again? Is Kreb controlling me?”

“No. He is locked out,” she told me as I tore my shirt off. “Your unconsciousness must be controlling the weapon system.”

“My body has its own split personality? And why am I getting naked?” I kicked my boots off and started unbuckling my pants. I looked at Jeopardy. “Do you mind?”

“No, not at all.” She gave me a sinister smile and continued to watch me.

Stella never turned away from watching Kreb. “Meh. You’ve seen one set of dangly bits, you’ve seen them all.”

“Jeopardy!” I hissed in desperation as I stepped out of my pants and my hands headed for the band of my underwear. She gave me a cheesy leer but turned around.

“I suspect you are about to metamorphose in a significant enough way that your clothes would hinder the transformation,” KayCee said as the wind hit my backside.

“Stop staring, Alien! And whatever happens, someone get my clothes. I’m not adding streaker to my already tattered reputation.”

“Why not? Tavish could make you the official Town Streaker to go with me being the official Town Lesbian.”

I glared at Stella as I clambered up the railing. The tingling feeling was back. Or maybe it was just goosebumps. “I’m serious.”

“Yeah, yeah, clothes. Concentrate on not getting killed first.”

My body leaped from the rung, and my arms and legs flung out wide as I plunged downward. “Oh fuuuuu—”

My skin painfully stretched, and I leveled out on an updraft. I ventured a look to discover flappy skin connected my arms to my sides and another section of skin connecting my outspread legs to each other. “Holy crap, I turned into a flying squirrel suit!”

I flew low over the heads of the roggies who leaped at me with snapping jaws. I became keenly aware that my dangly bits were, in fact, dangling in the breeze. Not something I wanted bit off.

Jeopardy must have flexed her new powers because the rest of the roggies were forced flat on the ground as I glided over them. I swept away and down the mountain. “Later, puppies.”

Shortly before reaching Kreb, I ran out of significant lift and started losing altitude. That’s when I remembered that people in wingsuits used parachutes to land. Something I didn’t have.

I started flapping my arms. It didn’t help, probably made it worse. I slammed into the ground, rolling and bouncing before coming to a stop. I groaned as I stood, my excess skin retracting with a disturbing sucking sound. “Bleh! That’s just the grossest superpower ever.”

Aside from being a little banged and bruised, I seemed all right. After a quick check of the previously mentioned dangly bits, I ran towards Kreb, who was already headed towards me.

As we closed on each other, I wondered about the woman he possessed. Was there a way to free her from his control? How many years had she been used by him? Is any of her mind even left intact?

She was bone thin, with matted hair, scabs, and bruises. He obviously didn’t take care of her. Kreb was like the car owner who never changes the oil and ignores all the minor problems, then blames the car when it breaks down. Bad enough to do that to your vehicle; Kreb was doing it to a sentient being.

Sentient being! Heh. KayCee is wearing off on me.


“Human Weapon System 12 shut down,” Kreb ordered me in Zenart.


“Yeah, you can shove that order where the sun doesn’t shine!”

Our surroundings blurred as we ran towards each other at full speed. Just before we collided, Kreb’s hands flicked out and his nails formed into claws.

Whoa! Can I do that?

We slammed into each other hard. Thanks to my weight and momentum, we flew back into the tree line. I rocked a couple of punches to his face while blocking his attempts to disembowel me with his claws. Not that they would have been any protection, but I was really missing my pants. Felt a little vulnerable letting it all hang out.

A section of bone shot out of his forearm, and he plunged it into my right shoulder, tearing out my back. “Arrrrgh! You freaking wolverine’d me.”

With his other hand, he pulled me close. Reddish bits of light appeared out of his skin as he attempted to merge with me.

“No free rides here, you freak.” My left hand chopped down, snapping the bone as I shoved him away. We circled around as I pulled the remaining part out of my shoulder.

“Why do you even want me anyways?” I gestured at him with the bone fragment before throwing it aside. “You already have a human weapon thingy. What do you need me for?”

“You are a more advanced model with the ability to duplicate the primary abilities of all the other weapon systems. Besides, this one is... used.”

“That poor woman is the last person you’ll ever take over, Kreb. I—Oof!” He slammed into me, knocking us both down. Rolling around, each of us tried various submission holds and locks.

Damn, he caught me monologuing. If this keeps up, I’m going to have to turn in my geek card.

Kreb pulled out his ray gun, but I had been waiting for that move. I knocked it out of his hand and kicked it away. He grabbed me in a bear hug, the red motes of light appearing again.

“No means no, mister.”

I broke his hold and using his arm, flung him off to the side. I backflipped to my feet as he rolled to his. As serious as the situation was, I caught myself grinning. With my body on autopilot, I was left with nothing to do but unleash fifty years of movie quotes and snark. I just wish somebody was there to hear all my good comments. That, and maybe put a bullet through Kreb’s head.

We went a few more rounds, and I was getting frustrated. If I was the more advanced model, why wasn’t I able to finish this? “Why do you consider me more superior to the body you’re in?”

“After a brief analysis, you will be able to learn to duplicate all the abilities of the previous eleven models without any of the flaws.” He tried circling back to his ray gun, but I wouldn’t let him. I knew it probably shot plasma or something similar, but calling it a ray gun just went with the whole flying saucer schtick. “You have already mimicked the abilities of Weapons Systems 6 and 10. That alone is reason enough for me to hunt you.”

Eleven other models are out there? Well, I guess ten, not counting the one he’s in now. How many are activated? Wait! What was that about Weapon System 10? Who the hell is Weapon System 10, and when did I learn their powers?

He started to say something else but was struck by a large piece of metal. Then another one hit him, and another.

Are... are those roggie legs?

The metal legs of the roggies rained down on Kreb. He staggered under the onslaught, raising his hands to protect himself. I tried to close in on him but couldn’t without getting whacked by the storm of legs.

Kreb reached into a pocket, pulling out a chrome device shaped like a pear, and disappeared.

“Seriously? He has a personal teleporter? That’s not fair!”

Without a target, my body clicked out of weapon mode. My hands shook with frustration.

Jeopardy floated down through the canopy of leaves. She looked tired. “Lock? Are you okay? I was trying to avoid hitting you.”

I yelped in embarrassment and jumped behind a tree. “Yeah, it’s just that he got away. What did you do? Pull their legs off like a mean kid with an insect?”

“Of course not. I wouldn’t do anything like that. I pinned the ones that made it to the top of the tower, and Stella went at them with her axe.” She pointed to the cleanly sheared end of one of the legs. “I then floated the legs away from them so they couldn’t self-repair. Roggies become significantly less of a threat with no way to walk.”

“Effective, but weird.”

“Since I had all these legs just floating around, I decided to made them ballistic.”

“Did anyone get hurt?” I peered around the tree at her.

“No, everyone is safe. They’re on their way down.” She leaned to the left and then to the right. “Whatcha doing back there?”

“Hiding. I wasn’t exactly planning on being naked in the woods with you.”

“Oh? So where were you planning on being naked with me?”

“I... Ah... I need a minute. I’m having trouble coming up with a witty retort.”

“I could come over there and help you think of one.” Her grin spread from ear to ear.

“Hey! You guys in there?” Stella bellowed.

Ever been both disappointed and relieved at the same time?
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Chapter 18 – The Tavmobile
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“C’mon out and get them.”

“Stella, quit screwing around and throw me my clothes,” I growled from behind the tree. “This isn’t funny.”

“I hate to break it to you, buddy, but you’re the only one here who doesn’t think so. Even the alien’s laughing.”

“That is not true. I do not understand your concern with clothes. Is that why I am not getting this joke? Is it the size of your—” she looked over at Stella. “—dangly bits? I understand that humans consider that both a concern and a source of humor. From what I observed at the water tower, you appear to have significant enough—”

“Oh my God! Everyone stop talking!”

The alien’s mouth snapped shut as I shouted. I gave her a suspicious stare. With her dry sense of humor, I couldn’t tell if she was joking or just didn’t get the issue.

“Stella. Give me my clothes now.” I used the nuclear option. “Don’t make me use your middle name.”

“Whoa, hey now. I was just joking.” Stella’s tone changed as she tossed me my clothes. “No need to get mean. It’s not like any of us really want to see any more of your dangly bits. That flying naked mole rat maneuver you did already seared our eyes. Grossest superpower ever.”

“That’s what I said!”

“Good superhero name, though.” Jeopardy deepened her voice like a movie narrator. “The Flying Naked Mole Rat! Able to strike criminals blind wherever he goes. Dun dah dah! At least when I fly, I manage to keep my clothes on.”

“Unfortunately,” I muttered as I turned away to sort through my clothes. “Hey, where’s my underwear?”

“I left it on the water tower railing. Friendship only goes so far, buddy. You were lucky I brought your socks.”

“You hung my underwear off the water tower? What are you? Twelve?”

“Just be glad you still don’t write your name on them.” She grinned and did a fairly passable impression of Rob Schneider. “Lock Meister going commando...”

“I hate my life.” As I bent over to pull my pants up, I felt a stinging slap on my... Well, I just felt a stinging slap. Where doesn’t matter.

I buckled my pants and peered around the tree. The three of them were still several yards away, talking about how to proceed. The only one with telekinesis was wearing an expression of angelic innocence on her face.

Oh, it’s on. Revenge will be mine!

I pulled on the rest of my clothes and jogged over. “Now what?”

KayCee pointed toward our house. “We continue with our plan and retrieve your car in order to get back to the lander. I will then attempt to repair it.”

“You don’t want to track him down?” I asked.

“It is not our job to capture Kreb. We need to keep you out of his grasp until my people can send help,” the alien reminded me. “Our objective is to repair the lander and return to my starcraft. Kreb will remain contained on Earth until authorities can retrieve him.”

“And what of the havoc he causes down here in the meantime?”

“I am sorry, Loughlin Ferguson, but we are not equipped to deal with him. Should he take over your body, he will be an even bigger threat.” She started walking towards the closest road.

“Kreb told me there’s at least eleven other models besides me. What if he tracks them down?”

“That is disconcerting but does not alter our immediate objective. Once we are back in orbit, we can discuss how best to deal with this new information.”

I stared at KayCee in frustration. Jeopardy hooked my arm, pulling me along. “We’ll figure it out. Hey, did you see me fly? It was fantastic! Coolest thing I’ve ever done.”

“Yeah, that was pretty badass.”

“You know there’s a rainbow flag painted on the other side of the tower? I could see it when I was up in the air.”

“It’s still visible? I thought it would have been painted over or faded away by now.”

Stella snorted as she walked past us. “I touch it up every few years.”

“What?” I asked, startled. “Why didn’t you ever ask me to help?”

We exited the woods onto one of the main roads of Town. We were a very rural community, and it would be several miles before we passed a house.

“Because the one time I did, we got caught.” She shook her head. “Worst lookout ever!”

“Eh, fair enough.”

“You know, Stella, you should visit me in Boston,” Jeopardy told her as we followed behind. “I know some great LGBTQ friendly places we could go to.”

“Naw, I don’t do lesbian bars,” Stella called over her shoulder.

“They’re not... I didn’t mean... wait. What?”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong. I’m a proud, card-carrying member of the alphabet mafia. I just don’t usually date lesbians.”

“I’m so confused,” Jeopardy whispered to me. “Is her orientation something different? I didn’t mean to offend her, but you did describe her as a lesbian.”

“Oh, no. She is,” I told her cheerfully. “Stella prefers to date straight woman. Preferably, married straight women. And I’m using the term ‘date’ very, very loosely.”

“Mama’s a rolling stone,” Stella called back.

“What?” asked Jeopardy.

“It’s all about the hunt. The challenge. Then I send them back to their husbands knowing there’s something better out there.” I could feel the smug satisfaction rolling off her.

“That’s...” Jeopardy frowned. “You’re worse than a frat guy. What’s wrong with you?”

“How much time do you have?” I asked her, patting her hand.

“I would very much like to hear more on this subject.” KayCee flicked on her image projector. “But a vehicle is approaching.”

My new and improved eyesight let me see the car as it came around the curve up ahead. I snorted. “It’s the Tavmobile.”

“The what?” Shading her eyes with her hand, Jeopardy peered at the car.

“Tavish drives a restored 1959 Cadillac coupe de Ville. We call it the Tavmobile. You’ll see why when it gets closer.”

Jeopardy pulled off my jacket. “Here, put this on. Might be hard to explain your new physique.”

I struggled into the jacket. It smelled like her.

Jeopardy bit her lip as she stared at the chrome-like armor Stella was wearing. “That’s going to be a problem.”

“I dunno.” My roommate shrugged. “Tavish is pretty self-absorbed. It’s fifty-fifty that he even notices I’m wearing it.”

As Tavish drove nearer, Stella stepped into the road and flagged him down. His car was all glossy black and chrome. It had batwing fenders with bullet brake lights. Every time I saw it, I could hear the theme of the 1960s Batman show in my head.

“That is way too cool of a car for your cousin.” Jeopardy’s eyes hungrily followed the lines of the car.

“Oh, so you’ve met him?” I grinned. “He was a stock trader in New York for a decade. Made a ton of money and moved back. Had a monstrosity of a log cabin built and filled it with toys.”

“I might be hanging out with the wrong Ferguson.”

“Oh, is that what this is?” I asked. She smirked and leaned in towards my face but jumped as Tavish honked his horn.

As he pulled up to us, Tavish rolled the window down and gestured towards Stella. “Are you cosplaying? Is that your barbarian character, but with a sci-fi take? Did you make that for the alien workshop? You should have said something. It was only one day.”

Stella pulled open the passenger door. “We need a ride to the house.”

“Yeah, sure. Pile in.” He gestured to the back seat. “Did you make that armor? You look awesome, but how did you squish yourself into it? Can you even breathe in that?”

“Did you just call me fat?” Stella lumbered into the passenger seat.

“What? No!” Tavish rapidly shook his head as the rest of us crawled into the back seat. “Hey, are you LARPing? Did you guys start a LARP and not invite me?”

“Tavish is our group’s rogue,” I told Jeopardy as she shut the door.

“Is there anybody in your family who isn’t a geek?”

“Nobody living.” I suddenly realized something. “Hey! Why am I the one stuck in the middle?”

“What are you complaining about? A family of ten could live in this back seat. It’s bigger than my apartment.” Jeopardy looked out the back window. “Geez, how many bodies will fit in that trunk?”

“Five,” Stella, Tavish, and I said in unison.

Jeopardy raised an eyebrow. I gave her a sheepish grin. “There may have been some wagering one night down at The Den. What do you want? There’s not a lot to do out here.”

“I like the new look, Lock. You should have shaved your head years ago.” Tavish turned around in his seat. “Hey, you’re Danger Smith—”

“Jeopardy Jones.” I sighed.

“—The podcaster Lock has a crush on.”

“Tavish!” I barked.

Jeopardy tilted her head at me. “Oh, really?”

Completely oblivious to the awkward situation he put me in, Tavish stuck his hand out towards KayCee who sat behind him in her plain Jane hologram. “Hi, I’m Tavish Ferguson. Town’s mayor.”

If he touched her, he would feel her four fingered, weirdly textured, alien hand. Unable to think of anything else, I slapped his hand away.

“Hey!” Tavish wrung his fingers. I must have hit him too hard. I was still getting used to the new body. “What the hell, Lock?”

“Touching a man other than her husband is forbidden in her culture,” Stella told him.

“Oh, she’s foreign?” whispered my Scottish Indian American cousin who had eighteen other cousins living in New Delhi and another six in Edinburgh.

“Wow!” Jeopardy mouthed towards me.

“Wait a minute!” Tavish looked in the rearview mirror. “What about Lock? Their legs are touching.”

“Well...” Stella struggled for a second and then a look of pure evil spread across her face. “They’re married!”

Oh, you’re a dead woman.

“What? When?” Tavish activated his turn signal, pulling his behemoth of a car onto the road.

“She just arrived. He ordered KayCee online. She’s like a mail order bride, but you know, with the internet.”

I will leave spiders in your bed. I will Saran Wrap your toilet. You will pay for this, Stella.

“No! Really?”

“It’s true.” Jeopardy held my hand and lifted it up. “We’re his sister wives. As founder of our religion, Lock is entitled to many spouses. We have come to Town to build the first of our many churches.”

Et tu, Brute?

Tavish leaned toward Stella and whispered, “Lock started a cult? Is that why he shaved his head? This isn’t the whole drink the Kool-Aid type, is it? Town doesn’t need that type of press.”

KayCee leaned forward. “As you can see, Stella Johansen is wearing the traditional armor of the Prime Enforcer. Her sacred duty is to destroy any who would besmirch our ways.”

Even the alien? I’m betrayed on every front!

“Oh, ah... To each their own, I guess. So, what’s your religion called?” Tavish gripped the steering wheel tightly.

“Lockism,” the three women chimed in together.

Well, if you can’t beat them, join them.

“I have you to thank for it, Tavish. It came to me all those nights cleaning the municipal buildings. God has chosen me to use my holy mop to wash away the grime and evil of the world.”

“Really? Well, in that case, you’re welcome.” He looked in the rearview mirror again. “Now that I think about it, a lot of Amish and Mennonite communities bring tourism to the surrounding towns. This could be good for the town.”

“Wow!” Jeopardy whispered to me.

Are you guys anything like that?” my cousin asked me. “Who’s your marketing person?” 

“Tavish!” 
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Chapter 19 – Chevette Cruisin’
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Tavish dropped us off at the edge of our driveway with promises to discuss ways our alleged new religion can help Town prosper. He had already started discussing a Lockism festival.

Jeopardy gave a tired look up the long winding dirt driveway. “More walking?”

“Sorry, it takes the Tavmobile twenty minutes to turn a corner. The curves in our driveway are too narrow for that monstrosity. We found that out the hard way.”

“Hey! That car is awesome. Needs a new driver, though.” She leaned against a tree. “Are we just getting your car?”

“Maybe some food, too, but yeah. Why?”

“I’m wiped. That mind stuff took a lot out of me.”

“I did warn you about that,” KayCee called over.

“Worth it,” the little podcaster told her.

KayCee nodded in acknowledgment. “We have the food you bought in Boston still in the lander.”

“In that case, wait here. I’ll be right back.” I ran up the driveway. The endurance in my new body was insane. After all I had done that day, just the short ride in Tavish’s car was enough for me to recover.

I slowed as I approached the house. It looked undisturbed. I carefully opened the door and crept inside. Satisfied no roggies or aliens with ray guns were going to jump out at me, I grabbed a cooler and filled it with a bunch of snacks and drinks. I also snagged my spare set of sneakers.

Taking a deep breath, I stepped into Stella’s room. Going in there was not for the faint of heart. Sometimes, there were firearms scattered about. Other times, it was more exotic toys. She didn’t always remember to turn them off. Because of that, we had a constant battery shortage in our house. Hence, the toothbrush debacle. I kept a hidden stash just for the TV remote.

It looked like she tidied up recently, at least by Stella standards. I picked one of her t-shirts off the floor, using it to move something long and fluorescent purple off her duffel bag. The item in question had various straps and buckles that jingled as I removed it. I punched 6969 into the keypad of her safe, opening it to view enough firepower to arm a small nation.

I may not be a gun guy, but living with Stella you picked up enough knowledge to give Misters Smith and Wesson a run for their money. I cherry picked her collection, tossing the chosen weapons, plus corresponding ammo, into the duffel bag.

Placing the bag in the back of the ’Vette, I jumped in and started her up.

I then started her up again.

And again.

Finally, after a few squirts of starter fluid, I was off to pick up the others.

I pulled up, leaned over, and rolled the passenger window down. “You ladies lookin’ for a little trouble?”

“No, we’re looking at a little geek.” Stella stood up, dusted off her hands, and climbed into the front passenger seat, the car leaning to the side as she did so. Jeopardy and Kaycee climbed in the back.

I hit the gas and the ’Vette immediately stalled. Stella shook her head. “You popped the clutch. How long have you been driving a stick? Thirty years now?”

“I didn’t pop the clutch. It’s running rough. I had to use starter fluid to get going.”

“Well, then you flooded it.” She folded her arms across her chest. “It reeks of starter fluid in here.”

“No, it doesn’t, or that would have been the first thing you complained about. I didn’t flood it. It’s the crappy gas that’s—”

I stopped as the car shook. A blue glow ran along the surface of the car, and we lifted into the air. I looked back at Jeopardy, but she must have passed out as soon as she got in. Her head was leaning against her window and her eyes were closed. There may, or may not, have been a line of drool running down the window.

KayCee held up her chrome orb. “This is what I was referring to earlier. Just stay inside. This way it will not matter if you pooped the clutch.”

“Popped! And I know your English is better than that.”

“A word of warning. Keep your hands inside the vehicle. You do not want to touch the navigation field.”

“Roger that!” Stella quickly rolled her window up.

“Aren’t you worried about someone seeing us?” I asked the alien.

“Very. However, it is mostly forest from here to that field you spoke of. We will land there and walk to the crash site. The area is too heavy wooded to land anywhere else.”

“Not a bad plan. Dave Bing doesn’t graze his cows in that field this time of year. No reason for him to be up there.” I stared out the window. KayCee was keeping us low. The tops of the trees occasionally brushed the tires. When they did, the leaves disappeared in red sparks.

Ouch! Yup. Hands inside the vehicle at all times.

“Hey, Lock, you know what this reminds me of?” Stella asked.

“Harry and Ron in the flying car?”

“No, but that’s a good one. That movie from the ’80s where the kids turn a Tilt-A-Whirl into a spaceship.”

“Explorers?”

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“I have seen that one.” KayCee nodded. “The first half was enjoyable. However, there were several problems with the film, the most pressing being that even if presented with the schematics, your existing technology, and lack of exotic matters would make it impossible to either create a navigation field or a system to control it.”

“It was just a movie.”

“Yes. This talk of 1980s alien movies has reminded me. If possible, I would like to try those small candy pieces from the movie about the brown alien with the glowing finger penis.”

Stella choked. “That... That was just a finger.”

“Are you sure? Which of us has seen the most alien races?”

“Oh, look,” I interrupted quickly. “There’s Bing’s field. Time to land.”

KayCee landed the ’Vette onto the field with nothing more than a slight bump. As soon as we touched down, the navigation field winked out. Jeopardy made an unintelligible noise, turning on her side but never waking up.

Those of us currently conscious exited the car. Stella and I loaded up for bear while KayCee scanned the area.

“You guys lugged me all this way?” I asked as I considered how far we had just traveled.

“Yeah.” Stella nodded at Jeopardy as she slid shells into a bullpup shotgun. “You were more out of it than your girlfriend there.”

“That reminds me. Be right back.” I returned to the car and carefully opened the passenger door, rummaging around the glove box until I found what I needed.

Ha!

Once I was finished with my nefarious plan, I discovered the other two studying the path to the saucer.

Stella glanced over at me. “What are you grinning about?”

“Nothing. You’ll see. Just when you do, don’t spoil it.”

“Fair enough.” She waved at KayCee. “We ready?”

“Yes, I do not detect anything. Are we leaving Jeopardy in your vehicle? She appears to need more rest.”

I sighed. “I know, but we shouldn’t leave her alone down here. I don’t want Kreb finding her.”

“Then please wake her and we shall proceed.”

I stuck my head back in the car. “Hey, Jeopardy. Time to wake up.”

It took a few tries, but she finally woke from her slumber. She blinked a few times, sat up, and did a rather distracting stretch. “How long was I out?”

“Not long enough. We’ve reached Bing’s field. We have to trek the rest of the way to the saucer.”

“Okay.” She rubbed her eyes and opened the door. “I feel so groggy.”

“I’d have let you sleep but...”

“No thanks. I don’t want to wake up to Kreb the Cruddy removing my brain.”

I pulled a soda out of the cooler, handing it to her as we walked over to the others. Stella gave a quick burst of laughter as she saw us. Jeopardy frowned. “What?”

“Nothing.” Stella turned away, holding back another laugh.

“Is my hair a mess?” Jeopardy’s eyes widened and she hissed at me, wiping her face. “Is it drool?”

“Yeah, but you got it.” I motioned for her to follow the others.

She punched me in the arm. “You should have told me!”

“Ow! I just did.” With my new body, it hadn’t hurt, but I rubbed my arm out of principle. “Why does everyone thing it’s okay to punch me?”

“You have a punchable face?” Stella asked.

I waved a hand at her. “My best friend, ladies and gentlemen.”

“Quit complaining. It’s not like she hit you in the dangly bits,” Stella told me.

“Please stop using that phrase,” I said.

“Too late.” Jeopardy entwined herself around my right arm. “I’m using it on the podcast. Going to make it a thing.”

“Hey! Trademark pending,” yelled Stella.

We traveled for about twenty minutes to the crash site. By the time we got there, Jeopardy had downed the soda and the caffeine was starting to kick in. I whistled as I took in the damage.

The edge of the saucer had dug a great furrow in the soil, snapping several trees in the process. It looked like a giant buzz saw had come through. “We lived through that?”

“Yeah,” Stella said in a dull voice as she stared at the great hole in the ground.

“I’m surprised you bothered to cloak it. That’s a pretty big hole.”

“We did not. The cloak was offline,” KayCee informed me as she scanned the area.

“Where is it then?”

“That’s the thing, Lock,” Stella said bitterly. “Someone jacked our ride!”
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Chapter 20 – Dude, Where’s Our Saucer?
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“Freaking Kreb!” Stella kicked some dirt into the hole.

“If it was Kreb. Could be the government. Don’t forget, Golf Shirt Guy is out there somewhere.” I gestured to an old fire road going the opposite way we came. “They could have gotten it out that way.”

“It wasn’t the government,” Jeopardy said, shaking her head. “The whole town would be crawling with uniforms. It’s either Kreb or a shadow corporation.”

“Shadow corporations don’t exist.” Stella scoffed.

I pointed at Jeopardy. “Award-winning podcaster on alien conspiracies. Literally given workshops on how big business is hiding the truth from you.”

“So, you have been stalking me.” Jeopardy smiled at me.

“Just a fan.”

“Uh huh. Not to break up the googly eye fest going on with you two, but what are we doing about a ride to upstairs?” Stella looked at KayCee. “You want to weigh in here, Ms. Alien?”

“If it was Kreb, he will have to do repairs to get the lander flying again,” the alien replied. “I do not see him moving it far. If it is one of these shadow corporations, then I find myself at a loss of what to do.”

I rubbed my chin. “Kreb still wants to get his hands on me, so he’s not going anywhere. If it’s the government or a corporation, they are going to stick around to see if they can find out what’s going on. Not a lot of people living in Town. They’ll stick out. Even if they don’t, Stella and my new looks are going to raise a few eyebrows. Word will get around real quick.”

“Right.” Stella nodded. “We need to poke the hive with a stick and see what comes out.”

“And try not to get stung in the process,” Jeopardy said, nodding. “We might want to spend some time in The Den. I can do some eavesdropping, skim some surface thoughts with my telepathy.”

I mentally reviewed any recent thoughts of mine regarding Jeopardy. “You can read thoughts as well?”

“I haven’t tried it yet, but yeah. KayCee showed me how to pick up surface thoughts.” She gave an impish smile. “Why? What dirty thoughts don’t you want me to know about?”

“I’m more worried about your sanity if you dip into the den of perversion we laughingly call Stella’s brain,” I deflected.

Stella tapped the side of her head. “Yeah, this here is triple X viewing only. You may want to work your way up to expert level first.”

“You think you can handle a crowd first time out?” I asked Jeopardy.

“She can,” KayCee informed me.

At Jeopardy’s nod of confirmation, I shrugged. “Then let’s do it.”

“And then what?” KayCee asked, studying the three of us.

Stella raised her shotgun with a grim smile. “Then we steal your ride back.”

Deciding we would check out The Den first, we made our way back to the Chevette. As she was getting into the car, Jeopardy stopped as she saw her reflection in the window. “What the hell?”

“Meow what?” I asked her.

She turned her head left and right as she stared at her reflection. “Who the hell drew cat whiskers on me?”

“Drawing designs on yourself is a common side effect of overusing your mind powers,” KayCee told her with a straight face. “So is tearing your clothes and cutting your hair.”

“What?” Jeopardy’s hand involuntary rose to her hair before catching on. “Oh, you all suck!”

“No reason to get upset meow,” Stella told her as she jumped in the front passenger seat.

“I’ve seen Super Troopers, you jerks! I know what you’re doing.”

I grinned as I slid behind the wheel. “That joke didn’t tickle your whiskers?”

“This better not be permanent marker! You seen Carrie? Firestarter? I can do all that now.”

She spent the entire flight trying to wipe off the cat whiskers I had drawn. We landed not far outside of town and drove the rest of the way. The Den’s parking lot was full.

Jeopardy leaned forward. “Not a lot of room.”

“Only two things to do in Town on a Sunday, and church is over.” Stella pulled herself out of the car. She had managed to shrink her armor enough to fit under her clothes and was wearing my spare sneakers. They were tight but fit a lot better than her own shoes. We both wore hoodies. No reason to give anything away yet. KayCee had her plain Jane image projector on.

Stella nodded at a ridiculously large logging truck with a crane attachment on top and hydraulic stabilizers on the sides. It took up a large section of the parking lot. McKeene Bros adorned the side of its doors. “Well, that’s what happens when you have a jerkoff take up half the parking with his penismobile.”

As manager of The Den, Stella had her own parking spot, and I tucked in there. We entered the bar and slid into an empty booth, Jeopardy and me on one side, Stella and KayCee on the other. With the dim lighting, the table helped hide the changes in Stella and me. Stella texted our drink orders to Randy, one of the perks of being the boss. Jeopardy’s eyes went unfocused as she skimmed the crowd.

In short order, the waitress came over with a tray. She placed a Three Wisemen in front of Stella, another in front of KayCee, and I got my usual rum and Coke. She lifted the last item on the tray and placed it in front of Jeopardy. “And this is for Miss Kitty.”

Jeopardy’s eyes blinked into focus at the sound of laughter, and she looked down at the saucer of milk placed in front of her. “Oh, you guys suck!”

I fist-bumped Stella as Jeopardy dipped a napkin into Stella’s drink, trying to wipe off the remaining whiskers. “Nice one.”

“Thank you.” Stella’s grinned disappeared. “What’s this asshole want?”

Dennis McKeene headed our way. “Must be a glutton for punishment. Jeopardy verbally eviscerated him last time.”

Dennis looked down at us. “Jesus, you did shave your head. Seriously, Probed, you’re starting a cult now? What’s wrong with you?”

“What are you talking about?”

“It’s all over Town. You shaved your head and started some crazy sex cult.”

“Freaking Tavish!” I sighed. “There’s no cult, Dennis. That was a joke we were playing on my cousin.”

“You shaved your head for a joke?”

“No, me pretending I wasn’t going bald was a joke.”

“For once we agree on something.” He fumed. “Just stop with the nonsense already. You make the rest of us look bad. Can’t you be freaking normal for five minutes?”

He stormed off before I could reply. Stella raised her glass at him. “Town, New Hampshire. Population 499 plus one asshole.” She downed the drink before swapping it with the one in front of KayCee.

Jeopardy shook her head. “It was more than that. The hate rolled off him like heat, so much so I had trouble with his surface thoughts. But what I picked up wasn’t good.”

“What is it?” I reached for my own drink. “Is he planning on jumping me in the parking lot? Circumstances have changed. Might not go the way he thinks.”

“He was abducted, probably back when you were,” Jeopardy said in a low voice.

“What? No, he wasn’t. He trashed talked and bullied me nonstop after I got taken.”

“People react to abuse in different ways. And being abducted and medically experimented on is abuse. Some people talk about it, like you did when you reached out to your cousin. Other people bury it deep inside themselves instead, never letting anyone know it happened.” She slid the saucer of milk away. “And sometimes when the abuse is revealed, some victims lash out on the victim who spoke up. Blamed them for letting it see the light of day. Making it real. I think that may have been what happened with Dennis. Or maybe when he saw how people reacted to you, he piled on so no one would suspect it happened to him, too.”

“Crap.” Everyone looked at Stella. “Now I feel sorry for the guy. I mean, he’s still an asshole, but damn.”

I took a couple large gulps of my drink. “What the hell? He could have told me.”

“He was what, fourteen, fifteen at the time? How rational were your life decisions at that age?” Jeopardy reminded me.

“Well, I trusted Tavish, so not so good.”

“Now he’s absolutely terrified that this workshop brought the alien back.”

I leaned forward. “Well, he’s right to suspect it, because it did.”

“My apologies on that front,” KayCee said quietly. “My people did believe Kreb was dead.”

Jeopardy shook her head, her two braids whipping back in forth. “That’s just it. He doesn’t suspect it. He knows it.”

My eyes widened. “How?”

“I don’t know.”

I slid out of the booth. “I need to speak with him.”

Everyone else started to get up as well, but I waved them back. “Alone. He might talk to me one on one.”

I moved through the crowd looking for him. I got the usual nods and a few surprised reactions. A couple of women who never gave me the time of day cast appreciative looks at me due to my new body shape. Or maybe they wanted to join the sex cult. I didn’t bother to find out.

After doing a circuit of The Den, I found Dennis in Smoker’s Alley finishing up a cigarette. He glared at me. “What do you want?”

“To talk. Something that’s long overdue.”

In the light, he got a good look at me. “Been working out? Doing CrossFit and hiding it under baggy clothes, or did you just go get lipo? Doesn’t change the fact that you’re pathetic. Or is this supposed to be some redemption arc out of those ’80s movies you like so much.”

He dropped his cigarette and ground it out with his foot. “Am I supposed to be Johnny Lawrence to your Daniel LaRusso? It won’t end the way you think. Lifting some weights doesn’t mean you know how to fight.”

“Dennis, the fact that you were able to throw those names out proves you’re just as much as a geek as me.” I shook my head. “But that’s not the point and not why I’m here.”

“What is?”

“You’ve been riding my ass ever since Tavish told everyone I got abducted. Why the hell didn’t you tell me it happened to you, too?”

“Shut your mouth!” Dennis snarled, his hands curling into fists. “That never happened.”

“You and I both know it did.” Dennis looked like he was ready to take a swing at me. I was waiting for that artificial calm to come over me, but it didn’t trigger. I was starting to get nervous. Dennis was a big, strong guy who liked to brawl. Even with the changes made to what KayCee called my base form, I still didn’t want to tangle with him without combat mode.

C’mon! Kick in already.

“Look, Dennis, I didn’t come out here looking for a fight.” I held up both hands in front of me.

“Oh, there isn’t going to be a fight.” The tension in my shoulders fled hearing that. I lowered my hands. He gave me a grim smile. “No, this is just going to be an old fashioned beatdown.”

Oh crap!

Before I could react, Dennis hit me in the jaw. I staggered back. That had hurt and still, no combat mode. I took a swing and missed by a mile. He hit me in the gut, and I fell back wheezing.

“What? No Stella to save your ass?” Dennis grabbed me by the shirt, cocking a fist. My punch landed first, catching him by surprise and bloodying his nose. He stepped back, wiping the blood away. “Not bad, Probed. Not good enough, but not bad.”

I lifted my fists up. “Dennis, I don’t want to fight. We figured out you were abducted. We want to help.”

“We?” Dennis’s face twisted in fury. “Have you been telling other people I got kidnapped by aliens?”

“It’s okay. We just want to help.”

“You never did learn to keep your mouth shut.” He pulled a folding knife from his pocket and flicked it open. “Let’s see how much talking you do with no tongue.”

That missing artificial calm came upon me. I grinned and took a few steps back.

About time! Must only kick in when it’s life threatening.

“What are you smiling about, Probed?” He held the knife low and out front. “You think I’m kidding?”

He lashed out suddenly. I moved and everything slowed. I sidestepped and grabbed his wrist with one hand as I punched his forearm with the other. There was a crack as one or more bones in his forearm broke.

Everything snapped back into motion. The knife clattered to the ground as he grabbed his arm, hissing in pain. He staggered back, eyes all wide.

“I’m sorry, Dennis. I didn’t want to have to do that.” Which was true. I had wanted to just take the knife away. My body decided otherwise. I needed to learn how to control it before I seriously hurt or killed someone.

“So, it’s true. You really were grabbed by them.” Dennis held his arm as he stared at me. “That makes what you did even more stupid.”

“What are you talking about?” I stepped out of his reach.

“You blabbing about that alien. What if the government believed you? You and anyone else abducted would have wound up in a cage the rest of your lives being experimented on by scientists. Or the alien could have just killed you to protect itself.”

“Now I get it. Why the way you act the way you do.” I nodded. “It doesn’t matter anymore. Everything is different.”

“Why? Because you learned how to control your abilities?” Dennis gritted his teeth and snapped his arm back into position. “That doesn’t mean crap. Especially now.”

“What do you mean?”

With his good hand, he pulled a medicine bottle out of his pocket and snapped the top off. Cradling his bad hand, he shook something from the bottle into his mouth.

The color of his skin flickered and then shifted to a steel-looking color. He flexed his bad hand. It didn’t seem broken anymore.

No, wait. Oh boy, his skin turned to steel.


“Human Weapon System 11 identified. Threat level high. Analyzing.”


Yeah, no kidding.

“That’s a neat trick there, Dennis. Why don’t we talk about it?”

He let loose with a flurry of blows. I dodged out of the way, and he struck the brick wall instead, sending shards everywhere. “Stand still. I’ll make it quick.”

I moved, firing off a series of punches, each hitting a different part of his body. It was like hitting, well, steel. I pedaled back and returned to normal speed as my knuckles healed.

Dennis grinned. “New at this, huh? My powers kicked in about three years after the last abduction.”

Last? He was grabbed more than once?

“Dennis. We should be on the same side here.”

“Hell with that. You and your big mouth put the spotlight back on us. Besides, you’re sputtering that alien drivel. How do I know it didn’t send you to get me?”


“Analysis complete. Human Weapon System 11’s primary ability is that of transmogrification through absorption. Duplication of ability in process.”


“That right there! You’re speaking alien.” Dennis pointed at me. “You’re a spy for that grey bastard.”

“No, that’s... Look, it’s hard to explain!”

He charged forward and my body used his momentum to flip him over me. Rather than go for some sort of lock, it backed away again.

Dennis slowly stood up, dusting himself off. “You can’t dodge me forever.”


“Duplication complete. Forming countermeasure.”


I felt a burning indigestion as if the worst heartburn I ever suffered came over me.

“Stop speaking alien.” Dennis rushed me again. It was poor timing on his part. My stomach rolled and the burning sensation ran up my throat as I vomited all over him.

“Arrgh! What’s wrong with you?” Dennis stared at the vomit all over his hands. “You are the most—”

With a hissing sound, smoke started rising from the vomit. He shook his hands. “What the hell? It’s burning my skin.”


“Threat neutralized.”


I stared at him in horror before looking around. “The church’s water hose. Use it to wash the puke off.”

We ran over to the side of the church, and I turned on the hose, spraying him down. The water wouldn’t counteract the acid, but it could wash it away. Dennis brushed the puke off. “That is the grossest superpower ever!”

“Yeah, that may have topped the Flying Naked Mole Rat.”

“The what?”

“Nothing.” I bent down to wash the puke off his legs, and everything went pear shaped. My vision stretched out, threatening to go black. As I hit the ground, a thought came to me through the fog that Dennis had sucker punched me.

I shook it off in time to hear a big diesel engine start to life. Dennis’s logging truck pulled out of the parking lot as I slowly forced myself upright.

I watched as he drove out of sight.
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Chapter 21 – The Intergalactic Car Jacker
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I made my way back into The Den. A woman who wouldn’t give me the time of day in high school stepped in front of me. “Hi Prob—I mean, Lock. I like the new look.”

“Thanks, I’m sorry, I’m in a bit of a hurry.” I tried to step past her, but she blocked my way.

“Sure, I just wanted to let you know I’ve been expanding my spiritual side lately and heard about your new religion.”

“New religion? Let me guess. You heard this from Tavish?”

“Yeah, it sounded very interesting.”

“From Tavish...”

“Yes. I... Oh, right.” The smile slid off her face and was replaced with a furrowed brow of annoyance. “How mangled did he get it?”

“It was a joke. He took it for real.” I patted her on the shoulder. “But hey! If you're that interested, start one of your own.”

I left her contemplating the idea and slipped into my seat to find a bowl of beef stew waiting. Stella and Jeopardy were just finishing up their food. As I nodded my thanks, Stella looked past me. “What did she want?”

“To be the next acolyte in my sex cult.”

Stella snorted. “Her husband and five kids might not be thrilled with the idea.”

“I know he’s my cousin, but can we take ten minutes out of alien hunting to bury Tavish in a deep hole somewhere in the woods? Just leave his head poking up, maybe with some honey on it?” I dug into the stew.

Jeopardy waited until I swallowed my first spoonful. “So? What happened with McKeene?”

“Well, he’s still an asshole. But, yeah, He’s Human Weapon System 11. He wasn’t interested in listening, and we went at it. He can turn his skin to steel.”

“Formidable. How did you stop him?” KayCee asked.

“Doesn’t matter.” I redirected the conversation away from my latest gross ability. “You remember seeing the logging truck in the parking lot?”

“Yes.” The alien gave a single jerky nod.

“The sides flip down, almost doubling the width of the bed. With the hydraulic stabilizers engaged, do you think the crane could pick up your saucer and place it on the bed?”

“No way,” interjected Stella. “It’s too heavy. Besides, it would have been too wide for the fire road.”

“Not necessarily.” KayCee did a curling thing with her fingers that I assumed was some sort of social gesture among her people. Its meaning was lost on me. “The materials making up the lander are stronger and more lightweight than what your people work with. The crane could lift it, and if he placed it on its side within the walls of the truck, he may have been able to transport it on the fire road.”

“So McKeene is our intergalactic carjacker,” Jeopardy mused. “Where would he bring it?”

“It’ll be on his family property,” Stella said. “They own a hundred-acre tree farm.”

“That’s a lot of land!” Jeopardy’s eyes widened in surprise.

“Not really, city girl,” Stella said. “This isn’t about raising Christmas trees. They harvest trees for lumber.”

I took a break from eating my stew. “They could have it in an area they recently cut, or maybe by their timber mill, but I’m thinking the barn.”

“Yeah, makes sense.” Stella took a crust of bread from her plate and stuck it into my stew before plunking it into her mouth. “Keeps it out of sight from planes.”

“And drones,” I added. “Everyone’s kids seem to have one now.”

“So, we check the barn first?” Emboldened by Stella’s bread maneuver, Jeopardy dipped her spoon into my stew and stole a portion.

“Hey.” I curled my arm around my bowl like a convict in the mess hall, holding a fork menacingly in front of me. “Get your own.”

“Or what?” Jeopardy arched an eyebrow. “You’ll fork me up?”

“Puns are the refuge of the lesser mind,” I informed her.

“So, you don’t want to spoon later?” she asked with a devilish look on her face.

“I, ah...”

“As much as I enjoy gagging at whatever this is,” Stella broke in before I could frame a witty reply, or any reply, “but what’s the plan? Show up at McKeene’s place, guns a blazing? What about his two brothers? Are they involved in this?”

Still guarding my bowl, I gestured to the other side of The Den. “Shemp and Curly are currently bellied up to the bar. Dennis stranded them when he left, but I don’t think they realize it yet.”

As Stella contemplated what to do with this information, my stew bowl slowly started sliding across the table towards Jeopardy. I grabbed it and tried tugging it back without spilling it all over me. “That’s not fair. No powers at the table.”

“I’m not doing anything,” Jeopardy informed me in a tone so sweet she must have given herself cavities. “It’s not my fault if that delicious stew wants to be on my side of the table.” 

“Jeopardy Jones, if you can suspend your awkward mating rituals for a moment, please scan their surface thoughts to see if they know anything,” KayCee asked.

Jeopardy looked away in embarrassment and the pressure on my bowl stopped so quickly I wound up with stew on my wrist. “It’s not— Yeah, fine. Which two?”

I quickly finished off the bowl as Stella pointed them out. After a moment, Jeopardy frowned. “I need to get closer.”

“Great! Next round’s on you,” I told her with a mouth full of meat and potatoes.

As Jeopardy headed to the bar to read their thoughts and hopefully bring back booze, Stella gave me a disgusted look.

“What?”

“Don’t talk with your mouth open. This is why you never get laid.”

My eyes bugged out. “You are giving me etiquette advice? Pretty sure that’s one of the signs of the apocalypse.”

“Just don’t screw this up. I like her.”

Jeopardy came back empty-handed. “Neither one of them know anything. I did plant an idea in their heads to stay here. That should keep them out of the way.”

She noticed Stella’s disappointed face. “What? Did you want them to be involved?”

“No, but I was hoping you were going to bring back drinks. I haven’t even gotten a buzz going.”

“You know I wasn’t going to say anything.” I gestured to my glass. “But I think Randy might be watering down the drinks today. These are weak as hell.”

“Well, if he is, he’s fired!” Stella growled.

KayCee laid her hand over Stella’s. “The drinks have not changed, you have. Your body processes such poisons more efficiently now. It will take a great quantity to get intoxicated.”

“I have to spend more to get the same old drunk on?” my roommate complained. “How is that an improvement?”

“I do not know what to tell you. It could be worse. With the changes made to Loughlin Ferguson, I’m not sure he can get intoxicated.”

“Just one more way Kreb has screwed with my life,” I muttered.

Stella’s phone buzzed. She glanced at it and swore. “You might have to go without me. I’m getting called in to the firehouse.”

“She’s on the volunteer fire department,” I explained due to the quizzical look on Jeopardy’s face.

“Wait a minute. She’s been pounding drinks.” The Boston podcaster shook her head. “I get the whole can’t get drunk thing, but she didn’t know that when she sat down. Does she always drink on call?”

“I wasn’t on call tonight, Ms. Prim ’n‘ Proper,” replied Stella. “They’re calling everyone in. Must be a bad one.” She slid out of the booth. “Are you guys going to wait for me or head out now?”

I shook my head. “Depending on how big a fire you have, you could be tied up for hours. I don’t think we can wait that long. Now that we know Dennis has abilities, he might move the saucer. I don’t think we can wait.”

“Me either.” She punched me in the shoulder. “Just watch your asses. He’s a mean son of a bitch on a good day and this isn’t one of them.”

Along with Stella, several people in the bar headed out, including Tavish who was the volunteer fire chief. I grabbed his coat as he went by, stopping him cold. He looked down in surprise, his face pale. “Lock? Sorry, I can’t talk. There’s a fire.”

“And all you do is stand there wearing a white helmet while the real jolly vollies do all the work. Don’t worry, your record of never losing a foundation will survive you being a few minutes late.”

“What is it?” He sighed. He looked haggard.

“You want to explain why everyone is asking me about a sex cult?” I asked.

“Ah, I never said cult.” He tried tugging his coat out of my hand. He failed. “I just mentioned your new religion to a few people.”

“It was a joke, you idiot,” I snarled.

“Well, I... how was I supposed to know that?”

“Because we laid it on so thick.” I let go of the coat and he staggered back two steps. I realized he didn’t look well. “You okay?”

