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​CHAPTER ONE
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Hot-Air Balloons Ruin Everything

Before there was the universe, before the endless cities, the ships, or the Dread, before the Alliances and higher dimensional parties, there was only sleep.

I was pretty happy just sleeping.

Sometimes, I wonder what would have happened if I had taken the day off and just slept. If I had called in sick to work, sick to the party, and had never left the apartment at all.

I think about that a lot.

I awoke to the sound of a jackhammer. It broke through the morning gloom, tearing me painfully from sleep. The noise made my entire nightstand shake and with it, my mattress and pillow. It jolted me awake quite violently; I should have known then what sort of day I would have.

I wasn’t fully aware yet, my brain was still waking up, but I knew enough to throw out my hand and try to stop the dreadful noise. Ugh. My other hand clutched the sheets, begging the universe for just one more minute of warm, comfortable sleep.

The universe denied my request.

I finally found the source of the noise and slapped it as hard as I could, knocking several items to the floor in the process. The music kept playing. So I did the only thing that seemed logical—I hit it again.

And again.

By that point, my hand stung, and I concluded it wasn’t the alarm clock making the ruckus. My phone sang and vibrated all over the place. I fumbled for it, missing it completely. Finally, my fingers found its cold surface, and I dragged it under the covers. I accepted the call and held the tiny speaker to my ear.

“‘Lo?” I grunted, expecting a full word to come out.

“Sally?” came the anxious voice on the other end.

This early in the morning, I had no idea whose voice this was. It could have been Sir Patrick Stewart or God himself trying to wake me. Whoever it was—I was mad at them.

“Who is this?” I mumbled.

“Marcy,” the voice replied, worried as ever—or could it have been cheerful? People who could be cheerful at this ungodly hour were not to be trusted. “I wanted to know if you had a grill?”

“Hold on, what?” I sat up way too fast. The blood rushing from my head gave me the worst morning headache in human history. And the cold—the cold! I shivered as the air touched my skin. “You want a grill? What on earth for?”

“For tonight. Jenn’s is busted.”

“Tonight?”

There was a painful silence on the other end of the line. I used the pause to my advantage, pulling the sheets over my cold, exposed shoulders. Finally, Marcy spoke again, slowly this time, the worry all the way back in her voice. “It’s my birthday,” she said, but then her cheery self returned, “Birth-day par-tay. My birthday party. Tell me if any of this rings a bell? Like, if there’s something you’d like to say to me?”

“Marce, I would absolutely love to jump into a rendition of the birthday song, but not this early in the morning.”

“Well, sorry,” Marcy replied, mock-hurt, “I assumed you’d be at work.”

“At this hour of the morning? It’s pitch-black still.” Oddly enough, my alarm clock, which was usually within reach on the night stand, was nowhere to be seen. “I can’t remember my own birthday at this hour.”

“Um, Sally, you’d better check your clock.”

“I would if I could find the damned thing!”

I turned my head to look at my window—my dark window—and saw a strange sliver of light in the darkness of the universe.

Or maybe it wasn’t the universe. Maybe it was the tarp draped over the window.

“It’s 9:30!” Marcy screamed. “Sally, get up now!”

I swore as I flew to my feet, words so harsh that I could hear Marcy shudder over the phone. Then she was the one screaming, yelling at me to hang up and get dressed. Advice I could not process with my head reeling in shock.

Late, so late. I staggered as I tried to throw on my pants, but as most people who have tried getting dressed in a hurry know, trying to put on pants faster takes longer: The pants paradox. I practically fell over trying to get the legs all the way up. I realized then I hadn’t turned the light on, so I threw out an arm to hit the switch.

Soft yellow light illuminated my small bedroom. The place was the cheapest I could afford, but it was comfortable, with enough space for a bed and closet. The floor was a mix of clothing I hadn’t washed and clean clothes that hadn’t made it as far as the shelves. My alarm clock was probably in that mess, swatted away in my sleep.

The first shirt I tried had a stain down the front, which I didn’t remember getting, but I had no time to think about that now. No time for a sniff test. Off went the stained shirt, and on went a passable-for-clean one.

I rushed into the living room, hoping there was some food I could grab, but it seemed my roomie, Rosemary, had eaten the apples that were usually in the bowl on the counter.

“Oh, Sally, do you have a minute?”

Speak of the devil. Rose poked her head out of the bathroom, her hair wrapped in a tight, white towel turban. Her nose was red and puffy, and she wiped it repeatedly with a too-small piece of toilet paper, which only seemed to make it worse.

“Allergies?” I asked. “Wait, no, I don’t have time. We’ll talk later.”

The irrational part of me—which was quite loud when I was in a whirlwind of panic—was mad she wasn’t in the same rush I was, and the fact she was trying to delay me rubbed me the wrong way. I glared at her, shooting imaginary daggers her way, trying to get her to back off so I could dash out.

“It’s super important. I need your advice, it’s—”

“Look, Rose, not to be rude, but I’m about to lose my job,” I said, already halfway out the door. “Tell you what, if I’m fired, I’ll be back in an hour. We can talk then. It’s that or this evening. Or you can text?”

I didn’t wait for an answer. My stomach growled as I ran down the stairs, wishing I’d had time to eat something, anything. By the time I’d reached the street outside, I was fully awake and completely ravenous.

It was then I saw the tarp. Only it wasn’t a tarp but a deflated red-and-yellow hot-air balloon draped across the roof, hanging over my window, and my window alone.

What. The. Heck.

“Is that yours?” asked a voice next to me. I turned to see Jules, my next-door neighbor, standing next to his car.

Jules was an overall stand-up guy. He never bothered me, and I never bothered him; he kept my mail for me when I went to visit family, and I fed his fish when he went on vacation. He kept his parties at reasonable sound levels, and I never complained about how late they ended. It was a good situation.

“The balloon?” I scoffed. “Yeah right. That thing might have just cost me my job.”

“Oh, crap. Good luck with that.”

I didn’t have the time to ponder further. I jumped behind the wheel of my car and sped to my demise. I probably ran a few lights, but I impressed even myself at the full one-eighty I pulled to get the last spot in the service parking lot at the mall.

In that minute, nothing mattered more than getting to work on time. I had only one chance at this. I could be late so long as I showed up before Valerie Price did. And, if Ms. Price was already here, then beating my co-worker, Justine, to the store was just as good.

I caught my reflection in the rearview mirror. My hair was a wreck. I rummaged through the layers on the passenger seat, found an elastic between two Subway napkins, and threw everything into a messy bun. It looked pretty good, all things considered.

If I called in sick, would I be in the clear? Maybe, but I was here now.

Of course, I know now that wasn’t the best decision. The best decision would have been to stay at home and figure out why a hot-air balloon was draped over the effing building. But, you know, hindsight is always 20/20.

Breathe in, breathe out; you can’t walk in there looking like you got chased by a bear. After all signs of outward panic were gone, I slipped out of the car, straightened my blouse, and marched into Price’s Boutique.

I scanned the shop floor, trying to assess how deep in shit I was. The store was empty—thank your highest entity for that—of customers, at least. The imposing silhouette of my boss grew from behind the register, and I rushed to relieve her of my job. “I am so sorry I’m late, Mrs. Price.”

The look she gave me told me my apology had fallen on deaf ears. Perched behind the desk like an overstuffed hawk, she glared at me with those beady eyes of hers. I felt as if I was going to be sent to the principal’s office or something.

This was not the first time I had gotten such a look from her, either. She had made me feel uncomfortable since day one. The way she scrutinized my every single movement, or the passive aggressive notes she left for me to find. I always felt as if, at any minute, she would swoop and pluck me up in her blue-varnished talons and drop me into a nest thousands of miles away where no one would ever find me.

“Ah, Ms. Webber, how kind of you to grace us with your presence.” A smile stretched across her face. Oddly enough, this reminded me of the Grinch, right before his heart grew two sizes larger.

But alas—this wasn’t a Christmas miracle. It wasn’t anywhere near Christmas, and nothing miraculous ever happened to me.

“I really am sorry,” I repeated, getting to work on sorting out the poorly-folded shirts on the display closest to me. “My alarm clock died. I can assure you this won’t happen again.”

There was a snort from the back of the room, and there she was—a tall girl of seventeen, her hair pulled back in pigtails because she knew it increased her sales. They swung like pendulums as she moved the broom back and forth across the floor using short, jerky motions.

I could almost feel my hair fluttering in an imaginary wind and my eyes filling with fiery rage as I glared at the girl.

“Justine,” I mumbled.

It was petty, really. We were close in age but lived very different lives. Part of me sort of resented the fact that she didn’t have to work for a living. Though we didn’t talk much, I knew she came from wealth. Her mom wanted her to work to understand the plight of the working class.

Justine said that a lot. Mostly when she was on the phone with friends lucky enough not to have moms who made them work—her words, not mine.

So, you can understand my—albeit petty—feud with Justine. Right?

Not that any of it mattered because that was the last day I ever saw her.

“Justine has been here since eight,” Mrs. Price said, lifting a battered Cosmo and pretending to pay no attention to me, or, at least, not wanting to seem like she cared. Which she didn’t, so it wasn’t a hard act to pull.

“I’ll buy some batteries for my alarm clock as soon as my shift ends.”

“No need,” she said. “Go and buy them now. And don’t bother coming back.”

I guess it didn’t come as much of a surprise, but it still hurt, and a lot more than I expected. Bile rose in the back of my throat as I built up to say something, anything, that would sway my now-former boss. I wanted to scream and shout and throw a tantrum.

But I was so tired.

My stomach twisted in knots. All I wanted was to get out, far away. Get in my car and drive until I reached the edge of the horizon.

I couldn’t think of anything to say so I just stood there, frozen, mouth agape, my mind racing through every possibility. What was there to say? No, please? There was no hope there. You’ll regret this? Too theatrical. It would come back to bite me.

“Um, okay, thank you.”

Are you kidding me, Sally?

Talk about a weak exit. With a sudden burst of dramatic flair, I ripped my nametag from my chest, slamming it on the desk. A little too dramatic, but it was too late now to search for a middle ground. I left the store in a huff, only just realizing I had destroyed my blouse. And now, I couldn’t feel my arms or legs.

Once I was out of the mall, I dropped my pace from a ‘dramatic storming out’ to a ‘shuffle of shame.’ It felt like I was walking through thick gel; everything was heavy and dark around the edges. When I finally got back in the car, I just sat there, staring forward, brain numb.

I made eye contact with my reflection and froze as a sense of dread washed over me. Dang, she looked worried. And tired. Her sand-colored hair was stacked in a weird knot on the top of her head, dry tendrils floating down to frame her somewhat gaunt face. Her lips looked as if the blood hadn’t reached them in a few days. The only sign of life was the brown eyes, which met mine and held my gaze, begging me not to let go. It was like looking at a stranger.

I didn’t know when I got back on the road. Everything was running on automatic, like I wasn’t really in my body anymore. I gripped the wheel tight enough to turn my knuckles white and my fingertips red, forcing myself to follow the way back home.

I had been gone for less than an hour, but the hot-air balloon was already gone. A mystery I would probably never find the answer to. Maybe Rosemary would know something about it.

Except she had gone too; her room was completely cleared out. As a matter of fact, half the furniture was missing from the apartment—the rug under the coffee table, the cat statue that sat by the door; all the little tidbits we had accumulated over the years were just ... gone.

Holy shit. Had I been robbed, on top of everything else? A quick check showed my things were here; my laptop was still on the edge of my nightstand, and the old TV still comfortably in its place in the living room. Only Rosemary’s things were gone.

That’s when I saw the note, a napkin placed strategically on the kitchen counter, black scribbles in a fast cursive announcing, “we’re eloping.”

Luckily, there was more, a note in the trash on a page ripped from a yellow legal pad. Some words were scratched out. The writer had obviously stopped and started a few times, scribbling over the failed beginnings before tossing it out entirely. But there was some sense to it.

Sorry, Sally, I couldn’t risk you spilling the beans to my mom. Sally, I wanted to say something this morning, but you were in such a rush. Ben and I are going to Vegas, and we’re not coming back. I’ve taken my stuff and left this month’s rent on the bed. Wish us luck! – Rosie

That’s when I burst.

Call it a nervous breakdown. An anxiety attack. Panic attack. Or all the above. My mind shifted from clear thought to murky territory, running the events of the morning through my head over and over, a highlight reel of personal failure. Suddenly, I couldn’t breathe anymore; my lungs refusing to do their work. I hiccupped as my eyes filled with tears. It was illogical, all of it, but even so, I couldn’t stop. The energy welled up inside me and spilled out in such an ugly way, the terror shaking me back and forth and making it impossible for me to think straight.

I sank to the floor and let it spill. Everything hurt.

What was I supposed to do now? A college dropout with no prospects and only a few dollars to my name. I had nothing going for me, no ambition, no dreams, no passion. There was no direction whatsoever for me to go in.

Loser. Loser. Loser.

The rational part of my brain shut down, leaving me with anger and tears—tears that burned and drained me. And in the back, dark thoughts I couldn’t find words for.

The weight on my chest pressed down on me, choking out my air. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t do anything but weep and try to keep myself together.

I didn’t know how long the attack lasted, but slowly, it began to let up. The tightness in my lungs eased, and I breathed deeply again. My eyes stung like they had been doused in salt, even on the backside of the eyeballs.

What was I going to do?

I needed a job, fast. I needed to get out of retail, focus on a career, but there wasn’t much available for a girl without a degree. Maybe I could apply for a job at the new power plant that was opening outside of town? Nah, they needed someone with experience—and probably some kind of university diploma. So, retail work it is, I guess.

I shuffled to the couch and saw Rosemary had taken half the cushions. Great. I guess they were hers in the first place, but I still wished they were here. I wished she were here, too. We weren’t the best of friends, but we enjoyed each other’s company. And right now, I didn’t want to be alone.

I pulled off my shoes and discovered my socks were two completely different colors. I shrugged it off. I’d had those kinds of days before, though never to this extent. With my feet now freed, I stretched on the couch and tried to ease my aching body.

