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        The universe seems neither benign nor hostile, merely indifferent.
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        I’m not saying it was aliens  …  but it was aliens.
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      Squinting against the harsh fluorescent glow, Thom Grant clutched his forehead and exhaled a feeble groan, his sandpaper tongue clinging to the arid desert landscape of his upper palate. Sour notes of unwashed nether regions and the fishy ammonia tang of dried urine scoured his nostrils. The cell walls orbited the planetary center of his throbbing skull, doing their best impersonation of a malfunctioning carnival ride.

      He rolled to his side on the hard cot, placing one slippered foot onto the cold slab floor to halt the pirouetting of the room.

      Swing your partner round and round, Thom thought, clenching his eyelids.

      He waited until the walls finished their whirling do-si-do, hefted himself to a seated position with another groan, and hung his head between his knees, the simple act sapping him of what little energy he possessed.

      “Welcome back. It’ll pass in a sec. It’s the gas. Don’t puke or I’ll lose my lunch too.”

      Thom lifted his weighted head to face the voice which still reverberated in his skull. The man sitting on the opposite cot offered a teasing salute.

      “Not gonna puke,” Thom said, his own slurred voice assaulting his ears, echoing in his head. “And please don’t yell.”

      The man—Zeke or Zach, Thom couldn’t quite recall at the moment—lifted his chin to Thom’s left. “They brought us food while you were passed out.”

      A beige tray with a lumpy pale glop at its center sat before the closed hatch at the base of the cell door. A white plastic spoon stood erect in the thick gruel, a paper cup of orange juice nestled next to the disgusting porridge.

      Thom’s stomach swirled with nausea. “You can have it. It’s not what I ordered.”

      “No thanks. I had mine. That’s the worst oatmeal I’ve ever tasted. I mean, how do you fuck up oatmeal? Besides, you should eat, keep your strength up. Just give yourself a few minutes and you’ll be scarfing that shit down.”

      Thom’s cellmate appeared to be in his mid to late thirties (Thom never asked a person their age, always fearful they’d ask him to guess). The hospital johnny the man wore barely covered his burly corn-fed frame, and the heels of his hulking feet drooped off the back of his slippers. Several traditional style tattoos peeked through the woolly hairs on his beefy arms. His long brown mane, pulled taut into a ponytail, ended at mid-back. Thom knew the look and had pegged the behemoth as a biker the moment he’d laid eyes on him. He took in the stained dressing swaddling the man’s fire log of a calf and lifted a weak finger toward the wound. “They treat your leg since they brought you here?”

      “Pfft. Fuck if I know. The bandage is new, but the wound hurts like hell and won’t stop seeping. What about your arm?”

      Glancing to the soiled dressing encircling his forearm where his MOTHER tattoo once resided, Thom shook his head. “Same as far as I can tell. They aren’t very receptive to questions. I'm pretty sure it’s a new bandage, but like yours, it won’t stop bleeding, and yeah, it throbs like the dickens. What the hell are they doing with us while we’re under?”

      Zeke (or Zach) scratched the shadowy stubble on his cheeks. “Beats the shit out of me. They shaved my beard off for one thing, probably so the gas mask fits tighter, which pisses me off to no end. But my guess is they’re checking to see if we’re infected from those things.”

      “We’re obviously not infected,” Thom said, standing and stretching his back, wiping a chill sheen of sweat from his bald head. “The Skinners would’ve busted out of us by now.”

      “Skinners?”

      Thom smiled. “Yeah, that’s what a friend of mine called them. What do you call them?”

      The man shrugged. “I guess I call them nasty fucking alien worms, but Skinners is way better. That thing’s gross ass tongue ripped a patch of flesh the size of a softball from my leg and slurped it down like a snake eating a mouse. Where’s your friend?”

      Thom swallowed, the click in his parched throat loud. His first attempt to speak was stymied by the lump in his chest. He cleared his throat, inhaled a shaky breath, and managed, “He didn’t make it. He got shot.” The last sight of Steve replayed in his mind, the soldiers lifting the rain-soaked body and zipping the boy into a black plastic body bag. He recalled Angie and Leland shivering against him, the three of them huddled next to a military Humvee, doing his best to keep the sight from them.

      Panic coursed through him at the thought of the youngsters.