He waved around the room. “I overdid it today. Should have stayed home and relaxed. I’m sorry about the cult thing. We’ll talk later.”

Jeopardy watched him as he headed out the door. “What’s with him? He looks sick.”

“Medical condition. He needs to pace himself.” I scowled. “Instead, he’s here spreading rumors about me. My sole living relative, right there.”

Jeopardy leaned on my shoulder. “Look at it this way. Once Operation Catch Kreb is finished, you have the cult thing as a fallback if you don’t want to do the janitor gig anymore. You got a great backstory. Taught a sex religion from an alien from the stars.”

KayCee leaned forward. “I would be very happy to discuss the mating rituals of my people. From what I have seen from your world’s transmissions, you are a very timid race when it comes to sex.”

Considering what I knew was out there on the internet, I shuddered at the idea that KayCee found it timid.

“This will not stand!” Jeopardy whispered in my ear. “We need to step up our game. I don’t want the rest of the galaxy to think the human race is bad at sex.”

One glance at the incredulous look on my face and she couldn’t stop laughing even as we left the place.
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Chapter 22 – An Unbroken Record
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I drove the Chevette out of town towards the McKeene property. Jeopardy took shotgun and KayCee was in the back. We should have been talking tactics and strategy, but Jeopardy was questioning KayCee on various sexcapades. She may have been actually curious, but I think she was mainly doing it to watch me squirm.

I gripped the steering wheel tighter, trying to ignore them, when my phone rang. Half afraid it was someone else wanting to join the sex cult, I hit the speaker button. “Hello?”

“He torched it!” The fury in Stella’s voice was palpable. I could hear sirens and Tavish yelling something about a pumper truck in the background.

“What? What are you talking about?”

“McKeene, that POS! He torched our house!”

“Our house? How do you know it was him? It might have been Kreb.”

“I can see the tire tracks his logging truck left. Besides, I’m pretty sure Kreb wouldn’t need to use gasoline.”

I heard a cracking sound and realized I had bent the steering wheel. Stella’s and my entire lives were in the house. “How bad is it?”

“Tavish’s record of never losing a foundation is going to remain unbroken.”

“Damn it!” All of our belongings and mementos were in that house. He just took away our history and left us homeless. “Anything salvageable?”

“Not really. My room was the last to go. Couple of burnt guns and some of my special toys. Speaking of which,” There was a scratchy sound as if she placed the phone against her coat and her voice sounded tinny. “You ain’t no unicorn. Get that off your helmet right now or I’m going to use it on you!”

Jeopardy’s eyes bugged out and she clapped a hand over her mouth to stop from giggling. Stella came back on the phone. “Freaking Nozzleheads. Sorry about that.”

“We’re headed up to the McKeene place now.”

“I’d tell you to burn it down, but knowing you, you’d torch the whole forest as well.” She sighed into the phone. “Cleanup is going to take a while and Tavish is calling the state arson guy. Call me when you’re clear.”

“I will. Bye.” I ended the call. Jeopardy looked mortified. “What’s the matter?”

“I’m sorry you lost your home and I’m so sorry I laughed.”

“Are you kidding? Burnt house or not, that was hilarious.” I scratched the side of my face. “I would love to know which one it was.”

She arched an eyebrow. “You know her collection that well, do you? I think you guys might overshare with each other.”

“Stella!” I held up a finger. “Stella overshares! I just live there. Well, lived. And I was referring to the firefighter who stuck it on their helmet. Brave person, right there.”

I turned the bent steering wheel, pulling onto Dennis’ road.

“My condolences on the loss of your domicile.” KayCee leaned between the seats. “May I ask what this record of your cousin’s is?”

“It’s just a running joke. Tavish has a bad track record with fires. But most building foundations in this area are made of cement. So...”

“And therefore, usually survive the fire.” KayCee nodded. “Yes, that is humorous.”

“Well, it was until I had to explain it.” I pulled over to the side of the road and pointed at a long dirt driveway leading into the woods. A sign with ‘McKeene Bros Logging’ was planted at the side. “We’re here.”

“Do we drive up or walk?” Jeopardy peered out the window.

“I guess we could walk.” I shrugged. “Gives us the element of surprise. But on the other hand, it’s a long driveway, and now that I think about it, they probably have security cameras.”

“Really? Out here?”

“Timber theft is a real thing. It’s big bucks.” I looked around, trying to see cameras.

“I can fool any surveillance device,” KayCee informed us, once again holding the orb. “It would be prudent to have your vehicle nearby in case we need to make a quick escape.”

I looked at her doubtfully. “You and I can both run faster than the ’Vette.”

“Not if I make it fly.”

“Point.” I nudged the car onto the driveway, carefully maneuvering it over the bumps and holes in the dirt and gravel. Chevrolet Chevettes were not made for off-roading and even an unpaved driveway was treacherous.

The driveway led to a clearing where the original McKeene house still stood. It had been built in the 1800s, and while his brothers had their own places, Dennis still lived there. It was a white Colonial with a large red barn behind it. Dennis and I used to play in the barn as kids. It was where they housed all the logging trucks and machinery.

There were no vehicles in the driveway, so I pulled past the house parked in front of the barn. As we exited the car, I could hear an engine running in the barn. I motioned to it and then at my ear. Jeopardy and KayCee both nodded.

As we slowly approached, the barn doors burst open, and a bulldozer driven by Dennis roared out. We dodged out of its way, and it slammed into my Chevette, instantly crushing it into a mangled mess of metal and plastic. Jeopardy had dodged to the opposite side as me. She yelled as the ground swallowed her up. Dennis had boobytrapped the area.

“Son of a bitch!” I yelled.

Dennis was enclosed by a protective metal cage, but still managed to hear me. He gave me the finger. “Did you a favor. If you manage to survive, go get a real car.”

I didn’t know what he did with the engine, but that bulldozer was running much faster than it should have been. He swung the dozer blade at me, and that artificial calm settled over me as my combat mode engaged. KayCee leaped onto the dozer and froze. I heard sizzling and popping sounds like bacon cooking on the grill and KayCee fell limply off the dozer. The smell of ozone was in the air.

I rolled out of the way of the blade and cast a look at KayCee. She wasn’t moving and her image projector was off. “You electrified your dozer?”

Dennis didn’t answer me. He stared in shock at KayCee’s revealed form. “You... You’re in league with it?”

“No, yes... It’s complicated. She’s on our side.” I dodged the blade again and when I rolled to my feet, Dennis had an AR-15 pointed at me. Before my body could react, he fired. He had converted it to full auto and quickly emptied the entire magazine. Thirty full-metal jacketed .223 rounds struck me.

The first couple hit me in the torso. They hurt bad, blazing fire under my skin. The rest felt more like I was getting hit with a hammer. I staggered back, the bolt on Dennis’s rifle locking open as the magazine ran dry.

I looked down, shocked I was still alive. There were twenty-seven flattened rounds on the ground in front of me. I know it was twenty-seven because of the three gunshot wounds I had: two in the chest and one in the left shoulder.


“Surprise attack by projectile weapon nullified. Repairs commencing,” my mouth told me in Kreb’s alien language.


Dennis’s eyes widened. He threw the rifle down and grabbed an item from his belt. He held it up. “You know what this is?”

“I’ve seen enough action movies to know what a remote detonator looks like, Dennis. What are you going to do with it?” It wasn’t easy to speak. My breathing was ragged. He must have hit one of my lungs. I hoped my repair mode knew how to deal with a sucking chest wound because I could feel the pressure building in my chest. “If you think you can blow up the saucer, it won’t work. It’s too tough.”

“I’ve been preparing for the alien to come back for years.” He shook his head. “Your friend in the hole? There’s a claymore mine down there with her. Is she tough like you? Can she survive 700 steel balls striking her at about 4,000 feet per second?”

“She’s human. That would be murder.”

“You two are working with that alien over there. You’re both traitors to the human race.”

The pressure in my chest lessened and the pain was fading away. I prayed that however my combat mode worked, it recognized it couldn’t get to Dennis before he activated the detonator. I raised my hands. “Their race is not that different from ours. There are good and bad aliens. The one that abducted us is a criminal among their people. This one is a type of law enforcement officer and she’s trying to capture him.”

“Nice try. It’s the same damn alien.”

“No, they just look the same.” KayCee wasn’t moving and I didn’t know Jeopardy’s condition. “Dennis, I need to check on them to see if they’re all right.”

“No. First, I secure you, then I’ll check on those two.” He flipped a switch and a humming noise I hadn’t realized I heard stopped. With the electricity off, he clambered down from the dozer, detonator still in his hand. “Toss your cell phone.”

I pulled it from my pocket, dropping it on the ground.

He pointed to inside the barn. “Now move.”

I sighed and started towards the barn. He gestured to the other side of the dozer, forcing me to keep it between him and Jeopardy.

I entered the barn. A large steel cage had been built in the far back corner. It was heavy duty and looked like it could contain King Kong. Just glancing at it I knew I wasn’t strong enough to break out of it.

He forced me into it and locked the door. “I’m going to get your friends. You try anything and I’ll kill them.”

“You better hope they’re all right.”

“Or what, Probed? What are you going to do?”

“I will end you, and I will do it the most painful way possible.”

He stepped into the light and gestured at himself. There was ugly scarring on his skin. “Really? Worse than your little acid trick? No, now it’s my time.”

While he was gone, my body came out of combat mode with my healing complete. Dennis returned with KayCee. He had dumped her body into a wheelbarrow and was wheeling it back. He stopped in front of the cage. “Go to the back of the cage, kneel down facing away from me, and place your hands behind your head.”

I did as he said and heard him unlock the gate, dumping KayCee inside, then relocking the cage. “Okay, you can turn around.”

I stood up and looked at him. He pointed at KayCee. “Keep this thing to the front of the cage. I don’t want you near the door when I come back for your friend.”

Once he left, I carefully took hold of KayCee and turned her on her back. I wasn’t sure how to check on her vitals. Did she even have a pulse? “KayCee? Are you okay?”

The now familiar motes of gold light started leaving her body. I nodded. “Sure, you have my permission.”

As I laid the body down, the motes entered me. “You there?”

“Hello, Loughlin Ferguson. Please take the control orb before he returns.”

“Oh, right!” I pulled it out of her pouch and shoved it down my pants. “Are you hurt? What about your body?”

“That was a nasty shock. It would have killed a living being. After the fight with you, my bioform wasn’t as insulated as I normally would have been, and the electricity was able to overload some of the internal systems of my bioform. The body should come back online shortly.”

I heard movement by the entrance to the barn. Dennis’s mouth was a grim line as he came back with Jeopardy on a gurney. There were bloody bandages wrapped around her. I rushed to the gate. “What happened?”

Dennis shook his head. “I left a shovel I snapped down in the hole. She must have fell on it. I found her impaled on a section of the handle.”

“You’re an EMT on the volunteer ambulance. How bad is it?”

“It’s not good.” He nodded to the back of the cage.

Without further prompting, I repeated what Dennis made me do earlier. As soon as the gate was locked, I rushed over to Jeopardy. Dennis had left his EMS bag next to her, but he had pulled KayCee’s bioform out. “You’re not leaving her in here like this?”

Dennis rubbed the back of his head. From the frown he was making, he was clearly conflicted. “Look, I don’t know what to tell you. I didn’t want to hurt her, but it happened.”

I slammed my hand on the gate. “Really? Because you were ready to blow her up a couple of minutes ago.”

He pulled out the detonator and clicked it a couple of times. “Seriously, Probed? Where the hell would I get a claymore? This is a movie prop I bought online.”

“Are you kidding me, Dennis?” I felt like an idiot for falling for it. “What about your electric dozer bit?”

“That was defensive. If that thing hadn’t attacked me, it wouldn’t have gotten shocked.”

“Hello! You were trying to run us down with a freaking bulldozer.” I checked Jeopardy’s bandages. Dennis hadn’t removed the handle. Instead, it looked like he had stabilized it with the bandages. It had punctured her on the right side below the ribs and had gone straight out the other side.

“All right, I freaked out a bit after I saw you on the property. I thought you were out for revenge for your house. I... drank a little more than I should have.”

“That’s an issue for another time, and it’s Stella you're going to have to answer to. Is there any internal bleeding?”

“I’m not sure. If there is, there’s not a lot we can do. I left some meds to knock down any fever. Don’t take the bandages off, just keep packing the wound.”

“Dennis, we have to get her to a hospital!”

“No, if that thing turned the two of you, I don’t know who else has been compromised. I can’t take a chance.” He took out his cell phone and started snapping photos of KayCee’s bioform.

“Dennis!”

“I caught it. And I got its saucer. This is going to change everything.” He placed a pair of handcuffs on the bioform and placed it back in the wheelbarrow, rolling it towards the back door of the barn.

“No, it won’t. You have the wrong one!” I yelled at him as he stormed off. “Where are you going?”

He shut the door and I heard an engine start up. He must have parked a vehicle behind the barn where we couldn’t see it.

As he drove off, I felt Jeopardy’s head. It was hot. I checked the bandages, and a lot of blood had seeped through. “Crap! I don’t know what to do.”

“Can you wake her?”

“I don’t know. Why?” I started blinking as my eyes became blurry.

“Because if she gives me permission to enter her, I may be able to heal her.”

“I thought you said that was dangerous to you and the host? Dennis just body-jacked your ride. You’re not going to be able to jump back into your bioform.”

“I’m willing to take the risk. Besides, as long as you let me, I can always go back inside you.”

“Fine.” I gently patted Jeopardy’s cheek. “Jeopardy, Please, I need you to wake up.”

Her eyelids flickered. “Wha?” Her voice was slurred, and her eyes were unfocused.

“You’re hurt bad. KayCee might be able to fix you, but you have to let her in.”

“Sa’kay.” She gave a weak thumbs up and then it fell limply by her side. Her eyes closed and her head lolled to the side.

“While I’m working on her, you need to find a way out. Good luck, Loughlin Ferguson!”

“Yeah, you too.” The golden motes left my body and floated over to Jeopardy, slowly entering her in the area of her wound.

After all the motes had left me, I stood up and inspected the cage. It was sturdy. Dennis must have been working on it for years. I had no idea he was so paranoid. If we did get out, we had to be careful not to trigger any other boobytraps he might have on the property.

I pulled at the door. It didn’t budge. I was starting to learn a little about how my body worked. And yes, I know how that sounded. In normal mode, my body seemed like Stella’s. At the top end of human ability, maybe a little higher. When the combat mode triggered, that was when things went wild. It acted on its own, though KayCee seemed to think there was an unconscious aspect to that. It seemed to analyze threats and then develop abilities to deal with them. Problem was, a locked cage door wasn’t an immediate threat.

“What a minute. What about the Flying Naked Mole Rat maneuver?”

That change didn’t occur to deal with a threat. It happened in order for me to take the fight to Kreb. I also went into combat mode when Jeopardy was threatened by the gang.

KayCee could be on to something. Maybe I did have some kind of unconscious control.

I concentrated on trying to make the combat mode take over.

Nothing.

I looked at Jeopardy. She didn’t look any better. It was very possible both she and KayCee could die in here because I couldn’t do a damn—

That cool calm took over me, signifying I was in combat mode.


“Analyzing.”


It didn’t make any sense. One minute I was about to hyperventilate, the next I was the terminator. I wondered if it had to do with the panicking. It sort of fit. With the claymore, I was terrified for Jeopardy’s safety. Same with the thugs at Jonesy’s. But with the water tower, it wasn’t fear. It was anger. Hatred towards Kreb. There had to be a connection.

“It’s adrenaline. I have to have an adrenaline spike to go into combat mode!” I looked around with a grin and realized I was talking to myself and had no one to share my breakthrough with.


“Analysis complete. Best course of action is transmogrification.”


My head swiveled as I scanned the contents of the cage. Transmogrification? That was Dennis’s ability. Wait, could I do that? My body moved over to the EMS bag and rifled through it, coming up with a bottle of saline solution. I moved over to the bars of the cage, popped the top of the bottle, and poured some in my mouth.

What now?

The tingling started but quickly turned into a loss of equilibrium. My hearing and vision went wonky, and my body felt like it collapsed on itself. Without using my usual senses, I knew I was lying on the floor and where the bars were. I moved towards them with a rolling sensation and passed under the gate.

The lack of equilibrium happened again, and my sight and hearing came back. I found myself on the outside of the cage.

Buck ass naked. Again!
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Chapter 23 – Superheroes and Splinters
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I stared at the pile of my clothes. I was less stunned over the idea that I had turned into a liquid form and scuttled under the gate than I was annoyed by the fact I was naked again. Half the superheroes in the comics had some sort of transformation ability and with few exceptions, the most they ever dealt with was some strategically placed rips.

I reached through the bars and tried to grab my clothes. They were just out of reach. Oddly, they were dry. I would have figured they’d be soaking wet.

No, actually that made sense since I was the liquid. If I’d left any behind, I wouldn’t be able to fully form up.

I looked around for a key but couldn’t find one. Dennis must have taken it with him. I scanned the walls. It was a freaking barn. Why weren’t there any tools hanging around?

I moved forward for a closer look and took a sliver right in the foot from the rough-hewn wood floors. I hopped up and down on my good foot, using a lot of words more common to Stella’s vocabulary than my own. Normal mode had some serious drawbacks. With everything that was done to me, I found it vastly unfair I could be injured by a splinter. I leaned against a support beam and dug it out. Turned out it was an old nail.

“Great. Survived getting shot multiple times only to be taken out by tetanus.” I crept out the front entrance where Dennis had torn the doors off with the dozer. The way my luck was going, I half expected the whole town to be gathered out front shouting ‘Surprise!”

Turned out no one was around except for the dozer.

That might work.

I climbed into it and discovered Dennis had left the keys in it. I fired it up and drove it back into the barn. I stopped near the cage and studied it. I needed to find an angle where I could lift or force a section of the cage open without collapsing anything onto Jeopardy.

“Why is it every time I turn around, you’re flashing your white ass to the world?”

I turned to see Jeopardy lying on the floor holding her side. “Are you all right?”

She waggled a hand. “I’ve been better. But thanks to my new hitchhiker, I’m alive. So... not complaining.”

I slouched down in the seat, hoping the dozer compartment hid me. “Can you toss me my clothes?”

“Should I do a Stella and hang your underwear from the top of the barn?”

“I’d rather you didn’t. Running at high speed in jeans without them is not a pleasant feeling.”

She visibly winced. “Ow, yeah. Didn’t think about that.”

My clothes floated up to me. I grabbed them out of the air before slinking down the opposite side of the dozer. “KayCee fill you in? How’s she doing?”

“She did. So far, so good.” Jeopardy’s voice sounded strained as I pulled my clothes on. “She’s worried about how long she can last in my head without damaging us. Any idea where Dennis took her body?”

“No.” I came around the side, buckling my belt. “How long do you have and what happens if it takes too long?”

“She’s not exactly sure. It’s not something her people do outside of transferring in and out of their bioforms. Going into another living person is rarely done and only in emergencies. Supposedly if we are merged too long, she may not be able to get out.”

“Okay, so we don’t let that happen.” I jumped back on the dozer and pointed to a corner of the cage. “Get as far away from this section as possible. I’m going to try and tear it open.”

Jeopardy lifted her hand from her side and inspected it. I could see the blood from where I was. “No key?”

“I couldn’t find it.” I fired the dozer back up. Jeopardy was trying to say something to me, but I couldn’t understand her. Before I could yell to her, the machine sputtered and died. I looked at the gauges. “Uh-oh.”

“What?”

“Out of fuel.” I tapped the gauge. The needle didn’t move. I tried firing it up again without any luck.

“Might be for the best,” Jeopardy told me. “The blade is awful big. You might have brought the whole thing down on us. I was asking if you didn’t have a superpower to open the cage when it died.”

“Nothing that comes to mind.” I leaned back in the dozer’s chair, contemplating the cage. “You’re not looking so good. How bad is it?”

“KayCee said that it’s not like with your new body, which is designed for quick repair. She’s trying to fix my injury, but it really hurts. Not a lot I can do until she’s done. Just... Help me keep my mind off it.” She grimaced in pain. “How did you escape?”

“My body copied Dennis’s transmogrification power. I turned to water and slid under the gate. My clothes sort of stayed behind. Got to say, getting tired of the powers where I have to get naked.”

“First off, cool new power. Second, that won’t help me. Third, I have your superhero name.” She lifted a finger each time she ticked off one of her points.

“Superhero name?” I sighed, suspecting where this was going.

“Sure. You got all those powers now. You can be Nude Dude!”

“Nude Dude? What about Naked Man?”

“Pretty sure that’s taken.”

“And Nude Dude isn’t?” I leaned forward. “What about your superhero name?”

“I haven’t figured out a name yet.”

“Great. I get to come up with it then since you came up with Nude Dude. Which I’m totally not using, by the way.”

“Oh, this should be good.”

“Don’t worry, I can promise you it won’t have the word black in it.”

“You know, that didn’t happen as much as people think it did. Do you know how many African American superheroes that have that tagged to their name?”

“What are you doing to me? This is definitely white guy quicksand territory. Do we really want me to try to walk down this road? I’m worried I’m going to accidently say something that I don’t know I’m not supposed to!”

“What, like a slur?”

“No! Of course not!”

“You’re too easy.” She laughed and immediately winced. “Ow! Okay, so what do you mean?”

I climbed down from the dozer again. “You know, like a faux pas!”

“Using faux pas in a sentence is a faux pas.” She shifted slightly with a pained expression in her face. Her movement allowed me to see the broken shovel handle had been removed and was on the floor next to her. “Just don’t say things like ‘some of my best friends are black.’”

I snorted. “That shouldn’t be a problem. I’m from a town that has had a whole two people of color in my entire lifetime: Tavish and his mom.”

“Don’t be such a chicken. I’m trying to establish my comic book street cred with you.”

“Fine.” I rubbed my chin as I thought. “Let’s see. Black Panther.”

“Yeah, but he gets a pass. It’s the name of the animal, plus he’s probably the first black superhero.”

“Your call. Black Lightning and Black Vulcan.” I walked around the cage, checking all the angles.

“Same guy.”

I frowned. “No they’re not.”

“There was a copyright issue with using Black Lightning when they were trying to increase the number of people of color in the Super Friends, so they just cloned him as Black Vulcan. I mean, I’ll give them points for trying, but yikes! Did you see the ones they came up with?”

“As a kid who didn’t know any better, I actually enjoyed those characters when they were introduced,” I told her. “But yeah, that did not age well.”

“I keep forgetting you’re ancient.” She laughed.

“Ouch! Just for that, I’m still counting them as two.” I bent down to inspect the metal floor of the cage. The bars were welded to it, and it appeared bolted onto the barn floor.

“Go for it.”

“Let’s see.” I wracked my brain. I could have sworn there was a lot more. “Black Goliath!”

“Yeah, I have another issue with that character, but go ahead. I’ll explain later.”

“Hmmm. What about Black Racer, Black Manta, and Black Talon!”

“The last two were both villains but I’ll allow it.” She carefully made a keep-going gesture. “What else?”

“Black Eagle,” I threw out as I examined the hinges of the gate. I was hoping they were the kind that would allow the gate to be lifted up and off, but no such luck.

“Who?”

“From Wildcards. That’s it, I can’t think of any others.” I paused. “But I feel like there are a lot more.”

“There's a couple you missed, but I could rattle off a lot more black superheroes who don’t have it in their name. I mean, it’s annoying, but I personally never found it as offensive as the hand-me-down-clothes trope.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know that one.”

“It’s when comic writers want to shake things up so they have a hero pass off their identity to a person of color or a female or there is a minority version of them from another dimension. Black Goliath is an example of that. The worst of the lot was having Falcon become Captain America.” She held her side again as she spoke. “Mind you, my brother disagrees with me. He thought it was a great plotline.”

“Okay, you’re really going to have to explain the Captain America thing to me. But before we dig into it, I have to point out, Miles Morales is an awesome Spiderman and Jon Stewart shouldn’t count because the Green Lanterns are a corps and has multiple members.”

“I’ll give you those two.” I wasn’t sure what KayCee was doing, but it clearly was hurting Jeopardy. She hissed as she replied to me. “I find it insulting that you have a white man saying, ‘I’m done with this costume, here, use my hand-me-downs and go fight crime in my name.’ On top of that, most are doomed for failure because you know they’re going to bring the white guy back at some point. Then they are either killed off or get a consolation prize like Rhodes with the War Machine armor. I mean, there’s always the exception to the rule, like Mister Terrific, but most only wear the costume for a little while, then the original takes the identity back.” She took a deep breath and exhaled.

“I have to say, I never thought of it that way.” I climbed down from the dozer.

“My point is, when you make a superhero or villain a person of color, don’t do it to check a box or be edgy. Make an in-depth, original, and interesting character like Storm, Cyborg, Cloak, Falcon, or Static.”

“Wait a minute. You just dinged Falcon, now he’s on your good list?”

“Sam Wilson is a great character. Ignoring the stupid retcon they did a while back, he’s a well-rounded character, with cool powers, a neat costume, and an in-depth personality. But he was already a superhero.” She sighed. “Then the MCU is like, ‘We’re trading Sam up to the big leagues. Let’s get rid of that silly costume and make him Captain America. Hey everybody, look how PC we are!’ It’s not as if Sam Wilson wouldn’t make a great Captain America, but he’s already got a job. He’s the Falcon and he’s awesome at it!”

“And Anthony Mackie is phenomenal playing him or, well, anything. You see Altered Carbon?” I peered at the lock. It was bigger than normal. Probably the type used in correctional institutes.

“Of course!” She turned her head to look at me through the bars of the cage. “I’m not downplaying the idea of a Black Captain America. It’s an important turning point, if it actually lasts. But do it with a well-developed character that isn’t already a superhero. Don’t take away an existing superhero already built!”

“I can see what you’re saying.”

“And?”

“Well, two things. First, if we survive all this, do you want to come to a comic book convention with me?” There were a lot of strong opinions in the local con I went to. I couldn’t wait to unleash her on them all.

“You mean like a date?” An impish smile spread across her face.

“Um. Well, yeah.” I could feel my face turning red like I was ten.

“Absolutely.” She did a little twirl with her hand. “What’s the second thing?”

I motioned to the cage. “Don’t you want to get out of there sometime today?”

“Ah...” She looked over her body. “Yeah, we should probably concentrate on that. KayCee says I can move around if I do it slowly and carefully.”

“I mean, you showed some serious geek cred. I just think maybe we should go get KayCee’s body back before you mind meld or whatever.” I gestured at the gate. “What about your mind powers? Can you break yourself out?”

She carefully sat up, protecting her side as she did so. “It’s too strong and I can’t manipulate the tumblers of the lock because I can’t see them.”

“Tumblers... Hmmm.” I ran my finger over the lock. “I wonder...”

“What?” She leaned back on the bars trying to see what I was looking at.

“Let me try something.” I started thinking about if Kreb got the saucer running that he would come back and kill or enslave us. I mentally worked myself into a frenzy. My panicky feeling was suddenly replaced by the artificial calm signifying combat mode.

I pressed the tip of my left index finger against the hole in the lock, envisioning what I wanted to do. That tingling feeling ran over me, and the flesh of my finger started to stretch. I think my finger bones did, too. It hurt. A lot.

The melty part of my finger molded into the tumbler of the lock. I felt it shift into different configurations until it settled into one in particular and the skin tightened up. “I think I’m there. Man, this really hurts!”

I turned my finger, meeting with resistance. I forced it more, the pain increasing, but the lock slowly turned. I bit back a scream of agony as the gate popped open and pulled my finger out. It shifted back into place, leaving me with a dull throbbing ache.

Jeopardy limped out and gave my right arm a squeeze. “That was fantastic, mister!”

“That was painful. Both your pun-twisted reference and the transformation.” I shook my left hand. “I do not want to do that again.”

“I bet. At least you kept your clothes on this time.” Jeopardy let go of me and held up the control orb. “Speaking of which, why was this in your pants?”

“I was hiding it from Dennis.”

“I have noticed you don’t like anyone seeing your balls.” She stuck it in the pocket of her jacket.

“Har, har,” I said as I assisted her outside.

“Where are we going?”

“I’m looking for my phone. Dennis forced me to toss it.” I made sure we retraced our previous steps. “Just be careful. We don’t know what other traps he has.”

“There it is.” Jeopardy pointed and my phone rose up from the dirt, gently floating over to my open hand.

“Thanks.”

“You're welcome.” She patted herself down. “Now we need to find mine.”

“Let me make a call first.” I hit the speed dial, and it clicked as Stella picked up. “How did it go?”

“It didn’t! Come get us.”
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Chapter 24 – Homeless
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After hanging up, I called Jeopardy’s phone. We could hear the ringing coming from the pit she fell into. Peering into the hole, Jeopardy floated her phone up, brushing the dirt off it. “Let’s check out his house.”

“Really? He might have family in there waiting to jump out at us wearing someone’s face as a mask.”

She gave a mock scowl. “Never going to let me live that one down, are you?”

“What was that? I couldn’t hear you over the banjos.”

Before we crept up onto the porch, Jeopardy telekinetically pushed the door open. It took some effort, and she splintered the door jamb doing it. Dennis had more locks on it than a bank.

Leaving Jeopardy outside on lookout, I carefully proceeded in, flipping the light switch. There was a boom, and a concussive force knocked me to the floor.

“What was that?” Jeopardy asked.

Her voice sounded like we were underwater, and I felt like I had a bad sunburn. My advanced healing kicked in and it went away in seconds. “What?”

“What happened?” she called out. “Are you okay?”

I rolled over and picked up the remains of a lightbulb. I gave it a quick look and tossed it away. “The crazy son of a bitch filled the lightbulbs with gunpowder. They went off when I turned on the lights.”

“Wow, that’s a whole new level of paranoid!”

“Stay out there while I shake the place down.”

“How chivalrous.” Sarcasm dripped off her words.

“I have super healing. Do you?”

“Point taken.”

Over the next hour, I found trip wires leading to mousetraps rigged to fire shotgun shells, loose boards where your foot fell into metal spikes, and the bars on the windows were all electrified. The best one was a dead fall trap he rigged on the stairs. I stepped on a tread and a spiked log flew down on wires and hit me. I arched through the air and landed on his dining room table. It collapsed to the floor, and I laid there groaning for several minutes as I healed.

Finally convinced I had cleared all the traps, I motioned Jeopardy into the parlor. The podcaster looked remarkably better and was moving much smoother. She gestured at my dusty and torn clothes. “Had a few surprises for you?”

“You tabletop?”

“Mostly 5e.”

“You know all those dungeon traps the GM spends hours coming up with?”

“Yeah?”

“Not as much fun in real life.”

She scanned the room. “It’s like an episode of that show about hoarding.”

There was a map of Town on the wall. Several filing cabinets were haphazardly placed around the room, and empty pizza boxes and beer cans were piled on a couch. I pointed at it. “His grandmother must be rolling in her grave. She still owned the place when we were little, and that couch was always covered in plastic. You weren’t allowed in this room except for certain holidays.”

“What’s in the filing cabinets?”

“A lot of books and articles on aliens. That and home survival books. The rest of the house is the same. Trust me, don’t go into the kitchen.” I shook my head. “I had no idea Dennis was going through all this. I just thought he was a dick.”

“You would have thought his brothers would have gotten him help.”

“I’m sure they tried. They’re old school, though. Family troubles stay within the family. That sort of thing.”

“Oh sure. God forbid the family gets embarrassed. Much more important than a family member getting the help they needed!” Jeopardy said in disgust. “Edgar’s side of my family has the same attitude and look how that turned out.”

We carefully combed through Dennis’s stuff. The only thing of interest was the map. We rolled it up and left, preferring to wait in the fresh air for Stella. The house had a stale cigarettes and beer mixed with sour milk smell to it.

Jeopardy kept plucking at her shirt as we waited at the end of the driveway. It was starting to get dark, and Town didn’t have any streetlights. “Bleh! I can smell it on me. I’m going to burn my clothes.”

“Might as well. That seems to be the popular trend these days.”

She looked up at me with a horrified expression. “Your house! Oh, my God, I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’d suggest changing into the clothes we bought in Boston, but Dennis stole them when he took the saucer.”

“Wow.” She started giggling. “We are really not good at this, are we?”

“Not so much, no.” I pulled a cobweb out of her hair. “The really sucky part is once you’ve showered and changed into new clothes, you’re still going to smell it in your nostrils.”

“Eww. Gross.” She gave a mock shudder and wrapped my leather jacket closer around her. I had managed to rescue it and the bag of guns from the wreck that had been my Chevette. “How do you know that?”

“Janitor, remember?” I looked her over. She seemed back to normal. “KayCee finished healing you? Do you think she should come out now?”

“And go where?”

“Me.” I directed a thumb at my chest. “I’ve been reconfigured to be a reclining chair for aliens, remember?”

“Right. Forgot that part. KayCee says she has some more healing to do to me but will let us know as soon as she can switch.” Jeopardy leaned into me, and I threw my arm around her. “So, since your house is gone and the saucer has been stolen, where are we going to stay?”

I nodded toward a set of headlights coming up the driveway. “Stella will have figured it out by now.”

My roommate’s twenty-year-old Jeep pulled up. It was a two door. I crawled into the back before Jeopardy could, leaving her the front passenger seat.

Stella frowned and looked past us. “Where’s KayCee?”

“In here.” Jeopardy tapped the side of her head.

“What?”

“Dennis stole her bioform while she was healing Jeopardy.”

“He stole her body? Damn! That’s dark.”

“You have no idea.” Jeopardy shut the door. “We were just figuring out where to spend the night. I rented a room a couple of towns over. It’s small, but we could all go there.”

“Nah.” Stella pulled a U-turn out on to the road. “I got a better idea.”

I settled into my seat. Stella’s driving was patterned after a certain Sammy Hagar song. “This should be good.”

“We’re going to stay with relatives. Isn’t that what families for?” She peered at me in the rearview mirror.

I didn’t like where this was going. “You don’t have any family living close by.”

“You do.” I could hear the amusement in her voice.

“No way.” I crossed my arms.

“It’s perfect. There’s plenty of room and if we turn our cell phones off, nobody will be able to track us there.”

“This sucks!” I stared out the window.

Jeopardy glanced back in forth between us. “Someone want to clue me in?”

“Stella’s talking about staying at Tavish’s place.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Jeopardy turned forward and grabbed the oh-shit handle as Stella took a curve at three times the recommended speed.

“Do you really want him figuring out what’s going on?” I asked her.

“How would he?” Jeopardy asked. “KayCee is in my head. “We get a good night’s sleep, form a plan, and head out in the morning.”

“He will screw it up somehow. He always does.”

“Lock.” Stella turned to look at me, the Jeep drifting over the double yellow as she did. “If you have a better plan, we’ll do it.”

“Wrong side of the road.” I pointed to the street and sighed as she steered us back to our side. “I don’t. That’s the aggravating part.”

We drove in silence and turned onto Tavish’s driveway a lot sooner than we had any legal right to. Tavish’s house hung on the south side of a hill and was all windows and massive timbers. A deck wrapped around three sides of it. The fourth side was more stone chimney than wall. A ten-foot pile of split logs lay near it.

Jeopardy peered out the window of it. “It’s like a log cabin and a mansion had a baby.”

Stella pulled up in front of the attached four-car garage. “Six bedrooms, six bathrooms, one Tavish, and zero TVs.”

Jeopardy shook her head. “Did he inherit this? It really doesn’t seem his style. I can’t see him splitting all that wood.”

“He doesn’t. He gets it delivered.” I unclicked my seatbelt. “Remember, I told you he made a ton of money in New York.”

“Right. Still, he seems like a townhouse type of guy.” She got out and pulled her seat forward for me to clamber out of.

“That’s not even the weird part.” Stella removed the battery from her phone, replaced the back cover and tossed it on to her seat. I did the same. “Take your phone battery out and leave them both in the car.”

“Why?” Jeopardy frowned. “Are you worried Kreb can track us?”

“Who knows.” Stella shrugged. “But that’s not why. Tavish is a nut. He doesn’t like electronics in his house.”

“What are you talking about?” the podcaster asked as she removed the battery from her phone.

“It’s the reason Tavish came back from New York. While he was there, he developed electromagnetic hypersensitivity.”

“That’s the medical condition he has? You believe that’s a real thing?”

“No,” Stella grunted.

“The important thing is Tavish thinks he has it. He can function through most of the day, but he minimizes exposure at his house. Someplace he can be away from it all and recharge.” I shrugged “No pun intended.”

“So, no TV or computers? What about electricity?”

“Power from the street runs through a shed before reaching the cabin. The shed has a primary breaker box that he keeps shut off so that there is zero electricity in his house and the shed is a good distance away from it.”

She pointed to his windows. “I can see lights on inside.”

“The house has propane lights. Plus, he gets a lot of light with all those windows on the south side of the house.”

“You mean propane lanterns?”

Stella started up the path. “Not exactly, city girl.”

“You’ll see.” I motioned for Jeopardy to follow Stella up the flagstone walkway. Once we were all on the porch, Stella rang the steel bell that hung beside the massive front door.

After a short wait. Tavish peered through the glass pane at the top of the door. We heard a couple of locks being undone and then the door opened. My cousin blinked at us owlishly. He was wearing pajama pants and a T-shirt that had a twenty-sided die on it and said ‘rolling with my homies.’ He must have just taken a shower because his hair was wet. “What’s up, guys?”

“Our house burned down,” Stella told him bluntly.

“I... I know. I was there with you.” He gave Stella a blank look. She returned it with a stare. A few seconds passed and finally the wheels in his head clicked into the right place. “Oh! Of course. Please come in.”

After we entered, he looked around outside and then shut and locked the door. “Your cell phones?”

“We left then in the car,” Jeopardy told him.

“The batteries?”

“We took them out.”

He breathed a sigh of relief at her words. “How long are you all planning on staying?”

I shrugged. “Still trying to figure it all out. Appreciate you letting us barge in.”

“No, I should have offered.” My cousin gave a sheepish grin. “I just wasn’t thinking. Stay as long as you need to.”

Jeopardy looked around, visibly impressed. The downstairs was mostly one large room with the front half two stories tall. A wide, sweeping staircase started in front of the door, leading to the second floor of the back half. The stone fireplace was large enough to sleep in. Most log structures like this were decorated in a Western theme. Tavish’s was a strange mix of Indian, Scottish, New Hampshire, and pop culture. In no way, shape, or form should all that have worked together, but somehow it did.

Along the chinking between the logs ran small lines of propane to fuel the wall lamps and chandeliers that illuminated Tavish’s home. The flames flickered and danced, casting faint shadows on the walls, creating a homey feeling to the place.

“Do you have any other things?” Tavish pointed to the bag Stella carried. He was anti-gun and would have had a conniption if he realized we brought enough of them into his house to start a war.

I shook my head. “That’s it.”

Jeopardy plucked at her shirt. “Could we use your washer and dryer? Our clothes reek.”

“I’m so sorry. I use a cleaning service.”

I raised my eyebrows. “When did Town get a cleaning service?”

“Well, we don’t exactly.” My cousin scratched the back of his head. “I pay Mrs. Crane to do my laundry.”

“And you couldn’t just say that?” Stella headed into the kitchen without asking, the rest of us following. Instead of a refrigerator, Tavish had a couple of iceboxes that he had refurbished with more modern insulation material. He had a standing order for ice at the village store. Stella opened one and pulled out a couple of beers. She offered one to Jeopardy who shook her head. Shrugging, she gave it to Tavish instead and opened the other for herself. She knew better than to offer it to me. I couldn’t stand the taste of beer.

Long used to Stella and her ways, Tavish just rolled with it and opened his. “I guess you could wash your stuff in the tub and hang it out to dry. Did you guys eat yet? I could make something.”

After a confirming glance at the other two, I shook my head. “We ate at The Den just before the fire.”

“Can I ask a question about your setup here?” Jeopardy swung an arm in a circle over her head.”

“Let me guess. Do I have hot water?” Tavish smiled.

“Well, yeah.”

“I have a wood burning furnace out back that heats the house and gives me hot water.” He took a pull of his beer. “I’m not as crazy as I’m sure Stella made me out to be. It just gets overwhelming sometimes. Here, it’s peaceful. And with a few tricks, I’m just as comfortable as anyone else.”

“What about TV?” Jeopardy asked.

“Don’t need it.” He pointed to a series of bookcases in one of the corners.

“Show her the game room,” I told him and turned to Jeopardy. “You going to love it. It’s in the basement. Real stone walls, and the propane wall sconces look like torches. It’s where we play the weekly game.”

“Ah, sorry, Lock.” Tavish motioned his beer towards the cellar door. “I had a pipe burst. The repairs aren’t complete yet. It’s a whole mess down there.”

Jeopardy eyes narrowed for a second then she gave Tavish a big smile. “No problem, Tavish. I’ll see it next time I visit.”

“Oh, you’re coming back?” His eyes lit up. “I want to do a whole alien abduction festival next year. Maybe we could get you on a float or something.”

“Maybe.” Jeopardy held back a yawn. “Sorry. I’m wiped. I’m going to turn in.”

Tavish put his beer on the counter. “Let me show you the rooms.”

“I got it,” I quickly told him. “Back in a minute.”

“Let’s hope not.” Stella covered a grin by taking another swig of her beer.

I felt my face going red, and Tavish’s eyes widened with understanding. “Right, of course.”

Shooting my roommate a dirty look, I led Jeopardy up the stairs. Stella and I had crashed at Tavish’s before when some of the games involved more alcohol than dice rolling. We each had a preferred room. I showed Jeopardy the one next to mine.

I walked in, picking up a lighter that was on a table by the door. I turned a handle on the wall sconce and once the propane gas hissed, lit it. As the gas caught fire, I adjusted the flame to a reasonable brightness. This room had log furniture with plaid bedding. Pictures of the Scottish Highlands adorned the walls. I opened a side door, gesturing through it. “Each room has its own bathroom.”

“Really? How much is Tavish worth?”

“I don’t know. But remember you can buy ten acres here for what you’d pay for a postage stamp of land in Boston.” I opened a vent in the bathroom floor, placing my hand over it so I could feel the heat. “This will help dry out your clothes. Just shut the door or your room will get stifling.”

“Something’s off here. You know electromagnetic hypersensitivity isn’t real, right?” She looked up into my face. Behind her glasses her eyes were large and held a vivid spark of vibrant energy that had nothing to do with KayCee. It was rare for me to see that in adults. Aside from Tavish, the rest of us in Town had that zest for living worn out of us years ago. We had just trudged along doing life stuff and occasionally working in a little fun.

I shrugged. “Who’s to say?”

“Well, doctors, for one. There is no scientific basis for it, and it’s not recognized as a legitimate illness by the medical field. In fact, studies on it have shown that people who believe they have it don’t register anything when they are unknowingly exposed to electromagnetic fields.”

“You know all this how?” I sat down on the bed.

“I do a podcast on the strange and unknown, remember? Yeah, it’s mostly about aliens, but we dip into other stuff. I covered EHS a couple of years ago.”

“Not for nothing, but the scientific community doesn’t think aliens are real either and there is one inside your head right now.”

“Who also says that EHS is baloney.” Jeopardy pulled a small flashlight out of her pocket and held it up. “Care to do a quick experiment?”

I kept a mild expression on my face. “Do what you got to do.”

Jeopardy turned the flashlight on and waved it around. “See? Nothin—”

“Hey!” Tavish yelled up. “I can feel that. No electronics or I’m going to ask you to leave.”

Enjoying the shocked look on Jeopardy’s beautiful face, I plucked the flashlight from her fingers, turned it off and slid the batteries out. I raised my voice. “Sorry, Tavish. Jeopardy had to find out for herself.”

“Just once I’d like to be taken at face value.”

I handed the flashlight and battery back to Jeopardy. “You don’t think Stella and I, plus half of Town, haven’t tested Tavish on this over the years? He’s known each and every time.”

“I—” Jeopardy paused. “KayCee states that he might just be an abnormality or possibly a latent energy wielder.”

“Oh, he’s an abnormality, all right.” I stood up, ignoring the nonsense about energy wielders. “Speaking of KayCee, might be time for her to switch over to me.”

“That’s actually why I wanted to come up. She’s worried she might have been in my head too long.”

“Sure. Ready to switch when you are.”

We did the golden light swap and I felt KayCee settle in.

“Ahhh. That’s better. Much roomier in here.”

“Really? I’m not sure how to take that.”

“I could feel Jeopardy closing in on me. We were close to merging. It should have taken longer but, with all the healing I did, it sped the process along.”

“KayCee’s being a bit chatty, so I’m going to let you crash.” I headed for the door.

Jeopardy started to say something then stopped and sniffed her shirt. “Right! Good night, Lock. You too, KayCee.”

I shut the door on my way out, yelling over the railing, “I’m going to bed, too.”

“I bet you are!”

“Shut up, Stella!” I went into my room which also had a Scottish vibe to it. “Huh.”

“What?”

“I didn’t think this through.”

“About?”

“Well, I want to take a shower.”

“Excellent. Both you and Jeopardy Jones retain a distinctly unpleasant odor from the home of Dennis McKeene.”

“Hence the shower. I’d rather not do it with you in my head, though.”

“Then you are correct. You did not think this through.”

“Can you, I don’t know, close your eyes while I do it?”

“As you well know, I currently do not have eyes. I see through yours.”

“This sucks.”

“You should try it on this end.”

“No thank you.” Not showering wasn’t an option. I reeked. I pondered it for a minute. “Well, here goes nothing.”

Without turning on the bathroom lights, I turned the shower on and let it run.

“This is ridiculous, you know. I have already seen you unclothed.”

“Yeah, wasn’t real thrilled about that either.”

“There is nothing wrong with nudity. Based on how your powers seem to alter your body, you need to get used to the fact that a lot of people might see you without clothes.”

“Oh God. You know, some humans have a whole nightmare scenario based around that.” I shucked my shirt and socks, washed them in the sink, and hung them up. My jeans would take too long to dry, so I liberally doused them with an air freshener I found in the room.

“That will have to do.” As I removed my jeans, I made sure not to look down at myself. You think with the new and improved me, I’d be flaunting it, but I had been raised by traditional-value grandparents and descended from New England Puritans. I was definitely a lights-off kind of guy.

“Interesting scent. What is it?”

I looked at the can. “Lemon-scented wood polish... Okay, not an air freshener then.”

Staring straight ahead, I entered the bathroom to find the mirror completely fogged up. Keeping my eyes locked in front of me, I doffed my underwear, wrapped a towel around my waist, and washed them. After hanging them up to dry, I took a deep breath, dropped the towel, and stepped into the shower.

The water felt good on my skin, and I would have liked to have stayed there all night, but I didn’t want to use up all the hot water, so I started to wash up.

“Loughlin Ferguson?”

There was an amused tone to her voice. Her timing was impeccable. I was currently washing a certain area of my body that I made sure to keep my eyes off of. “Yes?”

“Did I mention I can feel everything you feel as well?”

“I hate my life and I hate you all.”
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Chapter 25 – Things that Go Bump in the Night
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“Lock.”