I needed another roommate. I couldn’t afford this place on my own, and that was when I had a job. I needed someone to split the rent, or I was going to be out on the street in less than a month.

The best thing to do would be to call Marcy. She’d know what to say; she always did. And I really, really needed to hear her voice.

She picked up after not even a whole ring. “Sally? What happened?”

“What makes you think something happened?”

“Come on.”

“Fired,” I replied, my false confidence making it sound like pride. I reached into the candy bowl on the table and popped a peppermint in my mouth. At least Rose had the decency to leave those.

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

“‘S’okay.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“I’m telling you, it’s okay,” I said, sucking on the candy for a minute, feeling the cool taste of mint across my tongue. I probably should have started with one of those; it was already starting to soothe me. “I was going to leave eventually, anyway. Price had it in for me.”

“Is that a peppermint in your mouth?” When I didn’t answer immediately, Marcy kept going. “Yup, thought so. You only eat candy when you’re worked up. So, what can I do?”

“Find me a new roommate?”

“What happened to Rosie?”

“Vegas.”

“With Ben?”

“Who else?”

“So, they finally eloped?”

“You knew?”

“I read into the situation,” she replied casually, but there was a definite hint of pity in her voice. “Anything I can do?”

“I guess your party will cheer me up. What time is it again?”

“Starts at seven. And we’ll be at Jenn’s.”

“I’ll be there. But why were you asking me about a grill? You know what I own better than I do. Did Jenn’s break or something?”

“Nah,” she scoffed. I expected her to go on, but she offered no answer. Instead, there was an awkward pause. “So, no grill?”

“You know I don’t have one.”

“Drat.” She sighed heavily, the sound saturating the microphone for a split second. “Well, Mike says he has a friend that could bring one if we ask nicely.”

“Do you even know how to grill?”

“I will soon. I’ll be on WikiHow for the rest of the day. What are you going to do ‘till party time?”

“I’ll figure something out. See you then,” I said, hanging up quickly.

If I had stayed on any longer, Marcy would have coerced me into coming over or convinced me she needed to come to mine. And I didn’t want that for her, not on her birthday. She had been planning this party for months; it’s not every day you turn nineteen.

I felt guilty about the abrupt responses, but I hoped Marcy would forgive me. Right now, my body felt limp and useless, my mind slow and numb. Not that I was all that surprised. I was used to the letdown the universe dragged me through. I’m not the kind of person to blame it on divinity, chaos, or destiny. I guess I didn’t blame it on anything. I had long since accepted my lack of luck as being my lot in life, though I wanted something or someone to blame it on right now.

Curse you, universe! I shook my fist in the air, falling back into the cushion-less couch and right back into sleep.

Anyways. This is getting pretty dark. Let’s skip forward to the party. That’s where things get really interesting.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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A LITTLE PARTY NEVER KILLED NOBODY, BUT THAT’S A DOUBLE NEGATIVE

I like parties when they’re small get-togethers, but Marcy’s idea of a party is a little bigger than mine. By the time I arrived at Jenn’s, the house was already bursting with people. I pushed my way inside, searching through the throng of party guests for my friend.

“Hey, have you seen Marcy?” I asked the first person I made eye contact with.

“What?” he shouted, leaning closer. The music was loud enough to raise the dead.

“Marcy?”

“Who?” He shrugged and went back to his conversation.

I gave up on searching the house and slipped out the rear door. The overflow of the party was in the garden, which was where I finally found her, hanging out by the tables. She was mingling around a cheering mass, enjoying the company of friends and meeting strangers—friends of friends of friends with access to Facebook and Twitter and the like.

Marcy exuded radiance. She glowed with every step she took, excited at the commotion and energized by the crowd. Above all, she looked happy.

She was one of those people who stepped into a room and immediately made you gravitate toward her. She was probably one of the shortest people I knew (which isn’t saying much, since I don’t know that many people), only about five feet tall, but she stood out no matter what. Her shoulder-length, straight black hair had been featured in a shampoo commercial once, and she jokingly told people she was a hair model from then on.

I’d believe her.

Marcy grew up with an overflow of love, and it’s still spilling out of her. She glowed with it. Anyone coming to the party tonight, not already knowing her, would leave with her name forever engraved in their memory.

“Sally!” Marcy gushed, rushing over to give me a huge squeeze.

“Happy birthday, Marce!” I hugged her tight enough to break a rib.

“You have got to taste my burgers,” Marcy said, handing me a plate with a blue bun on it. “I spent the afternoon baking.”

“Blue burgers?”

“I’m a sucker for alliteration,” she snickered. “Oh, Sal, this is the Mike I’ve been talking about. Mike, Sally. Sally’s from Bridgeton, like me.”

“Pleasure,” I said, shaking his hand. Mike nodded, repeating the sentiment. He was a tall, thin man with a smile wider than the width of his shoulders.

“Mike brought the grill. He single-handedly saved this party.”

“Nice to meet you,” he said, not letting go of my hand. I pulled away. My palm was clammy now. Gross.

“You should talk to Jenn about her grill, though,” Marcy said. “Turns out she had a dream before it went missing. Something about you needing it to fly away in a hot-air balloon. It’s pretty trippy.”

“A balloon?” I stammered, the coincidence too striking to not bring it up. “You know, just this morning I—”

There was a noise behind me, a scrambling of feet as flocks of people stepped aside to let someone through. I turned and practically jumped out of my skin.

“Who is the host of this event?” The woman’s deep voice rose above the crowd. People parted awkwardly before returning to their conversations. “It is essential that I know. It is of the utmost importance.” She looked around at our shocked faces. “Well? Speak up. Is Harris here?”

“Jenn’s the host,” Marcy said, scanning the woman from head to toe and returning a dazzling smile. “But we don’t know any Harris. We can spread the word, though. Are ... are you all right?”

The stranger leaned forward, trying to hide the fact that she was out of breath. Marcy threw out a hand to support her, and the woman smiled, clutching her chest as she slowly regained control.

She was tall, and I mean incredibly tall. For a second, I thought she might have been an Amazon warrior. She would fit right in with them; her muscular figure showed through her soft silk blouse and tight black pants. Her hair was long and dusty blonde, pulled back into a tight ponytail to reveal ears with at least five piercings in each. Golden coins and geometric shapes jingled whenever she turned her head, making me think of a pirate queen. She scanned each of us with her piercing gray eyes, casually raising a hand to pluck a leaf from behind one of her gilded ears.

“Any of you know who I am?” she growled, showing her teeth. Marcy stood her ground, glancing at Mike and then at the stranger, worry tracing her face before she hid it behind a smile.

“Never saw you before,” Mike said sternly. “Who the heck are you?”

“Sorry, sorry.” The stranger’s snarl melted into a grin. It was like a light bulb going off in her head, and she relaxed enough to let her shoulders slump. “I’m trying to lay low, if you know what I mean.”

“Boyfriend?” Mike urged.

“Nope.”

“Girlfriend?” Marcy interjected.

The stranger shook her head.

“Cops?”

“I hope not.” She laughed heartily. “Nothing like that. Bodyguards, you know?”

“Um, no.” Marcy lifted an eyebrow. “Bodyguards?”

“No bodyguards?”

“Um, no?”

“Cool, cool.” She nodded slowly, wrapping her mouth around the vernacular as if trying to force an American accent. The switch in tone was both sudden and unsettling. “Okay, so, like, my father’s rich. He’s got me tailed everywhere, like, to make sure I don’t get into what he supposes is trouble. I’ve got to make sure the coast is clear, like, before I can even begin to think about enjoying myself. So, um, where am I exactly?”

“Marcy’s birthday party,” Marcy said, extending a hand. “And I’m Marcy.”

“Danir—Dany,” Her grin widened. “Sorry to, ahem, crash the party. Harris brought me along, but knowing my dad, like, he could have been bribed to report my every move. Doesn’t look like he has, though.”

“You could always hang out around the grill,” Marcy offered. “No trouble to get into over here. Unless trouble is what you want.”

The entire situation was incredibly weird. I had a feeling there was more going on than Dany was saying, but that was probably just me being paranoid, per usual, when people started hanging around Marcy. I’m a little protective of my girl.

Dany removed more leaves from her shirt and hair. She looked as if she had run through a forest to get here. One thing was obvious, though: she had certainly been captivated by Marcy’s glow.

The woman laughed again, and all I could think about was how much she looked like she should be out on the high seas, but with Wonder Woman by her side. I dropped my gaze to my plate, trying not to stare. Not that I would have said anything, but the burger was charred black; no amount of blue bun could hide that.

“Well, happy birthday, Marcy,” Dany said. “Sorry, I don’t have a gift on me. Harris was really vague about what was actually happening tonight.”

“Saving the food will be gift enough,” she said, gesturing to the grill. “Show me how you do this ...”

“Me?” The woman laughed again, “I’ve never seen this contraption before in my life.”

“What, a grill?”

I watched the two of them slip into each other’s orbit, realizing quite suddenly that I didn’t know anyone else, except maybe Jenn and Mike, the former being somewhere in the hubbub and the latter disappearing into the house.

I grabbed a beer from the ice bucket and scanned the crowd, clutching the bottle to my chest. At what point had I lost track of Marcy’s other friends? Close as we were, I always felt awkward at Marcy’s parties, knowing fewer people every time. Maybe it was enough to have shown my face—binging science fiction on Netflix under a heap of blankets awaited me back home.

Watching a good sci-fi filled me with an odd sense of astrolust. I loved it, but when the show was exceptionally good, it left me feeling empty inside, like there was a little hole that needed to be filled with adventure, spaceships, exploration, and the unknown. But I wasn’t very good at science, never kept up in math, and although I loved school, I was awful at it. Sadly, I was born too early for space travel to be an everyday thing. Thankfully, Netflix existed to fill all the gaps.

I wanted to go home and fill my head with images of an invented universe. But no—no—I was here for Marcy. So long as she wanted me here, I’d stay.

Jenn emerged from the house, shouting something about having some music outside. She placed a speaker on the porch, hooked up her iPod, and blasted some Lady Gaga. Just like that, people started dancing, somehow balancing blue burgers and dance moves.

I stood by myself, swaying from side to side, trying to eat my burger so Marcy wouldn’t feel bad. She lounged by the grill with a large spatula in her hand, laughing, as Dany stood frozen, staring wide-eyed at the speakers by the door. There was something off about that woman. Not a dangerous off, but definitely strange.

“If I had a nickel for every time I saw a girl as beautiful as you, I’d have exactly five cents,” someone said, moving into my field of vision. He looked as awkward as I felt. His cheeks were red and his smile feeble.

Holy crap—it was Matt.

I had first met him in a creative writing course in college, one of those electives I didn’t think I’d enjoy. The course had been great and the company even more so. Embarrassingly enough, I had developed a small crush on the guy who always took the front row and who was always excited to share his progress. How he was at Marcy’s party, I did not know, but this wasn’t a dream; it was real.

Ok, Sally, keep your cool. He approached you, not the other way around. Just say something good.

“Sorry,” I replied sheepishly, waving my blue burger in the air. “That was cute, but I’m not interested.”

Crap, no! Don’t say that! You like this guy!

But, then again ... he did use a pickup line. And not a very good one, either.

“Ugh.” Matt sighed, and glared at Mike who stood a short distance away, proudly holding up two thumbs. “I’m sorry. I was told it was a good conversation starter—looks like I was sorely misinformed!”

He shouted the last part in Mike’s direction, though he was nowhere to be found. Matt looked at me again, smiling as much as he could. It was probably too much. “It sounded cool when Mike said it.” He shook his head. “Look, can we try again? Forget I said that last bit?”

“Sure.”

Matt walked away, and, for a minute, I thought he wasn’t coming back. I groaned internally. I really sucked at this.

“What about this weather we’re having?” he said, striding casually back to my side, as if he hadn’t been standing there.

“You want to talk about the weather?” I scoffed, feeling my eyebrows drift up my face. “Come on, you can think of something more interesting than that.”

“Do you believe in life after death?”

“Religion?”

“I still have trouble believing it’s been over ten years since Firefly’s been off the air.”

“And science fiction.” I grinned. “All fantastic topics of discussion.”

“Matthew Daniels,” he said, extending his hand, “but most people call me Matt.”

I held back the urge to tell him I knew who he was, and shook his hand as if it was my first time meeting him. Which, I guess, it was. We never actually spoke during the course.

Yeah, crushes are weird. Right?

“Sally Webber, pleasure,” I replied.

He was a bold-looking man, his dark brown hair shaggy around his temples, framing a soft baby face and the most piercing blue eyes I had ever seen. He was dressed in comfortable jeans and a t-shirt that looked like it had been worn since the birth of time. The image on the front was of a white triangle with a circled X, an old math joke that never really got old, even if the picture had faded with time.

“I’m not sure if you remember,” he said, “but we had a class together. Creative writing, I think?”

Holy shit. Was I blushing? I hoped not.

“Oh, yeah,” I said, all casual-like. “You wrote that sci-fi piece about the white hole.”

“I can’t believe you remember that. So?”

“So, what?”

“Well, I recall asking you a few questions.”

“The weather is fabulous for this time of year; yes; and no, definitely not. Why are you opening that old wound again?”

At that moment, the lights dimmed and the music faded. Jenn brought out the cake, her voice carrying over the crowd, hushing us all before we realized we were supposed to join in. She carried it to the grill as people flocked around her, singing Happy Birthday at the top of their voices, painfully out of tune. The sparklers cut a sharp contrast to the darkness, jumping into the air and shining on Marcy’s beaming face. The world cheered as she blew out the candles.

Someone brought plates over, and Jenn placed the cake on a nearby table so she could cut it. I stuffed the rest of the burger in my mouth just before the cake reached me.

“So how do you know Marcy?” Matt asked, using his plastic fork to slice off a bite of dessert.

“We grew up together,” I explained, adoring the taste of chocolate sponge on my tongue. It had always been my favorite. “We’re from Bridgeton, Virginia?”

“Oh, cool,” Matt said. “Both of you go to U-Frank?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s your major?”