      A soldier had asked Thom if the wound on his arm was the result of a worm. Thinking back, he realized that single nod of the head had been his downfall. He’d been segregated from the kids, shoved into a separate Humvee. Another soldier waiting in the back seat tossed a shroud over his head and zip-tied his wrists behind his back. That had been the first sign things were off kilter.

      Angie had called out for him, her voice fading as he’d been pushed along. He’d first assumed their separation was to keep the kids isolated from him due to his injury and possible infection, but every time Thom questioned his captors (that’s how he thought of them now, not as his saviors) they ignored the questions, strapped him to a gurney, and placed the anesthesia mask over his nose and mouth. If soldiers hadn’t been in the cold room with tasers at the ready, and if he hadn’t been so weak, he would’ve fought the bastards off.

      “Sorry to hear that.”

      Thom looked up from his woolgathering. “Huh?”

      “Sorry to hear about your friend.”

      “Oh. Thanks, Zach.”

      “It’s Zeke.”

      “Thanks, Zeke.” Thom waited a tick before asking, “Hey, you didn’t happen to see a younger girl in her teens, with red hair, with a little boy most likely clinging to her by any chance?”

      “Nope. They pulled me straight from my hospital bed, so when they brought me in I was doped up on painkillers and didn’t see another soul until they tossed you in here, wherever here is.”

      “We must be somewhere on Camp Merrill, if this is a military base that is. The trip from the high school hadn’t been a long one, I’m sure of that, but the bastards covered my face with a damn hood, so I couldn’t see a lick. The soldiers weren’t very friendly when I asked them, but I can’t think of anywhere else close to Kibner.”

      “I don’t think so,” Zeke offered, shaking his head. “Unless Merril has an underground bunker, because we are definitely underground. Besides, a military base would have a proper cell, not this,” he motioned to their surroundings, “what the fuck is this? A goddamn converted walk-in fridge? We’ve got a honey bucket instead of a toilet, for fuck’s sake.”

      Shrugging, Thom studied the small room, realizing his roomie’s guess appeared to be on the money. He started to answer the big man’s question when Zeke stood, pressed his index finger to his lips, and shuffled over to Thom, glancing about the space as he approached. He leaned down as if to plant a kiss on Thom’s cheek.

      Thom stood his ground as Zeke whispered, “They can hear us.”

      Zeke stood, and Thom stared into the man’s steely gaze. Zeke nodded once and leaned back in, his breath hot on Thom’s ear. “The room is bugged. I came to on the gurney, but the guards didn’t notice. They were talking about our conversation we had when they first tossed you in.” Zeke leaned back and scanned the room again before returning. “Another thing: don’t drink the juice. It’s laced. A sedative. That’s why we’ve been so weak.”

      Thom glanced down to the paper cup filled with orange juice. When he turned back to Zeke, the man nodded to a circular grate on the floor, the metal drain glistening with moisture and small granules of pulp.

      Zeke stepped over and picked up the tray of food, placing it on the cot next to Thom. He grabbed the O.J. and poured the contents down the drain, rinsed the cup at the small water hydrant in the corner of the cell and brought it to Thom, filled with clear water tinged with a scent of sulfur. He sat next to the old man, and whispered, “Eat the food. It’s disgusting but it’s not drugged. You’re gonna need your strength. The next time they come to take one of us, we’re getting the fuck out of here. You with me?”

      Thom looked up into the man’s coffee brown eyes as he stood, towering above him.

      Steve gave his life to save Leland. Now the kids need me.

      I have to find them.

      No matter what.

      Without breaking eye contact, Thom offered Zeke a single nod.
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      Contaminate. Replicate. Propagate. Exterminate.

      For untold millennia the organism has followed this instinctual credo. Why, not even it could say. Hunger seems to be its main biological drive. Proliferation its prime directive.

      Known by many names over the eons of space and time, the creature has been colloquially referred to by some on this planet, as a Skinner. An apt name for the first phase of its objective.

      The being shambling through the dense Georgia forest is still within the second phase of this command. The clone—once known as Tad Chapman (Chappie, by friends)—unsuccessfully graduated to the third stage when a collective intelligence decree pervaded its simple mind, amending its prime directive: safeguard the spawn.

      The spread had not been as successful as others. A few of its kind still thrived but were separated now, in hiding, hunted. It seems the denizens of this place are fighting back. And winning.