“Hrmmrgh?” I rolled over, blinking. Jeopardy stood over me with a lit candle. As my eyes focused, I registered several things. She was wearing one of Tavish’s T-shirts. Tavish is a skinny guy. Jeopardy, on the other hand, was what my grandfather referred to as top heavy. It was a very tight fit. The other thing I noticed was that her webstore must also sell underwear because hers were covered in flying saucers and little green aliens.

My eyes finally made it up to hers, passing by a wry smile as they did so. “Like the look?”

“Very much.”

“Indeed.”

I winced. “I, it’s not... Look, the whole KayCee’s observing thing would be weird.”

“Do try and overcome that. I would very much like to experience human mating. I wonder if I can shift back and forth between you during it.”

I’m not sure what expression came over my face on hearing that, but Jeopardy’s smile turned into a full fledge grin. “Relax, Romeo, it’s not a booty call.”

“O...kay?”

“I want to show you something.”

“Still sounds like a booty call.” I grinned back. “But I have to warn you, the alien cheering squad in my head would make it really difficult to concentrate.”

“You obviously never had a college roommate. Seriously though, get up. I want to show you what I discovered downstairs.”

“Yeah, I’m gonna need a minute.”

“Really?”

“Hey, you’re the one who came in here bursting out of a T-shirt, wearing no pants. I’m sure I’d have had a different reaction if you were dressed as a nun.” I paused for a second. “No, no, I wouldn’t.”

Several minutes later I emerged from the blankets. Jeopardy frowned. “Why do you have a towel on?”

“Washed all my clothes. Everything’s wet.”

“Yeah, no. I get that.” She reached behind and gave a quick tug on the back of her underwear. “I really don’t recommend wearing damp panties.”

“I don’t see myself doing that in the near—or far—future, but I will keep that in mind.”

“So why didn’t you just sleep nude?”

I tapped the side of my head. “Our little hitchhiker is a voyeur.”

“You have got to be the most repressed man I have ever met.” She waved me on. “Be quiet and go barefoot. Your shoes will make too much noise on the wood floors.”

“This should be good,” I muttered. It must have been in the middle of the night. My eyes adjusted to the dark and with my new powers that meant I was able to see as if it was daylight. I followed behind Jeopardy. The view was... interesting.

“Naughty, naughty!”

I adjusted my view higher up.

“I did not say to look away.”

I followed the little podcaster down to the cellar door and reached out to stop her. “What are you doing? Tavish said there was a flood down there.”

“I know it’s colder this far north, but have you ever had pipes freeze this time of year?”

“Well, no.”

“Then how did the pipe burst?” She carefully opened the door and proceeded down. The hallway was free of water and debris. So was the sauna and wine cellar we passed. She went to the gaming room and opened it. I stared in shock.

The long gaming table and matching chairs were still in the center of the room and the bar was still in the corner, but both were now covered with a series of tabletop computers and laptops. There had to have been at least twenty computers in the room. In addition, against one of the walls were several servers. The various blinking lights on them showed they were all live.

“What is all this?” I hissed to Jeopardy. “Why would Tavish have all this down here? And why hide it from us?”

“It looks like he’s tapped into the air traffic control for the region as well as NORAD.”

“What?” I checked the various computers. One of them had Jeopardy’s website up. Others had various alien abduction info. Two covered the stock market. Three had access to Nellis Air Force Base where Area 51 was located. One had a map of the country with different areas marked with red and green dots. Three green dots and one red dot were over the area of Town, New Hampshire. Jeopardy pointed at it. “I think the red dot is Kreb. The green dots might be abductees.”

“What does this mean? Tavish is tracking aliens?”

“Loughlin Ferguson, this system is gathering and sifting data at a rate much faster than should be possible with your world’s level of technology.”

I relayed that to Jeopardy who nodded. “Makes sense.”

“In what way on this green Earth does any of this make sense?” I asked her and then quickly hitched up my towel. “Having all these electronics here must be driving Tavish crazy.”

“Three green dots. Three abductees. You, Dennis and... Tavish.”

I sat down in one of the chairs stunned by her theory. “That... No! When I told Tavish I was abducted, he blabbed all over town. Why would he do that if he had been abducted, too?”

“Deflection. All eyes were on you and not him.” Jeopardy shrugged. 

At another time I would have enjoyed how high the bottom edge of her shirt rose when she shrugged. Instead, a cold fury spread through me as I realized what my cousin had done.

There was a cracking sound, and Jeopardy ducked as long splinters of wood exploded out of the handle of the chair I was gripping. I dropped the remaining fragments on the floor. “I’m going to kill him.”

“He was a kid just like you and Dennis.” Jeopardy knelt and lifted my hand, inspecting it for embedded splinters. “You’re going to blame him for a split-second decision he made back when he was still watching Saturday morning cartoons?”

“No, I’m going to kill him for the last thirty-five years where he never once told me.” I growled.

“That’s fair. Not in the face, though. I’m too pretty to have a closed casket,” said Tavish.

I shot to my feet, almost knocking Jeopardy over. I steadied her and glared at my cousin as he stood in the doorway. He was wearing a silk robe embroidered with an intricate design over his clothes. It might have been some sort of Hindu design or, knowing Tavish, could easily have been something from a fantasy series.

“It’s from a TV series adapted from a bestselling book trilogy.”

“Not now.”

Tavish motioned to the computers. “You jogged the monitors out of sleep mode. That was enough to wake me up.”

“You have some sort of powers with computers, don’t you?” Jeopardy asked.

He wagged a finger at her. “I could tell from your podcasts you were brilliant. That was even before I tapped into your school records and saw the genius IQ score.” Tavish moved to the bar and pulled a soda out of the cooler, holding it up. “Rum and soda? You’re going to need this.”

I shook my head. “Too late for caffeine.”

He returned the soda and pulled ice from the cooler, dropping it into a tumbler and topping it off with a top-shelf Irish whiskey.

I snatched it out of his hand and leaned against a bar stool. I didn’t trust my towel staying up if I sat on it.

Tavish gestured to the bar and smiled at Jeopardy. “And what can I get you? An old fashioned?”

“That and the truth.” Jeopardy sat on a stool next to me. 

I was furious at Tavish. I wanted to wring his neck and beat him senseless. Yet my eyes kept drifting to how Jeopardy’s underwear was riding up in the back, exposing an interesting amount of skin.

“Ah, humans. You may be my favorite alien species.”

“Shut it.”

Tavish raised an eyebrow as he made Jeopardy’s drink. I glared at him. “Not you. You keep talking.”

“As you figured out, I was also abducted by the alien. Not the one in there.” He pointed to my forehead. Both Jeopardy and I shifted in surprise. “Hello in there, by the way. No, I mean the bad one. Kreb.”

“You tapped our phones.” He nodded at my accusation and handed Jeopardy her drink. As he poured two fingers of scotch for himself, I took a swig from my glass. “I don’t understand. You hid that you got grabbed all these years, but you went along with KayCee’s idea to have an alien abduction workshop.”

“My idea? I didn’t come up with that idea. It was the online marketing for the event that made me come to Town. Tavish recruited my librarian persona to help.”

“Or he lured you here by posting about it in the first place and then kept you involved,” I said bitterly as I realized I had gotten played when he first asked me. Tavish raised his glass in salute and took a sip.

Jeopardy frowned. “How did you know KayCee was disguised as Amber?”

“You saw her in that getup, right? Not the best of impersonation of a librarian, was it?”

“And you detected her online presence, altering the lottery to get Mrs. Peabody out of the way,” Jeopardy mused.

“That too.” He grinned, way too satisfied with himself. “She also electronically steered any other candidates away from the job application. I had followed Jeopardy’s theory about multiple aliens being involved in the abductions. It made sense to me. I just didn’t know in the beginning which one KayCee was. Since then, I’ve been procrastinating. Afraid to pull the trigger.”

“That still doesn’t answer why you did all this.” I knocked back a large portion of whiskey.

“I know why.” Jeopardy hadn’t touched her drink. “Your power. You used it to make a ton of money but at some point, you started losing control of it. That’s why you moved back here and built this house. But it’s not enough, is it? You finally got desperate to try to bring aliens back here. To find a cure or to get it under control.”

“Marry her,” he told me and took another sip. “Yes, I can sense and control the internet. Well, parts of it anyway. The ability started coming to me in college and yeah, I abused it a little bit—accessed test answers, won bets, and eventually got involved in the stock market. But after a while it started whispering to me. In my head.”

“What did?” I asked.

“The internet.”

“It’s sentient?” I frowned. “Like Skynet?”

“No, though there are some potential AIs I’ve been keeping an eye on. It’s more like a leak of information into my brain. Random blurbs popping into my head. The price of wheat in Russia, an email from an eight-year-old to her grandmother, encrypted communications from government agencies. And the porn! Oh God, the porn is the worst.” He took another sip. “It’s been harder and harder to block it out. Imagine being locked in a room full of TVs and radios on full blast, each on a different channel and you can’t turn it off.”

I stared at him horrified. “That’s got to be torture. Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

“After what I did to you? I deserved it.” He shrugged. “Anyway, I was hoping the good aliens could help me and maybe catch the bad alien, but it all went sideways.”

“You think?”

“I’m really sorry about the house burning down. I had no idea Dennis was that off the rails. After I got home, I backdated an insurance policy on the place. Stella should get a hefty settlement.”

“How hefty?”

He waved his arms around. “Enough to buy a house like this. I created an electronic payment trail going back some years. Oh, and I put you out sick for the week, so no need to call out of work in the morning.”

“So now what?” I finished off my drink.

“I was hoping Protector KayserCeenarlos would be willing and able to help me.”

“I am happy to try. I would need to merge with Tavish and inspect what Kreb did to him. It will most likely take several hours.”

“Isn’t that dangerous? You had a closer call with Jeopardy then any of us liked.”

“I suspect that Kreb altered him similar to you in order for one of my kind to be able use Tavish’s abilities. I should be fine. However, I will let you know once we have merged. This explains your ability to tap into electronics like you did dealing with the cousin of Jeopardy Jones. At some point, Tavish Ferguson must have used his powers in front of you and you unknowingly duplicated his powers.”

“Okay.” I looked at my cousin. “Do you allow KayCee to enter you?”

“Sounds like the beginning of a marriage ceremony.” He gave a nervous smile. “I do.”

“She gets stuck in your head, it might just be.”

The golden lights that made up KayCee’s energy form once again floated out of me. It drifted over and surrounded Tavish before merging into him.

He blinked a couple of times. “Oh! That is so strange!”

“Is she all right?”

“Yes. I’m supposed to tell you it’s roomy.” He leaned back in his chair. “She says it will take a while and you shouldn’t wait up.”

“Fair enough.” Jeopardy topped off my drink. With one hand she grabbed her glass, the other her candle. “Let’s go. It’s boring watching it from the outside.”

“Very true.” We made our way back upstairs, Jeopardy tiptoeing not to wake Stella. I didn’t bother telling her a fire alarm could go off and even then, we’d still need to hit my roommate with a shovel to get her up.

“This is just getting weirder and weirder,” I told Jeopardy as we entered my room and she shut the door. “I can’t believe Tavish masterminded this whole fiasco.”

“You’re missing something very important.” Jeopardy held the candle below her face, giving it a spooky campfire tale look.

“Really, what’s that?” I asked, wondering what other strange twist I missed.

The little podcaster gave me that impish smile of hers. “KayCee is currently not in either of our minds.”

She blew out the candle.
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Chapter 26 – S.O.S.
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I woke up to a pounding on my door. Next to me, Jeopardy rolled over, pulling her pillow over her head. I rubbed my eyes. “What?”

Stella opened the door and stuck her head in. “I’m making breakfa—Oh, ho, ho! What’s this?”

“I didn’t say to come in,” I snarled, throwing my pillow at her. “Get out!”

“Hey, if you two want to make the beast with two backs, that’s fine. More power to you. I just need to know if Jeopardy has any dietary restrictions or dislikes.”

“No,” came a muffled reply under the pillow.

“Wait a minute. What about KayCee? Whose head was she in? Did she watch all silent like a peeping tom, or did she shout out suggestions?”

“Stella, I will end you,” I growled.

“Not on your best day.” She chuckled. “So, does that count as a threesome? I mean, there was only two bodies. Oh my God! Did she show you guys some weird alien stuff? I heard like that’s a thing on the internet.”

She shut the door before the boot I threw could make contact, then opened it a crack. “Breakfast should be ready in thirty. That’s plenty of time for Lock to give his best. Plus, another twenty-nine minutes to get dressed.”

“Did Stella just make a Shakespeare reference?” Jeopardy asked still under the pillow after Stella went downstairs.

“She’s crude, not uneducated.”

A section of the pillow peeled back and one of Jeopardy’s beautiful eyes blinked back at me through a mass of hair. “Thirty minutes, huh? Got to say. That felt like a challenge.”

“Challenge accepted.”

It wound up being over an hour before we made it downstairs. Stella had raided Tavish’s kitchen and there was steak, home fries, scrambled eggs, bacon, toast, cereal, and other fixings.

Jeopardy looked at the steak and raised an eyebrow. I guessed what she was thinking.

“A Christian father and a Hindu mother, and Tavish managed to tick both off by being agnostic. My cousin likes grilled cow just as much as everyone else in town.”

Jeopardy peered into a pan. “What’s this?”

“S.O.S. sauce," I told her as I piled food onto a plate. Stella didn’t cook often but when she did, she went all out.

“Stella’s... Oven... Special?” guessed Jeopardy.

“Swing and a miss,” Stella informed her while flipping bacon on the stove. “Shit on a Shingle.”

“Excuse me?”

“That’s just what they call it in the military. It’s chipped beef sauce on toast.” I poured it on my eggs and home fries. “Good on other stuff, too.”

“Tavish didn’t have any chipped beef, so that’s hamburger,” Stella said with a sour expression.

“It’s actually better with hamburger,” I told a dubious looking Jeopardy.

“Heathen,” grunted Stella as she took a swing of her morning beer.

“Stella’s a purist,” I said as I heavily salted my breakfast.

Jeopardy scanned the counter full of food. “This is all a bit too... Heart attacky for me. Any fruit or maybe a yogurt?”

“Dunno. Didn’t look.” Stella slid the latest batch of bacon onto a paper towel covered plate. “Where’s Tavish? He wasn’t in his room.”

“Oh? You didn’t hear?” Jeopardy said as she raided Tavish’s icebox for a healthier breakfast. I filled Stella in as I methodically devoured a medium rare steak.

“Get the hell out of here! Never would have guessed Tavish was tied up in this whole thing.” Stella loaded up her own plate. “So, no weird alien sex then? I think you missed out on an opportunity. I’d have jumped all over that just to check it off the bucket list.”

I gave her a flat stare. “Alien sex is on your bucket list? Since when?”

“About five minutes ago.” She topped off the tower of food on her plate with bacon. “So, what? Am I like, the only person in Town who wasn’t abducted?”

“How crazy would that be? It would be the story of the century!” Jeopardy’s eyes had a wild gleam in them as she pulled a yogurt out of the icebox.

“It’s only just the three of us,” Tavish said as he came up from the cellar. He studied the spread of food on the counter. “Is any of my food left or did you cook everything?”

“I left you a turnip,” Stella told him, hidden behind the mound of food she was methodically working through.

“Like you know what a turnip looks like,” he retorted as he put two slices of bread in the toaster. “Lock, are you ready to take KayCee back?”

“Sure.” I poured myself a cup from the pot of coffee Stella made. She preferred hers with a mountain of sugar and half a cup of milk. I drank mine black as Kreb’s alleged soul.

Stella quickly decimated her breakfast as she watched the golden lights float over and settle into me. “How come I’m the only one she hasn’t hitched a ride with yet? Between that and being passed over for abduction, I’m starting to feel hurt.”

Jeopardy gave a mock shudder. “The idea of you two perverts teamed up and preying on the housewives of America horrifies me.”

“The housewives should be so lucky.” Stella gave a cheesy leer.

“How did it go last night? Any luck?” I asked Tavish between mouthfuls.

He shook his head. “It’s a little better, but not fixed.”

“I was unable to undo the damage that Kreb did. Tavish Ferguson appears to be an abandoned or unfinished prototype. He is able to access and control technologies. I placed a series of blocks in Tavish Ferguson’s head that I hope will help him, but I am limited by what internal controls Kreb left. I have neither the knowledge nor the tools to make real change. We need the equipment of my people as well as qualified experts to fix your cousin.”

“Sorry, Tavish,” I said.

My cousin shrugged. “It was always a long shot. I’m just sorry my plan led to Kreb coming back here.”

“I’m not.” Three heads swiveled in my direction. “We’re going to do what KayCee’s people couldn’t. We’re going to find Kreb and put him out of commission.”

“You mean kill him?” Stella frowned. “I mean, I personally think that’s the best option, but that seems a little dark for you.”

“I’m not a particularly violent person, but I’m willing to make an exception in his case. That being said, I’d prefer to capture him and turn him over to KayCee’s people.”

Using a spoon, Jeopardy scraped the remaining yogurt out of the plastic container. “And what exactly do the Sarli people do with war criminals?”

“He was already found guilty in absentia and sentenced to death. If we can regain the saucer, I can contain him in my starcraft until the authorities get here.”

“Apparently he was already sentenced to die for war crimes,” I told the rest. “KayCee can keep him locked up in her starcraft. So, first order of business is getting the saucer back from Dennis, then figure out how to find Kreb and capture him.”

Tavish fished out the toast and compiled a bacon, cheese, egg, and home fries’ sandwich. As he made it, his face took on a smug expression.

I sighed. “What?”

“Dennis was savvy enough to ditch his cell phone. Too bad for him, leased construction vehicles like his logging truck have GPS trackers.” my cousin said in a satisfied tone.

“You know where he is.” Jeopardy grinned.

“I do.” Tavish looked around. Stella was done eating and I was on my last few bites. Jeopardy just had an orange. He lifted up his sandwich in triumph, a chunk of potato falling off. “To the Tavmobile!”

Stella stepped on his moment by getting seconds.
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Chapter 27 – Camp Punji Stick
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“Do you see anything?” Jeopardy whispered to me as she hid behind a rock.

I took a sip of water, returning the plastic bottle back to my jacket pocket as I studied the logging camp. A large section had been cleared, and small branches and limbs were strewn everywhere. Traversing the area was a great way to get stabbed in the foot or break an ankle by what looked like discarded punji sticks. In the middle of it was a large canvas Quonset hut. The McKeenes used it as a type of mobile garage. Next to it was a portable sawmill and their logging truck. There was no sign of the saucer. If it was there, it had to be in the garage. 

“No.”

“What about Stella?” We left Tavish and his car hidden off the road. He wasn’t pleased about being left behind and kept telling us he could help. However, KayCee said he had no combat abilities, so we grounded him. The rest of us walked to the camp. Once there, my roommate had decided to scout out the other side of the clearing.

I shook my head. “I don’t see her.”

“Try detecting her heat pattern. Her armor will hide most of it but if her face is exposed that may be enough for you to detect.”

“I can do that? That’s so cool.” I blinked a couple of times, then squinted. “Umm, how?”

“Here.”

It didn’t look like in the movies. Everything didn’t go all reds and yellows, except for the object giving off enough heat. I was able to spot Stella hidden in the woods across from us, but that wasn’t what got my attention.

I was much more interested in the two heat signatures inside the garage currently fighting each other. “Huh.”

“What?” Jeopardy strained to see what I was looking at.

“KayCee switched me over to heat vision.”

“Like Superman?” She inched closer to me while holding Stella’s bullpup shotgun. Due to her lack of familiarity with firearms, we loaded it with buckshot. With a large spread, she didn’t need to be accurate, just spray and pray.

“What? No, like... Predator.” Slinging my FN P90, I rolled over on my back and pulled out my cell phone.

“That’s infrared.”

“Whatever.” I started texting Stella. “The point is, there are two figures in there and they’re fighting. I think it’s Dennis and Kreb.”

“Damn! What do we do?”

“I think we should rush in, but I’m going to defer to Stella on that. In the meantime, can you detect any thoughts?”

“I don’t know. I need to get close. It’s not like the telekinesis.”

My phone buzzed and I angled the screen so we could both read it. “Shockingly, Stella doesn’t want to wait. That’s so unlike her.”

We carefully made our way through the punji like sticks and branches until we made it to the truck path. Stella emerged at the same time but was farther away. We waited until she made it to us. Jeopardy gestured at the debris. “This is such a waste.”

“They get it later and it gets turned into pulp. Nothing gets wasted,” Stella explained. “Now get your head in the game.”

“How do you want to handle this?” I asked Stella as the chrome metal formed into her Space Viking armor.

“Standard dungeon tactics. Jeopardy is our caster and stays in the back. You and I are the tanks. We know Dennis’s bag of tricks. Kreb’s an unknown, so we take him out first.” She held her hand up, her axe forming in it. “Am I missing anything?”

“I need to get to the lander as fast as possible. If we can recover it and my bioform, it will give us a significant advantage.”

I passed on what she told me to the others.

“Why don’t KayCee and I sneak into the lander while you two keep Kreb busy by punching him repeatedly?” Jeopardy suggested.

“That’s the plan then.” Stella said. She waited until KayCee left me and settled into Jeopardy. “Lock, you and I will hit ’em hard and hit ’em quick. Jeopardy, wait until we engage, then float along the top and drop down by the saucer. Hopefully in the chaos, Kreb and Dennis won’t notice until it’s too late. There was no entry point from my side, so we all go in together. Any questions?”

“What? No rallying cry?” I asked, my nervousness hiding as humor. I dialed Tavish so he could listen in. He started yapping about a plan he came up with, so I put it on mute and clipped it to my jacket.

Stella checked the magazine on Brunhilda, the current crown jewel of her gun collection. An AR-15 platform chambered in a .50 Beowulf round, Brunhilda could drop a dinosaur. Stella loads her own ammo, so I knew without a doubt she was carrying hot rounds to boot. Satisfied, she looked me dead in the eyes. “FSU.”

“What’s that?” Jeopardy beat me to it.

“Fuck. Shit. Up.” She turned and strode toward the garage.

“I like it,” Jeopardy told me as we hurried after her. Stella swung the door open and stepped to the left. I stepped in and to the right. Jeopardy stayed outside and peered in. The saucer was inside. The hatch was open, and the ramp was down, but the saucer was resting on sloped ground, so the ramp had a much steeper angle than normal.

Not far from it was Dennis and Kreb. Dennis had changed his body into wood and his arms were shaped more like spears than arms. He was stabbing out with both hands at Mary, who I assumed was still being controlled by Kreb.


“Human weapons systems 6 and 11 identified.”


As I spouted alien words to myself, a series of loud booms shook the place. Stella had unleased Brunhilda. Kreb staggered back as the rounds struck him. The artificial calm that signified combat mode settled over me.

I aimed center mass on Kreb and opened fire. The P-90 fires 9mm rounds, much wimpier than what Stella was using. But that meant I had fifty rounds in my magazine, which was a lot more than she was carrying. Tavish was horrified when Stella had illegally modified it to full auto this morning on his dining room table.

I was happy with the P-90. If it was good enough for SG-1 to shoot aliens with, it was good enough for me. It was shocking how quickly I zipped through an entire magazine on full auto. Our first few rounds had staggered Kreb, but then he went into super speed mode, ducking and dodging them.

As I swapped out magazines, I checked to see how we were doing. Dennis had stopped fighting Kreb and was giving us a dull stare. Jeopardy used her telekinesis to float to the rafters, making her way over to the saucer. As I snapped the new magazine into place, she dropped down onto the open ramp of the tilted saucer.

“Yes!” Grinning, I took aim at Kreb. Shooting in bursts, I was trying to walk him into Stella’s line of fire.

“Lock! Heads up,” Stella yelled. “Head on a swivel!”

I took my eyes off the sights in time to get tackled by Dennis. My rifle tumbled away, and I wound up on my back with Dennis straddling me. He rained down a series of blows. He was still in wood form, chunks of wood splintering off him as he struck. It was still enough to ring my bell.

Trying to take advantage of my stunned condition, Dennis reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of steel. He popped it into his mouth, changing his body from wood to steel. He then started pummeling me again. This time his punches had more impact.

While I might have been seeing little birdies, my body was on auto mode and started blocking his strikes. In my dazed state, I must have missed the tingling feeling that signified an adaptive shift. My skin became pliable, absorbing his attacks.

“Same team. What the hell, Dennis? Same team.” My body bucked him off. I swiveled around, pushing myself to my feet. My body did another shift and acid dripped from my hands. Dennis should have reacted to that; I had seriously hurt him last time. Instead, his face maintained a dull, listless look as he raised his fists into a modified boxer stance. His body had been transformed like mine. The flab and years of self-neglect had washed away, leaving him at the peak of human physical performance.

“Uh-oh. Lights are on, but no one is home.” I raised my voice. “Stella, something’s not right here.”

“I was thinking the same thing.” Kreb had closed on Stella. She had switched to her axe and was swinging at him as she danced around. More concerning were the mounds forming on the dirt floor of the garage. Roggies started pulling themselves out of the soil, shaking themselves off.

“Oh, crap.” I moved, punching my high school bully through the canvas wall of the garage. “Dennis is being controlled by Kreb. Take the alien out, and Dennis and the roggies should shut down.”

“Sooo, that might be a problem.” Stella backed away as two roggies flanked Kreb. “Pretty sure Kreb’s not in there. I think Methhead Mary is on autopilot. Their fight was fake. We walked right into an ambush.”

“Well then, where the hell is he...” My head wiped around to look at the saucer. “Jeopardy!”

Autopilot or not, my body knew not to argue with me. I sprinted towards the saucer. As I did so, the ramp started retracting. Roggies leaped onto me, their jaws clamping down on my limbs as they tried to drag me off my feet. For each one I shook off, two more took their place. Staggering back through the wall, Dennis jumped on me as well. By sheer numbers I was forced to the ground and pinned.

Stella lasted a little longer but was taken down as well. Unlike me, they continued to bite and tear at her with their teeth. The space metal on her helmet shifted to cover and protect her face. The roggies’ steel teeth weren’t strong enough to penetrate the armor. She turtled as we both tried to figure out what to do next.

The saucer’s ramp extended back out, and KayCee’s bioform walked down. I struggled to turn my head to see better. “KayCee?”

“Negative, Number 12. Protector KayserCeenarlos and the human she inhabits are my prisoners.”

“Kreb!” I sagged in relief in knowing that Jeopardy and KayCee were alive. I glared at the evil alien now residing in KayCee’s bioform. “So now what?”

“I inhabit you and we leave.”

“Why me?” My struggling was getting me nowhere.

“While each model possesses certain skills, you alone have the ability to analyze and duplicate every ability. I will use you as a template to create an army.”

“That’s very B-flick villainous of you. Do you currently feel the need to laugh maniacally”?

Kreb stepped in front of me. “I do not understand what you are saying.”

“Sorry, I grew up on a lot of comic books and action movies. It’s created a knee-jerk reflex to produce witty banter when facing off against bad guys. Most of my generation suffers from it.” 

A whining sound came from outside. Something was approaching.

“That will not be a problem much longer. As I did with Number 6, surgery will remove your high functions. Since I will be using you as my primary weapon, you will have no need to think independently.” He cocked his head, possibly hearing the same sound. He moved to the entrance of the canvas garage.

Learning he had lobotomized the woman we called Mary and planned to do the same to me was terrifying.

As Kreb opened the door, music from a certain New York band filled the air, singing about sabotage. Along with it came the brrrrrrrt of a GAU-8 autocannon. A barrage of 30mm rounds struck Kreb, knocking him halfway across the garage. The rounds shredded the canvas wall, revealing a next-gen military drone with the cannon mounted in the center and Hellfire missiles on its crescent shaped wings.

The roggies leaped up at the drone that simply floated higher and started mowing them down. Mary ran at Dennis who gave her a ten-finger lift and flung her at the drone. She landed on it and started pummeling it.

No longer covered in roggies, I dragged myself to my feet. Stella and I locked eyes and nodded. I went after Kreb. Stella took a couple of practice swings with her axe, and she strode toward Dennis. “Hey, idiot! Remember when I kicked your ass in high school? This is going to be so much worse.”

I ran over to where Kreb lay in KayCee’s bioform. It wasn’t moving and was covered in gaping wounds. I rifled through the belt pouch and pulled out KayCee’s control orb. Once I had it, I headed to the saucer. Climbing into the slanted room, I found Jeopardy unconscious in the control chair with her arms and legs bound to it by chrome bands of metal.

I struggled unsuccessfully to pull the bands loose. “Jeopardy! Wake up. KayCee? Hello!”

I pulled the orb out. I had no idea how to use it. I assumed it was some mental command and concentrated on ordering it to release the bands. Nothing happened.

“Damn it.” I stuffed the orb in my jacket pocket, looking around to see what to do. As before, there were no visible controls. I grabbed my cell phone and switched it off mute. “Tavish, you there?”

“Yeah. Told you I had a surprise.” My cousin’s voice had a satisfied tone to it.

“Yeah, yeah. You did great with that drone.” I checked Jeopardy’s pulse, something I should have done at the beginning. “Can you control the saucer?”

“From here? No way. I might be able to do something if I was in it, but no promises.”

“Can you get your ass up here and still control that drone?” Her pulse was steady. I kicked myself for never taking a first aid/CPR class.

“I think so. I’m about out of ammo anyway. You might want to head out and help Stella. I flipped Mary off the drone and she and Dennis are currently double-teaming Stella.” He went silent for a second. “Ah, I didn’t mean for it to sound like that.”

“Okay, I’m—” A burning pain lit up in my left side and I collapsed to the floor. I’d never felt such agony. I reached down and felt a fist size chunk missing from just under my ribs. “That... that’s not good.”


“Critical injury sustained. Advanced healing initialized.”


My body agreed with me. Holding my side, I carefully rolled over to discover Kreb in KayCee’s bioform crawling towards me. While a large portion of the damage Tavish had done to him had been repaired, it was a toss-up on who was in worse shape. He was holding that device he had shot KayCee with back in the alley at the beginning of this whole misadventure. I should have checked all the pouches when I took the orb.

Speaking of which. “Tavish, I’m hurt bad. Stand by.” I slipped my free hand into my jacket pocket palmed the orb. Unfortunately, that was my right hand, and I was a leftie. My cousin’s voice came through my fallen phone. “For what?”

“You know that game Stella and I used to play with you when we were little? The one you hated? Well, Kreb’s it.”

I watched Kreb as he slowly crawled closer. As he reached my feet, I pulled out the orb and whipped it towards the opening. I whiffed it and the orb struck the wall. However, I got lucky, and it ricocheted off the wall and out the hatch. “Tavish, now!”

Kreb turned his head to watch the orb arc through the air and out of the saucer. He said something in his language that sounded like a swear. “You are the most infuriating human I have ever dealt with.”

“Wait until you get to know Tavish and Stella better. Compared to them, I’m a freaking saint.” My smirk turned to horror as I saw the now familiar red motes that signified Kreb’s energy form emanating from the bioform. I didn’t need to worry about finding a way for my adrenaline to spike. It was currently at hitting the roof level. I pulled out the water bottle and took a sip. As soon as the water hit my tongue, the tingle started. I really needed a better name for that. My whole body transformed into water, and I collapsed into a puddle. Thanks to the angle the saucer was tilted, I slid right out the door and down the ramp. Once on the ground I reformed. And of course, I was naked.

Wait a minute, I did that. Not the auto control of my body. Does that mean I’m learning how to control it, or did it just go along with me?

I checked my side. Pink-looking new skin covered the wound, but I could feel I was still seriously damaged inside.

Stella stood over the orb but was having trouble fending off a dual attack by Dennis and Mary. There were bits and pieces of roggies everywhere. Tavish had really mowed them down.

Unseen by the two of them, I limped over and picked up Brunhilda. I checked the magazine to discover one round left. Stella, seeing what I was doing, pressed an attack, keeping both of them occupied. I moved in close, raised the barrel up about ten inches from the back of Mary’s head, and pulled the trigger.

“I am so sorry whoever you really are. You didn’t deserve this. I only wish Kreb was in you right now instead of in KayCee’s stolen bioform.”

The monster round blew her head apart, showering Stella and Dennis with blood and gore. Very little of her skull remained, and the body keeled over. Stella used it to her advantage and swung her axe behind Dennis’s leg, hamstringing him. Unable to keep his balance, he toppled to the ground. Stella straddled his chest and, using both hands, pressed the blade of her axe down onto his neck. Dennis’s body froze, trying to determine a countermove. There wasn’t one. He was checkmated.

I reached down and picked up the orb. A metallic humming sound caused me to turn in time to see the ramp retract. The saucer hovered.

“What the hell?” Stella yelled. “I thought that thing controlled it.”

I shook my head as I stared at the saucer, not sure what to do. “No, it controls the starcraft. Kreb can fly the saucer around the planet, but he can’t leave the system without KayCee’s starcraft and he needs this to board it.”

The saucer continued up, tearing through the canvas garage, its metal ribs bending and ripping. Tattered pieces of canvas fell on either side of us. The saucer took off through the sky, the drone right behind it.

Tavish’s voice came through both our phones. “I’m out of fuel and about to crash. What do I do?”

Stella cursed. “Tavish! Take the shot!”

No!” I screamed as both Hellfire missiles launched from under the drone’s wings. I watched in horror as the saucer flew out of sight behind the mountain side, the missiles right on its tail.

A large boom tore through my heart, followed by a second boom. Smoke rose from behind the mountain.
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Chapter 28 – A Long Time Coming

[image: image]


“Johansen? What the hell?” Dennis snarled up at Stella. The anger in his face faded into shock. His memories of being controlled flooding back. “Oh.”

Stella released him and headed over to me. She laid a hand on my shoulder. “Are you all right?”

My voice sounded small and far away to my ears. “Jeopardy and KayCee were still on the saucer.”

“They... Didn’t they get out when you did?” Stella’s face paled as she realized what she ordered Tavish to do.

“No,” I said listlessly. “What now? I’m having trouble thinking.”

“We search the crash area. That’s a tough spaceship. They might be all right.” Stella looked around the debris and moved over to a section of canvas, pulling a set of coveralls out of it. “Here. Get dressed.”

Without taking my eyes off the mountain side, I pulled it on. The sound of a motor starting snapped me out of my funk. Anger replaced my despair as Dennis drove off with the logging truck again. “After we check for survivors, I’m going to find Dennis and do to him what I did to that poor woman.”

Stella studied the body of the woman Kreb had turned into Weapon System Number 6. She shook her head. “I don’t see any healing or repairing or whatever you would call it. You basically disintegrated her brain. I don’t think there is any coming back from that.”

“Our calling her Methhead Mary seems so cruel now. We don’t even know if Mary was her real name. Who knows how long she’d been a victim, a slave of Kreb. And I snuffed out her life.”

Stella straightened up as Tavish came up the path. “Hey Lock, they had me on the ropes. If you didn’t do what you did, that would be me lying there. As horrible as it sounds I, for one, am glad of the choice you made.”

I pulled my eyes away from the body and looked at her. “Kreb told me he had cut up her brain, turning her into a mindless drone.”

“Jesus.” Stella looked ill. “We need to bury her. We can’t leave her like this.”

“We don’t have time,” I told her. “We need to get to the crash site in case they survived. We’ll have to come back.”

“I’ll do it,” Tavish offered. As bad as Stella and I felt, my cousin looked worse. “I can’t keep up with you. Just please, please tell me I didn’t just murder Jeopardy and KayCee.”

“I told you to do it,” Stella told him.

“This is on Kreb. Not you two.” I looked around for some sort of footwear. Near the sawmill I found a pair of mud-covered rubber boots. They were a little big, but better than nothing. “Let’s get going.”

Stella and I moved through the woods and up the side of the mountain faster than any normal human ever could. My left side was on fire, but I didn’t let up and I didn’t let Stella know.

We crested one ridge to see an ugly scar on the mountain side. A large hole had been blown into it, black smoke trickling up. Stella shook her head. “That doesn’t look good.”

We climbed our way up. This section was practically vertical. We were forced to dig our fingers and feet into the nooks and crevices of the granite mountainside. Bits and pieces of metal were scattered around, and several trees had been knocked over. The hole itself had to have been ten feet deep.

We searched for hours without luck. Stella leaned against a tree, clearly exhausted. “I’m so sorry, Lock. It looks like they were vaporized in the blast.”

I nodded numbly. I had come to the same conclusion an hour earlier but had kept searching, hoping against hope.

Stella looked at the sun. “We need to go back down. We don’t want to be up here after dark. You might be pretty indestructible, but even with my upgrade, I don’t think I could survive a fall off a mountain.”

“Yeah.” I turned and stared at the area one last time. Something about it was bothering me. For some reason, my grandfather came to mind. Unable to figure what it was, I followed Stella and we started making our way back down. By the time we made it to the logging camp, the sun had set, that odd period where the day can’t decide whether it should be light or dark out.

We found Tavish covered in dirt and bent over against the sawmill. He shook his inhaler, taking a deep breath from it. A freshly dug grave was by the tree line, some wildflowers planted at the head of it. I didn’t see a shovel. It looked like he had dug it with a chunk of wood.

“You okay?” Stella asked him. Still bent over, he lifted an arm and gave her a thumbs up.

Once Tavish had recovered enough, we silently walked to his car. Stella reached it first and climbed into the back seat.

I started to get into the front passenger seat when Tavish stopped me. “The drone wasn’t the only thing I had sent here.”

He led me around to the trunk and opened it. Inside were several sets of clothes, all in my style. “I thought you might want to have some spare clothes lying around. I ordered them online last night and placed them at the top of the shipping list, then commandeered a certain online retail giant’s delivery drone to deliver them ASAP. I diverted them here from the house and stuffed it all in the trunk before everything went to hell.”

I nodded my thanks. As he and Stella waited in the car, I swiftly stripped off the coveralls and dressed myself. There were even underwear and socks. Tavish must have accessed my online shopping habits because it was all in the style of what I wore but with my new measurements. It made me think of the clothes we bought in Boston, which made me think of Jeopardy.

I grabbed a blue t-shirt from the bunch. On the front was printed ‘They should have listened to Ripley.’ A mushroom-shaped cloud was underneath the writing.

Dressed, I pulled myself into the car, shut the door, and stared out the window. Tavish started his car and began driving. Eventually I became aware of the landmarks we were passing. “Where are we going?”

“My house to rest and regroup.”

“No. Take me to The Den. I need to drink.”

“I have plenty of booze at my place.”

My head swiveled and I just looked at him. He flinched at the expression on my face. “Right, going to The Den.”

Stella leaned forward. “Lock...”

“I don’t want to hear it.”

“Screw it.” She shrugged and leaned back. “Let’s get wasted.”

Tavish pulled into The Den’s parking area. It was early on a Monday evening. Not a lot of cars in the lot. I was out of the Tavmobile before he had put it into park.

“Crap!” Stella scrambled out of the car and chased after me as I strode inside. There were only a dozen people present. This included Dennis’s two brothers who looked like they hadn’t slept in days. Both of them were bellied up to one side of the bar.

I went to the opposite side. Randy pulled a glass from underneath as he prepared to make my usual. I pointed to a bottle of high octane Irish. “That.”

Sensing something was off, he glanced at Stella who nodded. “Three glasses, leave the bottle.”

Randy finished pouring as Tavish caught up to us. He slid the third glass over to him, placing the bottle on the bar. He caught Stella’s eye and jerked his head towards Dennis’s brothers. “Can you do something about them?”

My roommate frowned. Work was the last thing she wanted to deal with at the moment. “Are they causing a problem?”

“They won’t leave.” I ignored the conversation, knocked back my entire drink, and poured myself another. Randy looked at me sideways but kept speaking. “They’ve been here since the fire. I couldn’t get them to go home. I eventually locked them in. Found them still here in the morning. It’s freaking weird.”

Stella snorted. “I know what happened. Leave them alone as long as they can still pay. I’ll deal with it later.”

“What’s that about?” Tavish asked after Randy left. I knocked back another glass.

Stella took a sip of her drink, savoring the taste. “Jeopardy mind tricked them into staying here when we went after Dennis. She either wasn’t specific enough or used too much juju. They’ve been stuck here ever since.”

Tavish gave a silly giggle. “I’m sorry, but that’s hilarious. Those two tortured me growing up.”

“Yeah, you and half the people here our age,” Stella muttered.

Dennis had been different than his brothers when we were younger but after the abduction, he started hanging out with them more. Probably thinking there was safety in numbers or that they might protect him from Kreb. I really didn’t care why because he had very quickly picked up their habit of bullying and had even taken it further. Dennis may have started out a victim, but he had made many of his own over the years.

I refilled my glass and downed it again. Stella grabbed my arm as I began to pour more whiskey in it. “You want to slow down. That’s like your third or fourth. And yes, I get the irony of me telling you to go easy on the booze.”

“Advanced healing, remember?” I shook her hand off and grabbed the bottle. “I’m not even buzzed yet.”

I tilted my head back and drank straight from the bottle, finishing the remaining whiskey. Stella swore. “Well, at least drink the cheap stuff if you’re going to do that. You’re not even bothering to taste it.”

“Fair enough.” I motioned to Randy who walked over and eyed the empty bottle. “We need another bottle. In fact, make it two. Something cheap for me, and more of the same for these two.”

“Lock, you need to slow down,” Randy told me. “Are you trying to ki—”

He never finished the word as Stella hand clamped onto his forearm and squeezed. “Not the time, Randy. Just do as he says.”

After she released him, Randy glared at her and rubbed his arm. “Jesus. This whole town has gone nuts. Did you know everyone’s dogs have gone missing?” He slammed the bottles onto the bar. “You want anymore, get it yourself.”

I grabbed the cheap one and started drinking from it straight. Advanced healing or not, a warm fuzzy feeling spread over me. That feeling came to a screeching halt as Dennis walked through the door. He hurried over to his brothers and started arguing with them. I didn’t bother to try and listen. It was obvious he was trying to get them to leave.

I emptied the second bottle and squeezed, shattering it in my hand as I stared at him. Bits of glass flew everywhere.

“Oh no,” Tavish whispered.

“Hey, Dennis,” I called over. Stella placed a hand on my shoulder, but I shrugged it off. “Stay out of this. I’m serious.”

“Okay.” Stella sat on one of the stools and topped her glass off. Tavish looked at her horrified. “Really?”

“This was a long time coming.” She took a sip and smacked her lips looking completely unconcerned. “He needs to get it out of his system.”

“Hey!” I yelled at Dennis, who ignored me. “I’m talking to you.”

A small sober section of my brain sneered at the drunk portion. I’d expected less cliche comments from me, drunk or not.

“Mind your own business, Probed,” Dennis called over his shoulder. “You screwed up enough stuff tonight.”

“Well, let’s see what I can do for an encore.”

His brothers both turned to face me as I made my way over there. The biggest one gave me a menacing grin. “S’up, Probed? Got some beer muscles going on tonight?”

I smiled and swung twice. The first punch knocked him out and the second the other brother. I couldn’t tell you which one hit the deck first. I stepped up to Dennis until I was inches from his face. “Care to step outside?”

He gave me a smile and asked in a low voice, “No powers?”

“Neither one of us can turn off our advanced abilities, can we?”

“I mean the special stuff. No acid hands and crap like that.”

“As long as you don’t start turning into things again.”

“Deal.” He picked up one of his brother’s drinks and drank it down. He slammed the glass on the bar and pointed to the door. “After you.”

You could hear a pin drop. The spell broke when I opened the door and gestured. People quickly got on their phones and started texting. The gossip grapevine of a small town is a thing to see in action. Within another ten minutes, the whole of Town would probably show up.

Dennis shucked his jacket and started windmilling his arms, loosening them up. Both of us being enhanced didn’t level the playing field. Dennis had been in a lot of fights over the years. He knew how to take a punch and how to throw one.

I, on the other hand, had been on the wrong side of a lot of beatings when Stella wasn’t around. It wasn’t that I didn’t know how to fight. My grandfather had been a two-time boxing champion in the Navy. He had taught me to box as a kid. Stella learned Brazilian jiu-jitsu while in the military and was a coral belt. That’s above black belt, in case you're wondering. Guess who her sparring partner and unwilling student was? She judged me at about a brown belt level.

The problem was, thanks to Kreb’s programing, I froze every time I was in a fight or other dangerous situation. The knowledge that I had no choice and that it wasn’t cowardice had come as a great relief to me.

Not that any of that mattered now. I was in pain, hurting on a primitive, emotional level and I wanted to share my pain and anger with someone else. Make them feel what I was feeling.

Probably the same thoughts and motivations Dennis had growing up. At some level I realized that, but I just didn’t care. I wanted to grind his face into the pavement. To make him suffer. If he hadn’t interfered, Jeopardy and KayCee might not have died.

Dennis waved me on, and I charged him. He took a swing and missed. He grunted in surprise as I took his legs out from under him, slamming him to the street. I got a couple of good hits in before he was able to break free and roll to his feet.

There were no words exchanged, no witty banter. This was two people who hated each other on a visceral level. We both threw a series of punches, circling around each other. The group in the bar had come streaming out as the fight progressed, dragging Dennis’s unconscious brothers with them. The crowd got larger as people showed up to see the fight.

“Dennis, leave him alone,” was shouted a few times at the beginning. It had been said so many times over the years it had become a reflex to some of our residents. But as our grudge match proceeded, people started to realize that it wasn’t as one-sided as they thought. That the outcome wasn’t a sure thing. The shouts changed to “Get’em, Lock,” and sadly a few “You can do it, Probed.”

I’m never going to outlive that stupid nickname.

The fight went on for a ridiculously long time. Dennis had broken my ribs several times, and I lost track of how many times I had broken my hands punching him. Blood from my cuts got in my eyes, blurring my vision.

We stumbled off the street and into the parking lot. I grabbed his arm during a missed punch and swung him around, slamming his head into the door of his truck. It left a huge dent, and a gasp rose up from the crowd. I was beginning to think the fight would never end because of our enhanced healing abilities, but Dennis was slow to recover from that last move. It must have rung his bell pretty good. His eyes looked a little glazed.

I didn’t waste the opportunity and flipped him over me and onto the ground, dislocating his shoulder in the process. All my techniques and skills were forgotten as I straddled his torso and showered blows down upon him. I poured all my pain and anguish into every punch to his face. At some point Dennis became too dazed to fight back, but I didn’t let up.

The few punches that missed struck the pavement so hard I left spider cracks and small holes in it. The damage I was doing to Dennis started to outpace his healing ability and I broke his jaw, his nose, and his orbital bones. His face was visibly deformed, and there were gasps of horror from the people watching. I still didn’t stop. I didn’t care.

A hand rested on my shoulder. “Lock.”

It was Stella. I ignored her and kept punching. Eventually I was going to punch through his skull, maybe then the pain would stop. “Lock, you’re going to kill him. Is that what you want?”

“Yes!” The word was guttural when it came out of my mouth, more growl than speech.

“Is that what Jeopardy would want?”