“Undeclared,” I said, lowering my voice, “but I dropped out.”

“What? Why?”

I shrugged. “It wasn’t for me. I was going through a lot, and it wasn’t where I wanted to be. And why am I even telling you this?”

Why was I telling him? I didn’t tell strangers anything, and here I was babbling away. He didn’t seem to mind, though. I guess I liked that, and it explained why I couldn’t really stop.

“Maybe it’s my irresistible charm?” He grinned, completely awkward, and for some reason it made me laugh. I blamed that on the beer.

“Yeah, maybe, and you?”

“Communications major. Currently interning at Grisham Corp.”

“The new power plant?”

“One of the fortunate few.” He laughed. “I’m going to need all the help I can get to pay off those darn student loans.”

We took a break from the conversation to scarf down more cake. The chocolate was perfect, fluffy, and moist; the icing sweet but not too sugary; and I found myself wondering if I could take some home. It was amazing, the perfect cake, and certainly my favorite—

And then it hit me.

I sputtered, tossing my fork like it was a poisonous viper, and glanced around. The music. The blue burgers. The cake.

Shit, shit, shit.

A look of worry crossed Matt’s face. “Is something wrong?”

“I have something I need to do.” I spun on my heels and marched to Jenn, who was cutting and handing out slices from a second cake, pressed my knuckles on the table, and leaned forward. “Why chocolate?”

Jenn shrugged. “Last minute change. Marcy said she wanted it that way.”

“But Marcy’s favorite is Angel food,” I pointed out, my voice going high-pitched.

“Guess she changed her mind?”

“Chocolate is my favorite.”

“Oh,” Jenn said, as though she could not care any less.

I, however, was freaking out.

“Marce,” I snapped, storming toward the grill. My friend was sitting on an empty table with Dany at her side. They were laughing, cake untouched, barely able to hold their paper plates straight.

“Marcy!”

“Heya, Sal.” Marcy smiled. “Have you met Dany?”

“Yes,” I said, my voice icier than I would have liked. “I have.”

“Is everything all right?” Her smile faded into worry, and she slid off the table, putting her hand on my shoulder. Dany looked in the opposite direction, holding the spatula up to her face as if to examine it.

“No, not really. You do realize this is your birthday party, right?”

“Um, yeah?”

“So, why are you pandering to me?” My heart raced. I felt mad, a blob of lava boiling in my gut. “No, don’t give me those eyes. Coloring the food? Chocolate cake? Since when have you liked chocolate cake?”

“Who doesn’t?” Marcy nudged Dany. “Chocolate cake?”

“A rare delicacy,” Dany said quietly.

“But over angel food?” I urged. Marcy’s gaze fell, and I knew I was right: Marcy was a poor liar. “I don’t need a pity party.”

“It’s not a pity party—”

“So why does your music mix sound like you stole my iPod?”

“You have good taste.”

“You hate pop,” I snapped. “Marce, don’t worry about me, seriously. I got fired, that’s all. I’ll be okay.”

Marcy glared at me. She put her hands on her hips and dared me with her eyes. I couldn’t help it—I laughed—and so did she.

“You’re right,” I said. “It sucks.”

“This really isn’t about you getting fired.” Marcy smiled, but it was cold and fading fast. “I ... I’m worried about you, Sal.”

“About what?”

“About you.” She clasped my shoulders. “You’re wavering. Flickering out. I’ve been watching for a long time, Sally, and since John—”

“Don’t you dare bring him up!”

“Since John, you’ve been falling apart. First, you stopped eating, but I guess that was a normal reaction. Then the dropout, followed by job after dead-end job. It’s been years now, Sally—two freaking years! When’s the last time you saw your therapist?”

I ripped my arms from hers and backed away. “I ... I have to go.”

“Sally, please.” Marcy grabbed my arm. “I wasn’t saying that to make you angry, I just ... I want you to know—”

“What?”

Marcy let out a heavy sigh. “Look around you, Sally. How many people do you know here? Have you made any friends? Anyone at all since we moved here?”

“Arthur.”

“He’s your mailman. He doesn’t count.”

I couldn’t look at her anymore. I jerked my arm free and stormed away, doing a much better job of it than I had at work that morning. Marcy and Dany followed me, though why Dany thought she had anything to do with this, I didn’t know.

I made a beeline toward the exit, only to have another obstacle thrown in my way. An annoyingly handsome one.

Matt sprung up, interposing himself between the doorway and me. “Hey, Sally, are you okay?”

I tried to smile, but it never reached my eyes. “You’re my friend, right, Matt?”

“Um ... yeah?” He looked frightened. “I hope so.”

I snatched the phone from his hands, added myself as a contact. I turned the phone around and held it out to take a selfie. I held up the phone, showing Marcy before handing it back to Matt. “Now we’re friends. Feel free to call or text or do whatever it is friends do.” I spun around. “See, Marcy? I can make friends.”

“Sally, I ...”

I still could not believe she would turn her own party into an intervention for me. It was a low blow. An awful tool to play, made worse by her trying to drag John into it.

My face was hot and sweating like I was running a fever. My skin prickled, the hair standing at attention all the way up my neck and down my arms. I would not have been surprised to see steam spouting from my ears: I needed to get out of here—fast.

“Yo, you good?” someone asked, sticking their head out of the kitchen at the sound of the slamming door.

“Just smashing,” I replied.

I shoved through the revelers in the hallway, slammed the front door behind me, and climbed in my car. Soon, I was speeding down the roads leading to home, trying to put as much distance as I could between me and that dreadful party. I was still fuming from the bitter memory of Marcy when I rammed a man with my car.
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​CHAPTER THREE
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IMAGINE RUNNING OVER A DUDE WITH YOUR CAR

I don’t think I will ever forget the sound my car made. That awful crunching noise; the initial impact, then the thumping as the car bounced over him, followed by the dull thud as he emerged behind me.

I had just run someone over.

All the way over.

I slammed on the brakes. The car screeched, and I lurched forward, my momentum halted by the seatbelt. The strip dug into my shoulder and would definitely leave a bruise, but with all the adrenaline in my veins, I barely noticed. My hands shook as I gripped the wheel, my heart pounding from shock. I trembled in my seat, staring into the rearview mirror, begging—pleading—for whatever I had hit to get up and wander off.

But nothing moved.

I forced myself out of the car, flinging the door open and tumbling out. I had never seen so much blood before. The street glistened with it, and I refused to believe a human could have spilled so much. I must have hit a bear. I must have hit—

But it wasn’t a bear. It looked like a mass of bed sheets someone had used to clean up after a murder—with the body still inside—wrapped like a mummy, face down on the street.

I sighed in relief. Obviously, someone had left the body there to get run over, destroy the evidence, and—wait—no. Why was I relieved? Someone had been murdered, and I was being framed. How had I missed it lying in the road like that anyway? I was sure the street had been empty.

I needed to call 9-1-1.

And then the body did something I had not expected—it moved.

A hand extracted itself from the mess, slapped the ground, and used it to push up the rest of its body. The man underneath it let out a low groan. It was small and muffled and surprisingly calm. I heard the rasp of his breath, like fingers running down a washboard. I could have screamed right there, but no sound came out. It was as if someone had stuck their hand into my back and wrapped a fist around my spine.

Sometimes, Don’t Panic does not apply.

Slowly, he turned his face in my direction: his nose was crooked and probably broken, stones embedded his skin deeper than should have been possible. I saw the bewilderment as his eyes met mine. I took a step back, an involuntary move on my part, but he did not break eye contact. Instead, he stretched out another arm, bracing himself, but could not support himself and fell back with a grunt.

This time, my reflexes kicked in, and I ran to him and kneeled at his side. I didn’t want to move, or even touch him. At least, not until I knew the extent of his injuries. I reached for my hip, struggling to pull out my phone from my tiny half-pocket.

“I’m here, I’m here, it’s okay,” I tried to say in a soothing voice, but it wasn’t convincing. Actually, it failed to sound anything but completely terrified. “Can you hear me? Can you say something—anything?”

With his face still on the concrete, voice muffled, he let out a string of gibberish in a language I didn’t recognize, and then punctuated it with a laugh.

Of course, none of this made sense.

“What on earth?” I muttered, which somehow piqued his curiosity.

“Oh ... Earth!”

The stranger rolled onto his back, sprawling on the street like it was his bed. He looked up with a broad smile that lit the night.

I guess I had been wrong: He wasn’t as injured as I first thought. Maybe it had been the harsh light from the streetlamp making his nose look broken. With a brush of his hand, most of the stones and blood fell away, revealing a pristine face, no cuts or bruises to speak of.

“I’ve been here before,” he said, letting out a long breath of relief, as if I hadn’t just run him over. Had I? I was starting to doubt my recollection of the events. Though the blood around us told another story.

His voice was accent-less: I couldn’t pinpoint where he was from. He pronounced words as if he were reading them from a dictionary. He breathed deeply, staring at the stars. Vibrant, silvery-green eyes reflected the sky above him. His smile became a thin line.

“Dude, are you okay?” I asked, reaching a hand out and then snatching it back as I realized what I was doing. He said nothing.

I finally wrangled my phone out of my pocket to call emergency services. Before I could hit the call button, his hand shot out and grabbed my wrist.

“Blade,” he hissed, his eyes wide in terror. “I need blade.”

The words came out of his mouth like a hymn, or a parched man begging for water. I ripped my arm from his grasp.

“You’re fine; it’s okay,” I said, quite possibly a lie.

“Never been without blade,” he choked out. A thin line of blood trickled from his mouth. I wondered if a rib had punctured his lung or his stomach, knowledge that came from too many years of watching hospital shows. How much time did he have left? He laughed gently, and blood oozed out of his mouth, trickling down his chin, staining the street with yet another red puddle. None of this seemed to bother him, though. Instead, his eyes swept back to me, wide and determined.

“Stay with me,” I said. “I’m going to get you some help.”

“Don’t ... don’t call anyone.” His voice was raspy, but he was definitely pleading. “They can’t help.”

“Of course they can. Don’t give up now.”

“I’m fine, really.” As if to prove it, he pushed himself up, groggily, and turned his head one way then the next, making his neck bones crack. He looked like a man getting up in the morning, stretching his muscles, a peaceful look on his face. And he wasn’t wearing a sheet, but a toga thingy, a wrap of some kind, like you might see in the desert. The cotton sheet shifted, exposing a bit of skin here and there. I couldn’t see any cuts.

“Have you seen Blayde?”

“Um, no,” I said, scanning the ground. “You sure it’s not around here?”

I sure hoped not, but for now, I’d play into his delusion; stay on his good side just in case he was a psychopath with a new way of abducting people. While logic told me that something was off, my gut was sure there was nothing to worry about. I stood, extending a hand to help him up. He took it, his legs cracking like his neck when he put his weight on them.

Finally on his feet, he brushed himself down. The bloody wrap stuck to him almost everywhere, and the sand clinging to the patches of blood wasn’t coming off either. He lifted a hand coated with sticky, bloody sand and grimaced before wiping it on his wrap.

“She wouldn’t be on the ground,” he explained quickly. “She’s about yay tall”—he held his hand to about my eye level—“and tends to get a little intense when she doesn’t know where I am. Then again, I never lost her before ...”

“This is your blade we’re talking about?”

“My Blayde, yes.”

“I haven’t seen one around here.”

“Her. Blayde is a her.”

“Your knife’s a woman?”

“Oh, no.” He laughed, pointing at me. Had I done something funny? Maybe the look of realization spreading on my face was something different for him. “It’s Blayde. With an ‘ay’ sound. B-l-a-y-d-e. She’s my little sister. She’s not here?”

“Oh, Blayde.” I laughed, though in the back of my mind I was still debating whether the man was psychotic. I felt a little relief in the fact that he wasn’t a knife-wielding maniac. “I’ve never heard that name before. What ethnicity is it?”

He ignored me, going to the edge of the road and shouting into the park. “Blayde! Blayde!” He shouted at the sky, the trees, and at anything that would listen, but he must have realized it wasn’t getting him anywhere because he stopped.

“You could try calling her,” I suggested.

“That’s what I am doing!”

“With a phone, I mean.”

“Blayde has our phone.” He glared at me. “Wait a minute, do you have something to do with this?”

There was a sudden fire behind his eyes that wasn’t there before, making me take a step away, shivering. He looked terrifying in that desert garb. At least, I guessed that’s what it was, based on my experience with movies and such. It was soaked with blood, and his face was covered with sweat and twisted with fear.

Holy shit, he was scary.

“No,” I said, stepping away from him. He looked taller now. While he wasn’t a giant, he still towered over me like a mountain.

“What have you done with Blayde? Did you run over her too?” the stranger growled, pretty much saying the worst thing he could have said.

“No!” I sputtered, “No, no, no ... Oh shit. I hit you with my car. No, I ran you over. I felt it. Heard it. I ... but you weren’t there, and then ... where did you come from?”

“You’ll get answers when I get answers,” he snarled, a threat hanging on his lips, “Now, tell me, and tell me quickly. Where. Is. Blayde?”

And that’s when it hit me, all at once. The thing I refused to believe, what his jovial smile and quick recovery had pushed to the back of my mind.

I had hit him with my car.

I lost control of my breathing as the truth hit me. The morning’s panic came back but stronger, a panic attack of the likes I hadn’t felt in years. Everything was so clear now—the body crunching against the impact of my car, the blood in the street. I fell to my knees, clutching my chest and willing myself to calm down, but it was too much to process.

“Oh ... no, hey,” he said, his voice soft and reassuring, going from terrifying giant to sweet teddy in five seconds flat. He crouched beside me, putting a warm hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay. I’m okay. See? You didn’t hurt me. I’m all right. And you’re all right. You’re going to be fine.”

And somehow, the attack slowly began to subside.

He waited until I had calmed before removing his hand. The stranger sat beside me in the middle of that empty road, staring up at the sky as I composed myself.

Why was this happening?

And why on earth was it happening to me?

“Do you know what it’s like to be alone?” he whispered. His voice was so low it felt like it was woven from the frozen air. “With only one person in the entire universe you can count on? Just one?”