      Dragging its bare feet, the copy trudged deeper into the North Georgia woods along a winding game trail, further from this planet’s dominant lifeform which jeopardized its agenda, searching for shelter. The first blush of dawn blossomed in the east, its golden hue sifting through the kudzu and English ivy which throttled the native pines and oaks. The invasive vines crowded the path, blanketing the woods, offering little safe haven for the spawn. Emotionless, the copy altered its course, blazing a path toward a rocky outcropping and narrow cave opening visible through the overgrown foliage.

      Conceal, and safeguard the spawn.

      The intense hunger and desire to free the spores were no longer its concern. It delicately placed unblemished hands over the motley-colored clown costume covering its bloated and twitching belly, crawled into the damp darkness of the cave, and rested on its back, awaiting the next phase.

      

      Tad Chapman’s true body rested in a ditch along a two-lane highway on the outskirts of Kibner, Georgia. The skinless corpse lie supine on a crusty bed of sputum, several shriveled worm creatures scattered about, abandoned there by its copy two days ago. Along with his flesh, Tad had been stripped and deprived of his clothes, all except for the bright rainbow wig, and a pair of massive red clown shoes discarded next to his body like the deplumed wings of some bizarre, uncatalogued insect.

      Tad had loved those shoes and the reactions from the children when they heard the exuberant honk produced with each absurd and caricatured step. But Tad Chapman and Chappie the Clown were no more. Gone were the days of making children laugh, breaking their defenses, their fear of clowns shattered and forgotten.

      He’d abhorred the movies and books portraying clowns as evil murderous psychopaths and had been disheartened by the recent rash of clown sightings which had swept the news like a viral epidemic, terrifying unsuspecting citizens. Tad had spent his adult life striving to revive the heyday of clown society, to dispel the negative perceptions of the culture. But when he’d been infected by the downpour of glowing spores under the stars on the supposed highest point in the state of Georgia, he’d unwillingly become the terrifying image he’d rallied against his entire life.

      The days of squirting unsuspecting adults from an oversized flower were no more. The days of fashioning silly balloon animals for the kids were gone.

      Now, resting in a clammy cave somewhere in an uninhabited forest, Tad’s copy waited.

      A short while later, its mid-section ballooned like an engorged tick, the fluffy red pompoms along the center of the clown suit inching closer to the slick cave ceiling.

      As if performing one final jester’s prank, a wet bubbling flatulence gurgled from the supine figure, followed by a zipping whisper of parting flesh from beneath the bulging costume. Chappie’s midsection erupted, red pompom projectiles soared, viscera and intestinal fluids jettisoned, glazing the cave walls and ceiling.

      A grub-like mass squirmed free of the eviscerated torso, oily and glistening, peppered with dark globules of coagulum and nuggets of cloned innards. Tumbling to the cave floor, the sallow barrel of flesh wiggled and squelched through the hot sticky grume, pulsing contractions propelling it like an oversized maggot.

      The larva spasmed, splashing about in a glutinous puddle, a violent shudder traversing its blanched and segmented anatomy. It froze, and to an onlooker it would appear to have perished, until an appendage burst forth from its side, followed by five more in quick succession. The limbs thickened, growing larger with each expanding throb.

      Lifting itself on the rubbery stalks, the creature continued to distend, rising further from the floor. With a moist rending crackle, an amorphous mass dropped from its belly, the pendulous blob swinging from another thin appendage, before gradually migrating to the front of the podgy organism to form a neck topped with a misshapen head.

      A puckered sphincter on the head dilated, exposing an annular mouth lined with concentric circles of glistening ebony fangs. Two large eyes opened, blood-red orbs with no discernible pupils. Pulsating and expanding, limbs lengthening, the creature wormed its way toward the slack face of its gestational husk.

      Despite the disemboweled abdomen, the copy’s limbs flopped about sluggishly, its combination heart/brain still intact in its chest, still piloting the mangled clone. Its prime objective had been fulfilled—incubating the spawn. But it still had one more role to play.

      The spawn scrabbled onto the gore-splattered torso to carry out the copy’s final function—matriphagy.

      The circular mouth surged forward, tethered to the malformed head via a soft tube of translucent salmon-pink flesh. The teeth latched onto the copy’s forehead with a crunch, followed by a wet grinding mastication and a hollow pop as the oral disk punched through cranium. A spiked, rasping tongue probed forth and penetrated the soft tissue of the copy’s rudimentary brain, blending the surplus organ into an ingestible emulsion.