I stopped. My right hand wrapped around Dennis’s shirt, holding him slightly off the ground. My left, a fist cocked back over my shoulder, ready to hit him again. Emotions warred within me.

The fabric of his shirt slipped from my grasp as my fingers opened. Dennis fell back onto the pavement. I won’t apologize for the satisfaction I felt when his skull connected with the asphalt in a wet thunk.

Stella and Tavish helped me up, and we walked to the Tavmobile. Behind us, someone said Dennis was still breathing. At least one person cursed at that.

Stella opened the passenger door, and I got in. My vision was still blurry, and I wiped my eyes only to discover it wasn’t blood.

It was tears.
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Chapter 29 – The Morning After

[image: image]


Sunlight streamed into the room, invading my eyelids and forcing me awake. I groaned and pulled a pillow over my head. That triggered a memory of Jeopardy doing the same thing the morning Stella walked in, and all the tragic events of the day before came flooding back to me.

I flung the pillow across the room and slowly sat up. More on autopilot than anything else, I pulled the blankets back and placed my feet on the floor. Having completed that motion, I listlessly moved onto the next one.

Eventually I showered and dressed, but that was as far as I got. When Stella checked in on me, she found me wearing one shoe and holding the other, just sort of staring at the floor.

She managed to coax me downstairs and over to Tavish’s kitchen table. She spoke to me in a low, soothing voice and didn’t make any sudden moves as if I was a wounded wild animal. Which I guess I was.

Someone had heated up the leftovers from yesterday. I should have been ravenous, but I wasn’t. I poked at my food as Tavish nervously twitched on the other side of the table.

Stella finally frowned at him. “What?” she asked.

“We have to go back to the logging camp or I’m going to prison,” my cousin told her.

“What are you talking about?”

“That drone I stole. It’s so NexGen it doesn’t even exist. It was a prototype. The company that made it had a contract with a government agency I never heard of.”

“So?”

“I have the entire internet at my disposal. That shouldn’t be possible.”

“Did you disable the GPS?”

“Of course.” Tavish sounded offended at the very idea that he wouldn’t.

“So, what’s the problem?” Stella took a bite of bacon. She preferred it crisp. Well, she called it crisp. I called it what it really was: burnt.

“We just left it lying on the ground at the logging camp. Someone’s going to find it and then the government’s going to get involved and it will somehow get tracked back to me.” He placed his head in his hands. “I can’t go to prison. There’s not exactly a lot of Scottish Indian American gangs that I could join.” He looked up. “Maybe you two could teach me to fight. Lock, where did you learn to punch like that. Was it the programming?”

“No.” I sighed and placed my fork down. “Grampa taught me. He learned it in the Navy.”

“Grampa was in the Navy?” Tavish face had a surprised expression on his face. “I had no idea.”

“How did you not know that? He had memorabilia of his Navy days all over the house.” Tavish’s ignorance didn’t really surprise me. “You have to be the most self-absorbed person I know.”

“I thought he was just into boats.” Tavish shrugged. “So, what did he do in the Navy?”

“He was on a subchaser in World War II. Their job was to hunt and stop submarines from attacking convoys.”

“Whoa, that’s awesome. How many subs did they sink?”

“Zero.” I searched through the bacon, pulling out the few floppy pieces I could find.

“Zero? That’s it? They didn’t even get one?” Tavish didn’t try to hide the disappointment in his voice.

“Their job was to stop the submarines from destroying allied ships, not sink them. In fact, in all of the war, only one subchaser took out a submarine.” I slowly chewed on a bacon strip, savoring the flavor, my appetite coming back. “Grampa’s crew thought they had sunk one once, but it turned out the sub had tricked them by releasing...”

“Releasing what?” Tavish leaned back in his chair and exchanged looks with Stella as I stared at the wall.

I slammed my fist on the table, causing the plates and silverware to jump. “Son of a bitch!”

“Lock, you going to fill us in at some point?” Stella asked.

“The sub commander had released air, waste oil, and debris through the torpedo tubes so when they floated to the surface, Grampa’s crew thought they had sunk it.” I turned to Stella. “That’s what was bugging me. There was way too little debris at the crash site. I believe the second missile hit the side of the mountain. We know the first missile hit the saucer. I think Kreb ditched some damaged parts onto the impact sight and cloaked, fleeing before we got there. That’s why there were no bodies or major wreckage.”

“Maybe.” She rubbed her chin. “I don’t want you to get your hopes up, Lock. We have no idea how alien engines or whatever powers that thing works. It could have all gone up in a ball of energy.”

“It’s a possibility, though,” I told her. “We need to go get that drone anyways, we should at least check the site out again. Might not be a good idea to just let alien metal lying around out there.”

“Fair enough.”

“Can you guys go on without me?” Tavish asked.

“Seriously?” Stella glared at him. “It’s your drone.”

“That I stole to save your hide,” he pointed out. “I need to check some stuff out online. I might be able to determine if Lock’s theory has any weight to it.”

“Fine.” I stood up from the table.

Stella scrambled to grab more food. “What? Like now?”

“No time to waste. We need a truck to move the drone. As big as the Tavmobile’s trunk is, it won’t fit the drone. I was thinking the sander.” I call myself a janitor, but my job was more like the handyman for the Town. In the winter it was my job to plow and sand the roads. Town’s only sander was a dump truck and would easily fit the drone in its bed.

Tavish shook his head. “Don’t need it. The drone is powered by aircraft engine fuel. I ordered some for it before. I also have replacement ammo and missiles. It’s in my garage. Just fuel it up and I’ll fly it back. It’s from a secret site outside of Boston. Oh, there are MREs as well. In fact, I have a whole survival bunker out back. You’re welcome to pick through it.”

“Where did you get ammo and missiles?” Stella asked. “I thought you were a peaceful hippy beatnik.”

“I am for the most part. I sort of draw the line at aliens who kidnap me and do strange and painful experiments on me.” He shrugged.

“Point.” She nodded.

“I diverted them and logged them as being fired in practice. I also altered the serial numbers on the missiles. If there is a paper log somewhere, it’ll just get chalked up to being written down wrong.”

“Sure. Good enough for government work.” Stella grunted. “Hopefully that will be enough to fool whatever men in black alphabet agency you stole it from.”

“Let’s hope so. I really don’t want to be disappeared.”

I waited impatiently as Stella finished her second round of food.

My roommate and I loaded the fuel into the back of the Tavmobile and headed back to the logging camp. Once there, we were in for a surprise.

I looked around, relieved. “Well, that proves it.” The drone was where we left it but all the roggies were gone.

Stella kicked some branches out of her path. “It’s a good sign, but it doesn’t prove anything. We know they self-repair. They might have just been following a previously ordered command.”

I popped the trunk and pulled the fuel out. “I get what you’re doing, but I’m telling you they’re alive.”

“Just don’t get your hopes up too high.” Stella went to the drone and traced her hand over it, looking for the fuel port. “Here it is.”

We refueled it and replaced the ammo and missiles using instructions Tavish sent us through our phones. Stella had even brought her cleaning kit and cleaned the autocannon, something that was a pain the butt to do, but she managed to erase any evidence it had been fired recently.

I called Tavish. “It’s ready.”

“Okay, stand back.”

It was a little past noon when the small blades contained within fan-like circles on the drone’s wings started spinning. The drone slowly rose in the air and then sped off.

“You good, Tavish?”

“Yes, I’ll talk to you later. Good luck on your search.”

I hung up the phone. “You ready?”

“Let’s eat first.” Stella held up two packages of MREs. She saw the impatience on my face. “Just like the drone, we need to be fueled up in order to perform. Hurrying makes mistakes. Take the time to eat.”

“Fine!” It was a flip of our relationship; Stella was usually the one cutting corners and not thinking things through. Once again, she had stepped up when I fell apart.

Produced as field rations for the military, each package of the MREs—Meals Ready to Eat—contained a main course, a side dish, dessert, and other items. Stella opened both up and placed each meal in a plastic bag along with the self-heating ration heater. She then poured water into the bag which activated the chemicals in the ration heater, creating an exothermic reaction.

Within minutes the food was heated. She handed me the cheese tortellini and kept the chili mac for herself. We ate in silence. Once we were finished, we shouldered our backpacks and started up the mountain side. Strapped to the backpacks were small folding shovels that Stella insisted on calling entrenching tools. The plan was to bring down as much metal as we could in the backpacks and bury the rest.

Being well rested, fully healed, and fed made a difference. The going was easier this time, and we reached the crash site in half the time we had the day before.

Stella leaned on the same tree she had before. “All right. You can say it.”

“They’re alive.” Not one scrap of the alien metal remained around the crash site. It had been picked clean.

I pointed to tracks in the dirt. “These are roggie prints. There is no way they had a preprogrammed order to collect metal from a crash site that hadn’t happened yet.”

“That’s great news!” She peered down the slope. “Let’s head down. I’m not a big fan of clinging to the side of a mountain like a goat.”

We proceeded down. A tightness in my chest I didn’t know I had, released on confirmation that Jeopardy and KayCee were alive. I just didn’t know what Kreb would do to them considering his history of experimenting on humans.

“Damn it!” Stella slapped a tree as we made our way down.

“What?” I had been watching the terrain as we went. It was treacherous going and I didn’t want to twist an ankle or worse, healing ability no withstanding. “Did you hurt yourself?”

“No, I’m fine. It’s just that I suddenly realized we could have had Tavish do a fly-by with the drone. It would have saved us from doing this whole trip.” She paused and stretched her back. “Why did Kreb grab the scraps?”

“Probably for repairs. Remember, they got hit with the first missile. It’s not like he can just order parts online.”

“Makes sense.” Stella waved me on, and we proceeded the rest of the way down in silence.
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Chapter 30 – The Stakeout
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“He ordered parts online.”

“What?” Stella and I said in response to Tavish’s comment.

My cousin grinned and swiveled in the chair he normally used during gaming nights. “Kreb is limited in his options on replacing destroyed parts. Whatever he can’t fabricate out of recovered pieces, he has replaced with existing human technology. The roggies are an example of that.”

“They seem pretty fricking advanced to me,” Stella muttered.

“Sure.” He nodded. “But their base parts are from human tech. Kreb can do so much more with it than we can, but he’s still limited by what’s available on this planet.”

“And what?” I asked. “He signed for them? How did you figure out he was doing it?”

“He left a bunch of false trails, really good ones. Something I was looking for or I’d never have found it. Aside from myself, the only other person that good is this female hacker in Massachusetts, who calls herself NotSkynet.

“And you're sure it’s not her?” Stella asked him.

“Diverting high tech parts to the middle of nowhere that is Town, New Hampshire? Not likely,” he answered smugly. “Plus, she and I have an agreement to stay out of each other’s way.”

“They’re still in Town?” I asked in surprise.

“Yeah, I’m guessing either the saucer couldn’t fly that far, or Kreb really, really wants your body.” He blinked. “Ah. That’s to say... Um, let me rephrase that.”

“I know what you meant.” I scratched my beard. “Between the two of you, there have been more deliveries to Town in the past week than the last two years. Can you track where the parts are being delivered?”

“See, that’s where he’s being cagey. The parts are being sent to about a dozen locations. All properties where the owners are away.” Being locals, Stella and I both knew what he meant. Town had been dying for years. It had gotten to the point that some families just boarded up their houses and moved away after not being able to sell. There were more vacant properties in Town than occupied.

“Have all the packages been delivered yet?” asked Stella.

“No, the last three should be delivered tonight sometime after eight p.m.”

“Cool!” Tavish and I both turned to Stella who gave an excited grin. “I’ve always wanted to do a stakeout.”

“Really?” I frowned.

“Sure. We each take a location where a package is being delivered and either grab Kreb when he shows up or follow him back to his hideout. Once there, it’s FSU time.”

“Yeah. That’s the plan then.” My grin faltered. “Wait a minute. He’s probably going to send roggies to pick up the packages. What do we do then? I’m not sure we can follow them without being spotted.”

Tavish swiveled back and forth in his chair. “That might not be a bad thing. If I can get close to one, I should be able to override it. I might even be able to piggyback off it to get into the closed system Kreb is using, then hopefully shut them all down or even place them under my control.”

“Shut them down,” Stella told him.

I nodded in agreement and added, “Then destroy them. We don’t want Kreb to have a chance to reactivate them.”

With my ’Vette destroyed, we were a vehicle short to stakeout three locations. Stella called Randy and offered him overtime to cover her shift. Once he agreed, she asked to borrow his truck, claiming we had to start moving due to the house burning down. She took me in her Jeep to Randy’s house and dropped me off.

It was a small saltbox with faded green shingles for siding. I knocked on the door. Randy opened it up, still putting on his jacket. He pulled his ponytail loose from the collar and closed the door. “Hey, Lock. How are you feeling?”

“Fine, thanks.”

“You’re not hung over or...” He got a good look at me in the sunlight. “Jesus, you don’t even have a mark on you.”

I shrugged. “I don’t bruise easy. Dennis mostly connected with body shots anyways.”

“Sure, sure.” He motioned to the older Chevy pickup in his driveway. “Passenger door is unlocked. Hop in.”

We got in and headed for The Den. “You probably don’t want to talk about it, but I have got to tell you, last night was awesome. Dennis had that coming to him for years. I still can’t believe you knocked out Darryl and Dwayne with one punch each.”

“I got lucky.” I tried turning on the radio to distract him. There was nothing but static.

“That doesn’t work too well. I can only pick up the radio station on the other side of Town.” He turned it back off. “I gotta say, the three of them have been acting pretty weird. Do you think it’s drugs?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me,” I answered. “What do you think is going on?”

“I think it’s meth,” he said in a confident tone.

“In Town? Where the hell would they get meth?”

“I think they make it in one of their logging camps.” He turned onto the road that headed into the center of town. “I think they started using their own stuff, too. There was that whole wouldn’t leave the bar thing, and when I ran into Dwayne’s wife at the village store this morning, she said he left looking all drugged out and ignoring her.”

That bothered me. I had hit him pretty hard. As much as I disliked all three brothers, I hope I hadn’t given him a concussion or, worse, brain damage. “Maybe he’s just recovering from last night. Let’s face it, everybody had way too much to drink.”

“Hey, I tried to stop you guys,” he protested. “I still don’t know how you’re not face deep into a toilet right now.”

“I wasn’t blaming you, Randy. I’m just saying he’s probably hungover and didn’t want to deal with his wife. She’s tough on a good day.”

“True enough.” He pulled into The Den’s parking lot, something I had been seeing way too much of the last couple of days. He hopped out, leaving the truck running. “Here you go. I wouldn’t do any hard stops with it if I was you. The brakes are a bit squishy right now.”

“Good to know. Do you have a ride back after work? I won’t be able to get it back to you until tomorrow.”

“I’m good. Just top off the tank please.” He waved and strolled inside. I headed back to Tavish’s.

The rest of the day was torture for me. Stella had holed up in her room, checking over her remaining weapons and ammo and catching up on lost sleep. Tavish stayed down in the gaming room, monitoring the internet and who knows what else. I found myself roaming his house worrying about Jeopardy. He didn’t even have a TV to distract me.

It was late afternoon when Tavish emerged from his basement, following the scent of the frozen pizza I had just taken from the oven. Stella came down shortly afterwards. After eating, the three of us headed to our chosen locations just on the off chance the delivery came early.

I spent the next several hours sitting in Randy’s truck, even more bored than I was at Tavish’s house. Well, boredom broken up by moments of sheer panic as my mind kept going back to Jeopardy and what Kreb might be doing to her. Not that I was forgetting about KayCee. It was just that Jeopardy was taking up most of my mind.

Each of the locations had been rural with no close neighbors. I had drawn the Burnham house. They had moved to Concord a couple of years ago. Like much of Town, the area around their house was heavily wooded, and I tucked Randy’s truck among the trees. I still had a good view of their house and driveway. The Burnhams owned a hundred-year-old Cape with a one-car garage in the back. Next to the garage was a collapsed root cellar that required a ladder to get in and out of.

I now had enough control over my abilities that I was able to switch to night vision after a couple of tries.

A little before eight p.m., a delivery truck bearing the logo of a large online retail store pulled alongside the driveway. The driver didn’t bother pulling up to the house and simply got out and tossed the large package at the end of the driveway.

“Jerk,” I muttered as he drove off. I got out and snuck over to the package. One of the reasons we had specifically asked Randy to borrow his truck was that he was always misplacing his keys and had finally placed a tracker on his keychain. I removed the tracker and carefully peeled back the tape on the box. I slipped the tracker into it and replaced the tape. I then snuck back to my truck and waited. It wasn’t long before I spotted two roggies slinking through the trees and up to the box. I quickly group-dialed Tavish and Stella.

“I have two roggies approaching.”

“That’s nothing,” Stella told me. “Dwayne McKeene showed up to collect my package. He’s loading it into his truck now.”

“I’m currently following Darryl,” Tavish chimed in.

“I really hate that family,” I growled. “What the hell are they doing now?”

“I don’t know. What do you want to do?” Tavish asked.

One of the roggies unhinged its jaw and took hold of the package.

“You two follow Dumb and Dumber. I’ll take care of the roggies.”


“Two cybernetic canines with robotic processing identified. Current threat level insignificant.”


I stepped out of the truck and moved, catching up with the roggies before they registered I was there. The one with the package bolted while the other one turned on me, trying to buy its buddy some time.

That actually works for me.

I caught the roggie by the throat in mid-leap. I studied it as it snapped and clawed at me. “I sure hope you don’t feel pain.”

I tore loose its limbs and tossed them deep into the woods. Next, I pulled off the lower jaw and hucked that into the trees as well. The body, I threw into the back of the pickup and retrieved my phone from the cab. “You guys still there?”

“We’re both still on,” Tavish informed me.

“I caught one of the roggies. It’s now missing legs and a jaw but it’s still functioning. Can Kreb eavesdrop on me through it?”

“That’s a good question,” Tavish said.

“Tavish!”

“I don’t know. Just be careful what you say,”

“We don’t need it,” Stella broke in. “End it and get away from it. Call us back then.”

“Well, this was a big waste of time.” I sighed as I hung up. I grabbed its head and started to squeeze. I stopped when an idea came to me.

Still holding the roggie outstretched, I walked over to the root cellar. It originally had a roof and wooden stairs leading down to it. The stairs had rotted away years ago and the roof had collapsed when I was a kid. I remember my father and grandfather helping Mr. Burnham pull the debris out of the hole. A rickety metal ladder was the only way in and out of it now. It was deep, and its walls were made of granite rocks. It was perfect.

I tossed the roggie into the cellar and pulled up the ladder. It might still be able to wiggle around but without legs, it wasn’t getting out.

I got back in the truck and drove off, hitting redial on my phone. “Okay what’s with the cloak and dagger stuff?”

“I didn’t want to take a chance of Kreb hearing what I’m about to tell you,” Stella explained.

“And what would that be?”

“They’re all here. Dwayne drove back to Dennis’s house. He took the package into the barn. Darryl showed up just now and did the same thing.” 

“Good. Now let’s track the roggie back to Kreb and free Jeopardy and KayCee.”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Stella said impatiently. They are all here.” 

“You said that. Let’s find Kreb.”

“Lock. The saucer is in the barn. I think Kreb is here with the McKeene brothers!” Stella snarled in frustration.
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Chapter 31 – The Best Laid Plans
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I parked down the street from the McKeene’s, carefully making my way to Stella. She was studying the barn through the scope of Brunhilda while lying behind a fallen tree. On my way over, I’d called Tavish and sent him to the Burnham house. He was standing by to do his computer voodoo if needed.

I crawled up to Stella and we lay there watching for several minutes.

Dennis directed his brothers to unpack the parts. Like me, he seemed to have recovered from his injuries. 

“Where’s Kreb?” I asked.

“Don’t know,” Stella said. “Haven’t seen him.”

I swore. “You think Dennis and his brothers just recovered the saucer? Jeopardy and KayCee might not even be in there.”

“No. He’s around somewhere. That roggie you let go showed up and dropped its package at Dennis’s feet before going into the saucer. Plus, there’s a ton of roggies in the barn,” Stella argued. “Watch Dumb and Dumber. They look like they’re sleepwalking. There’s some sort of mind control going on there.”

“Can you really control their minds when they don’t have brains?” I studied the scene closer. “You think they’re weapon systems, too?”

“I mean, it’s possible, but I don’t think so. You and Dennis move like apex predators. They’re shuffling around like zombies.”

“Huh!” She was right. Thanks to my upgrades, I was able to make out stitches on their temples. The wounds looked surgical. “Randy did say something about Dwayne’s wife saying he was acting funny. Look at the side of their heads. I think Kreb implanted something in their brains.”

“So, what do we do?”

“We need to get into the saucer,” I told her.

“That didn’t work so well last time,” she pointed out. “I knew we should have kept that drone. Think Tavish could get it back?”

“That might be pushing it. The question is whether Dumb and Dumber are willing participants or slaves.” I scratched my beard. “Think you can take their knees out with that thing?”

“Only if you want me removing their legs along with it. It’s not a freaking sniper rifle. The rounds are a little on the large side for that.”

“Crap!” I thought about it. “We need to lower their numbers if this has a chance of working. I wish Kreb would show himself, then you could just blow his head off.”

“I’m not so sure that would work. The drone unleased a lot of hurt to that thing and it’s still functioning. I’m not sure a head shot would take it out.” She shook her head. “There’s just too many of them. We need to draw some of them off.”

I called Tavish. “Hey, are you at the Burnham house yet?”

“Yeah, I’ve been studying the roggie you gift wrapped for me.”

“Don’t get too close,” I warned. “I may have defanged it but they’re tricky bastards.” 

“Don’t worry, I don’t need to go into the hole. I just needed to be close enough to establish a connection. I’ve been crawling through its software for about five minutes now.”

“Can you use it to shut them all down?”

“No, that’s not how they’re connected. Well, at least not through the roggie.”

“Care to explain that better?” I rolled over on my back and cinched myself lower behind the log.

“Kreb is using some sort of master control device to issue commands,” my cousin explained. “If we can get it from him, I can shut the roggies down once and for all. It probably looks like the orb you have.”

“Huh.” A plan started to form in my mind. It was a bad plan, one raised on too many TV shows—strong on action and weak on logic and plot. I texted the details to Tavish before telling him. “Meet me at The Den.”

“Give me five more minutes here and I’m on the way.”

I hung up and turned to Stella. “I’m going to give you that distraction you need. If I pull Kreb away and Tavish can shut down the roggies, can you take out the McKeenes and rescue Jeopardy and KayCee?”

An evil grin spread across her face. “Oh yeah, and I’ll enjoy it, too.”

“No screwing around. KayCee has been in Jeopardy’s head for way too long now. Do whatever you have to. Dwayne and Darryl might not even be alive anymore. They could be the human versions of roggies.”

Stella face blanched at the thought. “Crap! They might really be zombies.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m going to hate this plan of yours, aren’t I? That’s why you texted Tavish instead of just saying it out loud.”

“Maybe. You can let me know afterwards.” I flipped onto my stomach and crawled away. “Good luck.”

Once I got farther from the house, I stood up and ran to the pickup, gunned it, and headed back into town. I dialed Dennis’s cell phone. It rang so long I thought it would go to voicemail. “What?”

“You’re working with Kreb now? You are a complete piece of garbage!”

“What do you want?” Dennis’s voice was monotone, as if life had worn him out. I guess getting your ass kicked in front of the whole town and then having your brothers turned into zombie slaves by the same alien who abducted you as a kid would do that.

“I want to talk to Kreb.”

Silence.

“Hello?”

“Kreb... is busy. What do you want?”

“I want to make a trade. Me for Jeopardy.” I didn’t mention KayCee in case they were unaware she was in Jeopardy’s head.

“What about Protector KayserCeenarlos?”

“What about her?”

“She is within the woman. If you want both of them, then bring the control orb with you.”

Damn.

I was hoping the orb wouldn’t come up. Still, I fully planned on screwing them over anyways, so it didn’t really matter. “Kreb will agree to this?”

“Yes.”

“Fine. You and he come to The Den. He can use the image projector of KayCee’s. We’ll meet at the bar. You release the two of them and I’ll go with you willingly.”

“Understood.”

There was a click as he disconnected. “Dick!”

I wanted to get there before them and pressed on the gas. I was doing twice the legal limit when blue lights lit up behind me.

“What the hell?” Town didn’t have a police force. On the few occasions we needed police, a state trooper was sent over. It usually took an hour or two. This was the first time I had ever been pulled over.

I signaled and moved to the side of the road. Through my mirror I observed an unmarked SUV. There were two people in the front seat. The man in the passenger seat was wearing a suit.

The driver got out. He was Hispanic, in his fifties, and very short. More importantly, he was dressed in the uniform of the New Hampshire State Police. I rolled the window down as he came up to it. “Aren’t you a little short for a storm... I mean trooper.”

“Yeah, never heard that one before.” He rolled his eyes. “License, registration, and proof of insurance please.”

“Of course. I’m borrowing the truck, so give me a moment to find the paperwork.” I opened the glovebox and started rifling through it.

“You care to explain why you were doing close to a hundred miles an hour, Mister...?”

“Ferguson,” I told him as I handed him Randy’s paperwork and realized I didn’t have my wallet. Too many switching clothes. “Ah, I don’t have my license with me but it’s active, you can run it.”

“Ferguson? Loughlin Ferguson?” He shined a light into the interior of the truck. “Well, now. Isn’t that a coincidence. We were just coming to see you.”

Well, this can’t be good.

“You—you were?” I looked at his name tag. Quiñones. “What for?”

“Let’s not do this on the side of the road.” He looked around. “Is there a diner or someplace we can go and talk?”

“Ah... There’s The Den. Only food in town.” I was racking my brain on why the state police wanted to talk to me. All I could think of was the military drone that Tavish borrowed. But how did they connect that with me? “That’s where I was headed when you pulled me over.”

“Must have good food if you were going that fast.” He handed me back Randy’s paperwork. “We’ll follow you in.”

“Okay.”

“And Mister Ferguson.”

“Yes sir?”

“Try and keep it under the speed limit.” He turned and walked back to his vehicle. Once he put on his directional signal. I pulled out and he did the same. I dialed Tavish. “We have a problem. I just got pulled over by a trooper who said he was coming here to talk to me. He’s currently following me to The Den.”

“Relax, it’s probably about the house burning down. It was listed as arson, remember?”

“At night? He also had some guy in a suit waiting in his vehicle.”

“Huh. Yeah, that does sound fishy. Might involve the drone. Damn, that was fast. I thought I’d have more time before they were on to me.” I could hear him exhale as he thought. “I’ll grab a booth in the back. When you get here, sit next to me. I got a little bored on the stakeout and took the time to rig up earpieces for everybody. I’ll leave one under your napkin. That way we can communicate while we talk to them.”

“They haven’t mentioned you. I’m not sure you should get involved.” I kept the truck ten miles under the speed limit. Gave us more time to talk.

“Little late for that.”

“What about Kreb?” I asked.

“I don’t know. We just stall him somehow. I mean that’s really just the basics of the plan anyways.”

“Fine. Call Stella and fill her in and I’ll see you there.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 32 – The Interview
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The Tavmobile was already in the lot when I pulled in. Without waiting for Trooper Quiñones and friend, I made my way in, leaving my guns hidden under the seat of the truck. I spotted Tavish in a booth and sat down next to him. He had his laptop on the table. The earpiece I found under the napkin was tiny and I stuffed it in my ear just as the trooper and his associate entered. It was Golf Shirt Guy.

Oh crap!

Quiñones frowned as he saw Tavish, but he and his companion sat down across from us anyways. My cousin smiled. “Hello, I’m Tavish Ferguson, the Mayor of Town.”

“Trooper Quiñones, and this is Lieutenant Brennan.” Quiñones shook his hand. “I take it the other Mister Ferguson called you on the way over.”

“Yes, but he was already meeting me here. We figured it wouldn’t hurt to have me with him when he spoke to you.”

Tavish held his hand over to Brennan AKA Golf Shirt Guy. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your first name.”

“Liam,” Lieutenant Brennan said as he shook Tavish’s hand. He was a big guy with reddish brown hair in his early forties. He took up more than half the booth, forcing Quiñones to sit slightly off the edge.

“Two Fergusons and a Brennan. I feel like we should raid an English village or something.” Tavish gave a nervous grin as he placed his right palm down of the top of his laptop, resting it there.

I jumped slightly when a computer-generated voice spoke through the earpiece. “New Hampshire State Police does not have a Lieutenant Liam Brennan or a Trooper Quiñones. I’m going to do a facial recognition search.”

“So, you were looking for me?” I asked.

The trooper nodded. “We’re getting a lot of concerning calls about Town over the past few days and your name keeps popping up.”

“Well, my house burned down. That’s pretty big news in a sleepy little village like this.”

Quiñones took out a notebook and opened it. “It wasn’t really your house though, was it? It was owned by an associate of yours, Stella Johansen.”

“Bingo!” Tavish’s computer voice said in my ear. “Got them. Uh-oh.”

“Yes?” I said to both Quiñones and Tavish.

“Major Miguel Quiñones of the United States Space Force,” Tavish continued. “Born in Puerto Rico, eldest of four. Got a full scholarship to the Air Force Academy. Served in the Security Forces before transferring to the USSF. Multiple tours to Iraq and Afghanistan.

“The big guy is Lieutenant Colonel Liam Brennan of the United States Space Force. Born second youngest of four children in Massachusetts. Father is a bar owner from Ireland, mother a retired nurse from Scotland. One brother is a cop, the other works for the postal service. The whole family has served in the military at one point or another. Sister is currently an A-10 pilot in the Air Force, and he has a nephew in Army special forces. Combined, the lot of them have more medals than the Seventh Cavalry. Brennan himself has two Purple Hearts and a Silver Star.”

“So where is she?” asked Quiñones.

“Brennan’s from a family of flag-waving true believers and he’s a spook with combat experience. Quiñones might be asking the questions but make no mistake, Brennan is running this.

“He joined the Air Force after receiving a bachelor’s degree in criminal justice at UMASS Lowell. Assigned to the Office of Special Investigations, he transferred to the Space Force when it was created where he’s still assigned to OSI. It’s the investigative service for both branches. This is either about the drone or they’re on to Kreb and KayCee. Or both. Be very careful.”

“I’m not sure where Stella is at the moment. I can call her if you want,” I told Quiñones as I digested what Tavish told me over the earpiece.

“Maybe later. What can you tell me about the fight between you and Dennis McKeene last night?”

I shrugged. “Not much to tell. There has been bad blood between us for years. We both had a little too much to drink and went at it.”

“So, it wasn’t retaliation for burning down your home?”

“You think Dennis burned down our house?”

“That’s what several residents have said.”

I blinked. “Sorry, I thought you just got here.”

“No, we’ve been here for most of the day. We just didn’t run into you until now.”

“So why would Dennis burn down our house?” I frowned. “I mean, we don’t like each other, but don’t you think that’s a bit over the line?”

“Based on what I learned today, I have a working theory.” Quiñones smiled. “Would you like to hear it?”

“Sure, why not?” At that moment, the waitress came over. An order for three Cokes and a whiskey later, she headed back to the bar. “You were saying?”

“Turf war.”

“Sorry, did you say turf war?” Tavish broke in with a burst of laughter. “You think Town, New Hampshire, has gangs?”

“What I think is your cousin and the McKeenes are fighting it out over drugs.”

Un oh, I thought.

“These rural areas are great for growing marijuana.” The trooper glanced at Tavish. “Especially if there is a friendly local official.”

“Marijuana is decriminalized in New Hampshire.” Tavish frowned. “And I deeply resent that implication. Tread carefully, trooper. One of my fraternity brothers is a very litigious attorney and I have him on speed dial.”

“Small amounts for personal use, sure. But decriminalized is not the same as legal. The illegal marijuana trade is still a billion-dollar industry. I’m sure the McKeenes didn’t want your cousin upsetting their apple cart when he started pushing meth.”

“Meth?” My eyes practically bugged out of their sockets. “You think I’m a meth dealer?”

“That’s how you fund your little alien worshipping sex cult, isn’t it?”

“Cult?” I glared at Tavish who had the grace to look sheepish. “I don’t have a sex cult.”

The trooper leaned back as the waitress dropped our drinks off. She gave me a seductive smile. “Hey, Probed. Did I hear you talking about your sex cult? My boyfriend and I wanted to ask you a few questions about that.”

I pinched the area of my nose between my eyes as I felt a sudden headache. Brennan, who up to now had held a passive look on his face, gave a cough that sounded suspiciously like he was choking back a laugh.

“Sorry, we’re in a meeting.” Tavish waved her away. “Lock will talk to you later.”

“I assume Probed is some sort of high title in your cult. A sci-fi version of prophet or pope,” Quiñones continued. “Look, you can call Lockism a religion all you want, but I’m not letting another Waco happen here.”

“Waco? You’re comparing us to Waco?” I took a deep gulp of my whiskey. “I swear, there is no cult.”

“First rule of Fight Club, right?” He smiled.

“Umm, if you say so.” I stopped trying to keep up with him and started wondering how much time I would get if I strangled Tavish in front of two law enforcement officers.

“You claim you were abducted. You preached at an alien workshop where you showed off your three sister wives and were seen speaking with an obvious drug dependent woman named...” He referred to his notebook. “Mary. The mayor here, your own cousin, has been quoted as saying that one of your sister wives, Stella Johansen, is the cult’s enforcer.”

“Oh God.” I laid my forehead down on the table. “It was a freaking joke.”

I heard him flip pages on the notebook. “Johansen has an interesting history. Drummed out of the military after sleeping with a colonel’s wife...”

Brennan did that coughing thing again.

“Bounced around the world doing off-the-grid jobs for a couple of years. Sounds to me like she was doing merc work.”

“Merc?” I sat back up. “You mean like a mercenary?”

“Sorry, I know they prefer the term private contractors these days.” He closed the notebook. “So, your cult starts gaining traction and you butt heads with the McKeene outfit. Either you’re taking a cut of their profit, or they’re worried you’ll bring too much heat down on them.”

Well, that last part was sort of true.

“So, they burn down your house as either a warning or retaliation.” He leaned back. “What I want to know is what you were stockpiling the guns for?”

“Excuse me?”

“You claim you’re not a sex cult, but the fire department found nothing but tons of burnt sex toys and firearms in the remains of your house.” He locked eyes with me. “So, I’ll ask you again. What are you stockpiling weapons for? A war against the McKeenes, or are you getting ready to lead your followers to Doomsday?”

“You call Stella’s personal stash a stockpile?” Tavish waved his hands. “This is New Hampshire, everyone has guns. Live Free or Die. Ever heard of it?”

Quiñones shook his head. “What I can’t figure out is why you’re stealing all the dogs in the area. Is it some sick ritual thing? Are you sacrificing them to your alien gods?”

“What is wrong with you?” I asked the trooper incredulously.

“I just ran a federal check on Stella. Wow! She has a lot of guns!” Tavish told me through my earpiece. “By the way, Brennan doesn’t have a cell phone on him or it’s either so obsolete or NextGen I can’t pick it up.”

I nodded my head and took another sip, almost choking as I watched Dennis walk through the door. He spotted me and headed our way. He stopped when he saw Quiñones and Brennan and stared at us for an uncomfortably long time before turning and moving to the bar.

As discreetly as possible, I scanned the room looking for the Plain Jane image KayCee used. I didn’t see it. I was wondering why Kreb sent Dennis alone when it dawned on me that there might be other images on the projector. A second check of the room revealed I knew everyone in it aside from the two law enforcement officers sitting with us.

Where the hell was Kreb?

“Am I boring you?” Quiñones broke in.

“As a matter of fact, you are,” I told him. “This is the stupidest thing I ever heard of. The cult thing was a bad joke taken too far, my roommate has a Second Amendment right to own her firearms, and I’ve never even smoked a joint, much less trafficked in drugs.”

“If the fire at the house was actually arson, then my cousin is a victim here and you are treating him like a suspect because you’re on a fishing expedition.” Tavish stabbed his index finger out at Quiñones.

“Ask for a lawyer.”

I smiled at Quiñones. “I would like my lawyer present for any further questions.”

“That sounds like something a guilty man would say. If you see Johansen or McKeene, tell them I’m looking to speak with them,” the trooper told me as he slid out of the booth. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

Brennan just sat there as Quiñones made his way to the restrooms. I finished off my drink. “So, are you the good cop in the routine?”

“I like to watch things for a while before weighing in. I’ll be in... Town... for a few days.” He shook his head. “You guys really named this place Town?”

“That, you’ll have to take up with the old dead guys in the cemetery up the street.”

He pulled a business card out of his jacket and left it on the table. “This is my cell number in case you want to talk. Speaking of watching things, I’m a big fan of Jeopardy Jones’s podcast. Is she still in the area?”

“I’m not sure,” I told him.

He nodded and dropped a paper next to his card as Quiñones came back. “You two have a good night. Earpiece was a nice touch, by the way.”

“Crap!”I held my breath as they walked by Dennis. As luck would have it, both were looking the other way as they passed him.

“Wow, at least we got lucky there.” I sighed in relief.

“Was it?” Tavish had picked up the paper and was studying a picture on the other side of it. He laid it flat on the table. “I don’t think it was lucky at all.”

It was a satellite photo of Stella and me working on the drone.
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Chapter 33 – The Sit Down
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“We are so screwed!”

“Tavish, relax.”

“That’s from a satellite, probably a spy satellite. They would have had it change orbit to do that. Those guys are absolutely Men in Black!”

“I doubt that’s what they’re really called. You said you disabled the GPS. How was it able to track it?”

My cousin mulled that one over. “The composites it’s made of are pretty unique. It’s possible they may give off something that can be tracked.”

“So, the next question is why didn’t they arrest us.” I readjusted the earpiece. It kept trying to fall out.

“I don’t know. That’s the weird part. They have photographic evidence of you with the missing drone.” He shrugged. “Well, it was missing.”

“That’s probably it then. They want to know how we did it and are giving us enough of a leash to hang ourselves with it. Or...”

“Or what?”

“They might be here for Kreb.” I looked around for Dennis. He still had his back turned to us.

“Hmmm. That could be something we could leverage, right?”

“For what?”

“To stay out of jail.”

“Maybe, but we also don’t want to jam up any of our friends by accident.”

“I...” Tavish snapped his mouth shut as Dennis walked over and sat down on the bench they just vacated. “Who were those two humans?”

“Humans? What are...” My jaw dropped. “Kreb! What are you doing in Dennis?”

“The damage you and your associates inflicted on the bioform was too great. Until major repairs are done to it, it is unusable. Weapon System 11 will serve me until you are properly prepared.”

Tavish pulled away from the table up against the wall. It was as far away from Kreb as he could get while still in the booth. “Dennis can’t be too happy about that.”

Kreb studied Tavish. “I know you.”

I held my breath. Our plan hinged on him not realizing that Tavish was one of his experiments. Specifically, the one who can infiltrate technology.

Kreb bent his head to the side in a very unhuman-like behavior and blinked once. “You are the elected leader of this enclave. The one who advertised the meeting on my experiments. Why are you here?”

“Because I asked him to,” I told the alien. “He’s here to make sure that you live up to your end of the deal.”

“Very well. To answer his question, I caught 11 and his siblings unaware as they were recovering from the damage you inflicted on them. They proved troublesome until I removed the portion of their brains that controlled higher thought functions.”

I felt sick at what he just said. I couldn’t help thinking that maybe if I hadn’t lost it and beat the stuffing out of Dennis, he and his brothers may not have been taken by Kreb.

“You... You lobotomized them? All three of them?” Tavish said in a high-pitched whine. He had a complete look of horror on his face, and his naturally dark complexion had gone pale.

“Yes.”

“That’s it? Just, yes?” I sputtered.

“What more is there to say? You and your kind are nothing to me. How have you not realized this by now?”

“You are absolutely insane, you know that?” That sick feeling turned to anger as he casually informed us he had carved out chunks of brain from Dennis and his brothers.”

“Your opinion of me is irrelevant.”

“Can you return them to normal?” Tavish uttered in a whispered voice.

“Of course not. Their individual selves are destroyed. They are much more efficient this way. And so will Weapon System 12 when I do it to him.”

A chill ran through my bones as the reality of what he planned on doing to me sunk in. Dead was one thing, but trapped as his mindless zombie was a fate my imagination just balked at. I determined right then that I would die before I allowed that to happen.

“I am finished answering your questions. Now, let us proceed.”

“Fine. Release Jeopardy and KayCee.” I really regretted leaving my guns in the truck. If I could put a bullet in Kreb’s head right now, this would be all over. I was willing to do the time.

“Show me the control orb.”

I looked at Tavish, who nodded. I pulled the chrome orb out of my jacket, aware that most of the bar were watching what they thought was Dennis and I talking it out after the blow-up last night. Kreb reached for it, but I pulled it away, sticking it back into my coat pocket. “Not so fast.”

“I will release your mate and the protector. Give me the orb.”

“Heh heh heh.”

Kreb and I stared at Tavish. We were in a life-or-death situation with an insane alien war criminal who had just lobotomized three people, and Tavish was giggling over the fact that Kreb referred to Jeopardy as my mate. “What are you? Twelve?”

“Sorry. I’m just really freaking out right now.”

“Jesus.” I turned back to Kreb. “Give him the control device you use on the roggies.”

“What are roggies?”

“Those mechanical monstrosities you murdered a bunch of dogs to create.”

“You refer to my hunters. Why do you want their control device? It was not part of our agreement.” Kreb stared at me through Dennis’s unblinking eyes. I suddenly didn’t blame Tavish for freaking out. It was creepy!

“You can get it back. I don’t want you sending your pets after my friends. The mayor here will hold their control device until my friends are away, then we’ll give you both the orb and the device and I leave with you. That’s the deal.”

“What is preventing me from taking them and you right now?”

“Well, for starters, I won’t let you. And a big fight between you and me will bring those government agents back and you’ll be captured.” I finished my drink. “There is a certain ironic justice in you spending the rest of your life getting experimented on in a lab in Area 51.”

“I will honor this agreement.” Dennis’s mouth pulled back to reveal his teeth and gums in what Kreb must have thought was a smile. He looked demented. “You should know that once you are under my control, I will have you duplicate all the abilities of my other experiments. Then, I will transform thousands of your fellow humans into your image. They will be the army I will use to reclaim my country.”

“Are you trying to talk me out of this? Because that’s what you are doing.” I held out my hand. “Let’s see the control device.”

He lost the smile and pulled a flip phone out of his pocket, dropping it into my outstretched palm.

I held it up. “What’s this? What are you trying to pull here?”

“That is the control device for my hunters.” Kreb gestured towards the phone. “I had to adapt your primitive technology to create it.”

I flipped it open. Strange green symbols scrolled across the screen from right to left. Satisfied, I snapped it shut and handed it to Tavish.

Kreb did the single nod thing again. “Where do you want your mate delivered?”

“No need.” I pulled my own phone out and speed dialed Stella. “Do it.”

“Roger that.”

“What is this?” the alien hissed.

“I already arranged for their pickup.” I returned my phone to my pocket. “Give it a few minutes.”

Kreb suddenly stiffened. “You have disabled my drones.”

“You mean Dennis’s brothers? Yeah. Considering what you did to them, it probably would have been better to put them out of their misery, but we were working with the info we had at the time. That’s just to prevent them from chasing after my friends once I turn myself over to you.”

His arm lunged across the table, trying to grab the roggie controller from Tavish. I grabbed his wrist and slammed it to the table. He pulled his arm out of my grip. “This is not the arrangement!”

“I’m altering the deal. Pray I don’t alter it any further.” I shot Tavish a grin, He was staring off into space, a vacant look in his eyes.

“Damn it. I nailed that quote and it’s wasted.” I cocked an eye at Kreb. “Did you get the reference? Have you seen Star Wars?”

“You are trying to take the lander.” Kreb pulled out his space gun. “It will not work. I have locked Protector KayserCeenarlos out of the controls.”

I shrugged. “It was worth a try.”

Tavish’s eyes came back into focus, and he shook his head.

Damn!

Part of my plan was to have him hack into the bioform Kreb was using and take it over. With the surprise body switch, Tavish tried it on Dennis instead. Apparently, he wasn’t able to get through. I was going to have to improvise.

My cell rang. I kept my eyes on Kreb as I answered. Dennis’s hair was dirty and matted and he hadn’t bathed. Based on how Mary had looked, it appeared Kreb was the type of owner that never washed or repaired his car and then complained when it broke down. Considering he was eyeballing me as his new Corvette, this was just more bad news. “Hello?”

“I’ve got them, but we couldn’t get the saucer running,” Stella told me.

“Are you safely away?”

“Yup. I had to take Dumb and Dumber down hard though,” she said.

“Yeah, we... probably shouldn’t call them that anymore. I’ll explain later.” I hung up and motioned to Tavish. “It’s done.”

“Yes, it is,” my cousin replied with a satisfied tone. He was subtle as a brick.

I fought back the urge to glare at him, hoping Kreb didn’t notice anything amiss. “You can give him his toy back.”

Kreb took back his phone-thingy and stuffed it in his pocket. He motioned with the weapon. “We are leaving.”

“Fine.” I slid out of the booth. Tavish started to follow but I held up a hand and he stopped. Kreb motioned me to walk in front of him. The Den had filled up somewhat. I was hoping the parking lot was empty so I could go weapons mode on Kreb.

As it turned out, it wasn’t empty. Several people were parking their cars as we stepped out. Quiñones’s tan and green state police SUV was parked in the lot. I had always thought that was an odd color match for police cars.

Damn! Can’t do anything here.

Kreb hustled me over to Dennis’s logging truck. “You will operate this vehicle.”

I looked at it dubiously. “That’s a lot bigger than anything I’ve ever driven before. Is it a stick? I don’t know how to drive a stick.”

“I do not believe you. Get in and operate it, or I will kill you now and remove what I need from your corpse.” He motioned for me to get in the cab. Sighing, I climbed in, and he did the same on the other side.

I actually did know how to drive a stick, but I wasn’t about to make it easy on Kreb. I ground the gears and popped the clutch a couple of times, hoping for the parking lot to clear out. When that didn’t happen, I finally pulled on to the road. “Where are we headed?”

“Go to the domicile of the body I currently inhabit.” He held out his hand. “Give me the control orb.”

Sighing, I dug into my pocket and pulled it out. He took it, cackling with glee.

I searched my mind, trying to remember if there were any places along the route where I could crash the truck into a ravine. Killing Kreb the same way my parents died felt like poetic justice. Unfortunately, there was no place to do it on the way. I would have to settle for ramming us into a tree and hope Dennis’s augmented body wouldn’t survive it. The problem now was finding a tree big enough to do the job. The logging truck was a monster and built like a tank.

On a deserted stretch of the road, I eyed a tree up ahead, trying to determine if it would do the job when blue lights lit up behind me. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“What is it?”

“We’re being pulled over.” I’d never been pulled over in my life and now it’s twice in one day. I signaled and slowed down, aiming for a flat sandy section beside the road.