I didn’t answer, but the truth was, I did. Marcy had been right, even if I couldn’t admit it. But I had a feeling his question ran a little deeper than that.

“Do you have any idea what it’s like to lose them?”

It didn’t sound like this Blayde person had walked off like I had or taken off somewhere distant. It sounded like she was dead.

“I’ve had my losses,” I said, unsure if his questions were rhetorical, if he really wanted an answer or just wanted to talk to a wall. “I’ve felt like I’ve lost my world before. My universe. But I didn’t, not really.”

“Now, I know what that feels like, too.”

And so, we sat and stared at the stars for a little while longer, neither of us knowing what to say. I wanted to take him to a hospital, make sure he was all right, but he had made it seem like that would be the death of him.

“I’m Sally,” I said, finally breaking the silence. “Sally Webber. I don’t know who you are or if you believe me, but I am truly sorry. Really, I am. And not just about hitting you with the car.”

“I’m Zander,” he said, his eyes still riveted on the sky.

Did he see something up there? What was he even looking for?

“Zander who?”

“Just Zander.”

A gust of wind blew down the street, chilling my skin. Zander ignored it. He ignored a lot of things, actually. He was an odd sight, for sure. His clothes had an otherworldly feel to them. His tunic slipped over his head then wrapped around his waist; his loose-fitting pants were stuffed into worn leather boots, old and cracked in places, with long strips of cotton wrapping up his calves to keep him from tripping over his clothes.

His face didn’t seem to fit his choice of clothes, however. While the wrap was light, his face seemed chiseled and hard, like that of a Greek statue. Blemish-free and a gentle brown that could have been a dark tan, his skin had sand stuck to it in places, and gravel in others. He scratched the stubble near his ear, dislodging small particles of sand and revealing dirty fingernails. His eyes reflected the stars as he stared up. He ran a hand through his hair, which billowed from the top of his head, defying gravity. And although his arms were bloodied, there were no cuts. No marks. Not even scars.

“I’m glad you’re not hurt, Zander, whoever you are,” I said, teeth chattering. “I could never have lived with myself if I had ...”

“You don’t even know me.”

“Yeah, but still, I’m in shock, right? Actually running someone over...” I shuddered. “It’s the sort of thing that’ll haunt your nightmares forever.”

“Not the worst thing to haunt your nightmares, but I see your point.” The edges of his smile were taut, and the expression didn’t reach his eyes. It was an expression I knew well.

“So, um, how come you’re not hurt? If you don’t mind me asking? I mean, the blood ...”

“Oh, this?” He chuckled. “Costume.”

“But, the street.”

“Costume,” he insisted, brows furrowing. “Nothing happened.”

“Right,” I agreed, knowing he wouldn’t let me push it any further while fully aware it was a lie. “So, um, you want to call Blayde?”

“Oh, that would be great. Thanks,” he said, taking the phone I held toward him. “If I can remember her number, of course.”

“Ha, gotta love smartphones,” I joked. “I only know my house number from when I was a kid. I’d be a mess if I were ever stranded.”

“Oh, very true,” he agreed, smiling politely, though he seemed to have no idea what I was talking about.

“Blayde, hey, it’s me,” he said, after a whole minute of fumbling around. Judging by the response time, he had managed to reach an answering machine. “Jump got interrupted. Not my fault and not yours either, but we’ll talk about that later. I’m in—hey,” he shouted to me. “Where are we?”

“Franklin.”

“No.” He shook his head. “What country?”

“Country? Um, the US.”

“Yeah,” he said, returning to the call. “The US, on Earth. Franklin. There’re lots of trees. I’ll be waiting. And Blayde? Be safe, okay?”

Zander hung up the phone, handing it back with a tip of his head.

“Is there anything else I can do for you?” I asked, still shaken. “Anything you need? Can I offer you a ride somewhere?”

He laughed. “That’s kind, but no thanks. I’m fine, really. I’ll be on my way.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yup.” Zander nodded. “But, hey, thanks. Here.”

He reached into his pocket, pulling out a handful of coins in different shapes and sizes. Some were hexagonal—I couldn’t think of any countries that had hexagonal coins—while some looked more like poker chips, only smaller. Finally, he selected six small coins that I didn’t recognize. They looked like something out of an old movie, old fashioned but in perfect condition, as if they minted only yesterday.

“For all the trouble I’ve caused,” he explained. “Thanks again!”

With that, he tore off into the park, disappearing between the trees before I could call him back, leaving nothing but bloody sand in his wake.

I stared at the coins in my hand. What on earth had just happened?

And where had all that sand come from?
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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IN WHICH I GAIN A HEALTHY DISTRUST OF PARKS

You know that moment you wake up and everything is good with the world? When you snuggle in the sheets and think that life might just be perfect? And then wonder why you need to get up, and if you could stay like this forever, or if anybody would even notice if you were gone?

I guess I didn’t deserve that kind of comfort. When my eyes flew open the next morning, I felt the weight of everything on my chest. I had lost my job. I had gotten into a fight with Marcy. And, to top it off, I had run a man over with my car—or something. That part wasn’t so clear.

Luckily, one of those problems could be rectified right now. I fought against the bright light from the sun as I struggled to find my phone, which wasn’t on my nightstand where I usually left it. Nothing was where I usually left it. I was still entirely dressed, well, except for my shoes, which were nowhere to be found.

I guess yesterday was rougher than I remember.

I got up, shuffling out of my room, trying to find my purse through the blur of morning vision. I found it in the sink. One of my shoes was balanced on the drying rack beside it; the other one was unaccounted for. Luckily, the water hadn’t touched my purse, so my phone was safe.

Everything on the phone’s screen punched my anxiety button. For starters, the clock announced it was already 11:30 A.M. On top of that, there were dozens of missed calls, all from the same number. Marcy, of course. She was probably peeved I hadn’t called her back, and the guilt for how I had acted last night hit me again tenfold.

My stomach knotted itself at the memory of the things I had said, or wanted to say. I had been stupid and rude, to the only person who was even trying to help. There would be a lot of apologizing to do, even if I did feel slightly offended at how easily Marcy thought she could change me. I didn’t need any pity from her or anyone. But I loved her, and I couldn’t believe I had stormed off like that.

I pressed the call button and hopped on the sofa, sinking into the softness of the seat. I needed to buy new cushions, I remembered. Rosemary’s absence lingered in the air, weighing me down.

“... Out of your mind?” Marcy squawked. “Because I’ve been out of mine. I’ve been trying to call you all morning. How are you feeling, by the way? Any better? I’m sorry about last night. I thought I was helping, but, my gosh, Sally, I’ve been worried sick. I wanted to ... I tried to ...”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Relax, Marcy. I overslept.”

“Overslept?” Marcy sputtered. “It’s almost noon. Are you okay?”

“A little stressed,” I replied, which was true, but it wasn’t the whole story. I would tell her about that Zander guy when we met in person; it wasn’t telephone talk. “I needed to sleep it off. It just took a little longer than I expected.”

“Obviously.”

Silence followed, during which we both waited for the other to speak until it became so unbearable that we both blurted out the words we were dying to say.

“I’m sorry!” They came out almost simultaneously, and we laughed at each other and ourselves.

“I shouldn’t have blown up at you,” I said. “I know you were looking out for me.”

“Yeah, but I shouldn’t have tried to intervene at my birthday party,” said Marcy. “Look, Sally, I am sorry, okay? I was worried about you. You barely go out except to work or buy food. I just want you to be happy.”

“I get it, Marce.” I nodded, though I knew she wouldn’t see it.

“Please tell me you didn’t go clubbing afterward,” she said, “I got so scared. I know what you’re like when you’re down, and I saw you with a beer, and I ...”

“I don’t do that anymore, Marce.” I shuddered at the memory, “Let’s not do this over the phone. You want some lunch? I did a poor job celebrating your birthday.” I stood and stretched, feeling like I had just taken a hundred tons off my back.

“So did I,” she pointed out.

“So ... lunch?” I asked, hoping it would benefit both of us. I tiptoed to look out the high kitchen window. The day was beautiful, incredible sunny October weather. Except for the man on the bench reading a newspaper, the street was empty. It was a wonderful day for a picnic. “In an hour? I’ll buy the cake.”

“Sounds fab.”

“The Jitterbug?”

“Nah, I’ll make us sandwiches.”

“That’s perfect.” I grinned. “Picnic, then? The usual place? I’ll provide the rest.”

“See you there!”

I hung up with a smile on my lips. Things were going to get better from here on out, I just knew it.

That was probably the moment I jinxed it.

Well, the conversation would be awkward. I wasn’t the kind of person to take help unless I’ve asked for it. Marcy and I were going to have some hurdles to work through, but we’ve been the best friends for years and that wasn’t going to end anytime soon, and certainly not over a small spat.

I got dressed in no particular hurry. It felt nice to wear a clean shirt, and I wondered why I hadn’t taken the time to do my laundry for the past few weeks. I piled everything in the hamper, impressed by how airy it made the room feel. Somehow, that made me feel better, too. And yet, there was still no sign of my alarm clock. Weird. 

I brought my mind back to cleaning and sorting. Finally, I assembled a bag consisting of a small bottle of champagne—Rosemary must have left it here—and Marcy’s still-wrapped birthday present, which had never left my purse, along with paper plates, knives, and napkins. I even left the house on time.

First up—the bakery. Just across the park, it made the best cakes you could possibly imagine. Just perfect for Marcy. She would get the angel food cake she had sacrificed to cheer me up. I had even left with enough time to wait in line if it was busier than usual.

I couldn’t help but relish the amazing weather. We’d had a sweltering summer, but now, the city was cooling off, making it comfortable and sunny with a slight breeze. It had, however, rained through the night, leaving puddles in my path. I wove around them, keeping my feet dry.

Had it washed away the blood on the street?

The tightness around my spine was back, forcing a shiver through my body. No matter how hard I tried to keep it out of my head, my mind wandered back to the events of last night, but I didn’t want to see them again. I’d rather forget them entirely. With a deep breath, I reined in my thoughts and tried to ignore the images burned in the back of my mind.

I crossed the road, smiling politely at the man on the bench. He rolled his eyes and went back to his column. My path took me through the park which, to my surprise, was practically empty. The gravel path was mine this morning, the full heat of the sun blocked by the thick, shady trees. I reveled at the thought of sitting near the river, Marcy’s famous homemade sandwich in hand, in weather better suited for May than October.

As I walked further into the depths of the foliage, where branches hung so low and were so close together that the sun barely reached the path below, I realized that I hadn’t seen anyone else. Even the birds were quiet. Okay, so maybe they migrated a few months earlier than usual. The squirrels, normally so noisy with their skittering along the branches, were nowhere to be seen. I could hear nothing but the quiet crunch of gravel. That and the quickening of my heart.

And then, suddenly, people were there.

Where the park had been empty seconds before, three people now stood, right in the middle of the path ahead of me. They chatted amicably, as if they had been there all along.

Now I was seeing things. Somehow, they were just there, fully materialized out of nowhere, and all I could do was stand frozen, my jaw practically on the ground.

Oh, you have got to be kidding me.

Was I imagining it? Hallucinating? If I was, it was extremely convincing. They looked real, but they couldn’t be. People don’t just—

Two of the strangers were female, both with their backs to me, but I was close enough to make out every separate hair, every fiber of their clothing. It was more than my mind could have conjured on its own. The third fixed his eyes on me, his face too detailed to be a dream.

I knew who he was immediately. There was no way I couldn’t. His face had been permanently engraved in my mind since the night before.

Zander. The man in the bloody rags.

The man I had hit with my car.

His hair was different; that was the first thing I noticed. He was better groomed, each dark chocolate strand shouting a personal “screw you!” to gravity, reaching for the skies in a gentle swoop. He was dressed in a dark, formal suit with a battered black leather jacket, yet somehow, it didn’t seem to clash with his outfit. He had a strange half-smirk on his face, a mix of confusion and amusement.

What was he doing here? And, more importantly, where on earth had he come from?

He grinned. “Would you look at that.” The women spun around at his words, both wore varying degrees of shock on their stern faces.

The taller of the two had hair as astonishing as the man’s, a vibrant mix of reds, purples, and blues feathered over jet-black. She wore a leather jacket, too, but hers was brownish-red and in a much better shape, almost new. Her features were incredibly sharp, as if her sculptor had forgotten to smooth the edges of her face; she had a pointed nose, high cheekbones, and thin eyebrows, almost invisible. They contrasted with her wide lips. Something about her face made her ethnicity impossible to pinpoint, as if she were a mix of everything the planet had to offer.

The woman beside her turned slower than her friend, but I recognized her as quickly as I had recognized the man—she was me.

Another Sally—the same face, the same me. She was prettier, though, much prettier than I had ever been. All the pimples and scars were gone; even her fingers seemed longer and more elegant. She radiated confidence from every pore, her smile one of cheer and excitement. She scanned me with wide, surprised eyes, but her smile never wavered.

“I remember this,” she said, turning back to Zander, who lifted an eyebrow. “But now? No, this isn’t right. We should go.”

“You sure?” he asked. “We’re here, aren’t we?”

“Not the right here,” the other woman said. “We’ve overshot a little. Is this ...?”

“Before,” the other Sally replied. “We’d better go before we mess anything up.”

As suddenly as they’d arrived, they were gone.

Just like that.

Of course, like the dumbass I was, I just stood there. I couldn’t move, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to. My arms trembled, causing the plastic bag I still carried to rattle against the side of my leg.

I did the deep breathing techniques I had learned in therapy, but they weren’t helping. Focus, focus, I tried to tell myself, but I couldn’t ignore that I had seen another version of myself pop in and out of existence like a glitching hologram.

I didn’t know how long I stood there. It could have been hours. I probably would have stood there forever if a voice hadn’t interrupted the silence.

“Ms. Webber?”

It came to so suddenly that I lost my balance and practically fell over if not for the stranger reaching out to steady me. Things just kept getting weirder. The man wore a trench coat and dark Fedora, the image of a noir movie cop. He stood in the middle of the gravel path, the shade obscuring his face. Even when I did catch his features, they looked like they were shifting around.