      Dark lumps flowed through the tube as the brood nursed, slurping and gulping its first meal. Satiated, it unlatched the feeding chute, a trickle of pink and gray paste seeping from the forehead cavity. Even with the voided skull, the copy continued to writhe.

      Retracting the mouth, the throbbing hybrid crawled further into the gloom of the cave.

      It needed to rest.

      It needed to grow.

      Then, it could commence the final phase.
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      “Hey, Emmet, I don’t like the idea of being out here with all that’s going on.”

      Emmet stopped on the trail and spun to face his friend. He slurped the dregs of his Bud Light and lobbed the empty can into the tangled thicket. “Would you quit being such a pussy and move your ass. I want to make it to the lake before it gets too dark and we miss the best bite time. I still got my eye on that lunker that got away last month.”

      Vic Pardy’s shoulders slumped under the heavy weight of his pack. “I’m not being a pussy. It’s just all the crazy rumors coming out of Kibner has got me a little jumpy. I should be back at home to make sure my girl is safe.”

      “I’ve been looking forward to this trip for two weeks and I’m not going to let some fake news bullshit ruin it for me. I paid a pretty penny for these lures and I aim to use ‘em. Besides, Tonya can take care of herself. That girl’s a better shot than you ever was. And she can fight better than you too. Quit bellyaching and toss me another beer.”

      Vic placed the cooler on the forest floor and foraged inside, handing an ice cold can to his friend. Emmit popped open the beer without so much as a thanks, downed half the can and released a belch that echoed through the woods. “And besides, Kibner’s probably a good ten miles south of the lake, so like I said, stop being a pussy and move your ass. We’re almost there.”

      Vic huffed an enormous sigh and fell in behind his friend. Emmet carried the fishing gear while Vic struggled along, burdened with the heavy camping equipment, their snacks, and the weighty cooler packed with beers.

      He often wondered why he put up with Emmet’s abuse, and had even informed Tonya that he wasn’t going fishing or camping with the asshole ever again. Unfortunately, Emmet was his lone friend, and he decided being treated like shit trumped not having a friend at all. He regretted that decision at the moment.

      After another quarter mile the pine trees thinned and the lake came into view, the calm water reflecting the falling sun. Vic placed his gear next to a firepit littered with charred wood and blackened beer cans, then stretched his back, several vertebrae popping with alarming clarity. He took in the scene, inhaling the clean air, enjoying the tranquil hush.

      Emmit released a rattling burp. “Perfect, we’re the only ones here. Them fish are all ours. Set up the tent while I catch us some grub.”

      Vic began the arduous task of erecting the tent—a two-man job if there ever was one—and stared daggers at Emmet pulling on his waders and heading off toward the lakeshore. “Asshole,” he mumbled as he worked, unsure if he was referring to himself or his friend. He managed to get the campsite set up in twice the time it should’ve taken, gathered some wood and got the campfire blazing, but before he had a chance to relax and enjoy the serenity of his surroundings a whooping cheer slashed the calm.

      Laughing smugly, Emmet swaggered into the campsite, three largemouth bass hanging from one meaty fist. “Break out the frying pan. I caught us dinner.”

      

      By the time Vic cleaned and cooked the fish, night had descended upon the forest and Emmet had polished off half of the cooler’s contents. Finally able to relax, Vic popped a beer for himself and sat on one of the tree stumps ringing the firepit.

      Emmet crushed his empty, tossed it into the fire, and patted his belly. “Not bad, buddy. You sure know how to fry up some fish.”

      Vic grinned at the rare compliment, but the elation proved short-lived as Emmet clapped his hands together and held them out like a street urchin, silently ordering another beer. A vision flashed through Vic’s mind, of launching the beer at Emmet’s head, the asshole’s nose exploding in a spray of crimson followed by whimpering and apologetic pleas. Instead, he fished a can from the cooler and lofted it to Emmet’s outstretched hands.

      Slurping the beer and wiping his mouth with a hairy forearm, Emmet sighed dramatically. “This is the life, ain’t it?”

      “Oh yeah. It’s a ton of fun. About as much fun as a root canal.”

      “What crawled up your ass? You should be happy I dragged you out of the house. Tonya’s got you pussy-whipped something fierce. You’d be stuck at home right now watching one of her stupid reality shows or some lame fucking rom-com. Probably giving her a dang foot massage while you were at it.”
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