Kreb frowned at me. It was not how Dennis frowned, and I found it disturbing. “Do not stop.”

“That’s law enforcement. If we don’t stop, he’ll radio for more and we’ll be arrested. I’ll just go to prison, but you’ll be strapped to an operating table at Area 51 for the rest of your short life.” Once I was safely off the road, I placed the truck in park, and rolled down my window.

“Well, well, now this is interesting,” the familiar voice of fake Trooper Quiñones greeted us.

I leaned out, squinting as he shined his flashlight up at me. “Trooper, what can I do for you this time?”

“I figured I finally found Dennis McKeene, and there you are driving his truck.” Quiñones shined his light past me. “Who’s that in there with you?”

“That would be Dennis.”

“I was really hoping you would say that.” Quiñones had a grin on his face. “So, what’s this? Peace talks? Getting your stories straight?”

“Dennis had too much to drink and I’m driving him home. We’re friendly like that in these parts.”

“Turn the vehicle off and tell your buddy to step down from the cab.” Quiñones started to walk to the back of the truck to meet Kreb on the other side.”

“Drive! Now!” hissed Kreb.

I gunned it, which in a truck that size meant I pulled away from the side of the road at a turtle’s crawl. “We’re not going to get far.”

“Be quiet,” the alien ordered. “Do what I say.”

A siren accompanied the blue lights this time as Quiñones quickly caught up. Both hands on the wheel, I glanced over to Kreb. “Okay, smart guy, what do we do now?”

“Keep going to the domicile. Once there, the hunters will take care of whatever number of enforcers come for us.”

“That’s not what they’re call—You know what, never mind.” I couldn’t let Quiñones get killed by the roggies. As the road straightened out in front of us, I racked my brain for a solution when a set of bright lights lit up the sky in front of us.

My vision automatically adjusted so I was able to see past the lights. It was the NextGen drone Tavish had stolen. Brennan’s amplified voice came from it. “Stop the truck and turn it off. Do not make me take you out.”

Kreb slammed his foot over mine, forcing the gas pedal to the floor. As the truck lurched forward, the drone’s Gatling gun styled GAU-8 autocannon started spinning. “Oh, crap!”

I ducked under the dash, hoping the engine block would protect me. It was a futile attempt. The GAU-8 Avenger traditionally uses a mix of armor piercing and high explosive incendiary ammunition. It’s referred to, with good reason, as a tank killer. As it fired, it made the distinct brrrrrrt sound it was famous for.

Combat mode kicked in and I screamed in pain as the first couple of rounds came through the engine block and ripped into me. Then whatever adjustments my body made kicked in, and the remaining rounds entered and exited my body like they were going through jelly. It was an odd, but not painful feeling. The 30mm is a big round. I was shocked the first few hadn’t killed me outright.

As it was, I had the stuffing knocked out as me. I heard the whirling and click that meant the Gatling gun was empty. I groaned in pain and looked around. Kreb had disappeared. The cab was shredded, and I was covered in bits of glass and metal.

As my body healed, I tried to pull myself up into a sitting position. Instead, I just managed to fall out of the cab completely, hitting the road with a hard thud. “Oh, that hurt.”

“Wow! You lived through that?”

I opened my eyes and saw two things that drove home the fact that Quiñones wasn’t really a state trooper. The first was, he wasn’t wearing his campaign hat. Up here, troopers never, and I mean never, not have that thing on their head. The second was the weird looking space gun he was pointing at my face. While Kreb’s weapon was all ’50s sci-fi, with silver-like chrome and a tank of liquid on top, Quiñones’s gun was bigger and bulkier, with a Space Marine feel to it.

“Yeah, kind of surprised me, too.” My joints creaked as I pulled myself into a sitting position. “Don’t you think that was a little overkill?”

“Not if you lived, no.” Brennan stepped next to Quiñones. The drone had landed on the road a little farther back. “Where’s McKeene or whatever that was?”

“Excuse me?”

“That drone you borrowed has some interesting equipment on it. His brain scan was unlike anything we’ve ever seen.” Brennan held down a hand to me. I grabbed it and he pulled me up onto my feet. “You, on the other hand, seem mostly human.”

“What do you mean mostly!” I said with the most indignant tone I could muster.

“I was hoping you could tell us,” the Space Force officer said.

“I don’t know what you're talking about. Dennis stuck a gun in my side after the trooper ordered him out and made me drive off.”

“The drone also has a pretty good camera. You see a lot of ray guns like that?”

“I didn’t see it, I felt it.” I glared at him. “Only ray gun I’ve seen is the one your buddy is holding.”

The big man sighed. “Look, you claimed you were abducted when you were a kid. We tracked a subject known to us to this area, and then somehow a drone that doesn’t officially exist fired itself up and flew here, where it apparently used up enough of its munitions that you and your roommate replaced them and then sent it home. Just level with us already.”

“You first, Lieutenant Colonel.”

“Major Quiñones and I are officers in the United States Space Force, and we are investigating what I just told you.”

“So, you’re the Men in Black then?”

“Close. We’re assigned to a Space Operations Command called Delta Black.”

I grinned. “I have to say, I approve of you staying with Air Force ranks instead of using Navy. The only reason all the old sci-fi used it was because Asimov and Heinlein served in the Navy.”

“This isn’t science fiction, Mister Ferguson.”

“Really?” I pointed to Quiñones’s gun. “Because that looks like something out of a movie.”

“It’s a prototype weapon with both lethal and less than lethal capabilities.” He sighed. “I really don’t want to take you in. The paperwork is a pain, and the families always ask too many questions about the disappearances.”

“Y—you don’t really do that, do you?” I was suddenly a lot less cocky. “Listen, Dennis and his brothers have always been jerks, and yeah, I’m pretty sure they were growing pot somewhere. but these past couple of days, they’ve been acting weird. I thought maybe they moved from pot to meth.”

“And the drone?”

“Stella and I took a loan from Dennis and his brothers a couple of years ago,” I lied. “We haven’t been able to come up with the money and sometimes have to work off the interest. Dennis called us up and told us to meet us. The drone and weapons were with them. They told us to load it, figuring Stella knew how to do that from her military days. Instead, we had to figure it out, looking up the predator drones and the A-10 plane online. The attachments are still the same.”

“Get ready,” my earpiece suddenly chirped.

“That’s the story you’re going with?” Quiñones pulled a pair of handcuffs out. “Well, we tried. Put your hands behind your back.”

“Oh, come on!” I protested.

Quiñones reached for me but stopped when a beeping sound came from Brennan’s belt. The Lieutenant Colonel reached down and pulled out a device that looked like a game console just as the blades on the drone’s props whirled to life.

“It’s been taken over again.” Brennan started frantically punching buttons on the console. “Missiles are arming. Run!”

I jumped down into the ditch at the side of the road and made for the trees. As soon as I hit them, I moved, quickly outdistancing the two officers. I hoped in the darkness and confusion they didn’t see how fast I was running.

“Circle back to where bog brook meets Anderson Road,” Tavish radioed me. “We’re waiting for you there.”

I zipped through the forest until I hit the brook, then followed it to the road. Waiting there was the Tavmobile. Tavish was behind the wheel with Stella next to him. Jeopardy was in the back seat.

I popped the door and slid in next to Jeopardy. “Hi there! Miss me?”

“I’m so sorry, Lock.” Stella turned around in her seat, sadness in her eyes. “That’s not Jeopardy.”
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“What do you mean it’s not Jeopardy?”

“I am KayCee.” Not-Jeopardy turned her body to look me in the face. “I was within Jeopardy too long.”

“So, where the hell is Jeopardy?” Anger and fear warred within me.

“For lack of a better term, she is asleep. Kreb held us captive so long, a permanent merging was starting to take place. One of our consciousnesses needed to go to sleep to prevent this.” KayCee placed one of Jeopardy’s hands on top of mine.

I snatched it away. “So, of course you chose yourself.”

“It’s not like that. I was the logical choice because I had the best chance of separating us if we can get back to my craft. I left it up to Jeopardy, and this was the decision that she made.”

What she said made sense. Not that it stopped me from wanting to lash out. I bit my tongue and just sat back and fumed. “What’s the next move?”

Tavish grinned as he whipped around a curve. I’d never seen him drive so fast before. “Per your plan, once I had my hands on the roggie control device, I was able to modify its software to allow me to track it. Fortunately, he built it using parts from our world. I still don’t know if I can infiltrate and control the alien tech.”

“You would not be very effective to Kreb if you couldn’t use your abilities on our tech,” KayCee told him. “After all, it is my people he plans on going to war against.”

“Good point.” Tavish mashed the pedal as he hit a straight section of road. “Anyways, it appears Kreb is moving through the woods towards Dennis’s house. He’s on foot now.”

“You think we can beat him back?” I asked.

“Yup.” Stella was loading rounds into magazines.

“Kreb still has the control orb. We won’t be able to fly the lander.”

Tavish shrugged. “I can shut down the roggies at any time now. That just leaves Kreb and the McKeenes. This is the best odds we’ve had in a while.”

“Can you get the saucer running?” I asked KayCee as Stella handed me my guns. I checked the mags; she had topped them off as well. Just as I finished doing so, Tavish fishtailed into Dennis’s driveway. He gunned it, ignoring the rocks and potholes the Tavmobile encountered. Stella winced at one particular impact.

“Given enough time, I should be able to override whatever lockout Kreb placed on the lander. Due to its design, he is limited in what options he could use to prevent me from regaining control. My biggest worry is how damaged it is. It may not be flight capable.”

Tavish jerked the wheel and the car slid sideways, stopping in front of the barn. We all piled out. As we did so, my combat mode kicked in, the artificial calm settling over me. The knot of fear in my chest over Jeopardy just faded away.

Guns at the low ready, we hustled into the barn. The saucer was there and so were Dennis’s two brothers. They both stood against the wall, eyes vacant, with circuitry and mechanical parts sticking out of various sections of their bodies. They looked like extras from a bad ’80s sci-fi movie.

They didn’t react to us entering the barn. Kreb must have had them in some kind of standby mode. Both had damage to their legs from where Stella had fired on them earlier. They appeared to be self-repairing but at a much slower rate than the roggies.

I didn’t hesitate and fired directly into their heads. I emptied a magazine into each of them. Both fell without a sound.

“Jesus, Lock.” Stella walked over to me. “You killed them.”

“They were basically already dead. Kreb lobotomized them. This was the most mercy I could give them.” I nudged Dwayne with my foot. “Think they can recover from that?”

“Let’s not find out.” Stella formed her axe and sliced and diced the two bodies. It was disgusting, and if it wasn’t for being in combat mode, I’d have emptied my lunch all over the place.

When Stella finished, we turned to discover Tavish and KayCee heading up the ramp of the saucer. KayCee stopped at the top. “I need time to get the saucer up and running. Can you hold him off?”

Stella and I gave each other a glance. My roommate dissolved her axe and unclipped her rifle. “Yeah, we can do that.”

As Tavish and KayCee entered the saucer, Stella and I took up our positions. Stella climbed up into the loft with Brunhilda. I moved to the front of the barn and let my sensors stretch out. Just like back at Jonesy’s shop, I somehow linked into Dennis’s security system.

After about ten minutes, I stiffened as a motion sensor activated one of the cameras. Roggies were moving towards us. “Get ready.”

From her prone position in the loft, Stella gave me a thumbs up and sighted Brunhilda’s scope. Tavish poked his head out of the saucer and made a stretching motion with his hands before disappearing back inside.

Damn it!

I readied myself as the roggies slowly made their way towards us. Kreb, still inside Dennis’s body, was with them. He made no attempt to hide or to stay behind cover and simply made his way to the barn.

I stepped into the entranceway. “That’s far enough.”

Kreb cocked his head at an odd angle. “You think you have an advantage because you have destroyed the two weapons guarding the lander? You are incorrect. Look around you. I still have the superior numbers.”

“We’re willing to make a deal.”

“What deal is that?”

I pointed my gun at him. “Turn around and we don’t kill you right now.”

“Unacceptable.” With a silent command from Kreb, the roggies launched themselves at us.

“Tavish, now!”

Whatever my cousin did worked, because all the roggies collapsed like puppets with their strings cut. As they did so, Stella fired a head shot at Kreb. In a perfect world that would have been the end of it. Instead, Kreb moved and his forearm rose fast enough to block the shot.

“Damn it!” I unloaded on him as did Stella. The barrage of bullets forced him to seek cover. As he recovered, I reloaded. “Anytime now, guys!”

Tavish popped his head out of the saucer. “I’ve got good news and bad news.”

“Tavish!”

“The good news is KayCee broke the override. The bad news is Kreb locked me out.” He pointed outside. The roggies were starting to stir.

“That’s bad! Stella, we are out of here!” I walked backwards towards the saucer, firing my gun at Kreb as I did so. He pulled out that pear shaped device and disappeared.

Stella simply rolled off the edge of the loft and dropped fifteen feet into a standing position. I ran by her on the way to the saucer. “Show-off!”

We scrambled up the ramp as it started to close. Kreb was nowhere to be seen, but the roggies swarmed towards us.

Stella glanced around. “Where’d that slippery bastard go now?”

“I think he teleported out.”

“Let’s go.” Stella reached out and grabbed my collar, pulling me back into the saucer. Once inside, we laid down suppressing fire at the roggies until the ramp was able to fully close.

After it did, I looked around. Before, the saucer walls had been seamless, with a chrome metal covering everything. Now, several panels had been removed, and odd glowing crystals and weird lines of fluorescent blue liquids were exposed.

KayCee sat in the control chair. It had been enlarged to fit Jeopardy’s body. “Hold on. Half the systems are offline, so this will be an uncomfortable ride.”

The saucer lurched up, causing those of us not sitting to stumble across the room. Tavish lay flat on the floor and braced his feet against a wall. Stella and I quickly duplicated him.

The saucer tore out of the barn. Several roggies tried leaping onto it, but Kaycee flipped the saucer, flinging them off. That had the unfortunate effect of throwing the rest of us around the room. After bouncing off the ceiling, Stella yelled out to her, “Try not to do that again.”

“Apologies.”

We skimmed over the trees away from Kreb. I started to sit up but there was a thunk and the saucer dipped for a second. I quickly lay back down. “What was that?”

“I believe I may have clipped a tree.”

“You believe?”

“I did mention half the systems are down. I’m flying by visual only. Stand by, I’m making for orbit.”

I had never dropped out of combat mode and had forgotten my senses were still scanning various systems until I heard Quiñones’s voice in my ear. “Operations, this is Knight-2. Positive contact for Knight-1. Knight-2 failed to lock.”

“Those bastards fired on us!”

“Who?” Stella asked.

“Brennan and Quiñones. I just intercepted a radio transmission. That bump was them hitting us with a rocket or something.”

“I detect no further damage. They must not have been able to penetrate the lander’s armor,” KayCee informed us. “I have been able to reestablish inertia dampeners to 100 percent capacity. You may stand if you like.”

I carefully got to my feet and looked out the window. We had already broken through the atmosphere, and I could see stars. I breathed a sigh of relief and came out of combat mode, my muscles suddenly aching. “Once we are on your spacecraft, can you fix you and Jeopardy?”

“I hope so. As I have said before, there are a lot of unknowns with this. The medical room in my craft will need to analyze us before it can figure out what to do.” She held out her hand. “I will need the control orb now.”

That gnaw of anxiety and fear returned to my chest as I handed her the orb. I stared out the window as she turned off the cloak, watching the starcraft materialized in front of us. A section of the craft opened and flew into it.

The saucer landed on the deck with a small series of bumps. It was a much rougher landing than the first time.

KayCee slumped in the chair. “We have returned. I had despaired I would never make it back here.”

“Yeah, I think we all know it was a long shot.” Stella placed a hand on her shoulder. “But we made it.”

She grinned at me and nodded towards Tavish who had his face plastered to the window. “What do you think, Tavish?”

He turned towards us with a giant grin across his face. “We’re in a freaking spaceship in outer space. This is so cool!”

He took a step towards us and swayed. He didn’t look well. He was pale and sweating. “It’s very loud, though. Should it be this loud?”

I moved towards him, but Stella beat me to it, catching him as he fell. She laid him back on the floor. I crouched next to him. “Tavish, you okay, buddy? What’s the matter?”

“Make them stop.” His eyes rolled into his head.

I spun and glared at KayCee. “What did you do?”

“I am sorry to inform you that your cousin is dying.”
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“Dying? How is he dying?”

KayCee tilted Jeopardy’s head in that odd habit both she and Kreb possessed. “This much exposure to tech has overwhelmed his mind, and sections of his brain are shutting down. He should have stopped a while ago, but he refused.”

“Why didn’t you tell us?” I checked Tavish’s pulse. It was erratic. His forehead felt clammy.

“He made me promise that I would not.”

“What can we do to help him?”

KayCee stood up from the chair. “We can use a stasis pod in the medical room to place him in isolation. Once he is removed from any exposure to tech, he may recover.”

Stella scooped Tavish up like she was carrying a small child. Any other time I would have tried to take a pic to torture him with later. My roommate straightened up. “What about the tech from your ship or from your med bay?”

“The stasis will act as a barrier.”

I pointed to the ramp which was still closed. “What are we waiting on?”

“For oxygen levels in the landing area to return to acceptable levels,” the alien told me.

“Fine.” I fumed. “New rule: any dangers to any one of us are not to be kept a secret regardless of the person’s wishes. Understood?”

KayCee hesitated, giving me an odd look before sharply nodding as the ramp started to lower. “I have summoned a gurney. It is waiting at the bottom of the ramp.”

We exited the craft, and Stella dropped Tavish on a floating platform that KayCee gestured towards. The platform whisked Tavish off down a corridor, KayCee following after it.

I turned to see Stella examining a section of the saucer’s hull. “What are you waiting for? Let’s go!”

“This damage is weird. It almost looks like it was torn out.”

“By what, space monsters? They hit us with a missile. Let’s go!”

Stella gave the hull one last look and jogged after us.

We followed the floating gurney to a room containing a metal pod similar to the one that had contained Stella. The various equipment in the room gave me an uneasy feeling. The top of the pod opened up like a coffin. At KayCee’s direction I pulled Tavish off the gurney and placed him in the box. As soon as I did, the lip slammed shut.

“That’s it?” I asked.

“Yes, he is now in stasis. I do not know how long he will need to remain in there before he recovers but the sensor readings are good.”

“What about Jeopardy?” I struggled to keep my temper under control. My fear of what could happen to Jeopardy was making me lash out. It was a far cry from how I had behaved most of my life. But now that whatever Kreb had done to me no longer inhibited my emotions, I was finding myself having trouble controlling the stronger ones.

“That will take longer. The medical room will need to take several scans to determine what to do next.” She gestured to the hallway floor. The directional lines from before had returned and were glowing. “This will lead you to suitable quarters to wait during the examination. I will have drones bring the food and clothes from the saucer to you so you may get comfortable.”

I was about to tell KayCee that I wasn’t going anywhere but Stella threw an arm over my shoulder and hustled me down the hallway. “What are you doing?”

“Preventing you from doing something stupid. The longer you argue, the longer Jeopardy and KayCee are stuck together.”

I shrugged off her arm but kept following the glowing lines. “You’re not upset?”

“Of course, I’m upset. But lashing out at KayCee isn’t going to do any good.” We entered another room. It contained all the stuff Jeopardy and I had bought in Boston. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s nice to see you reacting after so many years of bottling stuff up, I just don’t think this is the right time for it.”

In addition to the clothes and food, the room had two beds and a table and chair set, all made from the same gleaming metal as the rest of the ship. This time the beds each had a single blanket that looked as if they were made out of tinfoil. I was getting pretty tired of the whole monochrome look.

Stella plunked down in one of the chairs and pulled her boots off. “Ahhh, that’s better. Is there a shower in this place?”

“Doubtful. KayCee might be able to rig something up later, though.” I rummaged through the grocery bags. “Not sure I’d trust the deli meat at this point, but we have the fixings for peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. You want some?”

“Hell, yeah!”

Dumping the bags on the table, I made eight sandwiches. Stella and I downed four each along with chips and water.

Feeling vaguely human again, I leaned against my chair. “How bad do you think it’s going to be?”

“I dunno. KayCee didn’t rule anything out, but she admitted the whole Jeopardy thing was an unknown. Plus, she wasn’t able to correct whatever is wrong with Tavish’s abilities.” She opened a bag of cookies and started munching. “I don’t know about you, but I’m beat. We should sack out. But after that, are we allowed to explore or are we stuck in the room?”

“KayCee didn’t say.” I shrugged. “I think we can look around but from what I’ve seen it all looks the same.”

“Her people sure like chrome!” Stella stood up and shimmied out of her pants.

“What are you doing?”

“Like I said, going to sleep.” She pulled her top off to reveal the fact that she wasn’t wearing a bra. “What’s the problem?”

“For starters, why are you getting naked?”

“You know I sleep in the nude.” Her thong was next, and she shot it at me like a slingshot.

I ducked as it flew by me. “Gross. What are you, in junior high? Listen, at home we have separate rooms. What you do in your bedroom is up to you.”

“Like I ever contained anything to the bedroom.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I still fail to see the problem,” she said. “Do you know how many times I’ve seen you naked this week? You didn’t hear me commenting, did you? Besides, it’s nothing you haven’t seen before.”

She sort of had a point. Stella had a habit of walking around the house naked, no matter how many times I asked her not to.

“No commenting, huh? The term ‘dangly bits’ comes to mind.”

“Ha! Yeah, forgot about that.”

She scooped up her clothes and dropped them into a pile by one of the beds, then walked over to the window and looked down over Earth. “Look, I’m flashing the whole planet! Woo-hoo!”

“Seriously. Please put some clothes on.”

“Why are you complaining? With this new and improved body, the girls have never looked better.” She twirled around. “Want to see me do jumping jacks?”

“Stella!”

“You know, you finally get a girlfriend and you turn into a prude.”

“To be fair, I’ve always complained about you walking around naked.”

“Okay, true enough. But geez, you’d think you were the gay one. The female form is beautiful. There’s a reason there’s museums full of paintings and sculptures of nekked women.”

“That’s not a real word.” I sat on my bed facing away from her and started unlacing my boots. “At least use a blanket.”

“Oh my God, you’re afraid Jeopardy is going to walk in and get the wrong idea!”

“The... thought did cross my mind.”

“Relax, she’s smarter than that.” Stella clapped her hands.

“What was that?”

“I thought it might turn off the lights.”

“We’re on a spaceship created by a technologically advanced alien race from another part of the galaxy and you think they use the Clapper?” I pulled my pants off and climbed into my bed with my shirt and underwear still on. The weird tinfoily blanket actually felt soft and warm. My eye lids grew heavy.

“Hey, you never know.” I could hear Stella shrugging under her blanket. “Alexa, all lights off.”

“Really?”

“Echo? Lights off.”

“Good night, Stella.” I sighed.

“G’night, Lock.”
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The next few days alternated between fear and boredom. Tavish remained in his isolation pod. KayCee checked in with us periodically but spent most of the time in a medical lab trying to figure out how to safely separate from Jeopardy. I dreaded each of her updates, each time fearing this would be when she told me Jeopardy was lost forever. She would also meet us for meals.

The rest of the time Stella and I rattled around the spacecraft. It was not set up for humans and seemed to consist mostly of empty rooms. After the first day of boredom, Stella dragged me into sparring with her, using one of the rooms as an impromptu dojo. I use the term sparring loosely because the first few days consisted of her tossing me around the room until I slipped into combat mode and knocked her ass-over-tea-kettle.

When not sparring, Stella took up running. I found myself constantly jumping out of the way as she suddenly sprinted around a corner. For metallic-like floors, the decking of the spacecraft muffled noise well. I almost never heard her coming.

As the resident couch potato, the idea of running when nothing was chasing me seemed bizarre. I found myself wandering aimlessly around the craft. As I mentioned, it was mostly open rooms, but KayCee must have been doing some repairs because I would occasionally find open panels with strange machinery behind them.

Many days after our arrival, KayCee sat down at the table where Stella and I were having lunch. “My current research looks promising. I need a few more days but I think I can separate myself from Jeopardy. Once I do so, her consciousness should awaken.”

I straightened up in my seat. “That’s great!”

“Yes I, too, am very excited.” KayCee studied my roommate as she lazily picked at her food. “Is everything well, Stella?”

“No, that’s good to hear,” Stella said, taking a bite. “It’s just I was just thinking we need to do a food run soon. We’re running low.”

“That makes sense,” the alien agreed.

“Could use a road trip,” Stella mumbled through her food. “Bored out of my mind.”

KayCee blinked. “I hadn’t thought of that. What do you do to pass the time normally?”

“Mostly watch TV and drink,” I told her.

“Well, you will have to pick up alcoholic beverages when next we return to Earth, but if you want to watch TV shows, I can help you with that.” KayCee waved her hand towards a wall and one of my favorite shows appeared on it. “I will create a device that will let you switch channels and adjust the volume.”

“Awesome.” I stood up and backed away from the wall for a better look. “How many channels?”

“All of them,” the alien informed us. “Most of my days up here have been watching your various shows.”

“The pay channels, too?” Stella said. “Sweet!”

“No, you misunderstand. Every channel in the world: public, pay, online, apps. All of it.”

A chrome TV controller rose up from the table and, much to my disappointment, she handed it to Stella. That meant the rest of the day would be MMA fights and reality garbage shows.

A second controller appeared and KayCee gave it to me. I studied it. Seemed pretty standard. KayCee grinned at me, no doubt amused by how easy we humans could be placated. I pointed to the wall. “Will it only work here?”

“Oh, no. Just point it at any wall not being used for something else.” Her smile widened. “Just maybe not two walls in the same room. Might be a bit overwhelming.”

Even though it was KayCee smiling, the fact that she was using Jeopardy’s face caused me some emotional pain. I reminded myself that it wasn’t KayCee’s fault, squishing what I was feeling into a tiny ball and burying it deep inside me. “What’s with your people and chrome?”

“What do you mean?”

“Everything inside your ship is chrome. So is your control orb, Kreb’s ray gun, and his teleporter device.”

“That is a natural color of the ore we use to manufacture...” KayCee frowned. “I am sorry, did you say teleportation device?”

“Yeah, that one he used to get away at the water tower and again before we took off.”

“Loughlin Ferguson, we don’t have teleportation technology.”

“Wait a minute.” Stella slipped her controller in a pocket. “Then how do you abduct people?”

“First, those are isolated incidents by a couple of criminals, and they do not represent my people. Second, they would stun the person and then lift them up to the lander using what you would call a tractor beam.”

“Oh, disregard then.” My roommate waved for KayCee to continue.

“Loughlin Ferguson, please describe the device you saw.”

“It was pear-shaped, but smaller in size.” I shrugged. “Oh, and you probably won’t believe this, but it was chrome in color.”

KayCee ignored my jab. “This is not good.”

“Why, what is it?” Stella asked.

“That sounds like a personal masking device.”

“A what now?” Stella eyebrows furrowed in confusion.

“An invisibility cloak,” I told her.

“Oh crap!”

“Not quite invisibility. It doesn’t bend light around a person. We haven’t been able to find a way to do that that leaves the subject able to see,” KayCee explained. “Instead, it scans the surrounding area and projects a matching hologram around the person. Basically, it’s a more advanced version of my image projector.”

A bad thought occurred to me. “KayCee, have you been doing any repairs since we got back?”

“To the starcraft? No. Anytime not spent eating or sleeping, I’ve been in the lab working on a cure for Jeopardy and monitoring Tavish. Why?”

“I’ve seen missing panels in some of the corridors with exposed parts,” I told her.

“Yeah, I’ve seen that as well,” Stella added.

“You think Kreb snuck onto the lander while masked and is currently on the starcraft?” the alien asked.

“Yes,” I said.

“No,” Stella said at the same time.

“What do you mean no?” I glared at her.

She stood up. “Let’s go to the flying saucer. I want to show you something.”

We proceeded to the landing bay. Stella pointed to a section of the saucer. “I noticed this when we got here, but with rushing Tavish into the med bay, I forgot.”

The normally seamless metal had four large furrows dug into it. I studied the top two. “Okay. My bad. That’s definitely not damage from a missile. These almost looked like someone clawed handholds into the side of the saucer.”

Stella pointed to the bottom two. “And those could be footholds.”

“You are stating you believe that Kreb somehow clung to the side of the lander as we left atmosphere?” KayCee shook her head. “It would have been much simpler to sneak on. Besides how would he survive the g-force and the lack of oxygen?”

“Well, something made these,” Stella argued. “Maybe one of his experiments.”

“Possibly. It’s more likely damage that we hadn’t noticed before. Tavish did almost shoot it out of the sky.”

“Either way, we have to suspect Kreb is on board somewhere,” I cut Stella off before she could reply. “Is there a way to determine that or track him?”

“I will check, but Kreb will have found a way around the craft’s sensors. You will need to search each area in person to be sure,” the alien said.

“Us?” Stella asked. “What about you?”

“Jeopardy cannot afford for me to be out hunting Kreb instead of working on a cure for her.”

“Fair enough.” Stella grunted. “What about firepower. Got any of those ray guns Kreb was using?”

“That is military armament he is using. I have nothing like that on board. I can equip you with stunners.”

“Damn.” Stella scowled. “I’ll stick with my gear then.”

“I’ll take a stunner,” I told KayCee. “You never know, can’t hurt to have one.”

A table rose from the floor and another device formed on top of it. The stunner looked suspiciously like a phaser from a certain classic ’60s sci-fi show except in all chrome. “What, no tricorder?”

The alien smiled. “It’s one of my favorite shows. I couldn’t resist tweaking the shape of the stunner.”

KayCee reached onto the table, peeling off what looked like round price stickers. Chrome, of course. She held them out to us. “Attach these under your ear. They will allow us to communicate.”

I stuck mine under my left ear. “How do we turn them on and off?”

“Just tap them.”

Stella tapped hers and whispered, “Test, test.”

I heard it as if she spoke right into my ear. I copied her, and she gave me a thumbs up. I peered at my roommate’s neck. I couldn’t see the chrome disk anymore. “Where’d the doohickey go?”

KayCee smiled. “It blends with your skin in order to be undetectable.”

“Cool. Now what?”

Stella gestured towards the door. “You go left, and I’ll go right. You see anything, holler.”

“Seriously?”

“What?”

“You’re the one always yelling at people on the screen not to split up when we watch horror movies,” I said.

“First off, this isn’t a horror movie. If anything, we’re in a superhero movie. Second, Kreb couldn’t have snuck any roggies on board, so he’s by himself. There is no way he can handle Space Viking and The Flying Naked Mole Rat.”

“Really? That’s what you would call us if we were superheroes?”

“Hell yeah!”

“I am not being called that!” I grumbled.

“Fine. What name would you use?”

“Let me think about.”

“Okay, but no Captain this or Doctor that. You have to earn those titles.”

I arched an eye at Stella. “So, you're saying there is an edict to superhero names?”

“Of course there is.” Stella waved me on as she started towards the door. “All the heroes and villains that use doctor are either medical doctors or scientists, and the same goes for military titles.”

“So, understanding your weird-ass logic, an evil dentist could use the Doctor as part of his villain name?”

“I... guess,” she said. “But what would the rest of the name be? Tooth?”

“I was thinking something like Doctor Pain.”

“That’s not bad. Name like that, though, you got to assume it’s been already used.”

“So, based on what you're claiming, I could be something like the Justice Janitor!”

“Gak! Please don’t go with that.” We stopped at the intersection.

“Why not?” I turned down the left corridor, deepening my voice. “Justice Janitor! Cleaning up the mean streets, Fridays, this fall, eight p.m. Eastern Standard Time!”

“Won’t make it past the pilot episode,” Stella yelled back from the corridor she was proceeding down. “Keep working on it.” 

Chuckling, I turned the corner and realized she had distracted me from the ‘splitting up’ argument. “Son of a...!”

I crept through the halls, half expecting Kreb to leap out of nowhere. It took about ten minutes before it dawned on me that I should have asked for a map. As I explored unfamiliar areas of the spacecraft, I saw more panels had been removed, exposing a series of thin glowing tubes.

“We’ll just call those space wires,” I muttered, my voice sounding strange as it echoed off the walls. Many of the rooms I passed were empty. One had several chrome boxes. On the far wall was a large glass-like opening roughly the size of a barn door. I figured it was some sort of storage bay. I entered and studied a box. I was baffled on how to open it. There were no latches or hinges. I couldn’t even see a seam.

I tapped on the communication disk to ask KayCee about the boxes. “Hello?”

Crickets...

“Hello, anyone hear me?” I tapped it a few more times. “Great. Freaking thing is broke.”

There was a hissing sound and I turned as the door to the hallway slid shut. “Uh-oh.”

I rushed over to it, but it didn’t open. All the other ones simply opened as I approached. I had assumed some sort of motion sensor. This one stubbornly refused to move. “I freaking locked myself in. Stella is never going to let me hear the end of this.”

I was distracted out of my self-pity by a loud klaxon. At the same time, lights around the glass barn door started blinking furiously. I’d seen enough sci-fi movies to realize what was about to happen.

“Oh shit.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 37 – In Space No One Can Hear You Whimper
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I had just enough time to take a large breath before the “door” slid open and I was sucked out into space.

I’m not dead! Why am I not dead?

Pushing my panic deep inside, I carefully opened one eye, expecting it to explode or something.

Yup! I’m floating in outer space.

I started to notice a couple of other things, such as I wasn’t cold. I thought I would have frozen solid quicker than Han in carbonite, but I was neither cold nor hot. The other thing was that I was drifting away from the spacecraft. That’s when my panic returned. After a few frantic seconds, I was able to prove that neither the doggy paddle nor the breaststroke worked in outer space.

My lungs aren’t bursting. That’s good at least.

One of the reasons that Stella kept making me train was to learn what my body was capable of. We proved what I already suspected: my body could change not just to deal with an attack, but to survive various environments and conditions. At one point, she performed a test that felt a lot like she was trying to drown me. During it, I was able to gain the ability to breathe underwater.

Something similar must have happened when I was flung out of the airlock or whatever it was. My body adapted to allow me to hold my breath for a long time. I just didn’t know how long it would last. Sooner or later, I was going to become oxygen starved.

I looked around and quickly regretted it. I wasn’t a big fan of heights as it was, and floating over the planet took it to a whole new level. Aside from having a view many would kill for, I didn’t see anything useful. The massive spacecraft floated maybe twenty feet from me, but I saw no way to get back to it. I racked my brain to no avail. Any gas that may or may not have been expelled was an experiment on propulsion, not from a queasy stomach. Whatever may, or may not, have happened didn’t get me any closer to the craft.

I considered turning around and exhaling, hoping my breath would push me over to the craft. Problem was, I still needed to figure out how to get back in, and I probably needed oxygen for such activities. Plus, I vaguely remembered reading something about empty lungs collapsing in a vacuum, and that sounded unpleasant.

Another thing Stella had me working on was getting my body to adapt on command. That had been met with less than great results. I was lucky if I could do it one time out of ten, but I didn’t have any other options.

Like the good geek that I was, I quickly fell back to how various superheroes would handle it, hoping my body could adapt to something useful. Things like flying and web shooters were out. I ran out of heroes and moved on to villains.

Wait! That might work. Disgusting, but it might work.

I concentrated, envisioning me having the powers of the particular B-list villain I had thought of. B-list, but a classic. I felt that familiar tingling feeling, and there was shifting in my neck and mouth and, yes, I know how that sounded.

Once everything stopped moving, I took careful aim at the edge of the open airlock. What I did next could only be described as a combination of spitting and sticking out your tongue. My tongue shot out of my mouth and stretched across the distance between me and the spacecraft.

Like the villain of the same name, I now had the powers of a toad. The tip of my tongue hit the edge of the airlock and stuck to it, allowing me to be firmly anchored to the side of the spacecraft. With a feeling of relief washing over me I attempted to retract my tongue, allowing it to pull me towards the vessel.

Uh-oh!

For whatever reason, my tongue would not retract. I don’t know if it wasn’t capable, or I was just doing it wrong. I just floated in space with my long tongue stuck to the side of the spacecraft, hoping no one decided to fire up the engines and go for a ride.

I reached and grabbed my tongue, pulling myself closer. It was an unsettling feeling but seemed to work, so I hauled myself along, hand over hand like my tongue was a rope. The slack just floated along around me, which was even grosser than it sounds.

I eventually made it back to the airlock and, without the pressure of air escaping, was easily able to clamber inside. I then hauled in the rest of my tongue, hoping none of it knotted up.

After several seconds of concentrating, my tongue retracted, finally returning to its normal size and shape. The whole procedure had been painful, and my tongue continued to throb as if I had sprained it.

Once I was back to normal, so to speak, a tightness squeezed my chest. Whatever my body had done to hold my breath longer was starting to reach its limit.

My eyes ran over the walls and door. Like the rest of the craft, I saw no visible controls. I banged on the window of the door leading to the corridor, but as I suspected, no one heard me.

I had no idea where Stella was in her search, but I knew KayCee and Jeopardy were in KayCee’s lab/med bay. A lab with a window!

I ran the layout of the craft in my head. I shouldn’t be too far from it, and I thought I was on the correct side of the starcraft. I just had to figure out a way to get to it.

Crap! I have to go back outside.

I pushed off against the door, floating over to the edge of the airlock which I grabbed with both hands. Kicking off my shoes, I envisioned what I needed my body to adapt to next.

I felt that familiar tingling and my hands suddenly stuck to the edge like glue. With effort, I pulled one free. It felt like separating Velcro. I placed my free hand on the outside of the craft, and it stuck to the side of it. Using the lack of gravity to my advantage, I swung my body around until I was outside, bringing my bare feet down on the outer surface of the space vessel. They immediately locked on.

Yes!

Slowly I crawled along the side, inching towards where I believed the lab was located. The theme song to a 1960s cartoon featuring a certain web-spinning, wall-crawling superhero played in my head.

As I went, I checked each window, trying to ignore the growing tightness in my chest. Four or five windows in, I spotted movement in a darkened room. Cupping a hand, I peered in for a better look.

Is... Is that a robot?

On closer look, it appeared to be some sort of battle suit, a big and bulky one, less Tony and more Obadiah. It moved slowly through the room as if searching for something. It must not have found it, because it exited into the corridor and moved down the way I had come. Great, Kreb really was on board, and wearing some sort of armored super-suit. I proceeded forward, hurrying faster than I was comfortable doing. I finally found a window with a lit room and saw Jeopardy inside. Well, I saw KayCee using Jeopardy’s body.

I knocked on the window with my hand. It didn’t make much of a sound. I dug my keys out of my pocket and struck them against the window. KayCee looked up and then over at the door. Shrugging, she went back to work. Frustrated, I did it again and just kept tapping away. KayCee looked around the room, trying to figure where the sound was coming from. Her eyes widened as she spotted me.

She tapped the disk on her next and said something. Cupping my ear, I shook my head. I pointed to myself and then towards the lab. KayCee rushed out to the corridor, gesturing down it on what was my left. I nodded, and she ran in that direction. I crawled towards the location she pointed at and was quickly buffeted by air that was rushing out of an opening farther up.

Thank God!

I quickly made my way to the opening, which seemed similar to the airlock I was blown out of. Jeopardy’s face was plastered in the far door’s window as KayCee watched me enter. Once it was safe to do so, she closed the opening and air started rushing into the room. I exhaled, took a deep breath, and collapsed to my knees, my body reverting to normal as I did so.
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Chapter 38 – A Quick Science Lesson
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The door to the room slid open and KayCee rushed in. “Lock, are you all right?”

“I’ve had better days,” I choked out.

She helped me into a sitting position. “How did you get out there? How did you survive?”

“I think I got lured in.” My face felt puffy. I ran my hand over it. It definitely had a doughy consistency. “After a bunch of empty rooms, I found one with some boxes. I went in to investigate and got blown out the airlock.”

“Aside from the landing bay, I did not have any of the rooms set up to act as an airlock. Someone must have reconfigured it. That would require knowing how my people’s spacecrafts work.”

“Kreb!” I nodded. “Do I look okay to you? My face seems swollen. So do my hands and feet. In fact, the entire surface of my body feels all tingly and not in the superpowers activating sort of way.”

“That was your body inflating from being in space. Or trying to, that is. I suspect your powers prevented it from anything serious.” She pulled out a small box from a pocket about the size of a cigarette pack. Not surprisingly, it was that chrome color her people like so much. She waved it over me.

“Some sort of tricorder?”

“Something like that.”

“Roddenberry’s estate is going to sue you.”

“We possessed this technology before your people realized washing your hands was important.”

“Some still don’t.” I gestured at it. “Verdict?”

“You are mostly unharmed, and your body is quickly repairing what little damage there was.” She slipped the box back into her pocket.

“Wait a minute. What do you mean inflate? Don’t you mean explode?”

“Only in the movies. In reality, the nitrogen in your bloodstream should have caused bubbles to form under your skin.”

I reached out and she continued explaining as she pulled me to my feet.

“You should have swelled to about twice your size, damaging your tissue. But you wouldn’t have exploded. Your skin would have prevented that. It also would have protected your blood from boiling.”

“What about cold? I thought space was freezing. Or was that my powers kicking in?”

“Seriously?” She frowned. “Space is a vacuum. There is neither convection nor conduction, so there is nothing to steal your body heat away. Yes, without insulation, you would eventually freeze to death, but not immediately. Still, you should have had some freeze and radiation damage, but it appears your powers protected you. No, what should have killed you was the lack of oxygen.”

“I held my breath.” Her comment about radiation concerned me.

I wondered if I just got sterilized. What about the big C? Did my powers protect me from that? There was so much we don’t know about what I could do.

“That should not have worked. The pressure of the air in your lungs against the vacuum of space should have caused your lungs to rupture. Plus, you should have lost consciousness as a result of your brain being oxygen deprived.”

“Stella and I figured out that my body automatically reacts when being damaged. Like when the drone was shooting at me. Where I’m running into trouble is when I need to purposely activate those abilities to perform a specific task.”

“Please keep at it.”

I filled her in on how I made it back. “Your tongue? Really?”

“I know, I know. It’s disgusting, but it was all I could think of.” The pins and needles feeling in my feet and hands had stopped. I felt my face again. It seemed normal. “So, where’s Stella?”

“I’m not sure. As I made my way here, I tried to use the communication device to contact her but to no avail. At the time I was too busy with you to put much thought into it, but now I believe our communications are being blocked.”

“Yeah, me too.” I finished patting myself down, but still concerned about her radiation comment, I turned away from her and checked my... er... more sensitive area. “Should we seek Stella out or wait for her to return?”

“When you are done examining your genitals, I believe we should check the communication hub of my spacecraft. This will allow us to determine if and how we are being blocked.”

“I... My zipper was stuck!”

“Of course.” She turned and glided out of the room. I scrambled after her. After a dizzying amount of turns, KayCee stopped at a blank spot in the corridor and pressed against the wall. A panel slid open, and we entered a tiny room with a series of glowing tubes and boxes. She began fiddling with them. “This may take a few moments.”

“Sure. No problem.” I continued to nervously scan both ends of the corridor. “I forgot to mention I saw Kreb through one of the windows. He was wearing this weird battle armor straight out of a video game.”

KayCee poked her head out of a nest of tubes. “Battle armor? Is he still wearing my stolen bioform?”

“I don’t know. How’s Jeopardy and Tavish?”

“Bear in mind, I am neither trained in medicine or science...”

“By your people’s standards, you mean.” I grinned.

“Of course. While I enjoy watching your race very much, the highest advancements in those fields are my people’s equivalent of first aid and a school science project.”

“Hey, now! If that’s true, why didn’t you just fix Tavish with a pill?”

“His situation is very complex. As I was saying, I believe I have found a way to get Jeopardy back, but it requires for me to transfer back into my bioform. It’s very risky, though.”

“How bad?”

“Jeopardy may not wake up and could remain in a vegetative state for the remainder of her life. There is also a chance that the length of time I spend in her body has altered me enough that the bioform won’t recognize my energy signature. If that happens, I will be viewed as a malicious attack and it will dissipate my energy form, destroying me.” KayCee explained all this in a matter-of-fact voice.

“Hold on a minute. There has to be a safer way.”

KayCee shrugged and stuck her head back into the entanglement of glowing tubes. “Not without someone better trained than me.”

I snapped my fingers. “What if we caught Kreb and forced him to help us?”

She didn’t bother pulling her head out this time. “In all your books, movies and shows, has that ever once worked?”

“No,” I said in a dejected voice.

“I thought not. Describe this battle armor please.”

“Big, metal, bristling with weapons. Dark gray with the visor over the face blacked out.”

“That does not sound like a Sarli design.”

“No chrome?”

“It sounds more human made.”

“Only in fiction. We don’t have anything that advanced in real life.”

“That you know of.” KayCee leaned back on her heels, pulling her head out of the tubes. “That is not good.”

“What?”

“No countermeasures have been enacted.”

“You mean we’re not being jammed.”

“Correct. Due to the nature of my spacecraft, reception is poor between standard communication devices. The ones I gave you are connected to an internal device.”

“A hub.”

“Yes. They transmit to the hub, and it relays the message to other communication devices, boosting the signal. Someone reprogrammed the hub so that instead of retransmitting messages, it stores all internal and external communications in a cache.”

“You said the messages were stored. I assume so Kreb can listen to them later. Can you tell if any were accessed since we’ve been in orbit, and if so, was it done remotely or from onboard?”

“One moment.” She reached into the tubes with her hands and made adjustments to something I couldn’t see. “Yes. They have all been accessed recently by someone onboard.”

“Well, that pretty much proves that Kreb is up here with us.”

“Yes,” KayCee said. “All but one of the messages originated from your comm device. The other is from an unknown outside source. We should listen to it. I’m sending it to your device.”

The chrome disk on the side of my neck crackled and a male voice came through. “Unidentified craft in orbit around Earth. This is General William Ramsey of the United States Space Force.”

This is not good!

“If you come in peace, we welcome you. If you have come to do harm to us, you should leave now, because you have picked the wrong planet to mess with. You have four hours to contact us. We are tracking your orbit and if we do not hear from you in that time, we will consider you hostile and will take steps.”

KayCee shook her head. “They should not have been able detect or track us.”

“Are they bluffing?”

“No, they sent our coordinates at the time of the transmission. They are indeed tracking us, as impossible as that should be.”

A really bad thought entered my mind. “Ummm, how long ago did they send that?”

“Three hours and ten minutes ago.” KayCee started fiddling inside the glowing tubes again.

“So, we need to answer them. Right? We only have fifty minutes left.”

“That is against protocol.”

“So, what? We just let them blow us up?”

“Your race does not have the technology capable to damage my spacecraft.”

“You sure about that? You also said it wasn’t possible to track us, and yet they did.”

“Yes, that is disconcerting. I can only assume Kreb disabled our stealth technology.”

“Just say ‘cloak.’ It’s the standard sci-fi term and shorter to say.”

“Very well. I’m restoring the hub and then we will go to the command center.”

“Then what?”