His arm was on mine for far longer than I was comfortable with. I pulled it back, wary of the stranger.

“Who’s asking?” I said, relatively pleased that my voice wasn’t shaking like my hands were.

“Detective Madison.” He pulled a badge from his breast pocket and flashed it in front of my face too quickly for me to make anything out. “I wondered if you could answer a few questions?”

“What about?” I asked. I slipped my hand into my pocket, wrapping my hand around my house keys. Not very effective if anything came to that.

Maybe I was just paranoid, but there was something wrong with his face. Very wrong. So wrong that I kept wanting to look away without knowing why.

“Have you seen this man?” He reached into his jacket and pulled out a large, glossy photograph. And there he was again, the man it seemed impossible to forget—Zander.

He glared at me from the printed spots of ink, from the mug shot he was posing for. A thick cut crossed his nose, red and purple and bulbous, but it was nothing compared to the state of his jaw, which, though cleaned, was mangled beyond recognition. Even through the sorry state of his face, he seemed to sneer at the camera.

“I haven’t,” I replied truthfully. While it looked like the man called Zander, it simply couldn’t be him. Those cuts would have left scarring, but the man from last night had a perfect jawline.

“Are you sure?” the detective urged. “Look closer.”

“Never seen him before.”

“It would have been in the past few days.”

“No, I’m sure,” I said, forcing myself to keep cool. “I would remember someone who looked like that.”

“It’s a felony to withhold information from the law,” The man was adamant now, his voice harsh and cruel. “If you’re not telling me something—”

“It’s a felony if you work for the police or the FBI,” I snapped. “You never said what agency you were with. I’d think you’re supposed to tell me that. I know my rights. Well, the gist of them, and I don’t have to tell you anything.”

The man scowled. “This is a matter of life and death, Sally Webber. If you don’t tell me, hundreds, nay, thousands could be in grave danger.”

I felt a jolt of terror roll through my body. “And how do you know my name?” I wanted to run, but my legs wouldn’t let me. He didn’t respond. “Who are you?”

“Don’t say I never gave you a chance.” He tsked under his breath, reaching into his jacket again. This time, he pulled out a gun.

Holy shit—a gun! An actual freaking gun!

“Now, hold on,” I said, stumbling backward as he advanced, weapon drawn. I threw my hands up, even though I knew it wouldn’t do anything. The trembling in my legs intensified.

“Why are you protecting him?” the man asked, waving the weapon in my face, close enough for me to smell the pungent odor of a recently fired gun. “You don’t even know him. Who he is. What he’s done!”

“Look, let’s just talk this over with level heads, all right?” I said, my voice a high-pitched squeak. My panic level was out of control. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I know that’s not what you want to hear, but it’s the truth. You have to believe me.”

“Terrans are liars, and awful ones at that,” he replied, sounding bored. “Tell me where Zander is, and I’ll spare your life.”

I didn’t believe a word he said, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. “He asked for directions,” I lied, spurting out the first thing that came to mind. “He wanted to find his way to Chicago. Drove off in a red car, that’s all I know. I swear.”

And then he pulled the trigger.
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​CHAPTER FIVE
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ALL OF THE ABDUCTION, NONE OF THE PROBING

I awoke for the second time that day. Only this time, there were no bed sheets and no comfy blankets. No, this time, I woke on a cold metal floor, and I was already out of breath.

It was like waking from one dream into another, though I knew this was far too real. I had been shot by an Inspector Gadget look-alike. I quickly checked my body with trembling hands: I wasn’t injured, and I didn’t feel drowsy, just angry. I opened and closed my mouth like a fish out of water, and the putrid taste of an ashtray coated my tongue. And yes, I do know what one tastes like, but that’s another story.

Had he used a ... a stun gun on me? Were those things even real? I guess they had to be, seeing as how I wasn’t dead.

I was in a dark room, lit by weak light strips lining the top of the walls. It wasn’t very wide, about the size of my bedroom back home, but the walls were gross—metal, dripping with condensation, scratched in places, and covered with what I really hoped was just rust.

And I wasn’t alone.

In the chair nearest the door sat a woman who could have been a student at U-Frank, wearing brown Ugg boots and a comfy sweatshirt. On the single bunk, against the wall to my right sat an androgynous person with a pixie haircut wearing jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt.

They looked absolutely terrified.

I scrambled up and backed against the wall. Bad idea: the gross wall of water pressed against my shirt, slowly seeping through. I didn’t know these people. I didn’t want to. Had they been the ones to take me?

That’s when it dawned on me, a little late, you might say—I had been kidnapped.

Well, shit.

“Don’t be cat,” said the Ugg boots girl. “Everything will be lemonade, just stool calm.”

“What?” I asked.

“Don’t worry about her,” the pixie person said. “Her translator’s on the fritz. Some words get jumbled. I’m pretty sure she wants you to stay calm. We’re not going to hurt you—we’re in the same position you are.”

Ugg boots girl nodded. As she did, she lifted a hand to push some of her silky blonde hair behind her ear, flashing fingers that looked closer to an iguana’s than a human. It was as if her skin ended at her wrist: The rest of her hand was completely reptilian, a dark emerald-green tone. Her other hand and the rest of her body looked completely human.

Holy shit. A lizard hand? I was dumbstruck. The reptilians really are among us? How high up does this go? My jaw dropped open. I must have looked terrified—I was, after all—because pixie person gave me an apologetic look.

“What did they get you for?”

“For?” I stammered.

“I flew through the Ordran territory to get here, got a bounty on my head for that. And Miko,” they said, indicating the Ugg boots girl, “she skipped bail. She’s been hiding out here for years, though they wouldn’t have caught her if her skin wrap hadn’t gotten damaged and she ended up on Instagram. What about you?”

“Holy shit!” I said, sliding down the wall and falling on my ass. “You’re aliens!”

Aliens. Real aliens. Okay, don’t panic. That’s the best place to start. But what else was I supposed to do when confronted with undeniable proof that aliens exist? My eyes were hooked on the lizard hand, if you could even call it that. It looked so ... wrong.

It looked alien.

And yet, the two of them looked at me, exchanging quick, scared glances.

“You’re ... Terran?” Miko squawked. “Flowers. This spelunking!”

“You have got to be kidding me.” The pixie ran their hands through their hair. “They can’t take Terrans. They’re breaking—I can’t tell you how many laws—”

“Spigot?” Miko snorted. “You really think what they’re doing to us is legal? We’re free tiramisu. We should be able to do what we please.”

“No, they want you for tax evasion. That makes good sense,” pixie cut said, “but the Terran? They can’t take Terrans. It’s so many different shades of illegal.”

“Excuse me?” I sputtered, trying to make sense of the situation. “But who are they?”

“Bounty Hunters,” pixie cut explained, signaling for Miko to shush. “Or mercenaries. You know, the kind of people who don’t care what side of the law they’re on, so long as they get paid.”

“I’ve been abducted?” I shuddered, the full realization dawning on me, “Oh shit. I’ve been abducted. I’m on a spaceship and I ... I...”

I had been abducted. By freaking aliens.

Today was not my day.

Yesterday wasn’t either; I really hoped the rest of the week wasn’t going to be more of the same. Then again, the past two years had been disappointing. It was entirely possible this was just the next step in my rotten luck.

“Don’t worry,” Miko said softly. “They don’t flan you.”

“Who are we kidding?” said the pixie. “They don’t care. They’ve taken her anyway. Though what the Alliance wants with her, I don’t know.”

“Maybe it was an accident?” Miko suggested.

“Maybe ...”

Pixie stared at me as if expecting me to do tricks or something. I wasn’t going to give them the pleasure. I stood, propping a hand on the gross wall to steady myself.

“We’re on a spaceship,” I muttered, running my hand over the LED strip like a moth attracted to a flame. We didn’t have a window and it didn’t feel like we were moving, but it was a spaceship—and I was on it.

Also, spaceships existed. Cool.

Too bad I only knew this because I had become the most recent in a line of alien abductees.

“Wait a second. You’re both speaking English?” I spun around to face them. “Does everyone in the universe speak English? Is this like Star Trek?”

“By gremlins alone,” Miko said. “Ugh. When they ... um ... grab me, my translate got ... jumbled? Taylor, help.”

“Miko got zapped in the head; it fried her chip,” the pixie, named Taylor, explained. “Some of the words come out backward.”

“Chip?”

“Translator,” Taylor said. “That little implant that does wonders for interstellar travel. If you can afford it, that is. I had to learn English the hard way.”

“That had to be an interesting language class,” I muttered. “You speak it really well.”

“Thanks, I’ve had fifty years to work on it.”

“Fifty years? But you look ...”

“Skin wrap,” said Taylor. “I’m wearing a human suit so I can fit in? Wow, you really are Terran. This is tourism 101.”

I shuddered. If I was so ... Terran ... then what did that make them? Their words were alien to me, even if they spoke English, and yet, they looked just like anyone else. Minus the lizard hands.

How many others were out there taking human form and roaming the streets? And what did they want with our planet?

Though, selfishly, I had to focus on myself right now. I couldn’t think about aliens roaming the streets. I needed to figure out why the hell aliens had decided I was worth abducting.

“So, what do they want with me?” I asked, facing my fellow captives.

Taylor shrugged. “What’s your name? Maybe it’s something to do with your—”

“Sally,” I said. “Sally Webber.”

“Never heard of you,” Taylor said. “Have you encountered any weird artifacts lately? It’s possible you were dealing with tech you’re not supposed to have—”

“No weird artifacts,” I said, shaking my head, “but the guy who shot me wanted to know about someone I ran into.”

Miko leaned forward. “What kind of guy?”

“Um, it’s a long story, I think,” I replied. Taylor tapped a spot on the cot. As I put my rear on the formerly white fabric, I tried not to think about how gross the cot was, or how the color was nowhere close to the one it had been when it was made. 

“So? Tell us,” Taylor urged. “We have a whole lot of time on our hands.”

“Well, um,” I started, making eye contact with the alien beside me. Their eyes were gorgeous; deep silver I could see myself falling into...

No. Talk. Talk to keep the panic from settling in.

“So, last night I was driving home, and I hit this guy,” I said. “No idea where he came from. One second I was driving, and then boom, I ran him over!”

“Flowers!” Miko said, cursing under her breath while still concentrating on every word. “You might have killed someone important from the Alliance. That would explain why they flan you. The crown prince is spaghetti to be missing, last scarf here—did you run over the emperor’s son?”

“Ha, no emperor, I’m pretty sure.” My heart clenched. Was Zander a galactic royal? I hoped not. Running people over from a royal court was not a good idea. “No. He was fine. He got up and walked away. But then, this morning, the guy who got me was looking for him. He showed me a picture of the guy, and boy, did he look rough. Like there was no way the man I met—I mean, ran over—could be that person. There were chunks missing from his face.”

“Did this guy have a name?” Taylor urged. “Miko might be right. He could be someone important. They might want to put you on trial.”

“But he was fine!” I sputtered, trembling. What if these strangers were right? What if Zander was someone important?

But the man in the park—my abductor, I think I should be calling him—he said Zander was dangerous. Very dangerous. So maybe it was the other way around. Maybe they wanted me to help them find Zander. Which was ridiculous. I had no idea where on earth he could be.

If he even was on Earth. Thinking of him as an alien cast last night into an entirely new light.

“He said his name was Zander, but no last name, and it could have been a fake ...”

The second the name came out of my mouth, both captives changed completely. Taylor stiffened, while Miko’s face burst into a smile far too wide for her face.

“Do you know him?” I asked.

“Know him?” Miko said excitedly. “Him ... legend.”

“A legendary dick,” Taylor snapped, and Miko glared at them.

“I from ... outer planets,” said Miko, very slowly, forcing her words to come out right. I waited. I wasn’t in any rush. “Outer planets see him differently. Him hero. He not get harmed. He travels through space in ... blinks. He and sister.”

“Sister?” I shuddered. It fit, a whole lot more than I wanted it all to.

“The stories say that millennia ago, there were two super heroic siblings who traveled the universe saving people, okay?” Taylor said rolling their eyes. “But they’re folk tales. Stories you tell kids. These two have wreaked havoc for the Alliance. They’re pretending to be the siblings, but they’re criminals blowing things up and stealing shit. No one reads or tells those old stories anymore, anyway. Nobody cares.”

“I care!” snapped Miko.

“So, wait, the guy I met is an intergalactic criminal?” I scratched my head. Zander had been nice; he didn’t seem like a criminal. He didn’t seem like a legend, either, though.

Then again, he didn’t seem alien, and from what I could tell, the consensus said that he was.

“Interstellar, but I guess it’s all the same to you.” Taylor rolled their eyes, not trying to be as chummy as before. “Anyway, that’s why they took you. They want information.”

“Nuh-uh.” Miko shook her head. “The Zander from the stories is a hero. If they took her, it’s so he tries to save her.”

“Wait, they want to trap him?”

“Probably,” Taylor said. “Trap him, find him, whatever. You’re here because of the mysterious Zander. Get used to it. At least you have someone to blame other than yourself.”

I shuddered. I was doing that a lot lately.

“Couldn’t it be some other Zander?”

“Nah,” Taylor said. “No one gives children that name. It would be like a Terran naming their kid Adolph. Not gonna happen.”

“So, wait,” I said, addressing Miko, “what did you say this guy could do?”

“There’s a poem about him in my language.” She grinned. “It’ll sound like nonsense in yours. Here ...”

She let out a shriek that could have torn apart my ears. Heck, I could feel my hair flying backward from the sheer force of it. She laughed, stopping quickly.

“What was that?” I asked, shocked.

“A little taste of the universe, Terran.” Miko chuckled. “Right, let’s see if I can gummy ... I mean, translate. Damn this chip. Okay. Here goes: There were once two heroes, valiant to behold. Brother, sister, never old. Ha, that rhymes in English too! Impressive.”

“Yeah, impressive,” I muttered.

“Right,” she continued. “They appeared with no fanfare and left with no sound. They bled like mortals but never faltered. Where they stood, justice flowered, and also they had a whole lot of faces.”

“You’re going great with this translation thing,” I said, which made her smile. Now that my initial shock of her being not of this world had worn off, I began to see her as just another human. If we had met in college, we probably would have been friends.

“Thanks. It sounds better in my native tongue, though, a lot more sing-songy. It used to put me to sleep.”

“I can imagine,” I said politely.

“Right. I guess that last line would sound better with a poetic ring to it? Like, they bled like mortals, but always stood strong; under their changing faces, you could do no wrong. Something like that?”

“Classy.” I grinned. I could see what she was doing. She was trying to distract me—us—from the fact we were being hauled to our deaths, probably.

“It ends by saying they would reward good children with presents and gifts,” Miko explained.

“So basically, they’re your Santa, right?” Taylor scoffed. “We were told a different story. You’ve got two criminals who can get into any place they want, travel from planet to planet unnoticed. Great at changing their appearances, huge tolerance for pain. But when they show up, people get hurt or worse—killed. The Alliance wanted them dead.”

“Past tense?”

“Yeah, duh.”

“All of this was over a hundred years ago in Standard Union Time. That’s close to three or four centuries ago for Earth. Any truth about them would be kept by the Berbabsywell Monks, and we both know they’re not talking to anyone anytime soon. If they ever did exist, they died a long time ago. As did the myths a few millennia before that.”

“I don’t believe that,” Miko muttered.

“Well, keep believing in Santa then,” Taylor spat.

“Santa’s not real?” she asked, and Taylor sighed. “Shit. I thought he was a local deity. I’ve been leaving offerings of milk and cookies for nothing? No wrath is being appeased?”

“Seems that way.”

“So who’s been eating them?”

I sat on the cot, my mind reeling. Zander: criminal, hero, or just some dead guy? Had I met the legend or a man with the same name? I mean, Zander wasn’t too rare of a name on Earth, but as for the rest of the galaxy ...

A jingle blasted through the compartment.

Both captives turned to stare at me as I extracted my phone. Yes, my phone was ringing, in the heart of a spaceship flying us to our doom, and of all people who could have been calling, well, it was some unknown caller who decided this was the right moment.

“What are you keen vacant?” Miko urged. “Pineapple. Pineapple.”

I picked up, cradling the phone close to my ear. My hand shook. “Hello?” I said, begging it not to be a spam call.

“Sally? Hey.”

Oh, my God. Matt.

Sweet, beautiful, incredible Matt was calling me. I flew to my feet, taking myself and the phone to one of the free corners in our cell. I wasn’t more than six feet away from anyone else, but it felt like privacy.

Oh, crap. Privacy. Did we have a bathroom in here?

Looking around, I saw there was no toilet or receptacle in this small room. Not to mention that I had Matt on the phone, and really didn’t need to think about it.

“Hey, Matt, great to hear from you,” I said. I mean, what was I supposed to tell him? Help, aliens kidnapped me because they think the man I ran over is an intergalactic—sorry, interstellar—super criminal?

“You feeling any better?” he asked, genuine concern in his voice. “Last night at the party, you looked—”

“Yeah, I was having a bad day. A hot-air balloon covered my window the day my alarm clock failed, so I was late and ... well, it’s retail. I lost my job.”

“A hot-air balloon did what?”

“In any case, I was suddenly unemployed, so it sucked pretty hard.”

“Oh,” he said, excitedly. “Wait, you need a job? What kind?”

“I’ve got retail experience, but that’s about it. Why?”

“I might be able to fix you up with that.” I could sense him smiling on the other end. “My boss, Mr. Grisham, has come to his senses and realized he’s a bit overwhelmed, and needs a PA. Personal assistant? I mean, it’s not very rewarding, but it pays great and Grisham is a fantastic boss. Heck, I think he’s my mentor now. Want me to get you the info?”

“Oh, my gosh, really?” I replied, giddy, forgetting my situation and reveling in my luck. “Matt, you’re the best.”

“Aww,” he said, “it’s great that you say that, because, um, I didn’t actually call to help you find a job. I wanted to ask you on a date. Don’t say yes just because I’m helping you, all right? I mean do say yes, but—”

“I would love to,” I replied, forgetting I was in a spaceship, in a cell with two aliens. I was right down on Earth and happy.

“Perfect. When’s best for you?”

“Um, not too sure ...” I said, looking back around the cell. Would I get out of here in time for a date? Would I get out of here at all?

“Friday?” he asked. “We can move it around if your schedule changes.”

Like, if I don’t come back from outer space?

“Friday sounds great!”

“Fantastic, I’ll get us a reservation somewhere nice. Do you like Italian?”

“Multi Bene.”

“Perfect. See you soon then, Sally.”

“See you, Matt,” I said, wishing the call would never end. “Oh, and Matt?”

“Yeah?”

Call the White House. Aliens are real and kidnapping US citizens, I wanted to say.

Find me.

Help me.

“I’m looking forward to it.” I shuddered as he hung up the phone, propelled into my dismal reality as I remembered I was trapped.

“They let me keep my phone,” I muttered.

“Pfft, Mercs don’t know what that is,” Taylor scoffed. “But I mean, no signal in space, so ...”

“But I have signal,” I said, holding the phone up and turning around, finding five bars everywhere. It made no sense, there weren’t any phone towers in space, unless ...

“What if we never took off?”

The two captives looked at me with wide eyes.

“Where else would we be?” Miko intoned.

I tapped on the Google Maps app and grinned. “In Franklin—Echotree State Park.”

“You’re kidding me?” Taylor was by my side, staring down at my phone like it was a million-dollar bill.

“You know what this means, right?” I said, a smile creeping up my lips, “It means we’re breaking out of this place.”
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​CHAPTER SIX
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DON’T EVER TRY THIS AT HOME

“There is no way out of here,” Taylor scoffed. “We’ve tried.”

“Yeah, well, you have a secret weapon now,” I said, bursting with false confidence. Call it desperation, but there was a fire in my belly, and it was growing.

“What?” Taylor snorted. “A Terran?”

“Exactly,” I replied, marching to the door. It was sturdy and probably reinforced. It looked like one of those doors on tugboats, all thick and metal and impenetrable. “Anyone have martial arts training?”

Nobody answered. A plan was forming in my head, growing from hours of TV marathons and action movies. I had no experience, but I couldn’t just sit here. I felt like a caged animal, and it filled me with an insane amount of adrenaline and an urge to run, to get out, to free myself.

Heck, I really wanted to go on that date.

I indicated for Miko to stand up and hold her chair. She gripped it tightly, giving me a quick nod of understanding. Good. I hoped she was up to the task.

“You can’t be serious,” scoffed Taylor, but I ignored them. When this goes pear-shaped, they would have every right to say, ‘I told you so’ but until then ...

“Help!” I shouted, adopting an awful falsetto impression, astonished at how terrible my voice sounded. “Oh gosh, is there somebody out there? I’m going to burst.”

I screamed until my voice was hoarse and my throat dry and raspy, but I didn’t give up. The words burned with every shout. Finally, I heard footsteps approaching. We all did, exchanging looks and nods. The sound echoed like gunshots on metal. Miko grasped the chair tighter.

“Oh, come on, shut uuuup. What is this about?” whined a gruff voice from the other side of the door. I clenched my legs together and hopped from foot to foot.

“I’ve got to pee,” I insisted. It wasn’t hard to fake—I really had to go. Call it a nervous bladder, then add it to the list of reasons I needed to get out of here. “Please, I need a toilet!”

“Well, hold it in?” It sounded uncertain. Perfect.

“I can’t,” I whined. “I’m going to wet myself, and you know how corrosive Terran pee is, right?”

No reply so I pushed the act a little further, hoping that, like with the phone, this guy knew hardly anything about my planet.

“Look, I’m really sorry, okay?” I said, still pushing the awful little girl voice. “I don’t mean to cause any trouble. It’s just the way I am. If I pee in here, it’ll burn a hole through your ship.”

“Don’t let her do it, sir!” Taylor added in their most pleading voice. “I’ve lived with Terrans for half a century. I’ve seen what they’re capable of. And their urine, it’s—”

The latch clicked, and the door hissed as it opened. I took a step back, breathing deeply, knowing what was going to happen next and hoping, pleading, that this wasn’t going to be the last thing I ever saw.

The second the door opened, before Miko even had a chance to strike, Taylor shoved their shirt over our captor’s face, muffling his screams. It was then that Miko thwacked him with the chair. The echo reverberated through the cell, and he crumpled to the floor.

Okay, so that was easier than expected.

Taylor retrieved the shirt, putting it back on as Miko and I dragged the bounty hunter into the cell. Wow, the man was heavy. I was grateful for the help and impressed with Miko’s strength. We flipped him onto his back. It was the man from the park—my abductor.

He looked different without the hat and trench coat. His ears pointed up and away from his face, like a bat, and I wondered how much of that face was his own. Did he have a skin wrap, like Miko? Just how alien was this guy?

I didn’t care. I was mad that he had kidnapped me and gave him a swift kick in the gut. Go ahead, call me petty—you get abducted, see if you like it.

“What now?” Taylor hissed, glaring at the unconscious man.

“Now we get out of here,” I said, surprised they were turning to me for leadership. Then again, I was the one who had gotten us this far. “We’re in the forest, in Echotree, so we can run in a straight line until we reach the freeway and signal for help. But we can’t let the others know we’re out, so we must act fast. How many in the crew?”

“One other man that we know of,” said Taylor. “There could be more.”

Miko clung to her chair, holding two of the legs firmly. “I can scissor this.”

“Thanks, Miko.”

I wish I could tell you more about the ship. I mean, it’s not every day you get to see an alien spacecraft. It’s also not every day you get abducted and held in one. With getting out being priority numero uno, I didn’t take the time to inspect my surroundings. All I saw were metal walls slick with condensation as we tiptoed through the hallways. Long wires and pipes followed the corridors. Every few feet, there were patches of silver tape on the walls. The craft was really showing its age.

And it certainly wasn’t a flying saucer.

We turned a corner, and suddenly there were voices. Lots of them. Angry voices. And horses? Why were there horses?

“Gruik, get back here,” bellowed someone over the din. “The dragons are back. I’m not putting this on pause for you!”

I peeked into the room. It looked like a cargo bay, large and wide enough for lots of crates, but it fitted into a kitchen or dining room. There was what looked like a bar with a fridge on it and some dull-looking patio furniture. A lone man sat with his feet propped on a small, metal table, a desktop monitor in front of him. It was hooked up to cable, and I saw our abductor was enjoying a recent episode of Games of Thrones while eating popcorn.

Miko didn’t wait. With a murderous war cry that could have meant anything from “This is the end!” to “I will murder your family,” she rushed into the room and slammed the chair into the man’s head. Before he could turn around, he collapsed. She thwacked him again repeatedly until he stopped moving. The grimace etched on her face could mean only one thing—murder.

She turned and grinned at us, giving a thumbs-up with her lizard hand. Her long, blonde hair was still silky and straight, barely disheveled. There wasn’t a splash of blood on her.

“Nice going,” I said, trying not to act too freaked out, though my levels of panic skyrocketed when I saw the man on the floor. It was the man from the park bench, the guy casually reading his newspaper, or so I had thought when I had seen him this morning. I guess he was spying on me, too. Now that was just creepy. Who else was involved? Marcy? Matt? Dany?

Arthur?

“We need to get out of here,” Taylor said, tugging my sleeve.

I didn’t need to be told twice. I followed them to the door, a big metal thing large enough to dwarf a garage. My heart pounded at the thought of freedom.

It pounded even harder when I heard footsteps.

“Open the damn door!” I screamed as the fake detective shuffled into the room, groggy but obviously furious. He held a hand to his head. His wig had been ripped, revealing parched, red skin underneath. “Do it now!”

Taylor slammed their hand against the red button, and the cargo door creeped open. The metal slab lowering into a ramp wasn’t in the rush we were. Sunlight poured in, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw with absolute certainty we were still on Earth.

“Hurry it up!” I shouted.

“I’m doing what I can,” Taylor snapped, banging the button even harder. It wasn’t helping

“Pancakes,” Miko snorted and slammed her chair on the button.

The door flew open with a defective clunk. Before I could thank her, the detective roared and rushed at us with a sudden burst of energy. I jumped out of the way and kept running.

The world outside, thankfully, was not the cold, uncaring void of space, but the warm woods of the local forest. Still, a shitty place to sprint through. But we ran anyway—we had to. Our abductor was right behind us. Right now, Miko and Taylor were not my friends—they were competition. All I had to do to be safe was outrun them.

The cold air burned my throat, making my breath shallow. My heart pounded so hard I could feel its beat in my fingertips. My feet slapped the ground as I ran; each stride was like stabbing myself with a knife.

Running absolutely sucked.

I didn’t know how people did it in the movies. I had expected the adrenaline to help more. The only reason I kept running was because I knew that if I slowed down, it would mean getting abducted by aliens—again—and I wasn’t going to let that happen. Even if it meant setting my lungs on fire and forcing my legs to move more than they had in the last three years combined. The only marathons I ran were on Netflix, and those were from the comfort of my couch.

I heard cars in the distance; a road, please, Lord, let it be a road. But as I ran, it sounded more like the road was coming toward me. The sound grew louder, rising until it was on top of me, and a car—my car—burst through the underbrush, flying over leaves and twigs. It let out a honk, and shock propelled me to the side.

It might have been old and battered with a huge dent in the fender from the incident the night before, but at this moment, it looked like a chariot made of gold. At its reins was Zander, complete with sandy robes and those big, red stains.

The car spun and skidded to a halt before me and the passenger side door flew open. I dove in, slamming it shut behind me, breathing heavily as I gripped my seat.

“Are you all right?” asked Zander, jamming his foot on the accelerator and throwing the car forward.

“I’m fine.” I panted, trying to catch my breath as my head slammed against the headrest. “But we have to get the others.”

“On it.” Zander slammed his foot down on the accelerator, propelling us forward.

“This is my car.”