“I shall move us behind your moon until we can deal with Kreb. We will be out of range of any attack by your planet. Then I can repair the... cloak and return. They will believe we have departed.”

“I... That’s genius.”

“Thank you. Follow me.” KayCee stood up and exited the cramped space. The panel slid shut after her. She took off down the corridor so fast I had to jog to catch up.

“Kind of arrogant that they figured you knew English or knew what our time measurements were.”

“Not really. If one is advanced enough to travel between solar systems, it is safe to assume they have some sort of translation technology. Also, they transmitted a countdown sequence using subtracting bars. It would not be hard to figure out it was a timer.”

“Timer? Yeah. Let’s walk a little faster, shall we?”
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Chapter 39 – Why Is It Called a Bridge?
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KayCee led me into a new room deep inside the craft. Unlike the blank walls that made up the majority of her starcraft, this room had a series of control panels with chairs in front of them. All were dark except for the one in the middle. Its buttons glowed with every color of the rainbow. Each panel faced the same blank wall.

“This is the bridge!” I looked around the room. Except for the blank wall, it could have comfortably fit in any number of sci-fi shows.

“It is the command center of my starcraft. I never understood why your people call it a bridge.” She sat in front of the lit-up panel and began pushing buttons and moving toggles.

“Well, a couple of the original sci-fi authors had served in the US Navy and they used a lot of the terms when fleshing out the genre. For instance, I know you call this a starcraft, but most Americans would call it a spaceship.”

“But you called your flying machines aircraft. Would it not make sense to call spacefaring machine star or spacecrafts?”

“Ah... probably? Anyways, in the Navy the control center is called the bridge.”

“Why?”

“Because... You know what? I have no idea.” I promised myself I’d look it up if I survived. “Hey, how come only one of your control panels are lit up? What does the rest do?”

“Oh, those are irrelevant. Most lost their function when this was decommissioned as a military craft.”

“This was a combat ship?” My stomach dropped.

“Craft.”

“Yeah, yeah. You know what I mean.”

“This is a decommissioned starcraft that was once used in the military. It’s several generations behind at this point. Its engines are fully functional, and starcraft are expensive. My government does not like to waste equipment, so rather than scrap it, it was stripped down and transferred to the Protectorate Service.”

That made sense. I know we did the same thing. I remember the media losing their minds over a city’s SWAT getting what they called a tank from the Army. In reality, it was an armored personnel carrier that didn’t have weapons and was highly suitable to protect SWAT officers from incoming gunfire. Stella fired off an angry email to the news station correcting them, but for the rest of the news cycle, they kept referring to it as a tank. I tried telling her they were doing it because it was a better sound bite and stirred up the masses, but she was beyond reason by then.

“Look, my point being is my people would be upset by a war-craft parked in their orbit.”

“How would they know its former duties?”

“Are there any weapon platforms?”

“No.”

“What about gunports? During my little spacewalk, I observed hatches evenly spaced along your starcraft. Aside from being too big and bulky to try and lift, I didn’t think much of them at the time. Now, I’m thinking they look very much like gunports.”

“Oh...”

“Yeah, we got some pretty good telescopes these days, and since it appears they can track us, chances are they can see us as well. There’s probably an entire department full of imagery techs poring over photos of this thing. You don’t think they could recognize your gunports? I did and I’m just a middle-aged geek who watches too much TV.”

KayCee swiveled in her chair to face me. “But the weaponry on this craft has been removed.”

“They don’t know that. Add in the shenanigans we pulled on those Space Force guys, and I’m guessing that back on Earth, everyone in the know is feeling a bit trigger happy.”

“What is your point to all this? It does not matter what they believe once I move us out of range.”

“My concern is how quickly can you do it? Can they get a shot or two off at us before we’re out of range?”

“Unknown. I would have said no, but then I did not think it was possible for them to...”

“What?”

KayCee clicked a few more buttons and the blank wall lit up like a wide screen TV, showing data in an unreadable language. Apparently Kreb didn’t program me with this particular written language. “There appears to be almost continual transmissions between the starcraft and the planet.”

“Probably Kreb in contact with his evil lair. Ten bucks says it’s in a volcano. Maybe even has a hairless cat. We know he’s definitely not a dog person.”

“It is unlikely to be Kreb. The other end of the transmissions is from one of your Space Force Bases.”

“How?” I stared at the screen. “Can you pinpoint where on your... Does this thing have a name? Do your people name your starcrafts?”

“Yes, It’s called Quiet Contemplation. And to answer your original question, the transmission has been moving but it’s been staying in the area of the craft facing your planet. The rooms the transmissions are coming from are the ones with viewing points.”

“Viewing points?”

“Windows.” She sighed. “I assume this is to prevent the signal being blocked by the craft’s armor.”

“You're saying we have a human stowaway?”

“Not necessarily. It could be a remote-controlled drone.”

I placed a finger over the blinking light that indicated where the signal was coming from. “How far is that from here?”

“It is currently two levels down.” She hesitated. A look of doubt crossed her, well, Jeopardy’s face.

I made a hurry-up gesture. “What? Clock’s ticking!”

“It could be Stella Johansen.”

“Nope! No fricking way.” I shook my head and started pacing.

“She is a former member of your military. It is possible that Colonel Brennan convinced her it was in the best interest of your people.”

I whirled on her. “Is it?”

“No, we believe nonspacefaring races should develop unmolested.”

“Aside from the occasional probing...”

“Every civilization has its criminals and malcontents. I have been very upfront about Kreb and his country.”

“Yeah, all right.” I rubbed my face. “I just don’t buy it. If Brennan had swayed Stella, she would have told me, tried to recruit me. Not leave me in the dark.”

“I would like to think it is not her. I have grown fond of Stella Johansen.”

“Can you send those guideline thingies to show me how to get to the signal?”

“Yes. Then what?” With no visible action by KayCee, the lines appeared on the floor and led out the door.

“Then, while you’re figuring out how to get us out of range, I’ll go find out what it is. It might be why Stella hasn’t got back to us.”

“And if it’s hostile?”

“I’ll take it out.”
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Chapter 40 – Stellaaaa!
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I regretted my tough guy words by the time I got to where the signal was coming from. After stopping at my room for supplies, I found myself in front of an unknown door. I held KayCee’s stunner ’80s TV cop style, two-handed and out front. Shooting at a lot of paper targets with Stella hadn’t really taught me to move tactically.

“Loughlin Ferguson, the signal is coming from the room right in front of you,” KayCee told me through the reestablished comm system.

“Roger that.”

“Who is Roger?”

I almost stumbled on hearing her question. “C’mon on. You watch enough of our shows to know what that means.”

“Yes, but is it not customarily to joke with each other in the face of danger?”

“Only in the movies. Distractions like that will get me killed.”

“Apologies.”

“Besides,” I muttered. “I haven’t seen danger’s face yet...”

Like all the other doors on Quiet Contemplation, the door slid open as I approached. However, the room stayed dark instead of lighting up.

That’s not good.

I slowly entered the room. My head gave a brief tingle as my eyes adapted to the dark. I froze as I spotted the robot thingy. It was against the bulkhead wall with its head leaning against the window. Humanoid shaped and massive, it was made of gray metal and about nine feet tall. It bristled with missiles and other weapon-like devices and was turning to face me.

As it did so, combat mode kicked in and I fired the stunner to no effect—the beam simply bounced off. The “face” was a blacked-out visor with a grill-like square below it. Thinking it might be a venting port and not as armored as the rest of it, I leaped out and kicked the grill with all my strength.

I may as well have kicked the Statue of Liberty. The shock of the impact ran up my right leg. Instead of gracefully landing on both feet, my numb leg folded under me like wet paper.

I rolled over and staggered up, putting all my weight on my left leg. With my pain sensors dampened in combat mode, I was unsure of the damage I had done to myself and hoped my advanced healing would make some quick repairs.

The grill I kicked was dented and sparks came from it. The thing lumbered forward, trying to grab me. I staggered away, firing the stunner into the visor hoping to blind it. With feeling rapidly coming back into my leg, I raced behind the thing and climbed up its back. I looked for an opening in the armor but everything was layered. It reached up behind, grabbed me by the collar, and lifted me up over its head. Still holding me up by the scruff of my neck, it held me dangling in front of it like a misbehaving cat.

I grabbed a water bottle hanging from my backpack and squirted water into my mouth. The tingling hit me, and I quickly dissolved into liquid. As I poured onto the floor, the backpack and most of my clothes landed beside me, leaving ED-209 holding my shirt.

I rolled away and reformed. Sadly, I still hadn’t figured a way to take my clothes with me, so I was now facing this thing butt-ass naked without any weapons.

With a hiss and a release of air, the visor slid back, revealing a man’s head. “What the hell was that about, and why are you naked?”

I squinted. “Colonel Brennan? Is that you?”

“I’ve been trying to tell you that, but you had to go and damage my exterior speaker.”

“So... not a cooling vent then?”

“No.”

“Ah, sorry?” I shrugged and then snapped my fingers. “You’re how the Space Force is circumventing the cloak. They’re not tracking us, just following your transmissions. How did you get here?”

“Long story. How about you put some clothes on first?” With a whine of servos, he bent down and used the mechanized suit to pick up and throw me my clothes.

“Right.” I slipped into my pants and shirt. “Why are you guys trying to fire on us?”

“Us?” The Space Force officer raised his eyebrows.

“As in those of us on the spacecraft you're trying to blow up!” I slipped my shoes on. I was getting pretty good at speed dressing, though there was some chafing due to no longer bothering with underwear and socks.

“Well, we in the Space Force get a mite concerned when a cloaked unknown alien spaceship parks in our orbit and doesn’t make their intentions clear.”

“Starcraft.”

“What?”

“It’s a starcraft, not a spaceship.”

“Whatever. My point being is our government is trying to determine whether this is a friend or foe situation. Ignoring us is not the way to go about earning our trust, nor is sneaking around on our planet.”

“Okay, I get that, but these are the good guys. Well, at least one is. There’s maybe one bad guy on board. We were searching for him but got distracted by your penis measuring contest.”

“Really, that’s something you get distracted by?” He grinned.

“That’s not... You know what I meant!” I felt my face go red. Life and death situation and he resorted to juvenile humor. KayCee may have been on to something earlier. “Look, you have a brother that’s a cop, right?”

His eyes narrowed. “We’ll get back to how you know that later, but yes. I do.”

“He ever try to investigate something, but the landowner doesn’t want to let him on the property even though he has a right to be there?”

“Probably.”

“Well, in this scenario, you’re the landlord and KayCee is the cop.”

“KayCee?”

“The good alien.”

“Maybe you should explain further. Hold on a second.” He lumbered back over to the window. “Knight One to Command. I’m in contact with Ferguson. Add fifteen to the clock.”

“Roger. Knight One. Fifteen added,” a woman’s voice answered. I guessed he had to be right up to the window in order to communicate with Earth.

He turned back. “Okay. That gives us some time to talk.”

“How did you get up here?” I replaced the water bottle and slung my backpack over my shoulder.

“I hitched a ride with you guys.”

“No way you snuck inside with that American Patriot suit of yours.”

“It’s actually the AmeriKnight 2000.”

“Really? You guys are going to get sued.”

“No. It’s an XS-4 Defender.” He grinned.

“Oh, okay, so how did you hitch a ride?”

“I clung to the side of your flying saucer like a freaking gecko.”

The scarring on the side of the lander Stella found suddenly made sense. “Holy crap. All the way into space? What if you fell off?”

“I believe the medical term is splat.”

“Jay-sus!”

“Yeah... I don’t even like roller coasters.” He stomped back over to me. “So, considering all I had to go through to get here, how about you tell me what’s really going on?”
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“Space cops?” Brennan asked after I filled him in on everything that had happened to us. He finished inspecting his speaker unit and shook his head. “Seriously?”

I sheepishly looked away. “More like a park ranger protecting the wildlife from poachers,” I told Brennan. “The reason KayCee ignored you was because they have protocols like the Prime Directive on Star Trek. You know what that is, right?”

“Yeah, but I was more of a Stargate guy myself. ‘Your gods are false. Here, take these guns.’”

“Isn’t that a meme?”

“What’s your point?”

“Never mind. So, are you going to help me find Kreb?”

“Sure, sounds like fun.”

“Really?”

“Catching a bad guy alien? Hell, yeah. That’s literally my job.” He twisted two wires together and with a satisfied look placed the speaker box back onto his armor. “But I need to make a call first. Make sure we don’t get blown out of the sky.”

“Me too.” I tapped my communication device. “KayCee, the transmitter was Lieutenant Colonel Brennan. He’s here in an armored battle suit and is willing to help us catch Kreb. He’s going to tell Earth to stand down.”

“That is good news, but it does complicate matters for me,” KayCee responded.

“I know, best I could do.”

“Of course. I understand.”

“Have you checked in on Tavish?” I asked, worried about my cousin. “Is he still okay?”

“I am continuing to monitor him remotely from here. His condition is maintaining but has not gotten worse since entering the pod.”

“Thanks.” 

“It sounds human,” Brennan stated after I signed off.

“It is a she and she is currently inside the body of Jeopardy Jones. I did explain this.”

“I know, still... It’s a lot to take in.”

“Trust me, I’m aware.”

Brennan leaned back onto the window. “Knight One to Operations.”

“Go ahead, Knight One,” said the same woman’s voice from before.

“Transmitting verification codes. Kill the countdown. Stand by on weapons for now. We have a Prime Directive scenario combined with a The Hidden scenario.”

“Seriously, sir?”

“Yup. Anyone have that in the pool?”

“Hold one.” The radio crackled again. “Knight One, this is Operations. Plenty of people had PD down, but only Quiñones picked The Hidden. No one had a combo, so no pay out.”

My jaw dropped. “Seriously. You guys were betting on this?”

“We do it at the beginning of every investigation, been going on for years. The pot’s big enough to retire on.”

“What scenario did you have?”

“Bug Hunt.” He held up a finger. “Operations, I just transmitted a recording explaining everything. Basically, I think Ferguson and I should capture the bad alien and then I’ll go for a first contact with the other one.”

“Stand by, Knight One.”

I glared at Brennan. “You taped me?”

He somehow conveyed the impression that he shrugged. “Saved time, didn’t it?”

“Isn’t that illegal?”

“In space? I don’t think the lawyers have gotten up here yet.”

“Operations to Knight One.”

“Knight One standing by,” Brennan replied.

“You have a go, Knight One. Happy hunting.”

“Roger that, Operations. Knight One out.” He turned and looked at me. “What’s the ROE?”

“The what?” I asked in a baffled tone.

“The Rules of Engagement. What can we do, and not do, hunting this Kreb guy. Can I fire rounds in the ship without it blowing up? Things like that. Plus, what else do I need to know?”

“Oh, yeah. Good point.” I ran my hand over my head. “Shooting should be fine except that Kreb is actually in energy form which is currently inside a bioform that looks like the grey aliens for TV. But we can’t destroy the bioform.”

“Why not?”

“In order for KayCee to leave Jeopardy, we need to deposit her back into the bioform. Kreb stole it from her, and we need to steal it back.”

“That’s a pain, but hopefully doable. What else? This bio-thing have any weapons?”

“Not really. It’s strong and bendy and repairs quickly. Kreb has weapons like ray guns and stuff, but nothing part of the bioform.”

“What about those cyberdogs of his? Does he have any on board?”

I laughed. “Cyberdogs? That’s a stupid name.”

“What have you been calling them?”

“Ah... Well, roggies.” I felt my face getting red again. “You know, cause robot and doggie...”

“Oh yeah, that’s a much better name.”

“You had to be there,” I said defensively.

“All I know is he killed a lot of dogs. That’s a bit personal for me. I’m from a family of dog lovers.” Brennan’s face grew dark. “Tell me, does he feel pain in that bioform?”

“Whoa, whoa. Remember, no damaging the bioform!”

“Fine. What else?”

“Not sure. He’s wicked smart and has a personal cloaking device and an unknown number of weapons. He’s also been poking around with the working of Quiet Contemplation, so I don’t know what else he’s rigged up.”

“What the hell is Quiet Contemplation?”

“That’s the name of this starcraft.”

“Huh! Not what I would go with, but I guess it beats Kill all Humans.”

“Anyways, we’ve been finding all these panels around the starcraft removed, so he’s been up to something.”

“Umm, yeah about that...” Brennan’s eyes focused on the ceiling.

“What?”

“That may have been me.”

“Seriously?” I scowled.

“First time on an alien ship in space and I’m not going to poke around? It’s part of the job. Not that it did any good. I didn’t understand anything I was looking at. Just wound up recording it and sending it back to operations. Let the techno-geeks figure it out.”

“So, when you go up in an airplane, do you start playing with the parts, too? What if you had damaged something vital and we crashed or exploded?”

“I just popped a couple of panels. I didn’t try to hotwire the thing. Take it down a notch.”

“You just looked? Didn’t remove or switch things? I remember your SG-1 show always liked poking around where they shouldn’t.”

“I just took some videos. Now, that you’re finished with your hissy fit, what else is there I should know?”

“Hissy fit?”

“What would you call it?”

“Concern about the safety of everyone on board,” I said indignantly.

“Yeah, sure. We’ll go with that. So, anything else to tell me?”

I thought about it for a second. “No, I think that’s it.”

“Good.” His visor snapped down, and his voice coming out of the speaker was deep and menacing. “Let’s go kick some alien butt.”
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As Brennan and I searched the starcraft, I quickly became embarrassed that it had taken so long to detect him. That suit he was wearing was not what you would call quiet. There was a minor boom every time he took a step. “Can you maybe walk a little quieter?”

“Sorry. There is over a foot of exoskeleton between my feet and the ground. None of it is padded. This is what you get when walking on metal floors. Honestly, I’m shocked it took so long for you guys to find me. What were you, passed out the whole time?”

“We might as well have been,” I mumbled to myself. “If he was any louder, he’d be saying ‘Fee Fi Fo Fum.’”

“What?”

“Nothing.” I quickly moved down the hall ahead of him, hearing a series of swears that could only come from Stella. I turned the corner to see her running towards Kreb with her axe held high. Kreb was lining up a shot at her with his ray gun.

“Stella!”

Kreb turned at my yell, and a searing hot pain in my chest informed me I had been shot. As I crumbled against the wall, Kreb ducked under Stella’s swing, but not before she managed to knock the gun out of his hand.

I recognized a whistling sound coming from my upper torso. My vision darkened as I wondered if it was still called a sucking chest wound when you had a hole in your chest the size of your fist.

Everything hurts. Just need a second.

I closed my eyes for what I thought was for a minute. Must have been one hell of a minute because when I came to, there was angry pink skin where the big hole had been. Also, there were scorch marks along the walls, and neither Kreb, Stella, nor Brennan were in the hall with me. At the speed of an elderly slug, I pushed myself to my feet. I felt so weak, it was a struggle to move my limbs. Once I was upright, I had to fight off waves of dizziness.

There were a series of booms and machine gun fire from the room up on the right. I started to move towards it and the world went sideways. I palmed the wall to keep standing and took several deep breaths as I waited for the vertigo to pass. Since my powers had been activated, I had soaked up some serious damage, but nothing like what Kreb’s ray gun had done to me.

If I had half a brain, I’d just lean against the wall and wait for my body to recover, but Brennan and Stella were facing off with Kreb. Even with Stella’s upgrades and Brennan’s armor, I wasn’t sure they were a match for the evil alien. Stella was still flesh and blood, and Brennan’s suit might be bleeding edge for earth tech, but as KayCee was fond of telling me, we might as well still be living in trees compared to her race.

Flat against the wall, I peered into the room. Stella leaned against a wall, breathing hard. There was blood on her face and her left leg was bent at an odd angle. Bits and pieces of Brennan’s suit were strewn around the room, including his visor, which left his head exposed. About 80 percent of his suit was still intact and he was aiming a forearm mounted missile at Kreb. The alien’s bioform was rent in several places. The right arm dangled down by his side and appeared disabled.

Kreb dodged to the side as Brennan fired the missile. It whizzed past him and detonated, throwing him forward. Brennan charged at Kreb, grabbing the evil alien by the neck, lifting him up, and pummeling him with an armored fist.

“Don’t wreck the bioform,” I yelled.

Brennan fired off one more punch, before turning and meeting my eyes. “He refuses to give up. Tell me how to nullify him as a threat without destroying the bioform.”’

“I...”

“Exactly.” Brennan’s face softened. “I’m sorry, Lock. If there was another way...”

Brennan started punching Kreb again who reached up and grasped the arm holding him. The servos in the suit whined as hit after hit started to deform the shape of the bioform’s head.

I was torn with indecision. I understood Brennan’s concern. I, of all people, knew how dangerous Kreb was. But transferring KayCee back into the bioform may be the only way to save Jeopardy.

I moved, stopping Brennan’s arm as he pulled back for another punch. Still seriously weakened, my superspeed was not near as fast as before. That ray gun had seriously put a dent in any delusions of immortality I might have had since my transformation.

The Space Force officer looked over his shoulder at me. “Let go, Lock. We don’t need to live the whole ‘good guys have to fight each other’ trope, okay?”

Beginning to think he’s secretly a bigger pop culture geek than me.

“Colonel, there has to be a middle ground. Let’s take a second to figure this out.”

“I’m not going to tell...” Brennan’s brow furrowed, and he looked down at a display panel situated under his chin. Normally hidden by the visor, it was exposed due to the damage down to his suit. “What the hell?”

“What?”

“The XS-4 just froze up.” His words chilled me. I looked at Kreb, a creepy smile on the battered face of his bioform. Small electronic tendrils ran from the hand grasping Brennan’s forearm into the battle suit.

“Crap! He’s hacking your suit.” I leaned forward and pushed Kreb hard. My enhanced strength broke him out of Brennan’s grip, and he was flung backwards. The tendrils waved free as he flew through the air before impacting against the far wall. “Do you have control back?”

Brennan didn’t answer right away. Aside from his head, the rest of him was hidden inside the armor. I don’t know how he controlled it, but I assume there was some sort of hand controls. He sighed. “No. It’s still seized up. I need to reboot. Are you able to prevent him from escaping?”

I nodded as Kreb began to move. “I’ll do my best.”

As I approached Kreb, Brennan’s arm swung round and clotheslined me. I briefly saw my feet over my head before the back of my skull thunked on the floor. “Ow! Dude, what the hell?”

“That wasn’t me. He’s got remote control.” Brennan’s armored suit reached down, lifting me up by the ankle and shaking me like a rag doll. “Sorry, buddy.”

“Arrrhhh. Make it stop, I’m going to puke.” My vision blurred and I fought not to hurl.

“Damn it. Hold on.” Brennan scowled. “Verbal command: Go Sox, 1901, Yankees suck.”

The suit of armor shuddered and then just came apart. Pieces of it rained off him, leaving him in some sort of soft armor. It looked like a sci-fi version of a wet suit with a utility belt and a firearm in a chest holster. For the second time in five minutes, my head bounced off the floor.

Come to think of it, I’ve been spending a lot of time picking myself off the deck recently.

I rolled back to my feet in time to see Brennan chase Kreb through a side door. Stella pushed off the wall and limped towards the door. I gestured to her leg. “You okay?”

“Broken leg, you?”

“Bugger shot me.” I wheezed as we tottered after Brennan and Kreb.

Stagger, stagger, crawl, crawl.

We found Brennan standing in the middle of the room fuming. “Where is he?”

The only door to this room was the one I was standing in. I made a point of filling up the entryway. “He has a personal cloaking device. He’s fooled us with it before.”

“Well, don’t move, that way he can’t get out.”

“That was kinda the plan.”

Stella frowned at Brennan. “When did you get here?”

“Long story.” He offered her a hand. “Same team?”

“Sure, why not.” She shrugged as she grabbed his hand.

Brennan drew his weapon, a surprisingly normal looking semi auto, and he and Stella fanned out in the room. “Marrrcooo...”

“Stella!”

“Hey you never know. He might have said Polo. Who knows what interests he’s picked up since he’s been on Earth.”

Brennan looked at me. “Is it too late to send her back?”

“Yeah, and once you open the box, they lose value as collectibles.”

“What am I? A Barbie?” Stella groused as she scanned the room.

“I was thinking more like an action figure.” Her face relaxed at my words. “But now that you mention it, with all the blonde hair and the new figure...”

She shook her axe at me in mock fierceness. “You know a lot of Barbies that will chop you down to size with an axe?”

Brennan and I grinned at each other and said in unison. “Viking Barbie!”

She pointed the axe at the Space Force officer. “Don’t encourage him.”

“Oh no.” My grin turned into the Cheshire cat’s smile. “That’s definitely your new nickname. Think of it as my little revenge.”

Her eyes went wide as her face took on a sickening sweet innocent expression. “What did I ever do to you?”

“The expression flying naked mole rat comes to mind.” I was about to bring up the toothbrush incident when something tried to push past me. I blocked the door further and tried to grab it, but it slipped away. “Something just tried to break through.”

“Kreb?” my roommate asked, crouching down into a defensive stance holding her axe in both hands.

“Unless Claude Rains is also here, yeah, pretty sure it’s Kreb!” I fanned my hand out, hoping to connect with him.

“Claude who?” Stella asked.

Brennan ignored her. “Can’t your abilities allow you to see him?”

“No, it’s not like I have X-ray vision.”

“I thought you could adapt your body to suit your needs. What about changing your eyes to see infrared?”

“He’s in a bioform. He’s basically a robot right now.”

“That doesn’t mean it doesn’t give off heat. What about the fact that he’s an energy form within that thing? Does it shield him from detection?”

“Huh!” I scratched an itch on the side of my face as I thought about it. It was worth a try. “Maybe. Hold on.”

I concentrated on changing my eyes. The tingling that announced my body shifting started and my vision changed. Stella and Brennan were bright patterns of red, orange, and yellow but nothing else was, including the walls. “Nope. Didn’t work.”

“Hmm. Try changing to different spectrums,” the lieutenant colonel suggested.

“Which ones?”

“Try ultraviolet.” I did as he suggested. It didn’t work. Neither did X-ray, gamma ray, or radio.

I blinked rapidly as my eyes went back to normal. “Sorry. I tried.”

He shrugged. “No, it was a long shot, but we had to rule it all out. It makes sense that a more advanced civilization can detect anything we can, so for a cloaking device to work against them, it would have to cover everything we would think of.”

“We’re looking at this wrong,” Stella told us.

“How’s that?” Brennan cocked his head.

“There’s only one door. So, why don’t we just exit and lock him in. I’m sure Kaycee can whip up some doodad that can detect him later.”

I felt like an idiot. From the slack-jawed expression on Brennan’s face, he was having a similar feeling.

Stella grinned. “See, not just a nice ass.”

“I don’t know about nice, but you’re definitely an ass,” I muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing.” I waved at them. “Come over and we’ll do this.”

Stella moved directly in front of me so close we were touching and on the count of three, we both stepped back. That left her in the doorway and me in the hall. She and Brennan duplicated the maneuver which left him filling the doorway and preventing Kreb from getting out. If the little alien tried to rush him, Stella and I were right there to pile onto him.

I studied the wall surrounding the door. “Huh.”

“What?” Brennan called over his shoulder.

“We forgot there’s no locking mechanisms on these doors. There is no way to secure the room.”

He shook his head. “That’s where your friend KayCee comes in.”

Twice in five minutes, I felt like an idiot. “I’m beginning to think I’ve taken too many blows to the head. I’m smarter than this.”

“You took a huge hit with that energy weapon. That must have depleted your bodies resources, which also makes it harder to think.”

“No, he’s always been an idiot.” Stella’s grin turned into a frown. “Wait, how bad did you get shot?”

“Later.” I activated my comm. “KayCee, you there?”

“I am.” Her voice, which was really Jeopardy’s voice, was tinny and off. We must have gotten deep into the starcraft during our search. “What is it you need?”

“The room we just left, can you secure it? Kreb is in there with the cloaking device on. We can’t find him but if you can lock the door from the control room, we’ll have him trapped.”

“Excellent idea, Loughlin Ferguson.”

The door slid out of the wall, forcing Brennan to leap back. “Hey! A little warning next time!”

“Apologies, Lieutenant Colonel Liam Brennan.” Once the door was completely shut, there was a brief hum and a click. Kaycee came across the comm link. “The room is now locked under a biohazard protocol. It can only be unlocked from here.”

“Thanks. That’s a relief.” The tension drained from my shoulders. “Do you have a way to detect him in the cloaking device?”

“I believe so. One moment.”

I looked at Brennan. “Well, Colonel, where does that leave us?”

“I believe you and Stella are on the level, but that doesn’t mean your alien friend is telling the truth.” He sighed. “But it doesn’t mean she’s lying either. Let’s meet with her and we’ll see about setting up an official first contact.”

“That’s great! You’ll tell your people to stand down?”

“Well, that’s a bit of a problem. With the XS-4 out of commission, I have no way to contact them. I’m hoping your friend has a way to reach out to down below.”

“We... We should probably hurry then.”
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“KayCee, what’s taking so long?” Stella asked.

“There is a lot to configure for this to work, Stella Johansen.”

As we waited, Stella straightened up and looked around, whistling the theme to Jeopardy as she did so. I shot her a venomous look, but it was too late. The damn song was stuck in my head. It did provide a momentary distraction from the anxiety building within me, which was probably her intent. She’d know that this close to freeing Jeopardy was turning me into a bundle of stressed-out nerves.

The comm crackled as KayCee came back online. “I am ready.”

A sneaking suspicion formed in my brain as I remembered Kreb had diverted communications once already. “Wait! How do we know it’s you and not Kreb?”

“I offered you incredible sex with Stella Johansen and I, which according to online content, you should have been tearing off your clothes to participate in. And yet, you refused. I have been meaning to ask, was your original form having performance issues?”

“I—What? No. It seemed too good to be true. It just... felt like a trap.”

“Ah yes, I see. You were afraid to wake up in a bathing tub full of frozen cubes of water and missing your vital organs. I have read of this.”

“Um, sure. Let’s go with that.” I ignored the smirks Stella and Brennan were sharing.

“I am forming a medical pod in the room that can act as a containment device if you can force Kreb into it.” A med pod rose from the floor in the center of the room. “Be ready.”

Brennan stood by the door, holding his weapon in some tactical position I didn’t know the name of. As soon as it opened, he rushed in and slid to the side. Stella and I followed at a much slower rate. The door slid shut behind us and the lights in the room turned blue. Kreb appeared in a far corner.

Brennan started firing as he walked towards the alien. Stella and I fanned out on either side of him, preventing the alien from ducking around the colonel. Ignoring the shots he was taking, Kreb snarled and leaped towards us. As he did so, I tackled him, dragging the bioform down. There was a wet tearing feeling in my chest, and I had trouble breathing again. Kreb splayed a hand onto my shoulder, and electrical energy coursed from his hand and across my body. I seized up and he rolled me off.

As Kreb scrambled to get away, Brennan and Stella grabbed him and lifted him up. Stella yelped. “Bastard scratched me! What is this? Junior high?”

“Just get him in the box,” Brennan grunted as he fought to hold on to the alien’s legs. They threw Kreb in the med pod and the lid slid shut.

Her face clouded with pain, Stella leaned against the pod, taking weight off her leg. “Well, that sucked. Hey Lock, you okay?”

The feeling was starting to come back to my body. I gave her a thumbs up as I laid there, trying to remember how to breathe.

Brennan looked down at the window in the lid. “Damn. They really do look like the grey aliens from urban legends.”

“Is everyone all right?” asked KayCee over the comm link. The light in the room returned to normal.

“Banged up and battered, but we’ll live,” Stella told her.

“Then we should not squander this opportunity to retrieve the bioform. I’m bringing the pod to the medical facilities immediately. Please follow it.”

There was another hissing sound, and the pod broke free from the floor, floating up a foot in the air. It hovered briefly before moving down the corridor and leading us back to the medical facilities.

KayCee waited there for us. Two other medical pods were linked up to a machine with blinking green lights. One was empty, and Tavish was in the other. My cousin looked like he was sleeping. “How’s Tavish doing?”

“Most of the damage in his brain has been repaired,” KayCee said. “I believe we should be able to remove him in about twenty-four to forty-eight hours.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. Tavish was an ass, but he was the only family I had left. The news that he would be all right lifted a huge burden off my shoulders.

KayCee held a chrome communication disk in her hand. “Here, Lieutenant Colonel Brennan. You may as well have one of our communication devices.”

As Stella was showing him how to put it on, KayCee motioned toward the pods. “Please move Kreb next to the empty pod.”

I pushed it over. “Now what?”

“The medical pods are primarily used to repair our bioforms since we do not go into deep space with our actual bodies. From the looks of the bioform, you damaged it greatly in your battle,” said KayCee. “But it is over. We have finally captured Kreb the Incorrigible.”

“Maybe,” Brennan grunted. “It still feels like we’re waiting for a shoe to drop.”

KayCee frowned. “I am not sure what footwear has to do with this.”

“Can we speed this along?” I asked.

“I understand your concern for Jeopardy Jones, Loughlin Ferguson. I do promise you that any danger the United States Space Force may have presented to us ended as soon as Lieutenant Colonel Brennan ceased broadcasting. I simply moved us to a new location. Without his signal, they will not be able to detect us.” KayCee made an awkward shrug. “Not that I was ever overly worried. Your primitive weapons wouldn’t make it past our navigational shields, much less our defensive ones.”

Brennan just grinned. “Maybe. Maybe not. We’ve picked up some out-of-town toys along the way.”

“If you are referring to the wreck you recovered in your Area 51,” KayCee said, “I would not put much stock into it. It would be as if cavemen found one of your Model T automobiles and tried to use it to fight one of your modern tanks.”

Brennan pointed to Stella. “Any chance we can heal Stella’s leg before we do the change, or would that take too long? I’d rather not be down a person, just in case.”

“I can if you wish me to, but her healing process is much more efficient since she was optimized. As long as she stays off of it, she should be fully healed after a good night’s sleep.”

Stella waved off the alien. “I’m good then. Let’s get you back in your bioform and give Jeopardy her body back.”

KayCee studied the green blinking lights on the machine as she waved the control orb in front of it. “The pod is locked and I’m beginning the extraction process.”

“Extraction process?” asked Brennan.

“Yes. Normally when we do a transfer of our energy form, we do it ourselves. But if the bioform is damaged to the point that we are rendered unconscious, then we are unable to change to our energy form. Because of that, our medical facilities are equipped with a machine that can turn one of my people into their energy form, remove them from a damaged bioform, and place them in storage until they can either be put back in their own body or another bioform. I’m using it to remove Kreb and store him away until I can turn him over to the authorities of my people.”

Brennan’s eyes narrowed, but he said nothing. I doubted the government would simply let her people take Kreb after what he did to our citizens. “So, now what?”

“Once Kreb’s presence is completely removed from the bioform, I’ll enter the other pod and the Medical AI will perform the procedure. If all goes well, it will transfer my presence into the bioform and induce Jeopardy Jones into waking up. There is, however, an additional issue.”

My heart leaped into my throat. “What?”

“I will need to stay in the medical pod for some time after the procedure. The bioform is significantly damaged and will need to be repaired.”

I shot Brennan a dirty look. He returned it with a mild expression and shrugged. “I did the best with what I had. I’m not going to feel guilty about it.”

“He did what he had to do,” Stella grunted. “KayCee, how long will you be in the pod?”

“Roughly a day. During the process I should not be removed or woken up.” She tilted her head at my roommate. “Please do not crash my starcraft while I am asleep.”

Stella smirked. “I make no promises.”

KayCee studied the readout. “It is done. He is safely contained within the storage device.”

Worried as I was for Jeopardy, I still breathed a sigh of relief knowing that the insane alien was finally locked up. “At last.”

KayCee moved over to the empty pod and Stella helped her in. She held out the control orb to me.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Lieutenant Colonel Brennan would be obligated to give it to his government. Knowing Stella Johansen, if I gave it to her, I would wake up to find us entering into a black hole or something equally dire. Besides, it is not as if any of you know how to use it.” She lay down and the lid slid shut.

The lights on the machine started blinking in a completely different pattern than before. Whether that was good or bad, we had no way of knowing. Stella and I watched Jeopardy’s pod like a pair of hawks while Brennan wandered around the room examining the equipment.

Aside from my concern for Jeopardy, part of the reason I watched her pod so intently was to avoid seeing the machinery in the room. Some of it was... familiar. It made sense that some medical equipment would be universal on KayCee and Kreb’s world. But it was still deeply disturbing to me that some of the equipment in the room featured heavily in my nightmares after Kreb abducted me.

A bell exactly like that of my toaster oven chimed, and the lights stopped flashing. Stella looked over to me. “Damn it! Now I want some toast with strawberry jelly on it.”

She caught Brennan’s attention and gestured towards the door. He nodded and they stepped out, giving Jeopardy and me some privacy.

Jeopardy’s pod did the familiar hiss as the lid cracked open, I peered into it. Jeopardy’s eyes fluttered and slowly opened. She looked up at me. My smile of joy froze as her eyes narrowed and she snarled out, “Who the hell are you and where am I?”
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Chapter 44 – Probed or Prober?
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At her words, I was filled with horror and tried to stammer out some sort of explanation. The merger and then separation must have erased some of her recent memories. She just woke up in a box with some strange bearded white guy staring down at her. She had to be thinking I was a serial killer.

I stepped back as she sat up, trying to figure out what to say. She looked around. “Oh, God. I’m on an alien ship!”

Her head whipped around, and she pinned me with a look. “Are you a disguised alien?”

“What? No!” Of course the alien abduction podcaster’s go-to wasn’t a serial killer, it was alien abduction. I’m an idiot.

She swung her legs around and jumped out of the pod. “I don’t believe you. Did you probe me?”

Well, that’s a switch. I’m usually being called the Probee, never the Prober.

“No, of course not. Look, you lost some of your memories. Hopefully they will come back in time. Let me explain what happened.”

“Why not?” She frowned. “You don’t think I’m probe-able?”

“I... What?”

She slowly walked towards me, her hips swaying in a sensual manner. I didn’t know what was happening, but it was freaking me out. I started backing up until I bumped into the wall. She continued until we were practically touching and looked up into my face. “I think you’re lying. I think you did probe me!”

In the alien abduction community, there was a subculture that had a fetish about having sex with aliens. With Stella as a roommate, I’m definitely not one to kink shame, but I did think it was a bit... weird. Was Jeopardy into that sort of thing?

“No, I swear. You have this all wrong.” I held my hands up in front of me. I didn’t know if she was going to hit me or kiss me.

“Really? Then what would you call what we did at Tavish’s house?”

“That was completely diff—Oh my God! Seriously?”

“Your face! I wish I could have taken a picture!” Jeopardy jumped into my arms and gave me a bone-breaking hug.

I returned it with interest, ignoring the pain it caused my injury. “I missed you. I hate you so much right now, but I missed you.”

You wouldn’t be interested in what took place next. There was some kissing and maybe some crying. Doesn’t matter who. After a while, we found ourselves sitting on her former pod with our arms wrapped around each other. “How much do you really remember?”

“Most of it. After a while, I lost the ability to communicate to KayCee. She thought I might be unconscious but made a point to constantly send updates and comforting thoughts to me. I could also still see and hear. It was very frustrating, but I took solace in the fact that all of you were working so hard to fix me.”

She gestured towards the pod with the bioform. “KayCee sent me a final thought in case she didn’t make it, asking me to forgive her. It was unnecessary. After all, I volunteered. Still, she felt guilty through the whole ordeal.”

“You could read her thoughts?”

“Sort of. I mean, not really, it was more like I sensed her emotions. She actually is a wonderful person.” She stared at the pod. “I really hope she’s all right.”

I sighed. “It seems like one of us is always in danger. First Stella, then you, and now KayCee.”

“What about you? Seriously, you took a walk outside without a spacesuit?”

“Well, it wasn’t on purpose. I fell into one of Kreb’s traps and he blew me out an airlock.” I shuddered. “I’ll be having a whole new set to add to my nightmares for the next couple of years.”

“Well, at least that bastard has finally been captured.” She leaned her head on my shoulder.

“Yeah, maybe.” Her hair smelled nice. Some sort of fruit.

Huh! You wouldn’t think so with her being in the med pod. Did the thing give her a once over like a car wash? No, her clothes would be wet. Did KayCee know how to shampoo and condition human hair?

“You don’t think so?” Jeopardy’s voice broke through my thoughts.

“Sorry, what?”

“You don’t think it’s over with Kreb?”

“I don’t know. Brennan thinks he still has something up his sleeve, and I’m inclined to agree with him. Kreb has been one step ahead of us the entire way. This just seems so... anticlimactic.”

“What do we do with him now? I know KayCee wants to turn him over to her people and have him tried for war crimes.”

“Yeah, and I’m sure Brennan wants to get him down to Area 51 for a little slice and dice.”

She hit me in the arm. “C’mon, he’s not that bad. He’s just been doing his job and he jumped right in to help us.”

“Doing his job is what worried me. Brennan seems pretty cool, but he’s military. Soldiers follow orders. It’s what his bosses want that scares me.”

“Guardians.”

“What?” I looked down at her, confused. It seemed to be my standard operating feeling these days, right up there with scared and angry.

“Soldiers are Army. Colonel Brennan is in the Space Force. They are referred to as Guardians.”

“That’s kind of a stupid name.”

“As opposed to Airmen and Seamen?”

“Seamen!” I choked back a snort. “Okay. Good point. Still, I’m worried about his bosses.”

“What would you do?”

My jaw tightened as I thought about it. I gestured to the bank of glowing lights. “If KayCee wasn’t connected to that machine, I’d jettison the whole thing into space. KayCee says they can’t survive long in energy form. Let him die in the coldness of space like he tried to do to me.”

Jeopardy was silent. I feared she didn’t like that part of me I just revealed. Then she snuggled deeper into my arm. “I think you’re letting him off too easy. I’m more inclined to let Area 51 have him. But if that’s what you want, once KayCee is awake and out of the machine, I’ll personally help you push it out an airlock.”

“That’s my girl.” I froze as soon as the words left my lips. That was pretty presumptuous on my part. We had never really talked about what was going on between us, and that was a rather large leap I just made. As far as I knew, Jeopardy may just want to keep this casual.

She pulled back and gave me a light punch in the ribs. “About time.” She hopped off the pod and grabbed my hand. “Let’s go see the others. We need to plan our next move. There is no way I’m letting our or any other government get their hands on KayCee.”

“Right, right.” As much as I tried, I couldn’t wipe the stupid smile off my face as she pulled me out of the room.
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“Weapon System 12.”

I woke with a start, Kreb’s voice echoing in my head. Following our reuniting with Jeopardy, we had a series of arguments with Brennan. He insisted that KayCee, along with Kreb, be turned over to the Space Force. It was a moot point because until KayCee woke up, we were unable to either leave the spacecraft or contact Earth.

Once it got late, we agreed to turn in, with Stella sleeping in the med bay in case KayCee or Tavish woke up. Medical facilities room was too much of a mouthful, and all the humans were calling it a med bay.

I turned on my side. Jeopardy lay next to me, her hair tickling my nose. With a smile, I slowly moved it away and sat up. Being careful not to wake her, I made my way to the bathroom KayCee created for us. After I answered nature’s call, I washed my hands, glancing up at the mirror in front of me. Kreb was staring back.

“Jesus!” I jumped back.

“Hardly, Weapon System 12. I have read his teachings. We have very different philosophies.”

“How are you in the mirror?”

“I am not, you dolt.”

“See, words like that are how you wind up not being taken seriously.” I waved my hand in front of the mirror. Kreb didn’t wave back.

“Yes, yes. I recognize that your infantile humor is a coping mechanism. You should pray you have it in great demand after I explain what’s going on.”

“And what is that exactly?” I glanced toward the closed door where Jeopardy slept on the other side.

“Ah! You do care about the female you copulate with. I surmised as much. Good. This will make it easier.”

“Leave her out of this! And how are you speaking with me? You’re locked in a box right now.”

“I am a program designed to force you to my will. That little shock the real Kreb gave you earlier was a distraction while I entered you through a back door.”

“For the love of God, please don’t phrase it that way again! Especially around Stella.”

“I established a communications link between us. The Protector’s feeble attempts to keep me out of your head was laughable. I was easily able to override the safeguards she installed.”

“What do you want?”

“You are going to free my energy form.”

“And if I don’t?”

“While fighting your tall female companion, the real Kreb infected her with a control virus. I did the same to your mate while you both slept. If you do not do what I say, I will send a signal that will end their lives.”

“Crap!” Brennan’s other shoe just dropped and Kreb 2.0 was beating me about the head and shoulders with it. “Okay, what do you want me to do?”

“Make your way to the medical facilities room.”

I traced my way back there, furiously trying to find a way out. There wasn’t one. Kreb might be bluffing, but I doubted it. He had proven himself time and time again to be capable of pulling something like this off. Plus, he just didn’t seem the bluffing type.

Once there, I woke up Stella, who had crashed out on the floor in between Tavish’s pod and the one holding KayCee. “Lock? What are you doing here?”

“I woke up and couldn’t get back to sleep. Why don’t you go back to your room and sleep on something a little more comfortable? I’ll stand watch over KayCee.”

“What about Jeopardy?”

“She’s out like a light.”

“Wore her out, did you?” She gave me a cheesy leer.

“Get going before I change my mind!”

Yawning, Stella rose and staggered out of the room without another word.

“Excellent. Now, the control orb.”

I pulled it out of my pocket and held it up before the machine. “What next?”

A series of alien images flashed quickly through my mind. “Arggh! What the hell was that?”

“A command code.”

A section of the machine slid open, revealing a glass-like box. An oily red energy crackled inside it.

“Place your hand inside the box.”

“The hell I will!” I stuffed both my hands into my pants pockets.

“If you do not, your friends will die.”

“Like you won’t kill them afterwards.”

“I see a demonstration is needed.”

The pod Tavish was in started to beep and all the lights changed to an angry orange. His eyes snapped open, and his body started spasming.

“What are you doing? Are you removing his air?”

I mentally railed against Kreb 2.0, trying to force my body to move. I failed.

Tavish slapped a hand against the window, his eyes questioning while he gasped for air.

“You may say your goodbyes.”

I found myself able to speak. “Tavish, it’s Kreb. He has control of me and he’s killing you. I... I can’t stop him.”

Tavish nodded, his eyes darting around as he grasped his throat.

“Kreb, stop it! Please, I’ll do what you say!”

“No. If I relent, you will just test my resolve again. You need to understand what I am capable of. This weapon model was defective anyways. You have already copied his abilities, albeit at a significantly lesser level. Perhaps I will learn something from his dissection.”

Tavish glanced up at the lights of the machine, pounding at the window. His body suddenly arched up and fell back. The blinking lights went dark, and all the beeping stopped.

“You murdered him!”

“Yes.”

“First my parents and now my cousin! I’ll kill you! I promise you it will be slow and painful.”

“I doubt it. Even if you could, it will not be before I have ended the lives of your companions. Do you comprehend?”

For the sake of my friends, I backed away from the rage I felt. My answer came out in a hiss. “Yes.”

“Then we understand each other.”

“Why do you need me? You turned me into a weapons system. Why can’t you do it again?”

“I lost my notes when my starcraft was destroyed. It would take generations to recreate them.”

“How? How will you make more? I thought you needed humans for that.”

“I do. We have plenty of your species’s genetic makeup. It will be simple enough to clone more. Or, if we have to, we will simply harvest what we need from your planet. However, if it will make you comply easier, I promise to leave your companions alone. We can send them on the lander back to Earth. The signal will not reach outside the starcraft. Once they have left, your friends are safe.”

“You give your word?”

“I do not lie. That is a creation of lesser species.”

After what he had done to Tavish, I didn’t have a choice but to go along with him until I found a way to kill him. Until then, I was screwed. “Okay. I thought it over. If you send my friends safely back to Earth, I’ll do it.”

“Agreed.”

I pulled my right hand out of my pocket and slowly lowered it into the container, gritting my teeth as I did so. The energy changed from a ball of red lightning to motes of red. The motes coursed up my arm and entered into me. Unlike when I merged with KayCee, this hurt. A lot. I forced myself not to scream, though a few whimpers leaked out. Just when I could take no more, it stopped.


“Authorized user identified. Welcome, Dire Lord Krebdanturnvat. Weapon system 12 is online and currently operating at 55 percent,” I said in Zenart, Kreb’s native language.


“Only 55 percent? What have you been doing?”

“Well, there was that freaking ray gun you shot me with. Plus, the time you spaced me. It’s been a trying few days.”

“I just grazed you at a low setting. Stand by, I am absorbing the program I left in you.”

If that was true, I definitely didn’t want to get hit with that weapon at its highest setting. Kreb seemed to leave me in control of my body. At least for the time being. “Now what?”

“I will honor the deal the program made with you. Now you need to convince your companions to get on the lander. We’ll send it back to your miserable planet and be on our way.”

That must have been why Kreb was still letting me have some control over my body. He’d never be able to speak and act like me convincingly enough to fool my friends. “We still have to wait for KayCee to recover. I’ll have thought of something by then.”

Every cell in my body suddenly locked up. I couldn’t even breathe.

“That was not part of our agreement. Your friends will be safely returned to your planet, but the Protector comes with us. She will be tried and executed for the crimes her country has committed against my people.”

With Kreb in complete control of my body, my defensive abilities weren’t activating. The edges of my vision grew black as I fought to remain conscious. Just when I thought I was going to pass out, he released control of my body. I staggered forward, leaning against a wall as my oxygen starved lungs drew in great, ragged breaths.

Kreb gave me a few moments to recover. “Do we understand each other?”

“Yes. But you left that part out of the deal. KayCee is also my friend. I meant for her to be placed safely on Earth as well. What crimes has she committed? My understanding is your people were the aggressors in your world.”

“She and her people have committed the crime of standing against my country. They do not understand that we are superior to the other races of the universe. It is our destiny to rule over them. We will subjugate her country and the others that stand before us. Then we will bring the universe to heel.”

“Oooh! I get it now. You’re a freaking Space Nazi. You and your pals need to die a very horrible death.”

“I understand your cultural reference. Their ideas were... not without merit.”

“Just when I didn’t think I could hate you more, you go and top it. You are a complete waste of life.”

“Your opinions do not concern me. As to our agreement, I did not consider the idea that you would view the protector as a friend. It is a moot point as I never would have agreed to freeing her. Now, do you have a plan to deal with your friends or do I just space them all?”

“Yeah... I have an idea.” I pushed off against the wall and glanced at the screen of a monitor. Kreb stared back at me. “How much control do you have of the spacecraft?”

Unbidden by me, my hand raised the control orb up to my face.

“Absolute. Why?”
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Seconds after I slipped back into bed with Jeopardy, klaxons went off and lights started flashing. We both jumped up. For once, I wasn’t the one naked.

“What is that?” she asked as she scrambled into her clothes.

“I have no idea,” I lied, tapping on my comm device. “Anyone know what’s going on?”

“Well, to start, there is a loud noise and flashing lights while I’m trying to sleep,” Stella groused over the link.

“Yeah, we got that part,” Brennan cut in. “It’s obviously an alarm. I suggest we meet in the control room and try to figure out for what.”

The alarm cut off and an automated voice in KayCee’s language started repeating a sentence over and over. Brennan came over the link. “Lock, you have any idea what that’s saying?”

“There is an imminent containment breach of the main core. We’re to head to the lander for automatic launch and landing.” I left out the part where it said it was a drill.

“What’s the lander?” he asked.

“It’s what they call the flying saucer.” I motioned Jeopardy towards the door.

Jeopardy stopped. “What about KayCee and Tavish?”

“They’re good. The announcement said the med bay lifeboats have already launched.” Inwardly, I cringed at the lie. Kreb had killed my cousin, and I was covering it up.

I was worried about Jeopardy keeping up with me. I shouldn’t have bothered. Using her telekinesis, she levitated her body, flying down the corridor almost faster than I could run.

Brennan keyed up. “I’m at the flying saucer. Now what?”

“Just wait inside,” I replied. “We’re on the way.”

Jeopardy touched down by the entry ramp of the saucer as I entered the bay. I waved her on. “Go! I’m right behind you.”

She made her way up the ramp. Stella reached out and grabbed her hand.

“Now!” I told Kreb as they both entered the flying saucer.

“Do not instruct your forbearers on how to peel the zarlo fruit!” he snapped back. The starcraft’s automated announcement changed as I wondered if that was his people’s version of not teaching your grandmother to suck eggs. Using the control orb, he retracted the entry ramp and sealed up the saucer. Both Stella and Jeopardy tried to run back but it was too late. They, along with Brennan, were all locked inside the saucer.

“You keep your damn promise, you murdering bastard!” I snarled out loud to Kreb.

“The term bastard is not applicable to my culture as our bonding rituals are very different than yours. As to the other part of your comment, I do not murder, I kill for my country. There is a difference. Also, I do not lie.”

“Lock, what are you doing?” Jeopardy said though my comm link.

“I’m sorry. I don’t have a choice. He was going to kill you.”

“Kreb? He’s locked in that box.”

“He’s free. He’s got control of me, and he’s already killed Tavish. I... I can’t let that happen to the rest of you. He put something in your heads.”

“Tavish? Oh my God!” exclaimed Jeopardy.

Stella broke in. “Lock, don’t do this. We can take him.”

“You should move out of the bay now.”

“I’m sorry.” I reached up and switched the comm link off.

The saucer lifted up and floated towards the airlock. I scrambled out of the bay. At Kreb’s mental command, the door slid shut. Through its window, I watched the saucer leave. The bay sealed and repressurized immediately after they left. The klaxon also stopped, for which my ears took no small pleasure in.

“Okay, Kreb. You got what you wanted.”

“Ahem.”

I turned around. Standing in the corridor behind us was Lieutenant Colonel Brennan holding Kreb’s ray gun. Even though it was pointed directly at me, I sagged in relief. “Oh, thank God.”

“Hmmm, I wondered where that went.” Kreb somehow managed to convey an annoyed tone in his thoughts.

“So, Lock,” Brennan said, “I can’t help but notice you skipped your flight down.” He grinned. “Imminent containment breach of the main core? That’s like right out of the sci-fi show handbook, isn’t it?”

I shrugged. “I needed to get you all off Quiet Contemplation. It seemed the easiest way.”

“Still a horrible name for a spaceship.”

“The armed human is correct.”

“Beats the Titanic II or the S.S. Minnow,” I told them. I knew what Brennan was doing, using humor to draw me away from my grief. It was the right approach to use with me. Humor had always been my retreat when things got tough, and this was the toughest thing I’d ever had to deal with since my parents... Since Kreb killed them.

“So, Kreb finally got into your head, I take it?”

“Yeah.” I pointed at the ray gun. “What’s the plan with that?”

“Well, considering all the carnage over the past few days, I have a pretty good idea what you’re capable of. Some sort of transmorphic ability, isn’t it? Your body physically adapts when attacked? That’s how you survived getting lit up by the drone.”

“Pretty much. Adapts to hostile environment as well. The creepy little bastard spaced me out an airlock.”

“Without a spacesuit? Stella told me about that. I thought she was kidding. That’s impressive.” His eyebrows raised. “That brings us back to this weapon. Kreb shot you with it on the low setting and it knocked the stuffing out of you. So, I’m figuring it will really do some damage on high. I’m hoping I don’t have to, but you know the drill.”

“Can’t let the alien escape, even if it means killing me.”

“Right. So, I turned it up to eleven.”

“He is incorrect. That weapon only has ten settings.”

Brennan cocked his head. “Did he say it only goes up to ten?”

“Sort of, in his own stiff way of speaking. But you kind of screwed up the quote anyway.”

“You know, pointing things like that out is very annoying.” He rubbed his jaw with his free hand, the ray gun never wavering in the other. “I’m just not sure what to do with you. Is there a brig in this thing?”

“No idea. It’s pretty huge.”

“Yeah, about that. Why is the thing so big if it only houses KayCee?”

“My understanding is that interstellar capable starcraft are hard to get, so this one was repurposed for the mission.”

“So, it’s ex-military.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to.” He grinned. “I don’t care how alien they are. Governments are all the same. Does it still have weapons?”

“I was told no.” I could feel Kreb crawling around in my head, waiting for Brennan to lower his guard. Somehow, I didn’t think that was going to happen. The Space Force officer had proven to be both sharp and capable. Hopefully he would be a better match against Kreb than I turned out to be.

“Hmm, is that thing willing to leave you? We could put it back in the box.”

What I felt next is hard to explain. I felt an almost physical wrench away of my consciousness as Kreb took full control of my body. My hand stabbed out at Brennan. “Thing? My people were traveling the stars before your kind crawled out of your oceans. And I will not be the one who ends up in a box.”

“Kreb, I presume?”

“Yes.” My body shifted as Kreb adjusted my stance into a more aggressive one. Fast as I was when I moved, I didn’t think I could outrun the ray or whatever it was that shot out of his gun.

Brennan smiled and pointed right back at us. “See, that right there is what we call taking a fighting stance. It’s generally a prelude to an attack, so why don’t you sit down on the floor before I blow a big hole through you? I’d appreciate it, and I think I can safely say that Lock would, too.”

Hell yeah, I would!

Kreb ignored both of us as he zoomed my vision in on the green liquid contained in the glass tank at the top of the ray gun. There was very little of it left. My heart sank as I felt my lips curving into an evil smile. “There is almost no fuel remaining in that weapon. You will barely have enough for one shot, and it will not be at full strength. In addition, Weapon System 12 was already struck by it once before and will have learned from the experience, creating a defense against your weapon. I am confident that I can survive your attack.”

“Let’s find out.” Brennan pressed the firing button. That tingling sensation kicked in as Kreb ordered my body to defend against the attack. I thew my entire mental weight against him in an attempt to block it. The tingling stopped and Kreb uttered a curse I didn’t understand the particulars of.

A beam shot forth from the ray gun, striking me in the chest. Remaining conscious this time, I crumpled to the floor in pain. I struggled to breathe, but one or both of my lungs weren’t working. I prayed they still existed. There was a smell of burning flesh in the air. My burning flesh, to be exact.


“Critical damage to Human Weapon system 12. Recommend evacuation before complete system failure.” 


My mouth informed Kreb what I already knew. I was dying.
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Chapter 47 – The Sweet Embrace of Death
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“Sorry, Lock. I had no choice.” Brennan tucked the ray gun into the back of his belt and drew his own firearm. Aiming at us, he started to creep forward.

Adding to all my pain was an intense burning sensation as Kreb ripped his energy form from my body. The angry red motes surged towards Brennan, who immediately started backing up.

“R-R-Run,” I croaked out.

The colonel gave a curt nod, pivoted on one heel, and took off down the corridor. The cloud of red motes hissed and crackled as if Kreb was swearing. Not fast enough to catch Brennan, the cloud just hovered in the air for a moment. Kreb must have been weighing his options.

I coughed up something. Blood, maybe.

That was a good sign, right? Had to have a working lung to cough, I would think. How long did Kreb have left? KayCee said they could only remain in energy form outside a body for a short while.

“T-T-Tic T-ock, Mother f...” I ran out of air but managed to flip Kreb’s energy form the bird as blackness took me. As I faded out, the cloud of energy seeped into one of the conduits that ran along the corridor.

My next conscious thought was that the sweet embrace of death was quite painful and kind of tight. I forced open my eyes to find Brennan hoisting me into a fireman’s carry. I groaned to let him know my displeasure of such rough treatment while I was dying.

“You’re still with us. Atta boy, Lock!” Brennan took off running. “I’m going to try and get you to the med bay.”

Depending on how much of me he hadn’t shot off, I weighed around 250 pounds. Without any superpowers, he was carrying me at a full run, like I was nothing heavier than a bag of cotton candy. Brennan was big and strong and just lean enough to be fast. Regardless of what my body had transformed into, my personality was still that of an old fat guy, and it hated him more for winning the genetic lottery than for shooting me. Even if he was currently using those genetic gifts to try to save my life.

I took a small pleasure in coughing up blood on his back. “K-Kreb going med...”

“He’s also going to med bay, I know. With me beating feet, KayCee’s bioform is the only option he has left. I’ve got a half-ass plan to try and save both you and KayCee. But it involves letting him have the bioform.”

What? That sounded crazy, but I didn’t have a better idea. In fact, the only one I currently had was trying not to die.

We arrived at med bay. Bolts of pain shot through me as Brennan shifted me into a one-handed hold so he could draw his gun.

Now he’s just showing off.

He tactically cleared the room and approached the machine. The pod with the bioform was empty. The glass box held a cloud of golden motes.

I pointed at it. “Thas... KayCee...”

“Red is Kreb, and Gold is KayCee?”

“Yesss,” I hissed as Brennan flipped me around and placed me in the open pod. My limbs wouldn’t obey my commands. I struggled to get to my pants pocket where the control orb was. Instead, my hand flopped around like a fish out of water. “Control...”

“What?” Brennan leaned down but jerked his head back as the lid of the pod snapped closed.

Hmmm, guess it’s automatic. Hope it knows to reset to human. I don’t want to come out looking like the bioform.

A gentle mist hissed out of a corner, and I felt sleepy for a second, then my head cleared with a brief tingle. Uh-oh. I think my abilities just nullified the anesthesia. That’s not good.

There were a couple of thumps on the lid. Brennan peered down at me through the window. “Lock! Get KayCee to join with you!”

Oh right. That made sense. I sent my mind out, searching for KayCee. I had no idea if that was how you did it, but I didn’t know what else to do.

“Loughlin Ferguson?”

“KayCee? I found you!”

“Not quite. I saw the colonel place you in the pod. When I reached out to you, you were... I am not sure what to call it. Humming? For lack of a better term, with your mind.”

“Damn it!”

“Kreb must have done some other modifications to my bioform. I was immediately ejected from it when he returned. I know he killed Tavish Ferguson. I am so sorry.”

“Yeah. Kreb is going to pay for that. That, and everything else he’s ever done.”

“I understand. What has happened to you? How were you injured?”

I quickly filled her in. Just as I finished, the tingling kicked in. The machine started making a whining sound and the lights outside the pod started.

Brennan banged on the lid again. “Lock, what’s going on?”

“Umm, KayCee?”

“I am not sure. Give me a moment.”

The pain in my body had subsided. “Did the pod give me another painkiller, or is my body just unable to produce any more pain. That’s a thing, right?”

“No, of course not. Your body is healing at an unbelievable rate. It also appears that you are using the medical pod to draw power directly from Quiet Contemplation and are using it to directly heal yourself rather than wait for the medical pod to do it. While it is much more efficient, I am very concerned about the amount of energy you are drawing.”

“Why? Am I draining the starcraft’s batteries?”

“Very amusing.”

“I’m serious.”

“Oh! No, that is not possible.”

“Then what are you worried about?”

“That you will explode because your body cannot contain it.”

I started banging on the lid. “Get me out!”

Brennan rushed over and tried to find some purchase on the lid, but his fingers slipping off squeaked like when you run your fingers down a clean window.

“Lock, calm down!”

“I did not survive all this crap just to pop like an overdone burrito in a microwave!”

I braced my feet on the inside of the lid and pushed with all my might. There was a groaning of metal, and the lid tore off, flying across the room and almost decapitating Brennan. He only survived because of his quick reflexes.

I clambered out of the pod, feeling something tear in my chest as I did, but didn’t stop until I fell onto the floor. I lay there for a few seconds as waves of pain radiated from my chest.

“You are not fully healed yet! I was trying to tell you that.”

“Well, what was that about exploding?”

“I was referring to after you were completely healed. I said I was concerned. I did not say that it would definitely happen.”

“Oh.” I reached down and patted my torso. My shirt had a big hole in the front and a matching one on the back, but my skin was intact. My vision was suddenly filled with Brennan looking down at me.

“You okay?” Brennan asked.

“Yeah.”

“And KayCee?”

I tapped the side of my head. “In here, safe and sound.”

“Good.” He reached a hand down and pulled me to my feet. 

It felt like shards of glass stabbing me in the heart. 

Brennan noticed my wince of pain. “What was that?”

“I’m mostly healed. Chest is still a little banged up.”

“You are at 37 percent. You should have stayed in the pod!”

“I’m not a battery!” I snapped. “Stop talking about power levels.”

Brennan grinned. “I’ll assume you’re speaking with KayCee.”

“Yeah. Sorry.”

Satisfied I wouldn’t fall over, he stepped back and leaned against the wall. “I’m the one who should be apologizing. I did shoot you, after all.”

Taking my cue from him, I leaned against the pod. Well, it was more of a slump, but I took not falling over as a win. “I view it more as you shot Kreb, and I just happened to be in the way.”

“Still. I am sorry. But there was no other way that I could see. After all the things he’s done, we can’t let him get away. Even if it means any or all our lives.”

“Yeah. No, I get it. But he’s like a freaking cockroach. Every time we think we’ve stepped on him, he pops right back up.”

“So, we build a better bug trap.” He chewed his lip for a moment. “Hmm, you know, turnabout is fair play.”

“What do you mean?”

“We could space him, like he did you. Return the favor, so to speak.”

“I’m not going to lie, the idea is very appealing to me.” I bared my teeth. “But can we do it?”

“Ask KayCee.”

“It can be done. The outer walls of the exterior rooms can be reconfigured into airlocks in case we need them as storage areas. Since our bioforms are designed for space, it won’t trigger any safeguards preventing the airlock from working, such as if Lieutenant Colonel Brennan was in the room.”

“What about me? The damn airlock opened up while I was in the room. I was blown right out into space!”

“The starcraft’s sensors are having trouble determining what you are. Kreb used that to his advantage.”

“Oh! That’s a load!”

Brennan frowned. “Won’t work?”

“No, it will. It’s just the craft’s sensors think I’m a toaster.”

“Toaster?”

“Apparently, Kreb and I are spaceable but you’re not. Anyways, all the outer rooms can be transfigured to form airlocks on the exterior walls.”

He gave me an appraising look and then moved on. “So, we need to locate him, move him into an outer room, and trigger the airlock. Does the spaceship automatically turn off the air when the lock is opened?”

I nodded when KayCee affirmed it.

“Can that be overridden? We want him blown far enough away that he doesn’t wind up orbiting this ship.”

“Yes.”

“Yup.”

“Good.” Brennan pushed himself off the wall. “Now we have a plan.”

“Yeah, but we have no idea where he is. He’s hidden himself from the craft’s sensors.”

A satisfied smirk on his face, Brennan pulled a small device from his belt. “Without your body, he’ll need to return to the bioform. When I was fighting him, I tagged it with a tracker.”

I shook my head. “It won’t work. KayCee told us earlier that radio waves don’t transmit well inside the starcraft.”

“It doesn’t use radio waves. It emits a type of radiation.”

“Radiation! Are you nuts?”

“Geez, you must love getting X-rays. Relax, it’s harmless.” He hesitated. “Well, mostly. Besides, you should be more concerned about the dose you got on your little walkabout. Not to mention whatever is passing through this spaceship. If KayCee’s people are using robot bodies, how well did they bother to shield this thing?”

“Very. The starcraft is completely shielded, not to mention your body does not seem to have an issue with radiation.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m told it’s fine. So, how does that thing track radiation? He’s probably been all over the craft by now. The whole thing will probably light up on your tracking gadget.”

“We simply follow the strongest reading.” He stared at the tracker’s screen, turning to the doorway. “Are there any weapons on board we can use?”

“I’ve been through that before with KayCee. Just the stunners.”

“Not the answer I wanted.” He adjusted a knob and gave a satisfied nod. “You ready?”

I gestured towards Tavish’s pod. “I need a moment.”

“Of course.” He hesitated before stepping out into the hall. “I’m very sorry for your loss and I promise you, one way or another, I’ll make sure his death wasn’t in vain.”

I moved over and looked down through the window of Tavish’s pod. He didn’t look peaceful like the corpses you see at a wake. He had more of a surprised look on his face. I tried to open the lid to shut his eyes, but it wouldn’t budge.

“KayCee, how do I get this open?”

“I am sorry, Loughlin Ferguson. The system is completely offline. It looks like a massive energy burst ran through it.”

“That must have been how Kreb killed Tavish. I thought he suffocated him.” I pointed to one remaining light. It was still blinking but in an odd but familiar way. “What’s this mean?”

“The pattern is complete gibberish. It is malfunctioning, most likely due to the overload.”

I pulled one of the tinfoily blankets off a shelf and spread it over the pod as if it was a flag on a coffin. “I’m sorry, Tavish. It appears your campaign ends here. I hope that in whatever afterlife you end up in, you get a chance to roll another character.”

I took a deep breath and composed myself. Forcing a fake cheer on my face, I stepped into the hall where Brennan was waiting.

“You ready?”

“Lead on, Mcduff,” I told him.

“Lay.”

“What?”

“It’s lay on, not lead on. It means something like ‘give it your best shot.’ And it’s Macduff, not Mcduff.”

I frowned. “I don’t think so.”

“I do. Not only is my mother from Scotland, but I also played Macduff in my high school theater production. The quote is, ‘Lay on, Macduff, And damn be him that first cries, ‘Hold! ‘Enough!’’”

“Crap! I’ve been quoting that wrong my whole life.” I raised my eyebrows. “You know what, you’re right. That is very annoying.”

“Told you.” He continued to chuckle as we moved out.

“Theater nerd!”

“And proud of it.”
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Chapter 48 – Revelations and Bad Ideas
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Brennan’s tracking gizmo led us back to the landing bay where I was horrified to find the lander. “Crap! I didn’t know he programed it to return. You think he’s planning to go back to Earth?”

“I don’t know.” Brennan nudged me aside so he could look through the door window. “I don’t see him anywhere. We need to make sure he’s not in that flying saucer before we open the hangar to space.”

“Just remember he has that cloaking device. He could be standing right in the middle of the landing bay, and we wouldn’t know it.”

“I’m not worried about that. If he’s not in the saucer, we pop the airlock and he’s blown into space, cloaked or not.”

“Fine.” I sighed and motioned for the door to open. As soon as it slid back, I moved. I definitely wasn’t up to full strength. While I was moving faster than any track star ever did, I was nowhere near my best.

I skidded to a halt at the top of the lander’s ramp. Jeopardy and Stella were standing there waiting for me. A series of crates were stacked inside the lander. “What? Why did you guys come back? You shouldn’t have done that.”

Stella smiled and punched me square in the face. I somersaulted down the ramp, landing in an undignified heap. I scrambled back up. “What the hell, Stella?”

“Loughlin Ferguson, look at their eyes.”

“Uh-oh.” Both Stella and Jeopardy had the same vacant zombie look that the McKeene brothers had under Kreb’s control. “Give me a break. This is such a tired trope.”

“What are you referring to?”

“The whole good guys forced to fight other—Ow!” A storage container from inside the saucer pinged off my head courtesy of Jeopardy’s telekinesis.

“Jeopardy’s mind power will prove difficult for you. I do not know how your body will adapt to counter her abilities. However, you should be able to handle Stella without issue.”

“If you think that’s true, you don’t know Stella.” As if to emphasize my point, Stella strode down the ramp, her axe forming in her hand, Jeopardy floating silently behind her.

“Guys, I’d really like to talk about this.” I backed away, my hands out before me. Or at least they were. They suddenly slammed to my sides, and I was lifted a foot off the deck by a mental command from Jeopardy. The battle calmness washed over me, and I began to look at everything analytically. Things like love and lifetime friendships suddenly didn’t mean as much as they did a second ago.

Stella planted herself directly in front of me and took a two-handed stance on the axe. From the angle she held it, she was going for a decapitation swing.

“You need to do something. That blade is sharper than anything on your planet.”

“Maybe it will hurt less then.” The tingling started the same time Stella began her swing. I never got to find out what my body was planning because I dropped to the deck just in time for the axe to swoosh over me. The blade passed over me so close that if I had hair, she would have lopped it off.

I scrambled back to discover that Brennan had taken advantage of our scuffle and had snuck up behind Jeopardy. He was choking her out while simultaneously blocking her view with a hand.

With vague detachment, I studied my opponent. As fast and as strong as Stella was now, I was better. But what I had in superior strength and speed, she countered with martial arts skills. If she got her hands on me, it was a jump ball. So I kept it simple.

I moved towards her, putting all my energy into the punch I threw. I hit her square on the chin. She flew back, slamming the back of her skull into the saucer. Her eyes actually rolled up into her head before she went face down.

That is at least a concussion.

“Yeah. Hopefully it’s not too bad,” I said as I fell out of the battle calm. I shook the pain from my hand. “Boy, she has a hard head.”

“She is breathing. That is the important thing. Any damage we can repair in a medical pod, provided you do not break anything else.”

The lieutenant colonel had rendered Jeopardy unconscious as well. He noticed my look of concern. “She’ll be fine. Just be out of it for a while. Nice shot, by the way.”

“I just punched out my roommate. That’s domestic violence where I’m from.”

“And you hit a girl!” He gently flipped Jeopardy over his shoulder.

“Hey, that’s sexist.”

“Me? You’re the one that punched her!” Brennan said with a smile.

“You’re just going to completely ignore the fact that you choked out Jeopardy?”

“Technically, I strangled her. Choking is when you have a blockage inside your throat. Common misconception.”

“You’re the one who’s going to get strangled if Stella hears that you called her a girl. You do know she could clean both our clocks in a fair fight, right?”

“I’ve seen her service record. I wouldn’t be surprised.” His smile turned into a look of shock as he was lifted off his feet from behind by Kreb. Once again in the bioform, the alien flexed and threw Brennan and Jeopardy across the hangar. Brennan somehow managed to cradle Jeopardy so when they collided with the wall, he took the brunt of it.

I glared at the little alien that had managed to sneak up behind the Space Force officer. “I thought you didn’t lie.”

“I do not. I promised I would return them to your planet. I did that. I then had them pack up my equipment and return.”

“Ever heard the term lie by omission?”

“I have not.”

“Well, you should look it up.” I raised my fists. “If they let you read in the cell they have waiting for you in Area 51.”

“Loughlin Ferguson.”

I ignored KayCee as Kreb tilted his head and studied me through cold black eyes. “You truly believe you can imprison me.”

“I’m actually hoping you’ll resist.” My lips curved up in a smile that never reached my own eyes. “Now it’s just you and me, and if you remember, you rebuilt me to be a pretty damn good weapon.”

“You forget about your friends.” He waved a hand at Jeopardy and Stella, the fingers moving in a distinctly unhuman way.

“Loughlin Ferguson!”

“I’ll be finished with you before they wake up.”

“You are not very intelligent, are you? Do I have to remind you of the implants in their brains?”

“That is what I was trying to tell you.”

“I... Damn it!” I had been so wrapped up in Tavish’s death and worried about fighting Stella and Jeopardy, I forgot they were now back in range.

“Okay. Fine. You win. Again.” I raised my hands in surrender. “Now what?”

“Now you will roll the control orb to me.”

“If Kreb gets the control orb, he will have control of the starcraft.”

“I know. But it’s not like he hasn’t had it before.” I pulled the orb out of my pocket and rolled it to Kreb, who picked it up.

“Yes, but he never possessed it while being both in the bioform and onboard the Quiet Contemplation. The unique signature of the bioform in conjunction with the orb will allow him access to systems he did not before.”

“Like what?” There was a grinding sensation that ran through the floor of the landing bay.

“Like the weapons systems.”

“Weapons? You said this thing didn’t have any weapons!”

“Is that what she told you?” Kreb asked, a strange grating noise coming from him. At first, I thought it was his bioform malfunctioning, but then I realized he was laughing. “The primary refueling craft for the region, and you believed it was unarmed?”

“Refueling? What is he talking about?”

“You will have plenty of time to discuss it.” Kreb pointed to the saucer. “Put your friends in there.”

I did as I was told. The last one I carried in was Brennan. As I did so, the ramp to the saucer closed, trapping us in it. I laid Brennan next to Jeopardy, who was starting to wake up. Brennan’s shoulder looked dislocated. Stella was still out with a large contusion on her head. I straightened up and looked around. “KayCee, can you get us out of this, maybe fly it?”

“Not without a control orb.”

“So, this makes a pretty damn good prison then.” I sat down on a crate. “There is no way I can punch my way out of this thing?”

“No, it is designed to withstand the pressure of multiple entries and reentries in a planet’s atmosphere. It is too strong for you, even with your enhanced strength.”

“Is there a first aid kit on board?”

“The lander is equipped with an autodoc. It’s not as good as the medical facilities but it’s enough to repair head injuries and remove any foreign objects such as Kreb’s mind control devices. It does not need an orb to use.”

I gave control over my body to KayCee who uttered the equivalent of “medical emergency” in her language. A medical pod slid out from one of the walls. Unlike the others, this one had a control panel in the top of the lid. KayCee punched in a series of commands and released my body back to me.

“It is ready.”

I lifted Jeopardy, placed her into it, and stood back as the lid slid closed.

“Removing the control device will take a few minutes.”

“Well, then I guess we have time for you to tell me about whatever the hell you have been hiding from us.”

“I am sorry, Loughlin Ferguson. I did not want to deceive you, but I have a responsibility to my people.”

“I think we’re past that now.”

“The Quiet Contemplation is primarily used by my people as a waypoint and refueling base for crafts traveling back and forth to the mining colonies. It is normally on the opposite side of your sun where you cannot detect it. The starcraft draws plasma and hydrogen from your sun and turns it into fuel.”

“So, you're stealing from us.”

“It does not diminish your sun in any noticeable way. We only have three or four starcraft come through in a year.”

“Uh-huh.”

“However, fuel is expensive and, in the past, there have been problems with thieves, so the craft is armed with a single missile launcher.”

“And it really was former military?”

“Yes, a military refueler.”

“So military grade weapons and armor then. Great!”

“I was telling the truth when I said we mean your people no harm.”

“Because you’re a Protector, right? That part has to be true, right? Kreb called you that a couple of times.”

“Not exactly. I am a Protector, but I may have exaggerated what that means. I protect the Quiet Contemplation, not your people.”

“Protect the spaceship? But...” I pounded a crate with my fist. “Oh my God. You’re a security guard at a gas station! You’re as big as a loser as I am!”

“There is no shame in either of our professions.”

“Really? Then why were you hunting around for Kreb? That was off the books, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.”

I frowned. “If you are normally on the other side of the sun, how did you figure out Kreb was here?”

“As I said, I follow Jeopardy’s podcast. Between that and other reasons, I believed that Kreb had left several experiments behind. When a mission required the Quiet Contemplation to enter Earth’s orbit, I used that opportunity to follow up on my theory.”

“Plus, the whole sex with humans thing. Let’s not forget that.”

“I did not. I am still displeased over missing that opportunity. Indulging in my hobby should have been secondary, but I only had a small window of time to draw you out. Since I didn’t know who you were, I used the seminar to draw you out.”

“Great job!” I got up and started prying the lid off the crates that were left behind.

“My plan was to find you and determine what was done to you.”

“And maybe parlay that into a better job?”

“The thought had crossed my mind, yes. What I had not expected to find was Kreb alive and in the same room. I deduced he, too, was looking for you and I tried to get you away from him. The rest you know.”

“Not quite. What was the mission that required you to enter into Earth’s orbit, and why did you have a sexbot hanging around?” I sifted through the contents of the crates. They were mostly machines of a type I was unfamiliar with.

“It was not a sexbot, and I think we should get back to dealing with the problem at hand. Kreb may be planning on using Quiet Contemplation against my people.”

“Nope! Your people aren’t currently here so we have time. Nice try, though.” I pulled a small box out of the last of the crates and opened it. It held a series of vials filled with various powders or liquids. I put it aside for further investigation. “Spill the beans, alien!”

I felt a mental sigh come from KayCee. I made a hurry up gesture with my hands. “Well?”

“I need your word that you will not tell anyone else. Not even Stella Johansen or Jeopardy Jones.”

I mulled that over for a minute. “Only if it doesn’t endanger me or my people, and by people, I mean the people of Earth.”

“Fine. A craft enroute to the mining colony dropped a team of anthropologists off on the Quiet Contemplation some time ago. They are doing a multiyear study on your people. I moved the starcraft into orbit so they could take a lander planet-side to begin their work. The Amber bioform was one of their infiltration models so they could walk among your people undetected. The manufacturer created the infiltration bioforms based off footage from your TV shows. They were told to use documentaries and news footage to create average versions of your species. The Amber model was obviously based off a show filled with beautiful actresses. After it was unboxed, the anthropologists determined it was not suitable for the work needed. So, they left it behind.”

“Yeah, I guess it’s a bit hard to blend in when your bioform is drop-dead gorgeous.”

“You will not tell your government or anyone else?”

“It’s just anthropologists? They’re not learning how to destroy the human race or anything?”

“No, of course not. If we were going to do that, we’d just bomb you from orbit.”

“Ah... All right then. I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

“Won’t—won’t tell what?” Stella mumbled from behind me. I whirled around and rushed over to her. She was holding her head and looking very groggy.

I smiled. “That I kicked your ass.”

“You wish.” She sat up and winced. “Freaking Kreb had me mind controlled.”

“Don’t feel bad. He got Jeopardy, too.”

“I know, I remember the whole thing.” Very slowly, she turned her head. “We’re in the flying saucer?”

“Yeah. At least you're awake. Brennan took a good crack to the head, and I don’t like the look of his shoulder.”

“Now what?” My roommate pulled herself up to sit on a crate.

Between the two, well three of us, counting KayCee,” I tapped my temple. “We can figure a way out of here and stop Kreb.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Kreb can still mind control Jeopardy and me. Besides, head injuries are nothing to screw with. It’s not like on TV when the main character just shakes it off. My vision’s blurry, there is a piercing pain in my head, and I’ve got more than a little vertigo. I definitely have a concussion, maybe even a slow brain bleed. I’d be more a liability to you than a help.”

I gestured to the med pod. “This doesn’t need an orb to control it.”

“Great! Plug me in!”

“As soon as Jeopardy is done cooking.”

“Okay. If this doesn’t need an orb, can we fly the saucer without one?”

“No. Kreb has the control orb. We can’t turn it on.”

“The control orb he possesses is for Quiet Contemplation. While it works on the lander, it is not the primary control orb for it.”

“Cool, we finally caught a break.” I filled Stella in on what KayCee had just told me.

She was studying Brennan. “Maybe he should go ahead of me. He looks pretty banged up.”

“You first.”

“What? Why?”

“Look, I like Brennan but, well... he ain’t my best friend.”

“Aw, I’m touched! Is this the part where we hug?”

“Shut up.”

“You shut up.”

“So, where’s the orb for this thing?” I asked KayCee.

“Out in the landing bay.”

“Damn it! Can the orb for the lander be used on Quiet Contemplation?”

“Only for minor things such as adapting rooms or using the medical facilities. It cannot control the starcraft, if that is what you are thinking.”

“Okay. We might be able to work with that.”

“Loughlin Ferguson, the procedure on Jeopardy Jones is finished.”

As the lid to the pod opened, I went to help Jeopardy out. 

She slapped my hand aside and clambered out herself. “I’m mad at you.”

“For what?”

“You sent Stella and me back to Earth without even asking us. We're not damsels in distress.”

“Oh, look at the time. I’m late for my medical procedure.” Stella glanced at her wrist, which definitely didn’t have a watch strapped to it, and climbed into the pod. “You two kids have fun. KayCee, hit it!”

As the pod slid shut, I turned to Jeopardy. “Look, he was going to kill you all. There was no damsel in distress thoughts in my head. I believed Brennan was on the saucer, too. What was I supposed to do? He had placed mind control devices in your brains.”

“Next time, tell us. Fill us in and let us make the decisions. Stella and I can more than handle ourselves.”

“I know that, and I will, but I would like to point out I was being controlled by an alien in my head. He gave me two options: fool you or he was going to kill you all. I didn’t have a lot of wiggle room.”

She frowned. “I guess that’s true. But I still don’t like it.”

With a groan, Brennan sat up, clutching his arm. “Ouch, yeah, that’s dislocated. What did I miss?”

I rapidly filled the two of them in. Keeping my promise to KayCee, I left out the part about the anthropologists.

“Great.” The lieutenant colonel nodded. “Where’s the orb?”

“It’s outside the flying saucer,” I replied.

“That doesn’t do us any good!” He fumed. There was a rumbling that shook the saucer. “What was that?”

“Kreb just opened the missile bay hatch.”

“For what reason? Did your people show up?”

“It is too soon for them to be here. It is more likely he is planning to fire on your planet. In order to duplicate what he did with you, he will need humans. Using the stored fuel and the firepower on this craft, he could flatten most of your cities. He and his followers could enslave your entire race and transform them into weapons like you!”

“Oh God!” I quickly filled in Brennan and Jeopardy.

“Well, why hasn’t he done it yet?” Jeopardy asked.

“Since I was leaving the craft unguarded, I took everything completely offline when I went down to the planet. He has to do a cold start which takes some time. There is only one missile in the loading tube as well. After he fires that off, he will need to restock the launcher.”

A desperate idea started forming in my head. I leaned down and picked up one of the tubes that Kreb had stored away, shaking the liquid inside it. “I have a really, really bad idea.”
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Chapter 49 – The Threat in the Tinfoil Toga
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Being a spacefaring vehicle, even if it was just an orbiter, the lander needed to be airtight. Still, water and other liquids have a habit of finding a way through things. After what felt like an excruciating long time, I dripped and dribbled out of the edges where the lander’s ramp met its main body.

Slowly returning back to human shape, I quickly became aware of two things. One was whatever had been in that tube tasted horrible. The second was I was naked, again. My hand went to my neck, and I discovered my communication disk hadn’t taken the ride with me. Hopefully it was lying with my clothes and not stuck in a crevice or crack in the lander, disrupting its systems.

“Where’s the control orb for the lander?”

“The far wall.”

As I pushed on a spot KayCee indicated, a section of the wall slid open, revealing an orb resting in a holder. I plucked it out. “Now what?”

KayCee gave a mental command, and the lander’s ramp lowered. I reentered to find Jeopardy helping Stella out of the med pod. I quickly scrambled back into my clothes. “Do we have time for the colonel to hop in the med pod?”

“No. Kreb will be firing the missile at any moment. We need to stop it.”

“How? Can the lander shoot it down?”

“The lander has no weapons. However, if it can get in front of the missile, its systems will recognize the lander and shut down to prevent destroying it.”

I informed the others of what KayCee told me.

“The missile has an IFF,” grunted Brennan. “That might work.”

“Identify friend or foe,” explained Stella to Jeopardy.

“I know what it means. So KayCee flies the flying saucer in front of the missile hoping Kreb didn’t reprogram it? Then what? Come back here and fight Kreb again?”

“He will never let us back on board,” I said after KayCee explained.

“KayCee is the only one who can pilot the saucer. Can KayCee jump back into Jeopardy so Lock and I can take on Kreb while everyone else takes out the missile?” asked Stella.

“No, she would not survive that again. However, Jeopardy Jones’s telepathy will allow her to fly the lander.” The control chair reformed in the middle of the saucer as I repeated KayCee’s words to the others.

Jeopardy sat in the chair, and I gave her the orb. Through me, KayCee talked her through it. The lander wobbled and slowly rose before coming down with a thud.

Jeopardy shook her head. “I can control it easy enough, but I’ve never flown anything. I don’t know angles and whatnot.”

“I can guide you through it,” said Brennan. “I’m not going to be much good with a busted wing. Besides, I need to let my people know what’s going on.”

I pulled Stella aside. “I need you to go with them.”

“So, you’re supposed to fight Kreb alone?” Stella snarled. “I don’t think so.”

“Without the starcraft’s orb, the lander can’t dock, which means you need to land on Earth.” I quickly glanced at Brennan. “Somehow, I don’t think the government is going to be willing to let Jeopardy just walk away. The two of you have a much better chance of escaping together.”

“Yeah, that makes sense. I don’t like it, but it makes sense.” Stella chewed on her bottom lip. “We’ll meet up with you at my most favorite place in the world.”

“You’re kidding! How am I supposed to get in there?”

“Figure it out.” There was another rumbling.

“Kreb fired the missile.”

“Time’s up.” I headed to the door as Jeopardy lowered the ramp again. “You three take out the missile that just launched. KayCee and I are going to go after Kreb using Brennan’s earlier plan. Good luck!”

I found the door to the landing bay locked and had to down some more of the vile liquid, slipping under the door and trapping my clothes on the other side. At least my comm link stayed with me this time. As I reformed, the saucer slowly headed out of the landing bay airlock. It looked very shaky.

“Wish I could move right now.” I had to hold off. Whatever powered my abilities was almost tapped out. I had barely any superspeed remaining, and I needed what was left for my plan.

“Either give yourself time to recharge or find a compatible power source to absorb.”

“No time, KayCee.” I started off in a run and quickly settled into a jog. “Show me the quickest route to the control room. Oh, and if we go by an area that has clothes or one of those tinfoil blankets, let me know. We don’t really have the time, but I’d rather not fight for the safety of the human race in my birthday suit.”

“Why does that matter? Neither Kreb nor I are of your species, and our culture does not have the nudity taboo shared by many of your world. No one else remains onboard.”

“Because when someone does something big like saving the world, my people like to put up monuments, and I don’t want statues of me everywhere with my ding-a-ling hanging out for the whole world to see.”

“You seem very confident that we will succeed.”

“It’s either joke about it or curl up in a quivering ball in the corner. I’ve done that most of my life and I’m tired of it. Time for something different.”

After a short detour for a tinfoil blanket, we made it to a corridor around the corner from the control room. I had fashioned the blanket into a makeshift toga and looked like I stepped out of a disco version of ancient Rome. As I belted it on, I had envisioned something like Olivia Newton-John and John Travolta as Anthony and Cleopatra roller skating for their lives in the Colosseum. Apparently impending death makes me even more stupid.

Stella’s voice came across my comm link. “Lock, we just reached the missile. We’re about to attempt to shut it down.”

“Good luck!” I whispered.

I peered around the corner to observe Kreb moving around the control room. He was cursing in his native language and muttering about the controls. “KayCee, is that your doing? Did you lock out the controls?”

“No, it is not. Also, what he just said is not physically possible by either your species or mine.”

“Well, I know, I’m not that flexible.” I took a deep breath. “You ready?”

“Yes.”

I moved, giving it everything I had. We practically flew as I ran into the control room. Instead of trying to fight Kreb, I simply plucked the control orb out of his hand before he could react. At the speed we were going, his surprise at our actions spread across his face in slow motion. Fighting back the need to laugh, I pivoted, sprinting for the exit. Three steps from the door, my body suddenly shifted into normal, the abruptness of it causing me to stumble. A huge wave of exhaustion crashed down onto me.

“You!” Kreb snarled behind me.

Giving him a one-finger salute, I forced myself to totter out the door. “Where am I going, KayCee?”

“Turn right and follow the corridor to the end. Then go in the room to the right. I already prepared it, forming a bar by the door like you requested. I would like to reiterate I believe this plan is complete lunacy.”

“And yet, you still signed up for it.” I jogged down the corridor.

“In my hubris, I ignored orders and came to your planet, endangering you all. I must make this right. Even if it costs me my life.”

“I know this is a Hail Mary, but I’m really trying to avoid the us ‘losing our lives’ part.” I could hear Kreb chasing us. “I know I have a much longer stride than him, but I’m on fumes right now. Can he catch us?”

“I am not sure. The bioform is not designed for speed, but you are traversing this corridor at a very slow rate.”

“Yeah, yeah.” I heard Kreb turn the corner behind us. I couldn’t dare look over my shoulder for fear of slowing down. The center of my back itched as I waited for Kreb to fire a weapon at me. I was praying he only had the one Brennan stole from him because if he had another, we were all dead.

I clicked my comm link as I fled down the corridor. “How are you guys doing?”

“Not good!” yelled my roommate. “The missile shut down like it was supposed to, but we cut too close in front of it and collided. The missile is tumbling away to outer space, but we took major damage, and most of the systems are out. Jeopardy and Brennan are trying to land before complete systems failure.”

“Oh God! Good luck!”

I choked up with fear when she didn’t respond back. I didn’t have time to try them again because we made it to the room. Fortunately, we did it without acquiring any new holes in my body. I ducked through the entranceway. “Shut the door.”

“Done. It will not be easy for him to force the door open.”

“Great.” I concentrated, ordering my body to change for what was needed next.

Kreb pounded on the door, trying to get in.

“Get ready to pop it!”

“Are you sure? With your power levels so low, you may not be able to hold on.”

“Ye of little faith. Besides, it always works in the movies.” I took a series of deep breaths and grabbed the bar by the door with my free hand, my other one still holding the orb. “Now!”

With a mental command from KayCee, the orb opened the door. As Kreb rushed in, I swept my leg out, connecting with both his shins. As he fell forward, KayCee triggered the airlock.

The plan was for him to be sucked into space while I hung on to the bar for dear life, a Hollywood oldie but goodie. But, in continuing the life imitating art, Kreb managed to grab hold of me with the bioform’s long gangly arms. He wrapped himself around me like a five-year-old who refuses to go to bed.

“Loughlin Ferguson, you need to do something before the air runs out.”

Stella’s voice came over my comm link. “...made it down safely... Two hour head start....”

At least they were all safe. I wasn’t sure how we were going to get out of our situation. The only good thing about Kreb wrapping himself around me was that it prevented my tinfoil toga from being ripped off and sucked out the airlock. Frustrated, I started smashing him in the head with the orb. Die, you bastard!

“Loughlin Ferguson, you might want to stop...” The last strike to Kreb’s head dislodged the orb from my hand. “...doing that.”

Kreb and I both watched in horror as the control orb, the only way of controlling both the lander and the starcraft, shot out the airlock.

“We need to get that back.”

“Yeah! I know!”

At this point, all the air in the room was gone and we were floating, our only anchor being the bar I was gripping. With my free hand I reached down and pushed against Kreb, forcing him away from me. Slowly I began to break his grip on me.

In desperation, he slashed at my hand holding the bar. The tips of his fingers must have been razor sharp because they sliced right through the top of my middle finger and most of my ring and little fingers.