“I needed a rescue vehicle. I didn’t think you’d mind. Up ahead.”

I leaned into the backseat and grabbed the handle to the back door, throwing it open when Taylor was upon us. The alien jumped in without hesitation.

“What’s this crappy car?” Taylor asked, panting.

“It’s my car,” I replied. “Where’s the guy?”

“After Miko,” they said as they buckled their seat belt. “I think he had her. Who’s that?”

“A friend, I think. Which way?”

Zander didn’t need me answering questions for him; he was already driving in the right direction, weaving through the trees like they weren’t even there. I bit my lip, urging myself to calm down, feeling somewhat safe with Zander at the wheel and yet utterly terrified for Miko.

“Grab the wheel,” Zander shouted, shattering my illusion of safety.

“What?”

“Grab it!”

I leaned over the stick shift and put both hands on the wheel. Zander, meanwhile, gazed out the window, searching for something. We saw it at the same time: Miko standing strong, feet planted like roots, swinging the chair like a fiery sword. The false detective dodged it easily, grinning like it was a grotesque game.

Without warning, the driver’s seat was empty. My hands were the only ones at the wheel, and we were heading right for Miko. I grabbed tight and hoisted myself into the driver’s seat, just in time to swing the car around to miss careening into them, but not fast enough to miss the scene that would change my life forever—the sight of Zander knocking out our captor cold.

But only after he appeared out of nowhere.

I slammed my foot on the brakes. Zander grabbed Miko and hauled her to the car, tossing her into the back as Taylor opened the door, before climbing into the passenger seat beside me.

I guess it was my turn to drive.

“Petals to the medals!” Miko shouted.

“What?”

“Drive!”

“Yup.” I floored it, and we took off into the forest, hopefully in the direction of my home.

Zander had made navigating around the trees seem easy. They tested my reflexes, forcing me to swerve at every turn. I didn’t have any sense of direction; all I knew was that I had to drive and keep driving.

“Holy shit, you’re him,” Miko said with a fangirlish squeal.

“Who?” Zander asked.

“You’re, like, him.”

“What she means to say is that you’re the guy everyone’s after,” Taylor supplied. “Thanks for the rescue, anyway.”

“Can I get an eggplant?” she asked.

“I beg your pardon?” Zander stammered.

“Her translator’s on the fritz,” I relayed. “Makes her spout gibberish.”

“Oh, I can fix that,” he said. “Hand it over.”

“It’s in my pumpkin.”

“Oh,” he replied as if he understood.

“No offense,” Taylor said, “but what the heck are you doing here? I thought you were some kind of—”

“I’m a lot of things.” Zander glanced at her, and, though I couldn’t see his expression, from what I could see of hers in the rearview mirror, he had given her a meaningful look. “I’m a lot of things, but I’m here to help. Speaking of which, you may want to cover your ears.”

The draconic sound of a jet taking off above us shook the car and everyone inside. It hovered over the treetops, and it was coming for us.

I guess our abductors didn’t care much for the ‘alive’ part of dead or alive because they started shooting at us.

Plasma beams. Actual plasma beams. Well, I think they were plasma beams, but I was too busy driving to check them out.

“Pickle,” Miko shouted.

“We’re all going to die,” Taylor snarled, “in a car with the criminal that time forgot.”

“Hey, come on,” Zander said. I wasn’t sure which part of the sentence offended him most. “Give me some credit. This has been just saved your life, and I’m not a criminal; I probably should have started with that. Oh, and no, you’re not going to die. Well, you are going to die, one day, but—”

“Zander,” I snapped. “What do we do?”

“You?” he said. “Keep driving. Don’t look back.”

“And where are you going?”

Before I could finish my sentence, he was gone, from the car at least, leaving the three of us to flee from the flying hell-beast of a ship as fast as we could.

“He’s hot sauce.” Miko chuckled from the backseat. She didn’t seem all that scared anymore.

“Did you mean—”

“I know what I said.”

The forest floor rumbled, and, just like that, the thunder was gone. Just ... gone. I breathed a sigh of relief.

“You think it’s over?” Taylor asked.

“It’s done.” Once again, Zander had found a way to appear in my car without any kind of warning, making me jump a foot in the air. He didn’t open the door. He didn’t climb through the window. No sound to announce his approach; no flash of light. One minute he was there, when a second before he wasn’t.

“Holy shit,” Taylor said, snatching the words right out of my mouth.

“Don’t you ever knock?” I asked.

He gave me a glowing smile. “When I’m not busy making sure everyone’s in one piece and saving lives and all, yes, I do. You’re welcome, by the way.”

I grumbled my thanks, and his smile widened.

How was this man smiling? I was sure he had taken down an alien spaceship with his bare hands, wearing nothing more than a bloody toga. One that was still, somehow, dropping sand in my car—and now pine needles too.

“Is it over?” Taylor asked, pragmatic as always. Well, I say always, I hadn’t known them for much more than an hour. But after an ordeal like that? It felt like the longest hour in my life, a real eternity.

“Yes,” Zander said. “It’s over.”

I hoped he was telling the truth. In any case, I slowed the car. Just so there was no chance we’d ruin this victory by having me crash into a tree.
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​CHAPTER SEVEN
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I FINALLY GET SOME ANSWERS AROUND HERE

“Will I ever see you again?”

Miko grasped Zander’s forearms as she stood before him on the platform. Her hands were covered by pristine, white gloves now. Much better than having her lizard hand exposed for everyone to see.

“Probably not,” he said curtly. He was still in the bloody, sandy robes. “I’m not staying on this planet long.”

“Oh.” Her face fell. “Well, thank you for saving us.”

I turned to Taylor, who rolled their eyes. The two of us sat on a bench, waiting for the train. Taylor was still on the run from—I never did get their names—more bounty hunters, but, for now, it was safe enough for them to recover their things and create a new identity elsewhere.

I was happy for them.

“Be careful around that man,” Taylor said, jerking their chin toward Zander. “He might not be the criminal from years ago, but the bounty hunters want him for something. He’s trouble, Sally.”

“Miko seems to think he’s the guy from her local legend.”

“I was in a cell with her for three days.” Taylor sighed, “Miko believes a lot of things. Believes in a lot of things.”

Which was the moment Miko chose to grab Zander’s face with both hands, bringing it down for a very large, very loud kiss. His eyes widened. For all we had just witnessed of him being an alien action hero, he was completely incapable of ripping away from her grasp.

“I’d love to trade numbers, you know.” Taylor’s cold exterior broke, and they put a hand on my shoulder. “I know I’m the first extraterrestrial you’ve met. Well, that you know of. I’d love to keep talking, but it’s going to be tough with the new identity and all.”

“I wouldn’t even know where to start. With the questions, I mean, not with changing identities. I guess. I just ... where are you from? Which planet? What species? What brings you here? And ... I don’t know. My mind’s spinning.”

“I’ve always known we weren’t alone in the universe,” Taylor replied, “so I can’t imagine how hard it is for you to deal with the fact that, well, aliens exist. Though I guess we’re not the only illegal aliens in this country, there’ll be others.” They paused. “My real name is Gorrin of the Second Setting House, the last offspring of Maveen. I was born on a small planet named Kel, in a binary system. My species? We call ourselves ‘us’ I guess. It’s hard to translate concepts you don’t have words for. If I weren’t wearing my skin wrap, you’d probably pass out. My real body isn’t exactly corporeal like yours. My life, my customs, the history of my planet could fill books on Earth, but, you know, it doesn’t have a Starbucks. For me, Kel was kind of dull, which was why I left.”

“Whoa.”

I couldn’t think of anything else to say. My head hurt from all this new information, and I felt exhausted. My hands trembled on my lap as I sat in silence. Miko returned, leaving Zander and his bashful-looking face to lean awkwardly against one of the trees lining the platform.

“That’s us, Taylor.” Miko indicated to the train approaching the station. My new friend nodded.

“I’d love to say we’ll talk soon, but I think this is goodbye,” Taylor said, getting up. I stood and wrapped my arms around them. I was hugging someone not born on my planet. It was pretty cool.

“You can track me down on Facebook once you’re settled,” I told them.

“I’m adding you the second I get home,” announced Miko, next in line for a hug.

“I look forward to it.” I grinned, squeezing the petite reptilian. Her grasp was tight and strong, and somewhere in the deep recesses of my mind, I knew that she could easily crush me if she wanted to.

I watched them climb aboard and waved as they rode away. Soon, their train was just a speck of dust on the horizon. They were gone, and I knew I would never see either again.

It was a weird feeling. We had been through something awful together, something no one else would ever know, something life changing. There was a new kind of confidence running through my veins that hadn’t been there before, and the warmth was readily welcomed.

Plus, I had met aliens, which meant my personal world had gotten about a zillion times larger. It was kind of amazing. No, who am I kidding? It was incredibly amazing to know that we were not alone in the universe.

Or to know that some aliens had a thing for Starbucks, which I would never have expected. Maybe there’s hope for Earth yet.

Zander was waiting for me by the tree line at the edge of the platform. I hadn’t expected him to stick around. I honestly thought he would take off like he had last night, but I was glad he stayed. It was time for answers.

I walked to him, the thousands of things I wanted to say running through my mind. Why was he here? Who was he really? What was going on? Why was he able to do what he did? All questions I was desperate to ask. But when I reached him, I just stood there, mouth opening and closing like a fish. No words came out.

“Um,” he started, the opposite of the self-assured man from the car. “Are you going to be all right?”

“Yeah, I think so. I just—I don’t know where to start. I mean, you saved my life—why?”

“Oh, come on. He scratched the back of his head. “They only wanted you because of me. I couldn’t let you suffer because of my mistake.”

“You realize they were counting on that? It was a trap. If we hadn’t gotten out, you might be ...”

“Not to sound boastful, but I did bring their ship down in four minutes and thirty-three seconds—by myself. Trust me, I would have gotten you out of there no matter what.” He shrugged. “I guess they were counting on me having a conscience. I didn’t realize I had gotten so ... predictable.” He twisted his mouth around the word like it was rot on his tongue.

“Hey, would you like some coffee or something? Or dinner?” I offered, seeing the look on his face. “As a thank you for saving my life?”

“That’s not necessary.”

“I insist,” I said. “Have you eaten since last night?”

“No.”

“Then come on.” I didn’t know why but I had the urge to help him, maybe out of relief from being saved or maybe out of a need to have him around so I could fill my curiosity about the universe. I knew that if he walked away, it would leave me feeling guilty for the rest of my life.

Plus, I sure as heck needed answers.

“I don’t want to impose ...”

“It’s no bother. We’ll see about getting you cleaned up, too. You can’t walk around town like that.”

“Oh?” He looked down at himself. “Is it the clothes? They don’t seem to be the norm around here.”

“Bloody rags haven’t been the fashion for over a thousand years, and probably not on this continent. And why are you still wearing them?”

“I slept in them.”

“I’ll help you track down something to wear,” I assured him. “Come on, let’s get you cleaned up. You’ve been walking around looking like an axe murderer for long enough.”

I decided I would drive. I wasn’t expecting him to get behind the wheel again, though it was obvious he knew where I lived seeing as he had taken my car from the street outside my apartment. I didn’t want to think about how he knew these things. If he had been stalking me, it had helped to save my life.

I saw my canvas bag on the floor of the passenger side. He must have found it in the park and brought it along, which was very thoughtful for a rescue mission.

“Thanks,” I said, pointing at the bag.

“Oh, you’re welcome.” Zander grinned. “Look, I’m sorry I wasn’t around to stop that man. I ... I ... well ...” He shrugged. “Actually, I don’t have an excuse.”

“You don’t need one.” I backed up the car, pulling us out of the parking lot. “You’re not my keeper.”

“Still, I knew there was a chance this could happen. The second we talked, I put you in danger. I waited in your park just in case.”

“Just talking to you gets people abducted?”

“I have, well, I guess, um—” he stumbled over his words. “I have a few enemies. They don’t like me.”

“The mercenary dude said you were dangerous. He said if I didn’t turn you in thousands would die.”

“Sally, are you really going to believe the word of a man who tried to kill you over the one who stopped him from doing so?”

It was the first time he had said my name, and for some reason, it struck me as odd. It was more than a name on his tongue. It was a spell, an incantation. Begging me, insisting that I believe him and trust him. It worked.

“Is it because you’re some kind of historic criminal? Or a hero?”

“You’ve seen what I can do. The whole—”

“Teleporting thingy?”

“That thing, yeah.” He smiled sheepishly. “Blayde calls it jumping. It fits better. Spontaneous atomic displacement sounded sad.”

“So, they want you for that?” I shuddered. “Because you can teleport here and there?”

“I can go anywhere in the universe. Well, it’s completely random, but hey, I won’t bore you with the specifics. Some people are out to study me; some just don’t want me out and about. But in a way, they’re all asking the same questions. Who is Zander? Why does he heal so quickly? Why does he do those things the way he does? Why is it that every time he eats a pancake, half the universe suddenly thinks about whales?”

“Really?”

“It happened once, at least.”

We turned the corner and arrived on my street. I pulled up onto the curb, and with a stutter, my poor car finally stopped. I didn’t know if it would start back up again, but I patted the dashboard, thankful for it holding up this long.

“I do have a question for you, though,” Zander said, fixing his gray-green eyes on mine. “What did I look like in the photograph he showed you?”

“You looked ... bashed up. Pretty badly bashed up actually.” Your nose was cut, and there were chunks missing out of your jaw, like, big gaping chunks. But that couldn’t have been you, could it?”

“Was it a mug shot or a vacation shot? Hold on, was I holding a turtle?” I swear he said all of this with a straight face. “Or was I wearing ... plaid?”

“Mug shot,” I recalled, “and you were wearing a pink button-down shirt. With a ... a palm tree on the pocket. Gold sunglasses hung from the front.”

“Thank the Almighty.” He sighed, a hand rising to support his head, fingers running through the greasy hair. He closed his eyes. “That’s good.”