I hissed in pain and shock as my fingers floated by, little orbits of blood bobbing along in the vacuum with them. With only a finger and a thumb, I couldn’t hold on. As I lost my grip, Kreb reached out and seized the bar, pushing me away with his feet. I don’t think so!

I grabbed his wrist with my good hand and kicked off from the wall, breaking his grip and sending both of us slowly floating out the airlock into oblivion.
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Chapter 50 – So Close!
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My kick had enough force that we cleared the orbit of Quiet Contemplation. As we drifted away from the starcraft, I let go of Kreb. If I was going to die, it wasn’t with him in my arms. Chances are Stella will be the one to do my eulogy, and there are way too many jokes she could make about that.

I felt a perverse joy at Kreb’s angry face as the distance between us widened. I held up my left hand to flip him off. “Damn it.”

There was no sound as I said the words.

“No sound in space, remember. Just think the words.”

I found myself mouthing the words anyways. It felt to weird to just think at KayCee. “I was going to give him the bird, but he cut most of my middle finger off.” Something whizzed by me and Kreb exploded. “What the hell was that?”

“It looked like a missile.”

Something came up from below and slammed into my stomach. Instinctively, I grasped it and found myself holding onto a satellite. What the hell?

“That is not right. I put Quiet Contemplation in an orbit away from any of your planet’s satellites.”

“It’s not the MTV satellite. That would have been cool. Huh! I wonder if they really have a satellite.”

“Is this one of your government’s? Perhaps it was looking for my starcraft?”

I pointed to the remaining missiles on the side of it, nestled between solar panels. “It’s a weapon’s platform.”

“The fact that your people aim such weapons at their own planet is greatly disturbing.”

“This is Chinese writing, so it’s not one of ours.” I tapped the letters engraved under a panel containing a camera lens and a series of lights. “Hmmm, now that I think about it, considering how much we’re buying from them these days, maybe it is one of ours.”

I studied Kreb’s last location. Bits of his bioform remained. The largest piece was a section of the upper torso still possessing the head and one of the arms. “Wow, he got completely trashed. Sorry about your bioform, KayCee. If we somehow survive this, could you rebuild it?”

“No, but it does not matter. The explosion knocked Kreb’s remains into your planet's gravity well. They will quickly burn up entering the atmosphere.”

Not exactly Burn in Hell, but I’ll take it. Hope we survive long enough to watch it. A tightness formed in my chest, signaling the beginning of the end.

“Loughlin Ferguson, look at the lights on this satellite.”

I studied the panel for a second. “They’re blinking, so what?”

“It is the same pattern as the malfunction in Tavish’s medical pod. That cannot be a coincidence.”

“No, it can’t. What’s the pattern?”

“Three short blinks followed by three long blinks, then three short again. There is a long pause, and it repeats.”

“In other words, three dots, three dashes, three dots. That’s S.O.S.!”

“The food Stella Johansen made for breakfast? I do not understand.”

“What? No! It’s the same letters but a different acronym. It’s a distress signal in Morse code.”

“The satellite is in distress?”

“No. It’s a signal. I don’t know Morse code except for S.O.S. He needed something I would recognize, and just about everyone knows that one thanks to TV and the movies.” I smiled. That sneaky bastard!

“I do not understand.”

I placed my uninjured hand in front of the lens, holding up all my fingers three times in succession, then I made a fist three times before repeating the raised fingers. Then I gave the lens a thumbs up.

The satellite gave a half second burst of its thrusters. It caught me by surprise. With my good hand still up in the air, I flailed about before latching back on. Oh boy!

“What?”

With arms and legs, I held on as tightly as I could. “If I’m right, we might just have a chance after all.”

The satellite thrusters fired again, moving us towards the orb. “It’s Tavish! His abilities are machines and electronics, right? He was in the medical pod when Kreb killed him. I think he downloaded himself into Quiet Contemplation. That would explain why Kreb was having trouble with the controls. Tavish was fighting him.”

“How would he even think to do such a thing?”

“It’s a recurring theme in science fiction. He might not watch TV, but Tavish is as big as a sci-fi geek as I am. In fact, he owns a couple of signed first edition Asimovs and Heinleins. I’m going to try and link in with my abilities. Hopefully I can talk to him.”

“Loughlin Ferguson, you don’t have enough power left to do that and survive space.”

“Damn. But hey! Tavish is alive. Woo-hoo!”

“In a manner of speaking, yes.”

I gave Kreb’s descending remains another stubby finger salute. You’re not killing anymore of my family, you bastard. Tavish blew you to Kingdom Come.

The orb came into sight. I watched it greedily like a dog with an unguarded steak. In a few minutes, we would have it. Using it, we could edge the starcraft closer to us until Tavish could push us into the airlock with the satellite thrusters. I think we’re going to make it.

As soon as I thought it, I knew I screwed up. There are certain phrases that will always bring you to the attention of the gods of fate or whatever rolls dice with the universe. The top one is “It sure is quiet tonight.” The second one on the list is “I think I’m/we’re going to make it.”

There is no sound in a vacuum, so I didn’t hear anything. Instead, I watched in horror as the engines on Quiet Contemplation lit up, obeying KayCee’s preprogrammed command to return to the far side of the sun. “Oh God. We’re so close. KayCee, you need to stop it.”

“I can’t without the orb. We need to get it before the starcraft is out of range.”

I reached out as we inched closer to the orb. As I did, the starcraft pulled farther and farther away. Just... a... little... more.

I lunged out at the orb, almost losing my grip on the satellite, but I snagged it. I pulled it close, feeling a mixture of triumph and fear. 

“KayCee, now!”

I waited. And waited longer, my lungs burning as I did so. “KayCee?”

“I’m sorry, Loughlin Ferguson. I tried, but we are out of range. The orb cannot connect with Quiet Contemplation.”

“But... But we have it! We have the orb.”

“I know. Unfortunately, we missed our window.”

It wasn’t fair. I had resigned myself to my fate. I had taken solace in the fact that even though we died, we had saved Earth from an attack that would have destroyed civilization as we knew it. But to be offered hope at the last minute only to have it snatched away at the last second. It was soul crushingly painful. It was... typical.

I laughed, losing precious air doing it, but I couldn’t help myself.

“I am so sorry, Loughlin Ferguson.”

“No, it’s okay. It’s just that... Well, this is classic Tavish. He comes back from the dead just in time to save me and yet, somehow accidently screws me over. Again!”

“You should not be upset with him. He tried.”

“I know that. And... I’m not. It’s just so typical. I’d have been better off if he hadn’t even tried. Then I wouldn’t have had that last hope be so cruelly snuffed out. It’s not his fault. He can’t help it. It’s his lot in life, and in death, I guess. In a bizarre sort of way, it’s a fitting end to all thi—”

With a grinding vibration from the satellite, the missiles began rotating. Once they pointed towards Earth, they locked into place. Now what is he trying to do?

“Is Tavish planning on hitting my starcraft with those projectiles? If so, why are they facing your planet? I am not sure of their range, but this attempt serves no purpose as they are incapable of damaging Quiet Contemplation’s armor.”

“I don’t know wha... Oh crap! Yes, I do.”

I willed my body to change, and my jaw enlarged and unhinged. I tried placing the control orb into my big (well, bigger) mouth but it wouldn’t fit.

“Just relax your jaw.”

Thankful that Stella hadn’t heard that, I enlarged my jaw further, popping the orb into my mouth. I then clung to the satellite as hard as I could.

All the missiles on the satellite began firing. I could feel KayCee’s confusion. I don’t understand. The missiles are not disengaging. Why is he doing this? Is this device damaged?

The missiles pushed the satellite far faster than the thrusters had and in a very different direction.

“Tavish disabled the release clamps, turning the missiles into a makeshift propulsion system. Hang on to your hat, we’re headed back to Earth.”

“We will never survive reentry!”

“I know that, and you know that, but apparently no one told Tavish.” My back started to heat up. “It’s been nice knowing you, KayCee.”

“It has been a pleasure, Loughlin Ferguson.”

“Look out down below, here we come. Ready or not!”
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Chapter 51 – The Geek Who Fell to Earth
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It got hot. Really hot. And unlike the space shuttle, I didn’t have any ceramic tiles. My body did its best by changing my skin, but this was becoming very clear it was beyond what my adaptive ability could handle. It numbed the pain as much as possible, but it still hurt. A lot...

But that was okay. I had a plan. There were two reasons I had stuffed the orb in my mouth. The first was to keep it safe, and I needed both my hands... Well, my hand and a half anyway, to hold on to the satellite.

The second was because I planned on using the ability I had duplicated from Dennis. Why he had to taste an object to duplicate its substance was beyond me, but for some reason, that was what was required.

“KayCee, the material the orb is covered with, is that strong enough to survive reentry?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Good.”

“You are planning on using Dennis McKeene’s ability?”

“Yeah.” I concentrated. I felt my body try to do... something. But whatever it was didn’t work. “KayCee, why isn’t this working?”

“I was afraid of that. Most of your energy is being used up surviving in space. You don’t have enough to fuel another ability.”

Before I could ask another question, the satellite suddenly spun around, flipping me off it. My tinfoil toga tore away from the force. The rockets rotated again, and it shot away from us.

“Tavish!”

“Why would your cousin do that?”

“Because he’s Tavish. That’s wh—”

The satellite disappeared into a ball of flame, the explosion rocking us. Debris pelted us as we continued to fall. Or, you know, because the missiles were about to detonate.

I curled up into a ball, my back facing the Earth. If I did somehow survive, I didn’t want to find that all my good bits had been burned off.

“KayCee, please tell me Tavish had a way to download from the satellite.”

“Into what? There is nothing nearby.”

I wanted to howl. To release my pain. My cousin returned from the dead, only to sacrifice himself in a harebrained attempt to save me.

“I am very sorry for your loss. Tavish Ferguson was a good person.”

I bottled my emotions up and buried them deep, wishing I had the battle calm active right then. “Yeah, well, chances are we’ll be seeing him in the afterlife real soon.”

“Loughlin Ferguson, your former plan is still possible. The metal covering the orb does not conduct heat. Transforming your skin into it will protect you much better than what your body is currently doing. When we hit peak reentry, we could be traveling at about 17,000 miles an hour. The heat you feel is the air molecules in front of you compressing and creating friction. It may get as high as 3,000 degrees Fahrenheit.”

“I really don’t need to hear a science lesson right now!” I gritted my teeth. The pain was becoming unbearable. Knowing how hot it would get was just making it worse. “What’s your point?”

“You have the ability to absorb different types of energy to repower your abilities.”

“Yeah, but there isn’t anything for me to absorb.”

“Heat is a type of energy.”

“You... you couldn’t have just said that?” I started concentrating on trying to absorb the heat.

“I was working it out as I spoke.”

I ignored her. Nothing was happening. The pain was making it hard to think, much less concentrate. “Why isn’t this working?”

“You’re currently using your abilities. With your present energy level, I do not think you can use them and change enough to absorb energy at the same time. You need to turn them off in order to recharge. Once you start absorbing the heat, we should be fine.”

“I’ll burn up in an instant. It can’t be done.”

“If you do not, we will still burn up. Just slower and more painfully.”

That was hard to argue with. It either worked or it was over. I mentally readied myself and prepared to shut my powers down. I hate my life. I hate my life so much!

I turned off my abilities. For a whole split second, the pain was indescribable. Then, “Holy crap! I’m still alive.”

“We! We are still alive.”

“Right, right. We’re both not dead.”

The pain had stopped, and I felt much stronger and, frankly, more alert without the pain dulling my thoughts. Having quickly recharged off the heat, I transformed my skin to the metal of the orb before I absorbed too much energy.

Once I was able to think more clearly, other problems presented themselves.

“KayCee, I know that space shuttles and capsules use retrofire to slow themselves down. How exactly are we going to do that?”

“In a few minutes, you are going to have to reshape your body to act as a drogue parachute, possibly several times.”

“What the hell is a drogue parachute?”

“It’s a parachute designed to deploy for fast-moving objects to slow their speed. Most craft in a situation like this would use multiple ones to slow down in stages, but we don’t have that luxury.”

“Like a braking parachute in drag racing?”

“Yes. Remember, you will need some weight at the bottom of the chute.”

“This is insane.”

“Yes, it is. But it’s the only plan we have.”

“Now?” I tensed, ready to reshape my body.

“No, wait for it.”

“I really don’t want to go splat, KayCee!”

“Almost there.:

“You’re waiting too long!”

“Now!”

I imagined what she had described. It was something that only existed in comic books, but somehow, my body shifted to it. My skin ceased being made of the same metal as the orb and became elastic and droopy. The excess shifted to my back as a second layer of skin. It suddenly billowed out, becoming the canopy skirt of a parachute connected to me by thin strands of skin and tendons. I hung below it like a kitten being carried by the mother cat.

“Grossest superpowers ever!”

We braked hard and I collapsed the skin parachute into myself, repeating the process two more times. While not as bad as burning up on reentry, it was still incredibly painful.

“This is far enough. Keep your... chute... open.”

“Are you sure? This is still too high to breathe”

“Yes. you are no longer moving fast enough to produce much heat. We’ve already passed the Karman line. Three of your people—Felix Baumgartner, Joseph Kittinger, and Yevgeny Andreyev—have all survived jumps from distances this high.”

“They had spacesuits! I’m stark naked with no oxygen supply. Big difference!”

We finally hit a spot where I could breathe. I took great gulps of air. I should have been worried about getting high-altitude cerebral edema, but I trusted my weird powers to deal with it. Breathing again felt wonderful. My ears didn’t even pop.

I cleared my throat. My voice was rough and scratchy. “KayCee, you still there?”

“I cannot believe that actually worked!”

“What? It was your idea!”

“Still, the odds of it succeeding were microscopic.”

“Never tell me the odds.”

“I understood that reference.”

“Nice counter quote! We’ll make a geek out of you yet.”

“I do not understand. What did I say?””

“Never mind.” I sighed and cranked my head around as we drifted down. “Ah, those clouds look really dark.”

“Yes, I believe we are above a thunderstorm.”

“Any idea what part of the world we’re going to land in?” We drifted through the storm. It was dark and... well, stormy. Lightning crashed nearby, and rain pelted us.

“I do not.”

I couldn’t see much once we passed under the storm. The good news was I didn’t hit any trees on the way down. The bad news was I landed in a mud-soaked field, so instead of landing on my feet and dropping to my side as I was supposed to, I slipped and landed on my ass. My body reverted to normal as I did so.

I lay in the mud, reveling in the feeling of being back on firm, well, mucky, ground. I pointed to an angry streak of red burning across the sky. “And that’s the last of Kreb, I’m guessing.”

“Yes. A fitting, fiery death for a mass murderer.”

I realized which hand I was pointing with. “Hey, my fingers grew back!”

“Not surprising. That was a lot of energy you absorbed. What now?”

“Kreb’s dead, killed by Tavish.” I felt a stab of pain at my cousin’s death, but also a feeling of justice that Tavish had been the one to take the bastard out. “Stella and Jeopardy are safe on Earth. Surprisingly, Brennan gave them a two-hour head start. That’s plenty of time for them to get away.”

“I thought you now trusted Lieutenant Colonel Brennan.”

“I do, but not his bosses. Abilities aside, Stella and Jeopardy are still fully human. The government will try to find them, but they won’t put the same amount of resources looking for them than they would for us. After all, I’m an advanced living weapon with an alien in my head, so we need to keep our heads down and always stay on the move.”

“Like David Banner and Kwai Chang Caine.”

“Exactly.”

“Is not Stella Johansen expecting us to meet her at her favorite place?”

“We need to give it some time. Once everything dies down, we’ll head there. Not that I’m going to be able to get in.”

“I do not understand.”

I grinned. “Stella’s most favorite place on Earth is a clothing optional resort for lesbians in the South Seas. I don’t have the right... equipment to get in.”

“That is amusing.”

“Yeah, and it’s someplace the government will never look.” I heard the engine of an approaching truck. “Looks like we are about to have company.”

“Be careful, Loughlin Ferguson. We do not know where we are, or who that is.”

“Hey, we just saved the world. I got this.” Still slipping on the mud, I managed to stand up. The truck pulled near and stopped. I was blinded by the headlights and couldn’t see anything. The driver yelled something, but I couldn’t hear over the roar of the engine. It didn’t matter. I grinned as I knew just what to say.

“Take me to your leader.”
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“I can explain all this, really!”

The police detective stared at me from across the table for a good thirty seconds before flipping open a file and studying the contents. “Stanley Kirby, born in Camden, Maine. No priors, no military training.”

She looked up at me. “You weigh, what? A buck forty, soaking wet.”

“That’s about right, Detective Rogers.” In order to hide from the government, KayCee, the alien currently taking up residence inside my head had created a new identity for me. We had also used my powers to shape my body. I was now skinny with long luxurious hair. New fingerprints too. A far cry from the bald, muscular guy I was six months ago. Even further away from the bald, fat man I had been before that. I was reasonably safe from detection, but I didn’t want to spend any more time inside the police station than I needed.

“Careful, Loughlin Ferguson. She’s trying to trip you up. I’ve seen this in your crime shows.”

I ignored KayCee’s mental communication. After having the alien stuck in my head for half a year, I had gotten good at that. “Why am I being held? I’m the good guy here. They were trying to rob a convenience store and were beating up on the clerk. He’s an old man.”

“Well, let’s watch the footage and see why.” She picked up a clicker from the table and turned on the TV mounted to the wall of the interview room. The footage from the store’s security camera showed the four robbers pulled the clerk over the counter and onto the floor where they started kicking him. That was when I entered the store. -The recording showed me entering and then went all static.

“I—”

She held up a finger, silencing me. The footage suddenly resumed with me standing in the middle of the store. It looked like a tornado had hit, and all the would-be robbers were strewn about like a child’s abandoned toys. She dropped the clicker on the table and leaned back. “How do you explain that? Tell me how an alleged bookstore clerk can do all that to four hardened criminals?”

“Ah... I study martial arts!” I regretted it as soon as I said it, but it was the first thing to pop into my mind.

“Which one?”

A feeling of panic overtook me, and my mind went blank. I scrambled to remember the name of a martial art. Any martial art. “Tai... Chi...”

“Loughlin Ferguson, that is perhaps not the best choice. My understanding is you have used that excuse before, and it was unsuccessful.”

“Tai Chi? The slow-motion thing old people practice in the park?”

“Yeah, except, um, I did it really fast.”

There was a knock at the door. Detective Rogers gave me another annoyed glare and scooped my fictional file before stepping out.

I glanced up at the surveillance camera. The red light on it suddenly stopped blinking. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I also disabled the hidden microphone as well.”

“You’re the best. How about we eavesdrop on what’s going on.” I concentrated and my hearing suddenly went up to eleven and I could hear the detective arguing.

“You’re trying to tell me that skinny runt is military? Bull!”

A male voice I hadn’t heard before answered her. “I don’t know what to tell you, Linda. There are two members of the Space Force in the lobby, and they have paperwork that gives them custody. It’s not like we have anything to charge the guy. He stopped a robbery, for cripe’s sake.”

“That’s not good.” I stood up and scanned the room. “Time to get out of here. KayCee, any ideas?”

“If we go out the door we came in, we will be confronted by the officers, and you already expressed your reluctance to fight law enforcement.”

“I’m not beating up some cops trying to do their jobs. Rogers has good instincts. She knew there was something off about us. A super-weaponized janitor with an alien in his head was just a little too far out of her experience.”

“I tapped into the surveillance feeds for the station. On the other side of the wall to our right is an empty office and its door leads to a different hallway. Once which is currently empty.”

“That has promise.” While my body currently looked scrawny, it still possessed the abilities given to me by an insane alien war criminal. One of those abilities was advanced strength. I slowly pressed against the wall with my hand breaking the sheetrock and creating a hole. I peered into the opening. “Not a support wall, just sheet rock and two-by-fours. Good, I was afraid there would be concrete or steel in between. While I’m doing the great escape, why don’t you give us a new look.”

“Any preference?”

“Something unremarkable but very different then our current appearance.” I ignored the tingling sensation that signified KayCee had triggered my body’s morphing power. I took a couple of steps back and launched myself. My body crashed through the wall and before I could stop, I hit a fifties-era heavy wooden desk. My momentum caused me to flip over, landing on the floor in a sprawl. “Well, that was undignified.”

I stood up and brushed off the sheetrock powder. The skin tone of my hands had become significantly darker. I glanced at a picture frame on the wall and studied my reflection. My long hair had been replaced by curly black hair cut close to my head. A bushy mustache had found a home under my nose. “KayCee, my features have taken on a rather Hispanic look.”

“Yes. As requested, I gave you a very different appearance.”

“This feels uncomfortably close to blackface.”

“Perhaps we should discuss the social nuances of your society when we are not escaping from the police.”

“Good point.” I pulled off my jacket and turned it inside out. I had bought it because it was reversible. Instead of the black and tan tartan pattern, it now sported a moss green look. I zipped it up so the tartan wouldn’t show. My jeans and sneakers were common enough that they wouldn’t stand out. “Is the hallway clear?”

“Just a moment.”

I moved over to the door, resting my hand on the knob.

“Go!”

I slipped into the hallway and started walking.

“Other way.”

I did an about-face. “Now where?”

“End of the hallway and take the stairs down one flight. Turn right and keep going until you see the lobby. I’m blanking the cameras as we go.”

I followed her directions. I was halfway down the stairs when an alarm went off.

“They have discovered we are gone.”

“Yeah, I gathered that.”

“This is not good Loughlin Ferguson. I had hoped for more time.”

“As long as they don’t lock down the building, it should work for us. They’ll be trying to empty out the lobby. This is a municipal building – there are other offices here than just the police station. They’ll want to make sure any innocents are clear.”

“Are you sure?”

“Well, I’m basing this off of thousands of hours watching movies and TV shows so... no.” A large stream of people entered the lobby the same time I did. Lines formed at checkpoints where officers compared what I assumed was a picture of me to the people trying to leave. I entered a line and when I finally approached, the officer in charge of my line quickly waved me through.

I stepped out onto the street and forced myself to walk away at a casual pace. I pulled an earpiece out of my pocket and stuck in my ear to give the appearance I was talking on the phone. “Well, we going to need to move again. Do you think it’s safe to swing by the apartment and grab our stuff first?”

“It should be safe. There was nothing connecting us to it. Your license shows a Maine address.”

“Still, let’s approach carefully. Check the area camera and what not.”

“Is there a reason we need to go back? We can just buy new things when we get to our new location.”

“That’s getting old. I’d like to actually keep some of the stuff we keep buying. Besides someone is eventually going to notice you keep diverting funds out of the bank accounts of criminals and then we’ll have mob guys and cartel people after us as well.”

“Only Tavish Ferguson would have had a chance of figuring it out.”

I felt a pang of sadness at her mention of my cousin but bit back what I was about to say as a black van pulled up and stopped at the intersection I was headed to. “Uh oh. I’ve seen that trick before! That’s how they tried to get Kreb.”

“What do you mean?”

I whirled around expecting to see secret agent government types standing behind me, ready to push me into the van. I was wrong.

“Hey, Lock!”

“Stella?” Standing in front of me and waving was Stella Johansen, my former roommate and still best friend. Someone who was supposed to be hiding out from the government on a tropical island.

“Loughlin Ferguson! Watch out!”

Before I could overcome the shock of seeing Stella, she placed the barrel of a futuristic gun against my head and pulled the trigger.

CHAPTER 2 – THE OFFER
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I woke up with a splitting headache. However, considering my so-called best friend just shot me in the head, just waking up was a win. I slowly opened my eyes, slamming them back shut as the light in the room triggered a new wave of pain. “I thought I didn’t get hangovers anymore. What happened?”

“Stella Johansen used an energy weapon that disrupted our synaptic connection and rendered both of us unconscious. I came back to awareness just before you did.”

“So, she wasn’t trying to kill us then.”

“I do not believe that was her objective.”

“Still the worse roommate ever.” I opened my eyes in increments, slowly adjusting to the light. We were on a cot in the corner of a room. The walls were made of steel, and the only visible door made bank vaults look puny. A polished steel mirror was mounted on the back of the door. In the corner opposite us was a security camera. A steel table was bolted to the center of the floor, flimsy plastic chair on either side. “This doesn’t look good. Pretty sure this is how ALF went out.”

“Actually, they made a wrap-up movie later on. But, yes, I understand your point.”

The door opened, and a woman in her midsixties entered. She wore a business suit, and her steel gray hair was swept up in an I mean business bun. She placed a folder on the table and sat in the chair facing me. “Good day, Mister Ferguson. Would you and Protector KayserCeenarlos care to take a seat?”

“That does not bode well for us.”

I got off the cot and moved to the plastic chair on my side of the table. Once seated, I had a bit of a déjà vu feeling. This wasn’t all that different from being interrogated by Detective Rogers. Except I hadn’t been worried the detective wanted to experiment on me. “And you be?”

“Angie Goodall. I’m an attorney with the Justice Department. Today I’ll be also representing the White House and the United States Space Force. It was thought best to limit the amount of people who know your... circumstances.”

“So, this is an interrogation?” I managed to keep my fear out of my voice.

“No, Mister Ferguson. It’s a pitch.”

“Excuse me?”

“Colonel Brennan’s after-action report was very thorough, and we know you basically saved the world. Your country is not ungrateful, sir.” Goodall folded her hands in front of her as she spoke. Her posture was so ramrod straight it made my back hurt.

“Then why kidnap me off the street? And where is Stella?”

“Master Sergeant Johansen is waiting nearby. It was thought best to have a third party explain things to you first, as you may be upset with how we made contact.”

“Ya think?”

“As to why we made contact in the manner we did, you have not made it easy to speak with you. We suspect you believe we wish to capture the two of you for study. I assure you, that is not the case. Since you continued to avoid any normal attempt to contact you, we were forced to... get creative.”

“Okay, fine. I’m here. What do you want to say.”

“Careful, Loughlin Ferguson. We should not anger these people until we can assess the situation better.”

“We wish to offer Protector KayserCeenarlos sanctuary in the United States. It is our understanding that she is stranded here. We would like to offer her a home. In return, we hope she would be willing to aid us in a few things.”

“You want her starcraft.”

Goodall’s head inclined slightly in acknowledgment. “We understand that’s a big ask. So, instead of making that part of the agreement, we want to develop a relationship first. Work together to protect our planet from dangers. Teach us about what awaits us out among the stars. Advance our knowledge in nonmilitary ways. Medicine for example. In return, we will provide her with a safe place to live and perhaps even find a way to reunite her with her people.”

“Interesting. Do you think she is telling the truth.”

“No. I’m calling BS.” I leaned forward and sneered at the lawyer. “Why would the government wish to give away their golden goose?”

“In order to take our place among the stars, we will need allies,” the lawyer told me. “Her people could be those allies. Such a partnership is worth much more than you realize.”

“Then why do you want her starcraft?” I leaned back. One can only sneer so long.

“If the starcraft was in our possession, we would of course, reverse engineer it. It would even the playing field considerably. Don’t you think?”

“What I think is that her people would be very upset that you plan on stealing their tech.”

“Perhaps at first. But we think they’ll get over it. After all, it’s only fair. Her people did invade our sovereign space and has been stealing from our sun.”

“Hmmm. She does have a point.”

“Whose side are you on?”

Goodall frowned. “What do you mean? I told you who I represent.”

“Not you.” I tapped the side on my head. “Different conversation.”

“Ah, yes. That leads me to an additional offer. How would KayCee... May I call her KayCee? Protector KayserCeenarlos is a bit of a mouthful.”

“That would be acceptable.”

“She said it’s okay.”

“Excellent.” Goodall’s frown changed to a smile. “How would KayCee like to have a physical body again.”

That got both our attentions. With a few bumps and bruises along the way, KayCee and I had managed to get along. That being said, both of us sharing the same body was no picnic, KayCee was reduced to a passenger for the most part and I longed for the days where I could take a pee and not know she was staring out of my eyes. “How is that possible?”

“Before we get into that, do you have the control orb for the starcraft?”

“No.” Technically that was true.

“What happened to it?”

“We lost it in space fighting Kreb. I don’t know if it drifted off into space or burned up in reentry, but we don’t have it.” That part was a complete and blatant lie. “Let’s get back to the KayCee having a body again thing.”

“There are two options. The first is a member of the Space Force who was injured in the line of duty. She is in a coma and has no brain activity. She has no family, and she donated her body to science. She is only being kept alive by medical equipment and it’s scheduled to be turned off.”

“Absolutely not!”

“Why not? She donated her body to science. What could be more sciencey than aliens?” I asked. Goodall stayed silent, realizing I was talking to KayCee.

“Are you an organ donor?”

“Yes.”

“Would you want someone operating your body after you are gone. Eating with your mouth having sex with your—”

“Yeah, I get it,” I interrupted her. “But it’s different though. I just signed up for them to use my body parts to save lives. She signed up to have her body used for science. They do all sort of crazy things with those bodies. Some of them are even displayed in a museum exhibit.”

“And how did you feel on seeing that?”

I looked up at Goodall who was waiting patiently and sighed. “Option One is a no-go. It’s too disrespectful.”

She nodded. I thought I saw a glimpse of approval in her eyes as she marked it down in her folder. “That leaves us with option two.”

“Which is?”

“We recovered two bioforms in the Roswell crash back in 1947. Neither work, we don’t know what happened to the aliens operating them. To be fair, it’s more like one bioform. The second is practically just spare parts. We are willing to offer them to KayCee.”

“That is a much better offer.”

“What? How? What if one of your people died in them. How is that okay, but coma girl isn’t?” I waved my hand. “I’m sorry. I regretted it as soon as I said it.”

“A biosuit is just a device. It is as if I am driving your car after you died, as opposed to flaying your dead body and walking around in your skin.”

“Okay that was graphic. But I get your point.”

“I have discovered that is the route I have to take with you sometimes. Tell them I am willing to give them some technological advancements in exchange for what they offer but I am not giving access to Quiet Contemplation or reveal anything that could hurt or betray my people. This will be contingent on what they have planned for you.”

“Okay, we have a winner. Some sharing of advanced tech, but no access to her spacecraft,” I told Goodall. “So, what about me. How do I fit into your plans?”

“Oh, that’s simple. We want you to save the world... again.”
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Chapter 1

Smith stood on a small mound of gray dirt, leaning on his shovel. His eyes were bloodshot with exhaustion and despair. His son sat a few yards away, knees bent, bald head hung down. Abe was nearly sixteen, but in that moment, Smith saw him as the young boy who had been afraid of the dark.

A cool wind blew Smith’s long, gray hair into his sweat-soaked face as he drew deep breaths. The helmet of his survival suit lay on its side at his feet, the clear glass cracked. Thankfully, the air was breathable, so now he only wore his issued suit—crimson red with black side stripes—to keep him warm. Something in the air of this new world irritated his skin, and he kept scratching at the speckled scruff that covered his face.

This new planet. Aethera.

His new hell.

He looked around at what had been accomplished in the last few hours. Fifteen shiny colony domes sat in a perfect row, fresh from their vacuum-sealed packaging. The purified white of the structures shone even brighter against the bland landscape. Fourteen of them were exactly fifteen feet across. The last was twice that size and had been meant for the captain and her family. Now it was being used as triage for the injured. Smith watched as two men carried a woman through its doors. Even from that distance, he could tell she’d lost a leg.

To the east of the domes, in the distance, a range of mountains stretched north and south as far as he could see. The base of the mountains were ashen just like the dirt he dug in. It slowly changed to a dusty red as the elevation increased, and the top of each was white with snow. They pierced into a gray-orange sky that Smith would have found beautiful under different circumstances. But that night it felt ominous, as if it would simply cave in at any moment. And if it had, he wasn’t sure he’d mind all that much.

They had planned to land on the other side of the mountains, where the treetops reached to the sky and the roots weaved strongly into moist, healthy soil. But they had ended up in the dark, dusty emptiness that surrounded him. With no rover or ground transports in working order, they had decided to set up where they were.

South of where he stood, the desert went on and on. To the north, past the horizon, was a vast ocean that covered over half of the planet. Based on the pictures the drones had sent back, the largest animals on the planet lived in those waters. Cascading, clear green water estimated to reach depths of over ten thousand feet. Shadows appeared just below the surface. Long, oval-shaped creatures that sped through the waters at blistering speeds. Smith had been most excited to see the ocean; he’d never had the chance to see it on Earth. But now he wondered whether he would survive long enough to see it. Whether any of them would. Across the ocean, two continents. One covered in sand and natural stone pillars, the other a massive tangle of overgrown plants.

A few hundred yards past the domes to the west lay the bent, smoldering husks of their ship. Something had gone wrong when they entered the atmosphere. All Smith knew was that he had seen flames, heard explosions, and awoke covered in burns, cuts and dirt. He helped the others salvage who and what they could: 121 survivors, fifteen colony domes, some clothing, enough foodstuffs to last 121 people about two months, two crates of tools, and one crate of weapons. Between Smith and the mangled metal were at least twenty other survivors, all digging for the same reason Smith was.

All burying their loved ones.

Smith, burying his wife.

Evalee. Gone.

Sylvia, Evalee’s sister, silently walked up and sat by Abe.

With a gut-wrenching cough, Smith turned back to his mound and shovel. The gravity here was much stronger than what he was used to. Double what it had been back on the Ship of Nations. Half a G more than on Earth. Slowly, painstakingly, he scooped up some dirt. Let it drop into the hole that held her body. Each time the dirt landed in the hole with a soft thud, Abe flinched. Smith’s wife had always been the one to comfort the boy. Smith loved his son, loved his wife, but how was he to comfort him? It seemed impossible to do when it felt as though his very soul had burned away, left his body in a trail of smoke that he was sure would never return.

She was somehow still intact when he had found her. Dead, but intact. Yet, as Smith looked at the body of the woman he knew and loved, it was both her and not her. It was still her sleek brown hair and olive skin. It even still smelled like her, despite the burns that covered her body. But something had changed, and Smith would have to consider what that meant.

He continued to fill the hole, scoop after agonizing scoop. All he could think of were the dreams he had of what that day was supposed to be. He had imagined it so clearly the night before.

They would land amid towering trees that rose dozens of feet above them, the fresh breeze weaving through the branches. The day would be spent planting row after row of seeds with his son. When afternoon came, he would spend it with Evalee, filling their small dome with what little they had. They were supposed to be making a home together. Eating a meal in open air. Talking together on what the future would bring. Living a beautiful life. He had even planned on asking her if she was ready for another child. He knew he was. Or had been the night before as he fell asleep next to his wife.

Was it worse to ponder on happy memories that would never be, or to burden one’s thoughts with the sorrows that might yet come?
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Twenty years ago, Smith never would have left Earth. Sure, it had turned bad, but it was his home.

A home ravaged by wars that set energy advancements back decades, leaving many nations scrambling to find what fossil fuels they could. This only led to more violence, more fighting over territory and political control.

The new generation ship and colonization plan was funded by a non-profit organization known as Humans for Humanity. They were determined to send “the best of humanity” out to colonize the universe. Multiple fresh starts in the hope that at least one planet would get it right.

Smith had seen humanity and was never completely convinced.

The ship was leaving to colonize other planets, but also to leave the deteriorating Earth behind. The divides between various groups continued to grow so vast that many believed those gaps would never be closed. Many wanted to leave on the Ship of Nations, but not all who wanted to were accepted aboard.

For Smith, he had an easy in with his occupation as a biotech farmer. They needed someone like him. Someone who could maintain healthy crops for years in the vastness of space, using recycled water and cutting-edge biotech to do so. Smith had won multiple accolades for his advancements in the field and was well-known in the industry. And, at the time, he had no personal ties to keep him on Earth.

He, as with everyone else, went through exhaustive academic, physical, psychological, emotional and even spiritual testing. Academic and physical were his strongest areas, while spiritual was his worst. This was due to his lack of faith in anything of a religious or spiritual nature, and H for H believed faith was an integral part of a “full human experience.” It wasn’t that he was supposed to believe wholeheartedly what Humans for Humanity taught. If that were the case, only a handful of zealots would have been allowed aboard. H for H did not believe traditional family units were the best way to raise a family, nor the way families would be in the afterlife. According to H for H:

“Humans are most productive and happy when in a workplace family. Multiple adults and children living and working together, each with a designated role to play. As post-humans in the afterlife, this is how our lives will be. We will each be assigned a role in the After that correlates directly to how we worked, played and treated one another.”

Smith and many others would never adhere to this lifestyle. On top of that, everyone who adhered strictly by H for H standards rarely showed emotion. It was a common joke that the zealots had had their human brains replaced by computer chips. So, H for H compromised, and chose people of various ideologies. They decided, after days of debate, that what a person believes was not as important as how a person treats and cares for others. And the hope they had that humanity could be better than what they’d become on Earth.

What they wanted, the people they thought should spread humanity across the cosmos, were those who would accept and embrace all humans, whether they agreed or not. After all, it was the lack of such people that had continued to widen the chasms between the various groups.

Smith had been seeing H for H ads for months before he finally went into their massive complex. Every time he sent a message, he would be told it was sent “Thanks to the help of Humans for Humanity.” When he walked past their looming complex, his watch would shout, “Humans for Humanity needs you, Smith, to help spread the best of humanity across the universe.” For a long time, he had no intention of leaving Earth. Sure, things were bad, but Earth was his home. Until it wasn’t.

Chapter 2

After the living were done burying their dead in the new soil of Aethera, the survivors gathered outside the small circle of domes. The pale red sun hung in the sky straight above them, the rays sending off less warmth than Smith would have liked. There was a light, cold breeze. Winter had been Evalee’s favorite season on Earth. The cold air felt fresher, she would say. The crispness of it made her feel more alive. When they were selected to be part of Colony Six, the first thing she did was research the weather on Aethera. With an annual average of sixty-five degrees Fahrenheit, she couldn’t wait to get off the ship and breathe in the brisk, chilled air unsullied by human creation.

Morbidly ironic, then, that her first breath on that planet had also been her last.

Just knowing, even believing, a part of her still existed somewhere, anywhere, would have lightened Smith’s load. He opened his eyes and, for a moment, imagined his wife’s beautiful, smiling face floating in the sky. Then it disappeared as he remembered the look of her lifeless face in the ground.

The children that had survived played inside a dome while a group of adults gathered outside to discuss what had happened. Although, Smith thought, it wasn’t really a discussion at all. At least not in the way Evalee would have held a discussion.

One man yelled at the two remaining engineers, his sharp blue eyes wet with grief. “How the hell do we still not know what went wrong?”

It was Jonstin, a small, stubborn man Smith had known for many years. It was nearly impossible to convince him he was ever wrong, even if spit right in his face. He had been piloting the vessel when it went down.

“You checked everything,” he continued, “and told us we were clear for entry! I trusted you and led over three hundred of our people to their deaths.”

Jonstin stepped back, and many shouted similar questions at the engineers.

Evalee’s sister, Sylvia, the lead engineer, stepped into the middle of the group. She was tall, sturdy and sharp. Her hair was so short it barely poked out of the gray hat she always wore.

“Shut. The hell. Up. All of you,” she said.

They followed her request.

“Look, I’m sorry for everyone’s loss,” she continued. “I truly am. But you seem to be forgetting that I, too, lost someone. I found my sister’s corpse this morning. Do not talk to me as though this was my fault, or that I am unaffected by this tragedy simply because you think I could have stopped it from happening.”

She looked around, daring anyone to question her again. No one did.

Her voice calmer, she said, “As far as we can tell, it was a malfunction with one of the computers. We’re not sure, but it seems that the heat shields meant to protect the hull on entry went active only on certain sections of the ship. The other sections were exposed to the full heat and force of entry.”

The colony ship they had flown to Aethera was made using raw materials excavated from various asteroids the Ship of Nations had passed since leaving Earth. The hull ended up not being as impervious to heat as they had hoped. To counteract this, the computer engineers created energy shields to protect the ship’s integrity. Yet these, too, proved to be less effective than hoped.

Sylvia narrowed her eyes. “But let’s really think here. Would our energy be better spent figuring out what went wrong, or figuring out how we’re going to survive?”

There were some grumblings at that, but no one raised their voices again. Smith folded his arms and looked down, the pain of his loss threatening to break to the surface, the gravity of the planet nearly as heavy as his heart. He imagined himself laying in that gray dirt, slowly sinking into it until he melted in with the planet’s core.

“Have we gotten a message to the Ship of Nations yet?” someone asked.

Sylvia shook her head. “Our comms are down.”

“All the other colonies got messages to the ship within twenty-four hours,” a woman noted.

“So, if they don’t get a message, they might come back for us,” another said with a hint of hope.

Smith took a step forward. “We shouldn’t count on that. I mean, I hope they do. But we shouldn’t focus on that. We keep moving forward, figuring out how to survive. If help comes, I’ll welcome it. But if not, at least we’re doing everything we can to survive in the meantime.”

He took a deep breath, closed his eyes and opened them. When he did, he saw something on the ground inches away from his foot that he could have sworn wasn’t there before: a handprint. Smith could tell immediately it wasn’t the imprint of a human hand. It had the same basic structure, but the fingers were larger, thinner, and there was no thumb. It was a soft handprint, barely denting the ground. Whatever this thing was, it weighed far less than its hand—foot?—size would suggest. That, or it was extremely graceful.

He looked around and found three more prints close by, all leading away from the new camp. He looked at them more closely, trying to determine what the creature looked like. The prints followed a distinct, evenly spaced pattern. Two by two, he realized. Whatever it was, it walked on four legs.

“We have just a few months’ worth of food and water,” Sylvia said. “We need to get some crops planted now and find a water source.”

She turned to Smith, who was still staring intently at the ground.

“Uh, yeah,” Smith stumbled. “I, as far as I can tell the soil here is good....”

He paused and tried to slow his breathing, wondering if the prints were real or imagined. He was always calmer and more confident when Evalee was with him. Would he ever regain that confidence, that sense of peace?

“I’ve got some tests to run yet, but I did get kind of deep into the ground while... I was, uh, digging....”

A brief silence. Nearly everyone softly nodded, having spent a large part of the day doing the same. Smith looked at the ground again. More footprints. Six, eight, twelve that he could see.

Sylvia nodded at Smith. “Let’s get those tests going now.”

Smith cut her off. “Wait, wait. Shouldn’t we get a perimeter up first? You know, for protection? We... we don’t know what’s out there.”

Sylvia smiled. “Our preliminary studies of the planet showed no lifeforms large enough to pose a threat, but it’s not a bad idea.”

“I know, but just look at th—”

He was cut off by the door of a dome being thrown open. Two teen boys fell onto the ground. One lay on his back. The other straddled him, hands gripped tightly around the other’s throat, knuckles white.

The one on top yelled, saliva dripping from his mouth. “There is!”

Smith and Sylvia jumped at them, pulling them to their feet and away from each other.

“No there isn’t! It’s all stories! Lies!” the one in Smith’s grip yelled.

“You shut up,” the other one screamed.

“Both of you, shut up,” Sylvia said in her firm but quiet tone.

They did.

Smith turned the boy around. “What’s this about?”

“That one,” he said, pointing to the other boy, “is tellin’ all the little kids in there that it’ll all work out. That they’ll see their dead mommies and daddies and sisters again. That they’re just waiting in Heaven. Watching over all of us. It’s. Bullshit.”

He spat toward the other boy, who was now quiet, head hung forward, tears dripping down his face. Sylvia let him go. He sat down in the dirt, the gravity seeming to speed his drop. Slowly, he dropped to his side, pulled his knees to his chest, and let the tears fall. Abe came out of the dome and squatted next to the boy, placing a hand on his shoulder.

“Stop,” Sylvia controlled her voice as much as she could. “What’s bullshit is that the two of you are fighting about something like that at a time like this. Right now, it doesn’t matter what our beliefs are. I couldn’t care less. Believe in an afterlife. Don’t believe in one. Believe in reincarnation. Doesn’t matter. My goal—our goal—is for each of us to survive. Regardless of belief or opinions. We’re human, and no matter what happens, we better not stop acting like it.”

She looked around at everyone, and Smith realized she had just become the new captain. Perfect fit, in his opinion. Not that it mattered to her.

“Smith, soil. The rest of you, stay busy putting up whatever defense systems we didn’t lose in the crash.”

Smith smiled. “Of course, captain.”

Others echoed the response.

As the two walked away, Smith looked for the handprints he had seen. They were gone.

***
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One night back on Earth, Smith walked back to his small apartment as the sun set in front of him, the constant smog in the sky working as its own type of sunglasses. Another five businesses had closed along his daily route, including the last place in the neighborhood to offer sandwiches with actual meat instead of “lab enhanced” imitations. He never cared much for politics, but the law instituting a 30 percent tax on real meat had, in his opinion, been one of the worst in recent years. Not only did it put great men and women out of business, it also meant his daily meatball sub became his weekly meat meal, and he had to walk an extra five miles to get it.

As he turned onto the street of his apartment, he heard shouting. A group of people had gathered outside the building. Across the street, in front of an old church, another group. Two officers stood in the middle of the street, as if they could stop the dozens around them if things escalated to violence.

One side was shouting that the country needed a government-sanctioned religion, like England used to have, because the people had grown too far from God. The other side screamed that all organized religion should be banned because it only led to bigotry and “sin shaming.”

Smith shook his head and sat on a bench. It was exactly what he hated about politics—two extreme sides of one issue, yelling slurs at one another as if their beliefs made them less than human. So many people convinced entirely that they are right, that the law should make everyone live in only one specific way. Unwilling to compromise, to discuss, to accept that laws can encompass and protect everyone. Smith himself was not religious, and had known many bigoted people in all groups, religious or not. And he had also known many people who sincerely cared about their fellow men and women, regardless of race, group or religious affiliation. But those type of people seemed to be a dying breed, replaced by people blindly fighting imagined battles against entire groups based solely on ideology.

The screaming intensified. Smith looked back at the protesters just as a gunshot echoed off the buildings. A woman in front of the church fell into the street, clutching her hand over her throat. Blood pooled out between her fingers. One of the officers ran to help her up. Just as he grabbed her outstretched hand, another shot rang out. The officer’s head snapped to the side and he collapsed.

The street erupted in screams and gunfire from both sides. Body after body fell to the ground. Blood splattered in the air and pooled in the streets, slowly running toward the drain in front of the bench Smith sat on. Something flew across the street in a large arc, heading straight for Smith’s apartment building. A bomb. Homemade, from what Smith could tell. It barely missed the heads of the few surviving rioters and dropped into an open first-story window.

An entire section of wall blew out into the street. The building wavered back and forth, and slowly collapsed. Everyone inside died. Mothers. Fathers. Grandparents. Children. The single mom and her toddler twins who had lived next to Smith. Once a month she gave Smith a free meal from the diner where she worked in exchange for free fruits and vegetables from the biotech farm Smith ran. The cost of fresh, healthy produce had skyrocketed in recent years, but she wanted to keep her children as healthy as possible.

And now Smith would never be able to help her or her little ones again.
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