“How is that good?” I tried not to be judgmental, but hey. “Why do you have a mug shot? Why was your face all—”

“They’re not Alliance.” He grinned. “The mercs were contractors. It means the bounty hunters are the only ones who know I’m here. No one’s coming back for me. No one’s going to bother you again—ever.”

We exchanged smiles, and though I didn’t get half of what he was saying, I understood enough to feel relieved. Hopefully, it meant no more alien abductions anytime soon.

“But what’s the Alliance?” I asked, breaking our grinning match.

“Maybe we should get out of the car?” Zander suggested, unbuckling his seat belt. Why a man like him found the need for a seat belt, I’d never know. Maybe he assumed they were customary.

“Sure,” I said and got out. Looking up at my apartment, I felt as if I had returned from a long, long trip. It was weird being home after everything that had just happened.

“So, the Alliance is, um”—Zander waved his hand in the air—“a group of planets. They’re the closest union to you guys here on Earth, so they tend to think of Earth as being under their wing. You know, Earth might get tourists from time to time, but really everyone thinks this place is the boondocks. They’ve got rules against showing themselves to civilizations that aren’t ready for contact yet, though I thought they had already. Wasn’t there some kind of contact at Roswell? Fifty ... sixty years back?”

“The jury is still out on that,” I answered. A smile crept on my face as I unlocked the front door to my building. “The government said it was a weather balloon.”

“The weather balloon was a weather balloon.” He rolled his eyes. “The ship, though. Typical. I’ve been to a few pre-contact civilizations, and it’s always the same. If you find out too much and you’re too primitive, the Alliance will talk to your leaders to keep it hushed up. Don’t worry. As soon as you guys settle down, lose the wars and such, they’ll come to you.”

“There hasn’t been any sign of intelligent life out there. Well, yet,” I said as we climbed the stairs. “And you’re telling me there are whole planetary alliance thingies?”

“Not always very good ones,” he muttered. “But ... yes.”

“So, the ship in the park?” I shuddered. “It’s not going to make the news, is it?”

“Not if the agency has anything to do with it, no.”

“The agency?”

“Travel agency,” he said with a shrug. “Keeps the tourists coming, and keeps it safe for them to come back. Basically, it’s the Alliance’s branch out here.”

“Right?” I unlocked the door to my apartment and was so, so glad I had cleaned up before leaving this morning. The place didn’t look spotless, not by a long shot, but at least it didn’t imply that I was a slob. No one needed to know that about me.

“Shower’s through there,” I said, pointing to the white door down the hallway. “And there are towels available, help yourself.”

“Thank you,” he replied. He smiled, and I realized I was smiling, too, despite my exhaustion.

I didn’t have anything that would fit him, clothing wise. I could tell that under his layers of wrap he was a large man, even my baggiest clothes wouldn’t fit him. I had to do something I dreaded—I had to bring someone else into this mess.

I went to knock on Jules’s door.

He had always been nice to me. He’d been helpful from the first day we met when he carried my table and sofa into the apartment and I could only pay him in pizza. And he wasn’t the type to judge, which was a definite plus. Though I had never really understood how he could be constantly cheerful. He was the kind of neighbor everyone wanted. If anybody could help, he could—and better than that, he would.

So, I knocked on his door. He opened it with that winning grin he never seemed to lose.

“Sally!” He said it like I had made his day.

“Jules, it’s good to see you,” I replied, his cheerfulness rubbing off on me already.

“Hey, are you all right?” 

“Yeah, I’m fine. I’m sorry, Jules, I need your help. Do you have some clothes I could borrow?”

“Like ... your kind of clothes, or ...”

Of course, Zander decided to look out my apartment door. He was completely shirtless, probably only one step from shedding his bloody garments. My cheeks burned. He waved casually at Jules.

“Ah, yes. Well, I can help with that,” Jules said. He grinned a sheepish smile and left for a second, coming back with a nice pair of jeans and a shirt, as well as socks and other helpful items. He even had a toothbrush on his pile of things.

“I hope these fit. What happened to um, the ...?”

Well, he had me there. I couldn’t tell Jules that Zander’s clothes, if you could even call them that, were covered in blood. At least with what Jules was imagining, there wouldn’t be much of an inquiry, not that he’d believe me if I told him the truth.

Jules winked at me. I winked back, feeling slightly embarrassed.

“Thanks, bro,” Zander said, a perfect imitation of the boys on campus.

Jules waved back. “Don’t mention it, man.”

I rushed back into the apartment, handing Zander the stack of clothes. He had peeled the wrap from his shoulders to reveal a heavily muscled chest, the likes you only saw in action films. It was more than just impressive. I could count every one of his abs—there was one too many, but I’ll chock it up to him being alien—and his skin glistened with sweat. My stomach flipped.

“Um, did you find the towels?” I said, walking to the bathroom and handing him the fluffiest one I could find while avoiding staring.

“Thanks,” he said, reaching to undo the rest of the wrap bunched around his waist. Sand fell on my bath mat; it’d probably never come out again. I spun around. While he didn’t care too much for modesty, I sure did.

Come on, I’d had a weird day. I wasn’t looking forward to adding alien genitalia to the list of things I’d seen.

“I’ll get out of your hair,” I muttered.

I sat on my couch in silence, listening to the shower run. The water washing sand off an alien, the man who had saved my life.

To think I had started this by running him over with my car. Now, he was getting cleaned in my shower, after doing who knows what to the aliens who had tried to abduct me.

Maybe he had killed them.

I realized I didn’t care.

“Right,” I said, pulling myself up. “This is obviously a crazy dream brought on by the shock of being fired from work. A panic attack on steroids. So, this? All this? It’s imagined. My subconscious is trying to tell me something.”

“I can assure you, it’s real,” Zander said, stepping out of the bathroom, drying his hair with the fluffy towel. He was dressed, thank goodness, and he cleaned up well. “But don’t ask me to prove that.”

“A dream would say that.”

“And what kind of dream would invent a person like me? Have you ever seen anyone who looks like me? Who dresses like me? Who can drive like me? Who can appear ... hold on, I may fail to sound convincing.”

“So, what happens next?”

“I’m sticking around on this planet until my sister gets back,” he said, plopping down on the couch. “As I was saying, jumping long distances is difficult and pretty random. It isn’t an exact science. There’s no system of guidance. Space is so big, you know? There’s a lot of empty between the places with solid ground. When I jump, it takes all my willpower to find a spot that’s safe to land. I never know where that is. Last night, we were in a bit of trouble, and I had to get off a planet in a hurry. Earth was in the right place at the right time, but I jumped before she did. I think the thwack with your vehicle made it impossible for her to lock on my arrival point. She has no idea where I am.”

“But you left a message on her phone. She can track you down, right?”

“Sure, once she jumps to Earth, which is one chance in ... about one hundred and fifty-eight million. She has to get here first, right here, in whatever this town is. Consider space-time, and she might just make it in time to see your great-granddaughter buying her first house.”

“Wait, what?” I asked. “Why that long?”

“Ever hear about the theory of relativity? Time dilation?”

“Vaguely.”

“It’ll take too long to explain, but basically, when you travel at the speed of light—”

“You can’t travel at the speed of light.”

Zander rolled his eyes “—or nearly at the speed of light, you age slower than those around you. We can go from one place to another in what feels like an instant, but sometimes years can pass between each pit stop. Like, I’ve been on Earth before, but ages might have passed for your people.”

“So, what will you do now? Are you going to jump to someplace else, find your sister?”

“No, I need to stay put. If I leave this spot—and by this spot, I mean this city, not your armchair—I could lose her forever. She needs to find me, not the other way around. She’s better at jumping. She can’t decide what planet to land on either, but if we get separated, she always tracks me down eventually. We usually jump simultaneously, so we don’t end up in completely different galaxies. If she grabs my hand or if we’re close to each other, at least, we tend to always end up in the same place. She must not be too far away. It might take years. Centuries. But I’ll wait.”

“Why can’t you just go home?” I asked. “You can jump there, can’t you?”

“No, I can’t,” he said. “The universe is so big. In space, there is an infinity of directions. I have no idea where home is at this point. Or if it’s still there after all this time.”

It hit me then how lonely he was. He was used to traveling the universe with his sister, but now, he was truly alone. Stuck on this planet. My planet. And it was my fault.

The doorbell rang, and my heart leaped. You’d think after all the excitement, I would have learned to stay put by this point.

But it was only Marcy. Marcy, who had been waiting for me in the park as I was abducted. Marcy, who was already worried enough about me as it was, whom I had forgotten to text.

“It’s my friend Marcy, could you—”

But when I turned around, he wasn’t there. He had disappeared once again, leaving me to deal with a livid Marcy, with nothing but sand to support my story.
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​CHAPTER EIGHT
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MESSY THINGS YOU CAN’T CLEAN WITH A SPONGE

Zander had disappeared, again. He was just gone. I guess I was starting to get used to it, but it still hit me like a blast of cold water. He hadn’t even said goodbye. And, come on, who leaves a person alone when their world had been turned upside down?

Marcy barged through my door, a bottle of inexpensive Chianti under her arm and a frown the size of the Mississippi river on her face. She brushed past me and through to the living room, depositing the bottle on the kitchen island before I could utter a word.

“Don’t,” she ordered, grabbing a glass out of the cupboard and pouring me a drink. She held it toward me, indicating I should sit down.

“I’m really sorry, Marce. I’ve ... I’ve had an awful few hours.”

“You and me both, sister.” She scowled. “Why haven’t you been picking up your phone? I’ve been calling and calling. I thought something awful had happened to you.”

I pulled my phone out of my pocket—dead. It must have died after I used the map app. I had been very lucky to get Matt’s call when I did.

“Something did,” I said, before realizing that there was no way I could tell her what really happened.

Her eyes widened, her frown inexplicably growing. The Mississippi had breached its banks. “What?”

What, indeed? I had been abducted—then saved—by aliens, and, yes, aliens did exist and were somehow living amongst us, enjoying Starbucks and getting outted on Instagram.

Marcy didn’t push. She ran to me, flying around the kitchen counter and wrapping her arms around my shaking body. I hugged her back, my grip tightening as I let the events of the day wash over me.

Oh, Marcy. I don’t deserve you.

“You’re one of those people that are only supposed to exist in fairy tales, Marce.”

“Nope, just a good friend.” She forced a smile. “A friend who knows when her bestie isn’t being straight with her. So, come on, tell me what’s going on. Also, this bottle is all we have. I won’t allow any more, all right?”

“Got it.” I nodded. “Where’d it come from?”

“Got it for my birthday. Thought you could use it more than me. So, tell me.”

“Tell you what?”

“Everything,” she said, rolling her eyes. “What happened today?”

I let out a heavy sigh and waved her over to the sofa; this would take a while. Marcy grabbed the bottle and her glass and sat on the plush armchair while I collapsed on the couch. Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she slipped it out, placing it on the coffee table next to the bottle without reading the text.

“It started last night,” I explained. It was time to get this off my chest. Well, not all of it, but enough so my friend could help me. “I hit a ... a deer or something ... with my car.”

“You what?”

“A deer,” I repeated, going for a sip. The red liquid tasted strong on my tongue, making me frown. It was hitting me harder than it should have. “I think it was pretty bad, too, but it ran into the woods, so I never got to see it.”

“Ouch.” Marcy shook her head. “Not good.”

“So, today at lunch, I knew I couldn’t take the car, so I started walking ...”

“Yeah?”

“And got mugged,” I said, putting all the emotional punch into it that I could.

“Holy shit on a crab cake.” Marcy flew to my side. “Are you okay? What happened?”

“Don’t worry, I’m not hurt or anything,” I said. “He had a gun, though, Marcy. I was really shaken up. I kind of, well, I know I should have called you sooner, but I went to the cops.”

“Understandable.” Marcy nodded, ignoring her buzzing phone. “Are you okay? Did he ...?”

“Just my wallet, thank god.” I was surprised by how easily the lies spilled. “The cops found it, but they didn’t catch the guy.”

“Aww, honey.” Marcy reached over to give me a tight squeeze. “You going to be all right?”

“I’m fine.” I smiled, trying to make the lie the truth and push the real events from my mind. “I love the fact you’re here.”

“Hey, that’s what friends are for. But, um, last night—”

“It’s okay, Marcy.” I held up a hand. “I get it. And you’re right—I need to get out more. Live my life.”

“I didn’t mean to—”

“I get it. It’s fine,” I insisted. “I’ve been in a slump for a little while, and—”

“A little while?” Marcy scoffed and smiled. “It’s been two whole years, Sally. Since John ...”

I froze. That was a name I couldn’t hear. Not right now, not when everything else was such a mess. Panic rose and I forced myself to remember how to breathe.

Marcy’s face paled.

“Don’t say his name.” I gripped the couch for support. Every time my brother came up in conversation, I shut down.

“Hon, have you taken your meds?”

“Yes.” Another lie. With everything going on, I hadn’t had time. I should have been worried about this. I wasn’t. 

“I’m worried about you, Sally Webber,” she said, using my whole name like it was a plea. “I don’t know how to help.”

“It’s okay,” I said. My panic subsided, which surprised me. It was unusual for it to pass that quickly. Something was different. “Has it really been two years? I guess ... yeah, it has. But I’m ready for a change now, you know?”

“Don’t do anything you don’t want to do,” she insisted, sneaking a glance at her phone as it buzzed again, but she didn’t touch it. “I’m not trying to pressure you into anything, understand? I just hate to see you like this.”

I smiled. “All I need is ... a job, a roommate, and, well, a life.”

“Take a day off first,” said Marcy, glancing around. “And what’s with all the sand? When was the last time you went to the beach?”

“Ugh, true,” I agreed, trying to brush it off. “But for now—Netflix? We can hit some Firefly eps. I have cake mix in the cupboard. We can make a feast.”

“Perfect.” Marcy grinned. “And I’ve got to tell you about Dany.”

“From last night?”

“Yes, her,” she said, brimming. “We got talking and never really stopped.”

As if to agree, the phone buzzed again. This time, she picked it up, read the past few messages, and giggled in an oddly adorable way. I watched her quietly; I hadn’t expected my day to get any weirder.
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